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CIRCUMSTANCES AND
YEARNING

An Interview with Paul Dumol on
His Journey Through Theatre

17 November 2025
Makati City

P aul Dumol (b. 1951) is an educator and playwright known for historical
plays. Ang Paglilitis ni Mang Serapio (1968), written when he was still a
high school student at the Ateneo de Manila, is probably his best-known
work. He also wrote Kabesang Tales (1971), Felipe de las Casas (1983), and
Francisco Maniago (1998), and the libretto of the musicals Ilustrado (1998),
Aguinaldo 1898 (1999), and Lorenzo (2013). He received the Centennial
Honors for the Arts from the Cultural Center of the Philippines in 1999
and a lifetime achievement award from the Unyon ng mga Manunulat
sa Pilipinas in 2002. He is a Professor Emeritus at the University of Asia
and the Pacific (UA&P).

The interview was conducted on 17 November 2025 in Sangandaan sa
Makati Cultural Center as part of a project at the UA&P, “Paul Dumol’s
Theatre as Cultural Heritage,” initiated by Prof. Svetlana Antropova of
Universidad Villanueva, Spain.

Joachim Emilio Antonio: Thank you for consenting to this interview.
I think that everybody in the Philippines knows your name and plays. Can
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INTERVIEW Paul Dumol

you tell us why you chose theatre and when the interest in theatre was
ignited? By theatre, of course, I mean play production and play writing.

Paul Dumol: In kindergarten at St. Paul’s, Manila, I took part in a
children’s play directed by Father (James) Reuter. The role I played was
the father of a family. I have memories of my mother rehearsing me in
our house in Baguio and having me repeat a scene again and again until
I got it right. I don’t remember much about the production except for that
rehearsal. I must have been six years old. (Years later I would use that
same rehearsal method of my mom when I directed my first Tagalog play.)

I’'m pretty sure I watched productions of what is now called the Ateneo
Children’s Theater. Every year there was a production involving students
from all grade levels, presented in the auditorium of the Ateneo Grade
School. I vaguely remember a production of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.
I have a clearer memory of Hansel and Gretel. I recall it because of the
boys who played the witch: Nonon Padilla and Anton Juan. They must
have been in Grade 7; I would have been in Grade 6, probably about 12
years old. [ remember being especially impressed by Anton Juan, who
had a louder voice and was very convincingly wicked and cruel.

In high school, I recall watching The Monkey’s Paw. I have a strong
recollection of the climactic scene of The Monkey’s Paw, when there is
knocking at the door and the audience does not know whether it is the
monkey’s paw knocking by itself or a human being. Years later, I found out
that this was the first production of Dulaang Sibol, which had previously
been called the Ateneo High School Theater.

I now recall watching a production of Who Rides on White Horses with
Nieves Campa. This was a play about Edmund Campion, a Jesuit
martyred during the Elizabethan era. I remember the costumes being
quite impressive.
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When we did Paglilitis [Ang Paglilitis ni Mang Serapio] in fourth year high
school, we ransacked the costume closets of Dulaang Sibol and found
the Elizabethan-style costumes from Who Rides on White Horses, which
we used. Because Paglilitis was labeled a clown show, it became an excuse
for people to wear all sorts of crazy costumes. When I was in third year
high school, Onofre Pagsanghan directed The Mikado, the Gilbert and
Sullivan musical. Nonon played the role of Pooh Bah and he was very
good. This was performed at St. Bridget’s School along Aurora Boulevard.
Pagsi (Onofre Pagsanghan) built a hanamichi, like a fashion show runway
through the audience. The production was quite impressive, a new way
of staging since previous productions had kept to a proscenium stage.

I think I must have been in fourth year high school when the Dulaang
Sibol production was Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, in English and Filipino.
In Filipino, it was called Doon Po sa Amin.

Pagsi’s production of Doon Po sa Amin was very poetic. There were
minimal sets, and much of the beauty came from the lighting.

Antonio: Who translated the Filipino version of Our Town?
Dumol: Onofre Pagsanghan.

