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Interview with  
Karina A. Bolasco 

13 February 2025
Ateneo de Manila University

Maria Karina A. Bolasco has had over four decades of experience as 
a publisher in the Philippines. While she headed Anvil Publishing, 

from 1990 to 2016, the house was awarded Publisher of the Year eleven 
times at the National Book Awards. She continued the trend as Director 
of the Ateneo de Manila University Press, from 2017 to 2023, during which 
the university press was named Publisher of the Year.  From 2011 to 2019, 
she was a Governor of the National Book Development Board. She sat  
on the boards of the Philippine PEN, Writers Union of the Philippines 
(UMPIL), and The Outstanding Women in the Nation’s Service (TOWNS) 
Foundation. The interview was occasioned by the Philippines’s having 
been chosen as the Guest of Honor at the Frankfurt Book Fair for 2025, 
with Bolasco as the curator of the exhibition and literary program.     

Jonathan Chua: Back in 1997 you were interviewed for Pen & Ink. We 
can think of this as a continuation. Anvil was set up in 1993? 

Karina Bolasco: No, in 1990. December 1989 marked my tenth year at 
National Book Store (NBS). I wanted to move on after being limited to 
publishing textbooks and reference titles. At that time, another NBS 
company, Megastrat was formed as a book distribution outfit for self-
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published authors and small publishers who did not know the first 
thing about getting their books to stores and libraries. It also wanted 
to consolidate local titles for export or orders from abroad. This was 
wholesaling to libraries, to international customers or clients, if ever. This 
idea of Mr. Bert Veloso, who ran Cacho Hermanos printing press, and 
Teddy Henares, who was involved in other businesses of Alfred Ramos 
(son of Socorro C. Ramos and NBS president), did not work because 
book retail prices were not elastic as to cover distribution discounts or 
commissions. The proposed solution was for Megastrat to make its own 
books, and that gave birth to Anvil/Megastrat in February, 1990. That’s 
how Gwenn Galvez and I got to work together—a vital partnership for 
Gwenn shared my vision of popularizing works by Filipino authors not 
just as trade titles but more importantly in school curricula. Benjamin 
Ramos (twin brother of Alfred), who then owned Solar Publishing, which 
mainly published Woman Today, the most popular magazine then, and 
of The Daily Globe and later, Today, both daily newspapers, shepherded 
Anvil’s beginnings. We agreed on calling it Anvil as I suggested, alluding 
to the shaping of minds. I asked children’s book illustration pioneer, 
Albert Gamos, to design our logo. 

Chua: What were your first books? Literary titles? 

Bolasco: In its first year, we strengthened our basic education textbook 
programs, adapted from Silver Burdett and Simon and Schuster. The 
quality of adaptation was substantive and purposeful. Our World of 
Reading, some levels of which are still being used today, for example, in 
Assumption Antipolo, replaced American works with our prizewinning 
stories for children. Dr. Elena Paterno and Dr. Nemah Hermosa curated 
the selections: which were kept, and which were replaced with what. 
The same for our Mathematics series—the late Dr. Jose Marasigan and 
Dr. Queena Lee Chua were its expert consultants. We also had then 
a high school Grammar & Composition program that brought back 
diagramming: a skill that requires one to know the function of every 
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word in the sentence. For trade titles, we had our first cookbook series 
with Maya Kitchen, and titles by Dr. Margarita Holmes (Life, Love, Lust), 
Conrado de Quiros (Flowers from the Rubble), and Ambeth Ocampo (Rizal 
Without the Overcoat and Looking Back). They were all, in a way, sellers, 
good sellers. And because these four continued to write, Anvil was able 
to build them as brands. Later, Jessica Zafra, Tony Perez, Queena Lee-
Chua, Jaime Licauco, Felice Sta. Maria, and others became regulars, 
producing books every two years, or even yearly, creating communities 
of followers. With Gilda Cordero-Fernando, when GCF Books was still 
around, Anvil handled the distribution of her books, When it closed, she 
published mainly with us. 

