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ALL OVER
Patrick D. Flores

Curator, The Philippine Pavilion

What happens to him, according to the story?

As soon as he throws himself towards this space, 

he has not even chewed a quid when

he sees in the middle of the sea a rock rising 

halfway up in the middle space.

And he lands on it like a bird.

And he says, “It is here that my place will be.”

When he scans the horizon, the landscape is 

open and looks like the circle of a 

bracelet, the story says.1

The anthropologist Nicole Revel cites a passage from the Palawan epic 

Mämiminbin that summons a “maritime landscape … after a narration of the 

hero’s ordeal through the Hell of Amaranthus. It describes Mämiminbin’s voyage 

to another world and his arrival at the abode of the Lady of Fishes, a rock in 

the middle of the sea.”2 Revel locates the wondrous world of this voice and 

this utterance: “In the southern highlands of Palawan, ‘la isla de la Paragua,’ 

lives a society of blowgun hunters and swidden agriculturists. Surrounded 

by lush vegetation of thousands of species and a peculiar fauna—both fauna 

and flora are akin to those in Borneo and Luzon—the people live in an intense 

relationship with nature. They call themselves ‘Palawan,’ which is also the 

island’s name.”3 It is uncanny that when the hero scopes the skyline, he sees 

an open landscape, much like the sphere of an ornament linked to the limb.

In another time in the Philippines, the film on the incomparable conqueror 

Genghis Khan would unreel. It ends with the Emperor, perched on a 

rock, casting his magisterial gaze over his dominion and promising his 

servile woman to “tie a string around the world” and lay it at her feet, 

a profession of love and a romantic apprehension of conquest.

In 2013, the Chinese President addressed the Indonesian Parliament in Jakarta 

and unveiled a vision of the Maritime Silk Road of the 21st century. According to 

Xi Jinping: “The sea is big because it admits all rivers. … Southeast Asia has since 

ancient times been an important hub along the ancient Maritime Silk Road.”4 

1 Nicole Revel. “The Palawan 
Epics: Festschrift in honor 
of William Henry Scott
2001.” Philippine Epics and 
Ballads Archive. Ateneo de Manila 
University, p. 3. 8 February 
2015 <http://epics.ateneo.edu/
epics/archives/15/articles/8%20
The%20Palawan%20Epics.pdf> 

2 Ibid., p. 3.

3 Ibid., p. 2.

4 “Speech by Chinese President 
Xi Jinping to Indonesian 
Parliament.” 3 October 2013. 
Asean China Center. 8 February 
2015 < http://www.asean-
china-center.org/ english/2013-
10/03/c_133062675.htm>

OPPOSITE PAGE: 
Genghis Khan, 1950.
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The present articulation of this map of relations, this fabled silk road, 

significantly relies on Southeast Asia as an intersection of the geographic, 

and on the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as the node of 

the geopolitical. The Chinese Institute of International Studies of the Chinese 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs points to the resolution of the Third Plenum 

to stress that China “needs to enhance opening-up in coastal regions and 

boost the connectivity construction with neighboring countries and regions 

to spur all-round opening-up.”5 Resting on this premise, China through the 

Maritime Silk Road of the 21st century “will further unite and expand common 

interests between China and other countries situated along the route. … The 

Maritime Silk Road will extend southward from China’s ports, through the 

South China Sea, the Straits of Malacca, Lombok and Sunda and then along 

the north Indian Ocean to the Persian Gulf, Red Sea and Gulf of Aden.”6

The relationship between the sea and Southeast Asia is of the essence. A scholar 

remarks: “Seawater, water from heaven, and water-as-a-metaphor all have in 

common that they can be ‘good’ or ‘bad’. The sea is both a barrier and a link, 

it brings trade and pirates.”7 And this sea, because it is extensive, is necessarily 

extenuate and common to all. As a ruler of an east Indonesian entrepot asserts: 