I watched Rolando Tinio’s production of Waiting for Godot at the Ateneo
Padre Faura, probably when I was in third year high school. I also
remember the production of The Knack and How to Get Rid of It, directed
by Badong Bernal, who later became National Artist for Stage Design.
That’s where I saw Laurice Guillen onstage for the first time. She was
quite the actress.

Rolando also did Hoy Boyet (by Tony Perez, which placed third in the
first Dulaang Sibol Play Production Contest), when I was in the first
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semester of senior high school, in the style of the “Theater of Cruelty,”
following Antonin Artaud.

That was important because it influenced my production of Paglilitis,
which was staged simply in a classroom with no lighting effects, using
only the neon lights of the classroom.

I have a vague memory of going with my mother to watch a play by
Henrik Ibsen at the Girl Scouts Auditorium (on Padre Faura [street]),
probably in third or fourth year. I hardly remember it—Henrik Ibsen
was too much for a high school kid.

Antonio: What got you into writing plays?

Dumol: The first play [ wrote was a class exercise in second year high
school. It incorporated everything I was reading at the time, including
themes. I don’t have a copy of the script—it was in English—but I
remember the title: Whisper of Stone, Scream of Spider. It had two scenes.
The first scene revolved around a painting with that title. The second
divided the acting space into two areas. In one, a group was praying the
Litany of Loreto. I included this because I had discovered at the time a
recording of Murder in the Cathedral (at home), and I was struck by the
choruses. Simultaneously, another scene showed a son being confronted
by his mother because of his drunkenness. The son fights back and throws
a statue of Christ the King on the floor breaking it to pieces. He accuses
his mother of hypocrisy.

The theme—hypocrisy, the surrealistic painting—was influenced by my
readings of T. S. Eliot, such as The Waste Land. The next year, [ acquired
a book, Four Playwrights and a Postscript by David Grossvogel. Beckett,
Genet, and lonesco were there, maybe Brecht as well. This became a
kind of Bible for the way I wrote my first plays.

I started joining literary competitions in high school. I wrote an essay that
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won a prize in first year high school (in the annual literary contest of our
school paper). In second year, I joined another essay contest sponsored
by the Lions Club, winning second place. I also wrote my first Tagalog
poem as an exercise in Filipino class. I was experimenting with different
genres, not yet focused on playwriting.

When I was in third year high school, Pagsi held the first Dulaang Sibol
play production contest. Students handled everything from script to
production, and we were forbidden from buying materials; we had to
make whatever we used. I stepped up to write the script.

Puting Timamanukin (my first play in Tagalog) won, and I asked a classmate,
Gil Quito, to co-write a final version of it because I was insecure about my
mastery of Filipino. (He later became one of the scriptwriters of Itim, the
Mike De Leon film.) From that point on, Puting Timamanukin was always
billed as co-written, even though Gil later asked me to remove his name.
I never did.

Because we won, the following year I was expected to write the script.
That was how my career in playwriting really started. By fourth year,
I was more or less convinced that I should pursue playwriting.

Antonio: As you were pursuing playwriting, I suppose the essays never
really disappeared.

Dumol: Actually, they did, because there were no opportunities for
writing essays. The ones [ wrote in first and second year were both for
competitions.

With regard to poetry, it was a Filipino class assignment that started me
writing: we were asked to write a poem in Tagalog and to accompany it
with illustrations from magazines or newspapers in a scrapbook.

That was a classroom exercise. A very obvious lesson is how important
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assignments are in high school; otherwise, you don’t discover things.

I remember one essay I wrote for Bien Lumbera’s class in college,
a review of Nick Joaquin’s short story “The Summer Solstice.” Bien loved
it, gave it an A, and made a hyperbolic remark, “This is the best review
of this sort” or something like that. I focused on the sound imagery
Nick Joaquin was using. By that time in first-year college, I was already
devouring books on literary criticism.

I first looked into literary criticism in second year high school. I recall
reading a pocketbook analyzing “Ozymandias,” which impressed me.

In college, we had to write a baby thesis. I wrote one that was more like
action research than library work, employing statistics and experiments.
I was reading books comparing Eastern and Western philosophies, noting
how Eastern philosophy was less “realistic” than Western philosophy,
and how this was reflected in their arts and paintings.