Then there too were our Contemporary Philippine Poetry and Contemporary 
Philippine Fiction lines printed in small quantities like 500 copies on a baby 
offset machine acquired by Cacho Hermanos (a printing press owned by 
the Ramoses). Ramon “Rayvi” Sunico at that same time was Publishing 
Manager of Cacho Publishing House, specializing in children’s books (a 
genre Anvil did not go into until much later). He ran that small machine 
and designed practically all those books. The two imprints had Benilda 
Santos, Eric Gamalinda, Fatima Lim, Luisa Aguilar, Ricardo de Ungria, 
Gemino Abad, N. V. M. Gonzalez, Bienvenido Santos, Jose Dalisay, Gina 
Apostol, Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo, Charlson Ong, Clinton Palanca. For 
smaller collections of younger poets, we featured them back-to-back, 
with two separate covers: Lourd De Veyra and Ramil Digal Gulle, Ariel 
Borlongan and Vim Nadera. All the major poets, and fictionists—I think 
were in our roster. Also the best nonfiction from  journalists like Maria 
Ressa, Sheila Coronel, Ceres Doyo, JoAnn Maglipon, Marites Vitug, 
Paulynn Sicam, Criselda Yabes, Lorna Kalaw Tirol, Barbara Gonzalez, 
Jarius Bondoc, and academics: Benedict Anderson, Resil Mojares, 
Reynaldo Ileto, Joel Rocamora, Vicente Rafael, Carol Hau, P. N. Abinales, 
Milagros Guerrero, Luisa Camagay, Doreen Fernandez, Soledad Reyes, 
Edna Manlapaz, and many others I am not remembering now. 
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Chua: How did you decide on what to publish? Was there a call? 

Bolasco: In  response to whether or not we issued calls, Gwenn and  
I definitely had our wish lists based on what the tinderas on NBS floors 
were looking for. Textbooks were commissioned to selected subject 
experts. But mostly we got submissions. It was a good time to encourage 
local writing in all fields, on any subject interesting to our readers. 
Whatever we published immediately got out into the 250 outlets of NBS 
(at its peak). This was considered the gold standard in publishing.

Chua: But who decided to publish what? 

Bolasco: For trade, it was the marketing people from NBS stores and 
our own merchandisers and sales people. We only got reviewers or 
experts when it came to textbooks and references, anything for schools 
or universities. But with the trade titles and the literary titles, the buyers 
of NBS would tell us what would sell on the floor. They gave us an idea 
also of what people were looking for. Because that also was the goal of 
NBS—when they funded and started Anvil, the mandate was to produce 
books by Filipinos for Filipinos. We started with English books because 
we realized that it was the market that has surplus money to buy books. 
The market of NBS, the major book importer for 85 years now, reads in 
English. But by 1992, Jun Matias of Precious Pages, released his romances 
in Filipino, and they were runaway bestsellers, in the thousands of copies, 
20,000 to 50,0000 including export to the Middle East where our overseas 
workers then longed to read these pocketbooks. 

Chua: What about the romances? 

Bolasco: Jun Matias was maybe the newcomer. There was a Valentine 
Romances first, and then some of the authors broke away from Valentine 
and started their own small presses of romance books. Then Jun came 
in, big, with Precious Pages. His and his partner’s background were film 
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and TV so they innovated on the romances—they were serialized like 
the telenovelas. Written cinematically, and later on adapted to film and 
TV, these paperbacks sold fast. A romance writer, if they could finish 
four a month, could then earn an income comparable to, if not more, a 
middle-level manager’s salary. 

At some point, in the middle of that decade, we also began to consider 
romances. We launched Rosas and Pinoy Suspense, both curated and edited 
by Lualhati Bautista. Pinoy Suspense was a first and not limited to crime 
but also the supernatural, horror, fantasy, or scifi. We followed the trade 
practice. The romances were bought and paid for one time and not on 
royalty basis. I think, at that time, the going rate was 25,000 to 30,000 
pesos per novel. They were short, and it’s a kind of formula: boy meets 
girl, they triumph over all challenges and difficulties, and live happily 
ever after. Romance writers would just change the setting, the names of 
the characters, and the circumstances. 