“God has made the earth and the sea, and has divided the earth among men and 

made the sea common to all.”8 It is in this light that a historian prompts us to 

view Southeast Asia in terms of “western and eastern maritime arenas”9 instead 

of as nation-states and their borders, tropes which are legacies of colonial 

empires. In this other reckoning of region, “the Bay of Bengal is the first, linking 

Sri Lanka, the Coromandel Coast and Bengal to Burma, Thailand and the Malay 

Peninsula. The second is the South China Sea, connecting the east coast of 

the Malay Peninsula to Vietnam, southern China, Taiwan, the Philippines and 

Borneo’s northern shores.”10 In the popular imagination, this contemplation of 

the Silk Road, as it implicates Southeast Asia, evokes the world in general. This 

is the ample world through which the Silk Road runs. It touches both the centers 

and the fringes of this formation, spanning the expanse from Venice to Manila. 

The Philippine Pavilion is interested in the history of the formation of 

this world and the state under which it is forming at the present time. 

Such a process of forming rests on a world of water, how it is fathomed, 

intuited, claimed, lived, surveiled, and coveted. It is also contingent on 

people like the Palawan hero, the Filipino filmmaker, and the Chinese 

President who dare foresee how it is to broaden boundary and to navigate 

distance. The Pavilion explores such a complex ecology through an 

equally complex ecology of art—and the first impulse is the cinema.

5 Cigui Liu. “Building the 21st 
Century Maritime Silk Road.” 
7 October 2014. Rightways. 
China Institute of International 
Studies. 8 February 2015 
<https://rightways.wordpress.
com/tag/south-china-sea/>

6 Ibid. 

7 Peter Boomgaard, ed. “In 
a state of flux: Water as a 
deadly and life-giving force in 
Southeast Asia.” A World of 
Water: Rain, Rivers, and Seas 
in Southeast Asian Histories. 
Leiden: KITLV Press, 2007, p.2. 
 
8 Cited in Heather Sutherland. 
“Geography as destiny? The 
role of water in Southeast Asian 
history.” See Boomgaard, p. 27.

9 Ibid., p.30. 

10 Ibid. 



The exhibition moves around Manuel Conde’s Genghis Khan, a germinal 

Philippine film made in 1950 in Manila and Angono; re-edited and given a 

narration by the American writer-critic James Agee; and presented at the 

Museum of Modern Art and the Venice Film Festival in 1952, where it competed 

with the films of Chaplin, Clement, Fellini, Ford, Hawks, Wyler, Bergman, 

and Mizoguchi. It was co-written and designed by Carlos Francisco. The 

Philippine government has conferred on Conde and Francisco the Order of 

National Artists, the highest honor in culture. The film was made on a paltry 

budget of P125,000 and used twenty-five cans of raw stock worth P30,000. 

After gracing Venice, it went to Salzburg, Rome, and Edinburgh. It was 

presented at Centre Pompidou in 1981. United Artists bought it for American 

distribution and was dubbed in sixteen languages including Chinese, French, 

Italian, Spanish, Thai, German, and Japanese.11 An instrumental figure in this 

circulation was Jacques Grinieff who founded Société Générale des Films to 

finance grandiose films like Abel Gance’s groundbreaking masterpiece Napoleon 

(1927) and Carl Theodor Dreyer’s La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc (1928).

As the Philippine representation returns to Venice in 2015, after fifty-one 

years of absence, so is the film revisited as a trajectory into the very idea 

of Venice as the place that recognized the country some sixty years ago 

through the moving image. This travel, specifically the distance and time 

crossed, indexes an aspiration; at the same time, it offers an opportunity to 

reflect on the condition of the world today and the potential of a Philippine 

Pavilion in Venice to initiate a conversation on the changing configurations 

of this world—on the volatile meanings of country, border, territory, nation, 

patrimony, freedom, nature, limit, community—via the Philippines. 

The film tells the story of the young Genghis Khan, his passage into the 

life of a warrior and vanquisher. This is a tale of a sui generis “master of all 

men” and “king of kings” and the formation of empires that have strung 

the islands of the world. Genghis Khan’s empire stretched “from the Pacific 

to the Black Sea,” the largest contiguous realm ever. It was supposedly a 

disruptive intervention, remarkable in its rupture of existing cultures and 

the radical transformation of others. How the popular media in our time 

would imagine a retake on the legacy of Genghis Khan in the history of 

culture is quite instructive. Concatenate it with his grandson Kublai Khan 

who conscripted Marco Polo in his enterprise and the worldscape widens. 