I did three drawings: one realistic, another like a comic book illustration,
and a third that was almost abstract, all of the same subject matter—
a fist. I was thinking that the American Jesuits would choose the realistic
drawing while the Filipino Jesuits would choose either of the nonrealistic
drawings. The results were hardly what I expected, but from then on
[ distrusted generalizations about Western and Eastern philosophies

By fourth year, I was already interested in philosophy, mainly because
of philosophy classes I took in third year. I enrolled in the philosophy
classes taught by Father Roque Ferriols in Tagalog. We studied non-
Filipino philosophers. I began comparing East and West, Oriental and
Western art. This interest traces back to around Grade five or six, when
[ was a member of the Arts Club under Araceli Dans. [ was introduced
to Chinese painting in that class.

Antonio: What course were you taking again?
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Dumol: Communication Arts.
Antonio: How was playwriting when you entered college?

Dumol: After Paglilitis, the Ateneo Grade School asked me to write
a musical for them. I agreed and decided to write something on the
Ibong Adarna. The music was composed by Lutgardo Labad, whom
I met in PETA in third year high school. He pursued music composition
professionally later and won a FAMAS award for a film score.

We collaborated on the musical. My strategy was to make it a children’s
play with a modern meaning. I found the character of the dying old king
similar to the Fisher King in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, so I set it in
that context.

I also experimented with essays in dramatic form, essays as dialogues.
I wrote one comparing English and Filipino as mediums of instruction
in my first year of college, published in the school literary magazine.
During Martial Law, that issue of Heights—which had published my
essay—was confiscated by the military because it had the president of
the Kabataan Makabayan (a Maoist student organization) on the cover.
[ was initially denied a visa to represent the Philippines in a Japanese
government program because of it. My father had to go to Malacanang
to explain that my essay was non-political.

[ also wrote Kabesang Tales. The first version was an assignment for a
scriptwriting class under Nestor Torre, who gave us the choice of writing
a script for stage or film. I wrote it for film. Later, I rewrote the script as
a play and won an honorable mention in the CCP playwriting contest,
with Rolando Tinio among the judges.

Shortly after graduation from college, I wrote Pagkaawit ng Adarna, an
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adaptation of the Adarna story to modern times.
Antonio: This is different from the children’s play?

Dumol: Yes, very different. This play was strongly influenced by Tony
Perez and featured a long monologue by the main character, a high school
student alienated from his father, who was dying of cancer.

The monologue expressed his failed attempts to reach out to his father.
The theme—father and son—was somewhat like Gabun’s (a play by Perez).
The play also bore the influence of Ingmar Bergman, since one of the
characters was Death, costumed like Death in The Seventh Seal movie stills.
[ wrote Pagkaawit after being named one of the Thirteen Artists of the
CCP in 1972. After the play’s initial run, I had to admit to myself that it
was more like a film than a play, switching between scenes from Ibong
Adarna (the corrido) and the son’s recollections of his father. Scenes with
the father show him already in a coma in a hospital.

The disjointed scene structure was influenced by film scripts, especially
Hiroshima Mon Amour and perhaps Last Year in Marienbad.

Pagkaawit was based on a short story I wrote for an English class, initially
without the Tony Perez or Bergman influences. Some influence may have
come from American Graffiti, as it depicted high school boys talking about
their experiences in various locations. It included a scene depicting drug
use, reflecting the start of that trend at the time.

I revisited Ibong Adarna because of its connection to Carl Jung’s psychology,
which interested me from high school. Puting Timamanukin contains
imagery influenced by Jung, particularly the myth of the dying king
whose health mirrors the land. I eventually abandoned that psychology,
giving my book to Tony Perez, who gave me his books on Stanislavski
in exchange.
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In college, I was a member of Tanghalang Ateneo (that’s how we called the
Drama Club from 1969), which was later dissolved with the proclamation
of Martial Law. We presented seasons of one-act plays, mostly in Tagalog,
using the cafeteria as our theater space. English plays, if any, were rare.
We had two active years. The fourth year was disrupted by a typhoon that
flooded Metro Manila and Central Luzon, upsetting the school calendar.
That same year Martial Law was proclaimed. We featured several Tony
Perez plays: Gabun, Alex Antiporda (premiere), and K31, about a dying
gay young man in a hospital.