It was lucrative and many writers emerged. However, I had hoped that our 
romances, while not deviating so much from the formula, would raise the 
appreciation standards of readers in terms of language, characterization, 
and plot development so there are no sudden twists and turns. We even 
held a workshop for prospective young writers like Luna Sicat, Joi Barrios, 
Rolando Tolentino, Roland Santos, and others, all Palanca prizewinners.  
It was held in a CCP [Cultural Center of the Philippines] facility in Laguna. 
I remember Gwen and I took a bus going there. Ricky Lee and Lualhati 
facilitated that workshop. Both imprints were an attempt to subvert the 
form. The covers looked the same as the others and they were sold at the 
same ₱30 per pocketbook but our Rosas books were not romances at all.
I think we failed, or it was an idea ahead of its time. We were doing only 
3,000 copies, while the other romance publishers were selling 30,000 to 
50,000 copies. The writers were not happy with their covers, but they 
understood what we were doing. The readers were not also happy with 
the depressing stories. Then, the pricing at ₱30, ₱40 pesos, because we 
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had to compete with all the other, bestselling romances at the time, could 
not be sustained at a 3,000-copy run. 

At the time, even if National Bookstore had not yet opened branches in 
the provinces, Megastrat had its own distribution network that was quite 
extensive. So aside from NBS in Manila, we were selling in the small 
book corners of department stores. We were able to bring the Rosas and 
Pinoy Suspense nationwide. For a while, it was the standard practice for 
all these stores to have standing orders for all romance titles, but in the 
end, when they reported sales and paid, it was always the Rosas and the 
Pinoy Suspense that were left unsold because they didn’t give the audience 
the happy ending  they automatically expect from romances. 

To give you an idea of the kind of experimentation or innovative techniques 
our writers employed, here are a few examples. Joi’s romance all happened 
in the mind: there is a mistress who’s deciding whether she still wants to 
be a mistress. So she used flashbacks and flash forwards too complicated 
for the genre’s readers. Joi wrote about mail-order brides. Chari Lucero’s 
is of a romance between a professor and a researcher. Roland used a 
choose-your-own-ending mode; at that time, Choose Your Own Adventure 
books were very popular. There was Santiago Diokno from De La Salle, 
who wrote about three women talking to each other about their man 
problems only to discover by the end that they were all involved with 
the same man. Cleverly, the man never appears in the novel. It just was 
too much for the romance market, apart from the mortal sin: NO happy 
ending. There was a time when I almost begged the writers, “For as long 
as the story  progresses believably and the characters are developed well, 
why can’t we have a happy ending?” But the writers didn’t always agree, 
and we could not compel them to do so. 

Eventually, Rosas was phased out. We were only selling a mere 3,000 
copies. But what’s positive was schools ended up using them for required 
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book reviews as they were more literary than the usual romance titles. 
There were even graduate students who, for their masteral or doctoral 
theses, studied and critiqued the Rosas books. 

Chua: Who wrote for the Pinoy Suspense series? 

Bolasco: Wilfrido Virtusio, Levi Balgos, Edgardo Reyes, Efren Abueg, 
even Lualhati, submitted manuscripts. Virtusio and Reyes would use 
women’s pen names for Rosas, but for Pinoy Suspense, their real names.

Chua: How successful was Pinoy Suspense relative to the Rosas?
 
Bolasco: Pinoy Suspense was harder to sustain. I think we only did 10 to 
a dozen releases unlike Rosas, which ended up with more than 30  titles. 
Also, 3,000 copies never happened to a literary title and therefore was 
already phenomenal at that time. It usually took years to sell all of 1,000  
copies for a novel or short story collection. After earnest attempts, both 
Rosas and Pinoy Suspense were eventually phased out. 

Chua: Sol Reyes must have written something about it. Didn’t she? 