In 2003, the exhibition, The Legacy of Genghis Khan, opened in Los Angeles 

and it was covered in the media in light of the invasion of Iraq led by the 

United States, with the Mongol invasions in the 13th century “viewed as an 

11 See Nicanor Tiongson.  
The Cinema of Manuel Conde. 
Manila: UST Publishing, 2008. 

Genghis Khan, 1950.
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often disquieting parallel to contemporary events in the Middle East.”12 Linda 

Komaroff, however, tries to complicate this polemic: “Though by no means 

pervasive, this mindset generally did not allow for the possibility that the 

Mongol conquerors’ promotion of pan-Asian trade, methods of governance, 

avid taste for luxury goods, and practice of relocating skilled personnel 

might have resulted in an unprecedented cross-fertilization of cultural ideas 

throughout Eurasia. Nor was it considered that the so-called ‘Pax Mongolica’ 

might have had the effect of energizing Iranian art and infusing it with new 

meanings and forms that were subsequently spread throughout the Islamic 

world. Nevertheless, this reaction was a good reminder of the very deep 

imprint that the Mongol invasions left on the lands they conquered and in 

the collective memories of their inhabitants and their descendants.”13 As a 

poster of the film Genghis Khan blared: “Never has the screen revealed such 

blood-stained blazing adventure! With sword, torch and torture his cruel 

armies swept across the world! See the savage fury of the bestial Mongol 

warriors! See women made slaves, ruled and ravaged by the whip!”

The film is the pivot of the Pavilion, the node at which two contemporary 

projects are coordinated to finally prospect the condition of the world and the 

modes of its conquest as referenced by the epic life of Genghis Khan through 

the Philippine film. That this conquest of the world was depicted cinematically 

in 1950 in the Philippines was precocious and exemplary. Such condition of 

the world, however, needs elaboration in the present. The Pavilion risks an 

interpretation of an archipelagic world in relation to the cinema and the sea. 

Here, the “Philippine,” at once an archipelago and a figurine of the Spanish 

King Philip, becomes a theoretical mode and method and not just another locus 

of artistic production outside the supposed centers of contemporary art. 

This methodology converses with the brief of Okwui Enwezor on the “state 

of things” and the overdetermination of capital, faceting it at the angle of 

the sea. Enwezor writes: “One hundred years after the first shots of the First 

World War were fired in 1914, and seventy-five years after the beginning of 

the Second World War in 1939, the global landscape again lies shattered and 

in disarray, scarred by violent turmoil, panicked by specters of economic crisis 

and viral pandemonium, secessionist politics and a humanitarian catastrophe 

on the high seas, deserts, and borderlands, as immigrants, refugees, and 

desperate peoples seek refuge in seemingly calmer and prosperous lands. 

Everywhere one turns new crisis, uncertainty, and deepening insecurity across 

all regions of the world seem to leap into view.”14 Of capital, he argues: “Capital 

is the great drama of our age. Today nothing looms larger in every sphere of 

experience, from the predations of the political economy to the rapacity of 

13 Ibid., p.2. 

14 Okwui Enwezor. “All the 
World’s Futures.” Statement 
for the 56th International 
Art Exhibition. La Biennale 
di Venezia 2015.
 

12 Linda Komaroff, ed. 
“Introduction.” Beyond the 
Legacy of Genghis Khan. Leiden 
and Boston: Brill, 2006, p. 1. 

Genghis Khan, 1950.