I also wrote a documentary play, Ang Kilusang Pilipinisasyon sa Ateneo,
based solely on documents. Only material found in documented sources
could be included. It traced the short-lived Filipinization movement at
Ateneo, where students demanded classes be taught in Filipino. Years
later, I revisited this documentary style in Teksto at Komentaryo, a play
on the retraction of Rizal. My inspiration for the form came from Bien
Lumbera. We would meet at Rolando Tinio’s apartment in front of the
Ateneo. In one such gathering, Bien talked about an Irish production
that styled itself a “documentary play.”

Despite being dated, plays like Alex Antiporda and other Tony Perez
works have historical value. To me, as someone from theater, I would
call that near obsession for particular details of a particular point in time
“antiquarian theater”—you would cite it in a history book.

Shakespeare is different. Even though his works are old, they never feel
dated. The same goes for Greek plays—they retain their immediacy.

Antonio: From what you've shared about your elementary, high school,
and college years, it seems that many of your theatrical influences did
not come primarily from Shakespeare, at least not as much as from other

playwrights.
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Dumol: That’s true. After [ wrote Paglilitis, Maramba—the author of an
anthology of Philippine literature that included the play—asked me to
write an introduction to her reprint of Henry the Fourth. The essay was
titled “A Filipino Reads Shakespeare.” It reflected my personal experience
of reading Shakespeare as foreign literature, very much shaped by my
nationalist phase at the time. She may have asked me to write it as early
as my second year in college. When 1 did, I realized I hadn’t actually read
much Shakespeare—even by then.

My interest in Shakespeare developed later, when I began asking what a
Filipino audience would respond to more: plot or character. My answer
was plot—and in that sense, Shakespeare was the master.

I was also influenced by Jan Kott’s modern reinterpretations of
Shakespeare. But my strongest influence was Bertolt Brecht, even in
terms of plot—although Brecht himself was strongly influenced by
Shakespeare. Woyzeck (a play by George Buchner) was another play that
influenced me. I was fascinated by it because the plays I tended to write
emphasized plot.

Antonio: With regard to post-college times, how did you pursue theater?

Dumol: After Martial Law, I didn’t write any new play for about nine years.
Partly because I lost my enthusiasm. There was strong censorship—from
the government and from activists. The latter (who were composed of
many bright and talented persons and controlled or influenced many
Literature Departments and competitions) only accepted plays that
followed Maoist or Marxist lines.

I remember writing a TV script for Elvira Manahan (a popular TV host).
Paglilitis and Tony Perez’s Anak ng Araw were featured on a nightly talk
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show of which she and Nestor Torre were the hosts. They liked Paglilitis
and asked me to write a script. I followed the experiences of activists. At
that time, just before Martial Law, arrests were already happening, and
I was siding with the anti-establishment youth. Elvira Manahan, however,
was pro-Marcos, so the script was never produced. The model I followed
was SNL [Saturday Night Live]: short clips, vignettes—but not comic.

I was busy with Southridge School from 1979 onward, and prior to that,
in 1976, I was in Spain doing a Master’s in Philosophy. I returned to
playwriting in 1983.

Antonio: So those nine years would be characterized by really moving
to a more scholarly mental space and focusing on education?

Dumol: Scholarly for the Master’s, yes. Education for Southridge. And
then from graduation, 1973 up to 1976—that’s three years. That’s when
I did Pagkaawit ng Adarna. I founded a theater group, Samahan sa Dula,
which performed in the CCP Museum. There was an empty space at the
very end of the exhibition area in which we did avant-garde productions
there. That absorbed all my time.

In 1975, Nonon did the premiere production of Kabesang Tales. That was
a fabulous production. Then the next year, I went to Spain.