Bolasco: I am not sure. Maybe not. In 1994, 1995, she and Edna started 
ALiWW [Ateneo Library of Women’s Writings], and curated the 
anthologies Ang Silid na Mahiwaga and Songs of Ourselves, foundational 
for women’s writing, and for their newly opened library. Much later, 
Dr. Soledad Reyes mentioned to me that it was beautiful Filipino that 
these romance paperback writers used, much like the language of the 
novelists of the early 1920s, whose works were serialized in newspapers 
and magazines. And most of which she herself translated to English.

Chua: Do you remember the early authors you published? Non-fictionists, 
right? 
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Bolasco: Yes, it was not all literary. The idea was to have books which 
talked of Filipino experiences and realities, as told by Filipinos, something 
like Tweetum’s [Barbara Gonzalez] collection of essays on single parenting, 
or the anthologies on midlife and retirement, on loss and grief. At that 
time, no one really thought of a writing a book  from page one to 200, 
other than a novel, so many journalists collected columns according to 
themes and subjects. Aside from Conrad de Quiros and Ambeth Ocampo, 
there were Randy David, Rina David, and Jessica’s Twisted series. 

Chua: They were columns. 

Bolasco: Yes, they were columns. The best were selected according to 
themes. The great thing is columns are supposed to be timely, about 
the issues of the day, and yet when elegantly and sharply written, they 
become timeless and therefore worth collecting into a single volume. 
Even fiction was not that easy, not fast to write in this country, maybe 
until Palanca started the novel category. But even then, the prize for the 
novel was given only once every three years. 

Much of the nonfiction was on the 1986 EDSA People Power Revolution. 
Four to six years after the historical event. Asuncion David-Maramba 
edited Six Modern Filipino Heroes: Benigno Aquino, Jose Diokno, Estelita 
Juco, Gaston Ortigas, Joaquin Roces, and Lorenzo Tañada. It was followed 
by Six Young Filipino Martyrs, which were on the lives of the activists of 
the long 1970s, who fought against the dictatorship—Lean Alejandro, 
Lorena Barros, Bobby de la Paz, Edjop Jopson, Emman Lacaba, and 
Ditto Sarmiento. She selected journalists to write about each. Later on, 
she did Seven in the Eye of History: Eugenia Apostol, Corazon Aquino, 
Macli-ing Dulag, Rosa Henson, Luis Jalandoni, Eduardo Quintero, and 
Jaime Cardinal Sin, who all had pivotal roles in crucial moments of our 
history. Lorna Kalaw-Tirol also edited thematic anthologies: Coming to 
Terms and its male counterpart, Primed for Life, both on mid-lifing women 
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and men. A sequel was Women on Fire on passions which drive women in 
their midlife—and this time no version for the men. It took the men years 
to complete the anthology, and when they finally did, there was hardly 
any introspection, only of physical changes like bulging and balding. 

Linda Panlilio—she was fondly called the anthology queen. This was 
because she had a women writing workshop under Jing Hidalgo, and so 
every time they had good essays, they would say, “Oh, this can already 
be collected into a book.” Jing Hidalgo was also one of our very first 
authors. Her husband, Tony, did the cockfighting books for us until 
they set up, Milflores, their own publishing outfit. Jessica Zafra came in, 
with her Twisted series, that almost really raised a generation of writing 
in English—the irreverence, the humor. In the 1990s, her readers were 
like a cult—they wore her cat’s eyes spectacles, Doc Martens, and black 
turtlenecks. They stalked her to movies and plays. Thirty  years after, she 
still holds book club sessions and writing workshops. We also managed 
to put out around twenty novels. 

Chua: In English? 

Bolasco: In English, from Butch Dalisay’s Killing Time in a Warm Place, 
Soledad’s Sister; Eric Gamalinda’s Empire of Memory and Confessions of 
a Volcano; Gina Apostol’s Raymundo Mata and Gun Dealer’s Daughter; 
Alfred Yuson’s Voyeurs and Savages, The Great Philippine Jungle Energy Cafe, 
and The Music Child and the Mahjong Queen; Charlson Ong’s Banyaga; 
Merlinda Bobis’s Banana Heart Summer, The Solemn Lantern Maker, Fish 
Hair Woman, Locust Girl; Lakambini Sitoy’s Sweet Haven and Danton 
Remoto’s Riverrun. Even for Edith [Tiempo], we were able to publish her 
last novel, The Builders. We also took over from NBS Ninotchka Rosca’s 
State of War and the major books of Nick Joaquin, including his second 
novel, Cave and Shadows, the classic Culture and History, and A Question 
of Heroes. With a good relationship with Nick himself, we were able to 
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reissue all his collections of reportage, in smaller formats, on crime, on 
love, on the Marcoses, on politics, and of course his short story collection, 
Tropical Gothic. 

Chua: The bulk is nonfiction. 

Bolasco: Because that was what we didn’t have before Anvil. There were 
only certain genres fit for books: literature, religion, and textbooks. 
But at Anvil, we made it clear that, like in any other country, any topic, 
any subject is worth writing about, as long as done well. “Well” covers 
the standards for publishing. What usually happened for nonfiction is 
that an editor would have a thematic concept for a book, choose mostly 
known writers to contribute, collect them into a book and write a long 
introduction for it. There were Forbidden Fruit, erotica by women, edited 
by Tina Cuyugan; Motherhood Statements by Rica Bolipata Santos and 
Cyan Abad-Jugo; and Fallen Cradle: Parents on the Loss of a Child by Agnes 
Prieto Levin, and more. There were memoirs and biographies of and by 
communists, politicians, established writers, and cultural icons; or just 
on the times like the long 1970s and martial law, on World War II, on 
the early American period, and so on. 

Chua: You had The Writers’ Wives, I remember. 

Bolasco: We also had that. Narita Gonzalez and Mercy Abad wrote such 
funny stories of their celebrity husbands. There was also the Young Blood 
series, edited by Ruel de Vera, which were from the column of the same 
name in the Inquirer, by new young authors. 

And then we had hometowns and cities. We started a city series (Manila, 
Naga, Davao, Dumaguete, Bohol, Baguio) by different editors: for Manila, 
Erlinda Panlilio; Lolly Lacuesta for Davao; for Dumaguete, it was Merlie 
Alunan; Marjorie Evasco for Bohol; Grace Subido for Baguio, and for 
Naga we had Paz Santos and Kristian Cordero. 
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On martial law, there also were collections of brief memoirs by different 
activists collected into anthologies. We had Militant But Groovy, edited by 
Soliman Santos, Tibak Rising by Ferdinand Llanes, UG: An Underground 
Tale by Benjamin Pimentel, and Subversive Lives, by Susan and Nathan 
Quimpo. Now, at this very moment, many of them are writing entire 
books on their activist years in the anti–martial law struggle. 

Maybe the first personal autobiography we did in Filipino was Rene 
Villanueva’s. I think what we brought out was important nonfiction 
written by Filipinos talking about Filipino experiences. On wellness and 
health, we addressed local diseases and health practices, not American 
or freezing-cold-country diseases. As to food books, they no longer 
were just recipe collections. We expanded and innovated on the range 
of possible titles—food history, food culture, word lists and dictionaries, 
heirloom cuisine and family history, autobiography through recipes. 
Books became interesting and personal as they talked about myriads of 
Filipino experiences. 

To fully support our own books, and to respond to unending complaints 
about Philippine books always kept to the back and dark, we proposed 
they be displayed with the imported books according to category. Our 
very own fictionists should be in the alphabetically arranged Fiction 
shelves, as Gamalinda before Günter Grass. It didn’t work because the 
new complaint then was local books were hard to find—easier when 
they were all together in that section libraries labeled as Filipiniana. 
The late Jimmy Gregorio, Marketing head of NBS, brought up another 
disadvantage for our titles if put beside imported books—they would 
look inferior in cover design, paper, printing quality, and pricing. This 
specially refers to how the beautiful well-produced imported children’s 
books sell at prices lower than those of our own. The Golden Books or 
Ladybird Series were in large print runs for world distribution whereas 
Aklat Adarna books with small print runs then were in newsprint to keep 
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the prices down. So we had to improve our covers, paper, and production 
quality, yet keep retail prices affordable. 