In the years before Martial Law, PETA began to specialize in activist
theater. I lost interest in theater. Philippine theater then struck me as
superficial, full of empty stage effects with very little thinking demanded
of the audience. That’s when I met Butch Dalisay and Boy Noriega. For a
while, the three of us thought of forming a small group to produce plays,
but each of us went our own way. Butch became active in the movement;
he wasn’t writing short stories yet. He was just in high school.
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There is something important I should add. In Southridge, we did
Christmas plays every year. The first year, we did the nativity narrative
using Bread and Puppet Theater puppets. These were tall puppets,
papier-maché heads and hands, each puppet manipulated by at least
three people. Nonon had watched a production of the puppet group
in New York and described it. The original Bread and Puppet Theater
group used swaths of cloth for costumes; we used crepe paper with its
brilliant colors. The Philippines had never seen anything like it. The
audience was blown away.

Antonio: I imagine that was something quite different from the typical
school program.

Dumol: Exactly. There was an informal rivalry between Southridge and
Woodrose, the sister school of Southridge. Their Christmas programs
were conventional: song and dance numbers, rehearsed to perfection.
Very good. But they couldn’t match the creativity of our productions.
We performed in the school quadrangle in the open air. I remember the
audience was fascinated by our camels—the humps were . . .

Antonio: . . . moving. Wow.

Dumol: And the crepe paper—the colors were something else. That was
our first.

The second year, we had a Noh play. The cast wore half masks, did not
speak; all words were spoken by a chorus the audience could see. There
was choreography, and it was done on a stage intersected by a hanamichi
with the audience sitting all around. It was a lot of fun.

The third year, we did a shadow puppet play. Huge screens of cacha at
the back, lots of rehearsals for the shadows.
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Antonio: How big was your involvement in those productions?
Dumol: I was the director.
Antonio: Wow. So, in a way, that’s how you still got your fix.

Dumol: That was my outlet during those dry years. From those productions
came Jay Aranda, who later became head of lighting at Dulaang UP for a
time and afterwards worked in Benilde. He was the lighting designer for
Lorenzo. That was also the time when I discovered Nonie Buencamino.
I directed him and another student in Gabun, which we produced in
Southridge, but in a classroom, for a very small audience. Jay and Nonie
became contributors to Philippine theater.

We had a second shadow puppet play that was more elaborate than the
first, playing around with the puppets themselves. For example, there
was a huge puppet, a close-up of Herod’s face, which became a mountain
to which the Holy Family fled, and then transformed again into the
soldiers chasing them. Today, you would see something like that in sand
paintings. That was the effect. After a while, I passed the production of
Christmas plays to the students. Paolo Mercado was very important then.
He wrote the scripts, even directed one production. He later became an
executive at Publicis, an international advertising company, but he never
went into commercial theater.

There was one Christmas play I wrote in collaboration with a student
that I thought was pretty good. I sent a copy to Nonon, who never did
anything with it. It was a Noh play. I don’t know if it’s among the plays I
donated to the Ateneo Library, but I thought it was worthy of preservation
for children’s theater. It was really clever.
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I don’t know how you would produce it today, because it used scaffolding
for construction work going on at Southridge at the time. We had actors
in a balcony in the school cafeteria looking down at a stage the school
carpenters built. There were three levels, including the audience area.
The big scene had devils going down from the balcony using ropes.
Among the voices was Nonie Buencamino.

Antonio: With regard to your comeback, that was 1983? How did that
come about?

Dumol: In 1983, I was working at Southridge when Jaime Zobel (Jaime
Augusto’s father) contacted me. The Franciscans wanted to celebrate their
400 years in the Philippines with a play about the first Mexican martyr.
This was Felipe de las Casas, later Fray Felipe de Jesus. He had been a
wastrel in Manila, experienced a conversion, joined the Franciscans, and
on his way to Mexico from Manila to be ordained, he was shipwrecked
in Japan during a typhoon. This happened while the first persecution of
Christians was going on; he was arrested and crucified in 1597.

That project marked the comeback as well of Ricky Davao, who
played Felipe, and Nonon, who hadn’t directed for PETA since 1975.
I didn’t know what kind of play to write, so I focused on Felipe’s internal
struggles. I gave him a fictional best friend he tried to convert, who
refused his efforts and was killed in a military campaign, leaving Felipe
grappling with the question whether he was in hell or purgatory.