The reason NBS then advertised imported bestsellers in the major dailies, 
and not local titles is US books are paid upfront, no returns allowed as 
shipping costs would be extremely prohibitive. Their money is tied to 
those books, that is why these books would end up on window displays 
and other prominent shelves. The Filipiniana titles are at the back 
because they’re paid as they are sold, by consignment. And that is still  
the business practice today. It’s funny how, in other countries, bookshops 
have a small foreign books section, and everything else is local. NBDB 
[National Book Development Board] says that now the ratio of local to 
imported is down to 1:54. And that’s exactly why to-date, our annual 
book production is the lowest in Southeast Asia. 

Chua: What are some of the other important books? 

Bolasco: Because Anvil started when the landscape was almost barren, 
many of the books we published are now considered landmark or 
pioneering. With the Dr. Holmes and Ladlad books, we paved the way 
for more informed and open conversations about sex/gender equality and 
LGBTQ+ issues. We also worked with the University of the Philippines 
(UP) to put out the first monolingual dictionary in Filipino and the 
first cultural dictionary that helped determine the cultural literacy 
of a general public. We also worked with Vito Santos (Vicassan’s) and  
Fr. Leo English (English Tagalog Dictionary). We also collected the columns 
of Felice [Prudente Sta. Maria]. The spin I suggested was to turn them 
into a manual for cultural workers. The way we organized it was in a 
Q&A format, with the answers lodged in her columns so that the book 
provided basic knowledge for someone who wants to work in the cultural 
sector. It was ahead of its time, I think. Now people are surprised there 
was such a book and ask that it be made available again. 
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Chua: Which authors in English did you not publish but wanted to? 

Bolasco: I think we published everyone, most everyone. Whether as 
author of several books or as contributors to an anthology, I really think 
we got to publish most of our writers, if not all. I still have a wish list, 
but it is not necessarily just literary. For example, I kept nagging the late 
Francisco Nemenzo for his life story. And only very recently was Notes 
from the Philippine Underground launched. Can you believe that? And 
only because (Patricio) Abinales really rushed it for February 9 when he 
would turn 90, but he passed away in December. Another brilliant writer 
for me is Teodoro “Teddy Boy” Locsin Jr, and we went as far as proofs 
were being reviewed by his trusted copyeditor. But it didn’t happen, 
and proofs could not be located anymore after the copyeditor died. And 
of course, the now famous unpublished short stories of Resil Mojares 
which I pursued even till Ateneo Press days. We got to collect the best of 
Randy David’s columns, not only as trade titles but even as a Senior High 
textbook on Current Issues. These columnists need someone else to curate 
and organize their pieces into a book—it was the late Laura Samson who 
did this for Randy, just as JoAnn Maglipon did it for Conrad. We also 
started securing reprint rights of important books released by university 
presses in the US, UK, Netherlands, Japan to make them accessible to 
our own academics and scholars. Vince Rafael made sure all his books 
could be read here, and even pointed me to interesting and landmark 
studies by Filipino-American scholars or American Philippinists like 
Alfred McCoy, Michael Cullinane, and Paul Hutchcroft. I learned the 
ropes on the job—negotiating with publishers like Duke or Temple, 
Cornell and Wisconsin. I thought it would be amazing if many more 
of our readers have access to the pioneering studies and researches of 
our own scholars teaching in the US or Amsterdam or Japan where the 
environment enables them to write such works. And even more amazing 
if they could have them in their own personal libraries, and not be merely 
dependent on university libraries. 
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We also started a collaboration with the Carlos Palanca Foundation 
and offered to publish the Palanca-winning works (limited though to 
Short Story, Poetry, and One-Act Play). We were not able to sustain 
it. For the first publication of two thousand copies, we didn’t have to 
get permissions because that was part of the rules, that Palanca could 
publish them one time. But when we needed to reprint, we then had to 
get permission from all the winners. By that time, not everybody could 
be reached, or responded, or said yes. It was pointless to have missing 
winning works. Kulang-kulang. Also, much later, the Palanca Foundation 
set up their digital library. 