The main focus became Felipe’s long monologues, praying aloud and
addressing God like a friend. Nonon had Ricky interpret it in an intimate
tone with violent movements that recalled Japanese martial arts. We
staged it at Fort Santiago, at the Puerta Isabel, in an open space with the
traffic along P. Burgos nearby just barely audible. The acoustics were
unpredictable, with car horns in the background, but Nonon designed
a beautiful set. Ricky’s performance was astonishing.
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Antonio: This wasn’t a musical.

Dumol: No. The play drew on Tony Perez’s influence with monologues.
The next full-length play I wrote, Francisco Maniago, was more a play
of ideas, and that approach continued in the Rizal plays, including the
monologue of Pule, and the musicals. My interest in this type of theater
came from a class or conversation with Rolando Tinio on George Bernard
Shaw’s theater of ideas. I became fascinated with writing plays for debate
and ideas, which I later saw in Tom Stoppard’s works.

Antonio: And the ideas of of Kabesang Tales?

Dumol: Those came from Rizal. I stuck closely to his Fili [El Filibusterismo].
When characters didn’t speak, I turned the narrator’s words into dialogue.
That gave the effect of ideas being spoken—an indirect early influence
of Rizal

Antonio: During your comeback, did the burdens from nine years earlier
no longer apply?

Dumol: You mean the censorship from both ends? Marcos loosened
up, but activist theater was still impossible. A few plays by Boy Noriega
appeared, like one on Bongbong Marcos and Kris—I never watched it,
but the atmosphere was looser.

The Reds were still very much in control of literature and film, the
contests, and the teaching positions in UP. They remained an oppressive
presence—you had to be aware of them because reviews could destroy

you, or word-of-mouth could affect audience attendance.

Antonio: So by 1983 onwards, that was less of a problem?
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Dumol: Well, 1983 was the year of Ninoy’s assassination. I don’t recall
exactly when Felipe de las Casas was staged that year, probably later.
The activists were still around, but I wasn’t worried for my plays. With
Felipe, the “thought police” didn’t bother me. Later, with Pule, we were
mindful, producing three writers’ monologues in a single performance.
With Francisco Maniago, I wasn’t thinking about them at all, though Nic
Tiongson wrote a sour review of Kabesang Tales’ ending.

Antonio: So there was already a space where you could do theater without
constant navigation?

Dumol: To a degree, yes. They couldn’t stop productions, but their
presence lingered. They still imposed dogmas, determining what was
“legitimate” theater. Ateneo wasn’t their concern, though UP students
often came to Fort Santiago to watch.

I got the impression that, by then, the activists had destroyed much good
theater. There were predictable productions—like a musical libretto by
Bien Lumbera with music by APO for Bayani—and some second-rate
plays like Bayaning Huwad. Overall, there wasn’t much innovative theater

happening under their influence.

Antonio: And then, sir, the shift. .. this seems to be the real start of the
comeback, closer to Philippine history.

Dumol: Ah, yes. You have to count Kabesang Tales.

Antonio: But there was the nine-year gap, which kind of suspended
momentum. Yet the interest in Philippine history didn’t wane?

Dumol: No, it grew. Definitely.
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Antonio: How did it grow during those nine years?

Dumol: By Francisco Maniago—around 1988—1I was starting to understand
Spain’s colonial presence differently. I saw alternative ways in which
history unfolded, not the usual narrative now considered “mainstream.”
I also noticed the “feudalistic classes™ Filipinos who are leaders,
adventurers, thinkers (it didn’t matter whether they were rightists or
leftists) versus those who are subservient.

In the late ’80s, Jess Estanislao headed DBP and asked me to write a
history of the Philippines in three lectures based on Nick Joaquin’s
wonderfully explosive essay on culture and history.

The years approaching Martial Law and the early years of Martial Law
were a challenge. What the activists were saying was completely foreign to
what I had learned at the Ateneo. I thought, isn’t the university supposed
to teach us how to grapple with Filipino society? Yet here was a narrative
with alien terms.

I felt disengaged. In my first and second years, I often sided with activists—
many were friends at the Ateneo. Then a teacher was dismissed for being
a communist and some others left the Ateneo in protest—Bien Lumbera
went to UP, Virgilio Almario also; Rolando Tinio stayed. I made a choice:
I wasn’t going to align with the leavers.

But nagging questions remained: What did activists mean by feudalismo,
imperyalismo, burukratang kapitalismo? How did the Philippines come to
be what these terms claimed it was? Whether right or wrong, they were
observing something real. Teaching Philippine history at Southridge
made these questions even more pressing.
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Antonio: So the plays from the ’80s to '90s explored those questions,
bit by bit?

Dumol: Yes. Starting with Francisco Maniago. For example, I couldn’t
understand why the Spanish Governor General traveled to Pampanga
to request rebels to lay down their arms and apologize for resisting.
The Spaniards in Intramuros seemed to be dealing with Filipinos as
though they were outsiders in the colony; eventually, I realized, they were
considered autonomous by the Spanish colonial rulers. That realization
changed everything.

Antonio: It changes everything.
Dumol: Absolutely everything.

Antonio: Given that progression in exploring history, the only exception
I've seen in your subsequent work is when you directed Hamlet.

Dumol: I directed that because of Nico Manahan. I felt he was so talented
it would be a favor to challenge him with Hamlet.

Antonio: I think Hamlet was more of a side story; the real focus is your
exploration of Philippine history.

Dumol: Yes. But it’s consistent with my interest in developing talent.

Antonio: After the '90s, your historical plays continued into the early
2000s?

Dumol: Yes. Francisco Maniago, then Pule (Apolinario Mabini),

commissioned by the CCP. Also plays on Rizal, Aguinaldo, and Antonio
Luna. Reading Mabini’s La Revolucion Filipina was eye-opening—it
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criticized Aguinaldo’s Tagalog army for raping Filipinas in Pangasinan
and Tuguegarao. There was no unity among Filipinos.

Francisco Maniago came in 1988, then two years later I left for Canada.
Antonio: So another hiatus.

Dumol: Yes, theater-wise. I returned in 1995. Nineteen ninety-six was
Rizal’s centennial, so I did the documentary play on Rizal (Teksto at
Komentaryo), followed by the musical Ilustrado.

Nonon Padilla had commissioned me to write a musical on Fili. I started
on an outline, but left for a PhD in Canada for which I had received a
scholarship. Jovi Miroy finished it; Nonon gave me equal billing with Jovi, but
I told him, “Jovi did everything. Remove me from the posters.”

When I returned, Nonon suggested a play on Rizal’s life. That became
Ilustrado (1996). Then came the Aguinaldo trilogy, which I had long
wanted to write. It covers the Philippine Revolution (1896) through the
Philippine-American War (1898). I volunteered it to Nonon, which I'd
never done before—usually I wrote only on commission. I paid for that
choice.

The third play, Bonifacio, should have been the first in the trilogy, but
I postponed writing it because I found the subject matter too controversial.
I wrote the second and third parts of the trilogy first, and they were
produced. I then wrote the play on Bonifacio, but to this day it has not
been produced.

Antonio: After your Aguinaldo plays, I noticed a slowdown in playwriting,

but an active focus on teaching playwriting or screenwriting, and scholarly
work on Philippine history.
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Dumol: There’s an explanation. After watching the musical [ wrote on
Antonio Luna [the second part of the Aguinaldo trilogy], a friend told me
the point of the musical did not come across unless you read the lyrics
in the surtitles translated into English. As well, he said, many historical
details had to be simplified for dramatic form. He suggested, “Why don’t
you just write a book?” That made an impression.

From that moment on, 2002, after Luna, I resolved to devote myself
to historical research. That changed only with Lorenzo which was
commissioned by Christopher de Leon. I didn’t want to write another
martyr play (the first was Felipe de las Casas) and passed on the task of
actually writing the libretto to you and Christian Vallez. In the end,
[ wrote introductory scenes to Acts 1-3.

Since then, I've written no scripts. My focus has been historical research:
the Synod of Manila, the insight about pueblos as a turning point in
Philippine history, and developing that perspective onward.

Antonio: That seems linked to your earlier essay writing in high school.
Dumol: More college than high school. The conferences and lectures
I've written are literary works in themselves; Yvette Camacho wants to

publish them.