Chua: We can now talk about the Frankfurt Guest of Honour Pavilion, 
as a way to end. 

Bolasco: Well, you’ve read about how we ended up being Guest of Honour 
(GOH) at the Frankfurt Book Fair. It’s not because the industry was 
willing to pitch in financially to make it happen. It’s because of Senator 
[Loren] Legarda’s resolve—you know how she pushes for projects which 
support arts and culture and the environment, all the time. When she 
found out that Indonesia became GOH in 2015, she asked why not the 
Philippines first, because of our fluency in English. GOH is about selling 
translation rights—it required us to be ready with at least one hundred      
of our books in German by 2025. In the case of Indonesia, it was harder 
as their literature had to be translated first to English before they could 
sell rights to German publishers. They ended up with small trilingual 
chapter books which carried sample sections of Indonesian works, and 
their equivalent English and German translations. 

So the industry, for the most part, will be behind this project; and it 
comes at a good time as we are ready with a wide range of books, even 
from other languages as NBDB and NCCA [National Commission for 
Culture and the Arts] programs have funded the translation to English 
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of some works from the regions. Apart from translation rights sales, and 
internationally showcasing our stories, another upside is the commitment 
of the Frankfurt Book Fair to collect all books on the GOH country from 
all over the world. That usually ends up to about three hundred to four 
hundred titles, which they then donate to the GOH country after the fair. 
I suppose that will be a permanent collection at The National Library. 

Senator Legarda and NBDB asked me to write the draft for our Bid.  
I knew right away our book connection to Germany would be Jose Rizal’s 
subversive novel, Noli Me Tangere, published in Berlin in 1887 by a press 
run by women. The theme we agreed on is “The imagination peoples 
the air,” a line truncated from a chapter, “Sisa,” of the Noli. We appealed 
that the required one hundred translations could be half German, and 
the other half in other languages (Spanish, French, Greek, etc.). We also 
insisted we be allowed a historical display of the best five hundred books 
in the last fifty years in the Pavilion which is two thousand square meters 
of space. They agreed, as long as it would not look like a library. The 
Pavilion has to be an interesting and engaging experience, nothing static. 

Chua: How are you identifying the five hundred books?

Bolasco: A selection board of ten experts from various fields was 
designated to bring down to five hundred titles a total submission of 
over two thousand. We chose experts who over the years followed the 
release and publication of major books in their fields—the landmark and 
pioneering, those with impact on scholarship, those which configured 
and reconfigured our culture and the arts, and helped build and energized 
our sense of nationhood. 
Chua: What are other things to expect? 

Bolasco: A solid literary program of talks and conversations, back-to-back, 
by our best authors, interspersed with songs by the Madrigal Singers, 
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rap music from the Moro Beats, poetry readings and looping videos, 
and musical performances by our top violinists, guitarists, cellists, and 
Rondalla players (Some of whom are already based in Europe). There will 
also be exhibitions, film showings, concerts in galleries and museums, film 
houses, outside of the Frankfurt Book Fair, and other cities like Berlin, 
Hamburg, Heidelberg, Leipzig and Munich. Our authors with German 
editions, led by Jose Dalisay whose two novels have been translated, will 
be brought around for book talks in festivals and signing of copies in 
bookshops. Maria Ressa will lead our delegation of one hundred; hopefully 
with National Artists Almario, Abad, Mojares, and Lee. Grace Nono, 
for example, with her book on our epics and chanters will definitely 
perform. So will Merlinda Bobis. Howie Severino will tell the story of 
our Baybayin. And then maybe when Allan Derain talks about not just 
Aswanglaut but also about mythical creatures, I am hoping we can have 
a mini cosplay of at least ten of our mythical creatures, with Leroy New 
doing the costumes. Only seven months to go with our preps. Next month, 
we will hold a press conference in Berlin. Wish us luck.

JONATHAN CHUA

jchua@ateneo.edu     
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