Antonio: And simultaneously, you've continued passing on theater craft
to the younger generation.

Dumol: Yes, since Southridge days—Nonie Buencamino, Jay Aranda-
continuing into the '90s and beyond, except when I was busy with my

doctorate.

Antonio: And now, recent years?
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Dumol: I feel the pressure to train the next generation, both in writing
and historical research. There are insights I'd like to pass on, but I haven’t
yet found the way.

Antonio: Over the past two decades, I've noticed two things: the theater
aspect and how you trained us to approach primary source documents,
which really shifted me from literature to history. This goes back at least
to 2004, maybe even 2000. And I’ve noticed your creation of the new
subject Three Ways of Reading.

Dumol: That’s part of passing on.

Antonio: Even though this interview is mainly about theater and
playwriting, I feel your training in history is deeply connected to your
theater methods.

Dumol: Sure. They're related.

Antonio: [ remember our recent conversation about teaching how to read
documents to actors or directors. Many of the techniques you're passing
on now, even outside theater, still have roots in your theater training.

Dumol: Yes. That was a big lesson when I worked on the Aguinaldo
trilogy. Going through the documents, I had to imagine sequences of
events in a humanly believable way. It’s not just the sequence, but how
each event plays out, the motivations, how to integrate quotations into
the scene. That exercise gives a deeper understanding of what must
have happened.

Antonio: [ remember Teksto at Komentaryo. Some people thought events

“couldn’t have happened that way.” Doing it in a documentary manner
showed it was humanly plausible. For me, that play resonated most.
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And your mention of Stanislavski also comes to mind: using motive and
objective helps us read historical documents more richly—asking what
prompted a historical figure to write something and what they aimed
to achieve.

Dumol: And how to say it.

Antonio: In a way, that’s part of what shapes Three Ways of Reading. Even
as an elective, I feel everyone should take it—and ideally earlier.

Dumol: Yeah.

Antonio: Just to clarify, then—you’ll continue focusing on Philippine
history rather than writing new plays?

Dumol: Yes. I need to consolidate my insights on Philippine history.
Otherwise, leaving the field without doing so would feel like a betrayal.

Antonio: So for you, the play is just a medium.

Dumol: While I was writing plays, I saw myself primarily as a playwright,
more than a teacher or historian. For a long time, that’s how I identified
myself. Now, I don’t mind being seen as a historian. I've done enough
work—modest, but solid. I don’t regret leaving playwriting; it taught me
how to read history deeply.

Antonio: There’s no regret at all. Circumstances change, and we pursue
what’s most important. It seems for you, the most worthwhile way to
convey your insights is no longer through plays, but through lectures,
essays, and research—a shift in medium.
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Dumol: Exactly. By the time of Luna, my goal was less about producing
art and more about understanding our past. That’s why I followed the
advice of my friend.

Antonio: Given everything we've discussed, and keeping in mind your
commitment to passing knowledge to the next generation, how would
you summarize your journey as an artist, scholar, and person?

Dumol: I'd say our circumstances often determine what we focus on at
particular moments. I started as a playwright, then moved into education,
and now history. What remains constant in education and history is the
philosophical interest in who humans are and what society is. I'm still
in the history phase, but I'm very invested philosophically—tying loose
ends, as it were. That’s the journey.

Antonio: If you were to give advice to those starting out in education or
playwriting, what would it be?

Dumol: Enjoy what you do. Once you stop enjoying it, it becomes forced,
and insight disappears. Insights reveal what isn’t immediately obvious—
they enrich knowledge and give people something new to think about.
Al can summarize or collect data, but generating insights and interpreting
information is our human task, especially when facing challenges.

Antonio: On that note, how would you define “enjoying” what you do?
Dumol: It’s more about its effects. You keep working even at risk of
burnout because you enjoy it, and you keep discovering new things.

That process, the challenge itself, makes it exciting. It doesn’t feel like
an assignment.
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Antonio: A personal yearning for growth, then?
Dumol: And for the truth.
Antonio: And for the truth. Wow. That’s a lot. Thank you so much.
Dumol: Thank you for lunch.
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