OPPOSITE PAGE: Promotional 
poster for Genghis Khan, 1950.
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the financial industry. The exploitation of nature through its commodification 

as natural resources, the growing structure of inequality, and the weakening 

of broader social contract have recently compelled a demand for change.”15 

The sea used to be the overdetermination of the state of things, attested 

to by the oft-quoted dictum of Walter Raleigh: “Whosoever commands 

the sea, commands the trade; whosoever commands the trade of the world 

commands the riches of the world and consequently the world itself.”16 But 

this time has supposedly passed. The scholar Christopher Connery asserts: 

“There is no more sea power. What kind of awe can a fleet or an aircraft 

carrier inspire in the nuclear age, whose blasts have given a new character 

to military majesty and sublimity and whose marine vehicles are hidden 

beneath the waves? Nor do the ocean-girding voyages of global commerce 

offer a sense of majesty, the neat stacks of containers rising high above 

the decks being mere floating versions of the endless stacks at the prosaic, 

crane-filled ports of Busan, Long Beach, Elizabeth, or Singapore. The sea is 

full of transport, labor, and industry, but spectacle has moved elsewhere: 

what remains of the nautical in the visual media is the nostalgic sublimity 

of sinking ships or historical reenactments of blue-water glory.”17 

A pivotal element in this mythogenesis of the seas as hegemon is Venice itself: 

“Venice was the origin of the ideological and spectacular deployment of 

maritime identification. The winged lion of Saint Mark, with paws spanning 

land and sea, as in the Carpaccio painting that hangs in the doge’s palace, 

emblematizes the claim for elemental dominion. Spain, Portugal, Holland, 

and England were all projectors of naval majesty and power, but the extent 

to which even their power depended on something like ‘command of the sea’ 

is not wholly clear. Spain and Portugal were the first to conceive of world 

power as bound by maritime space—the ‘Spanish Lake’ of the Pacific, or 

the ocean -delivered global dominion celebrated in the Lusiades.”18 Connery 

continues: “Venetian spectacularity extended to its naval power and to 

the production of that power. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 

the Arsenale—where ships, galleys, and armaments for the Venetian navy 

were manufactured, now used by the Italian navy and also site for the 

art exhibitions of the Venice Biennale—was by many estimates the largest 

industrial facility in the Mediterranean and Europe. The rapid assembly 

of galleys was an attraction for visitors, including Galileo and Henry III of 

France, for whose viewing a galley was outfitted in less than one hour.”19 

The Philippine Pavilion in Venice in 2015 conjures this spectacularity again 

through a reflection on China as the overdetermination of current capital as well 

15 Ibid.

17 Ibid., p. 685. 

19 Ibid., p. 689. 

18 Ibid., p. 686. 

16 Cited in Christopher 
Connery. “Sea Power.” PMLA 
125. 3 (May 2010): 686. 
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as its commitments to arrogate the sea unto itself. That China is ascendant in 

the present can be explained in terms of the shifting landscape of international 

labor, the decline of the United States as superpower, and the erosion of 

“antisystemic” movements in the form of “working-class-based, state-power-

oriented mass politics.”20 It is from this woodwork that China rears its presence.

The Philippines in Venice in 1964

In 1964, the Philippines, under the auspices of the Art Association of the 

Philippines (AAP), was represented at the 32nd Venice Biennale. The pursuit to 

be in Venice began in 1961 when Purita Kalaw Ledesma wrote the Biennale. As 

early as 1962, the country already received an invitation but was unprepared to 

participate. It was only in 1964, with Jose Joya at the helm of the AAP, that the 

quest crystallized. It is curious to note that the organizer of the participation 

chose its officers to represent the country; Napoleon Abueva was AAP treasurer. 

In 1964, the Department of Foreign Affairs gave its imprimatur to the project 

and the selection was facilitated by the AAP, the Cultural Section of Foreign 

Affairs, and the Philippine section of the Association International des 

Critiques D’Art. The representation was not funded by the government. This 

prompted the Commissioner General of the participation, the poet and critic 

Emmanuel Torres, to lament the “apathy of the powers-that-be”21 in Manila 

and to feel as if he and the painter Jose Joya and the sculptor Napoleon 

Abueva “had just been pushed overboard … bag and baggage into the Grand 

Canal.”22 The room for Philippine art, Sala LXI, was a modest one, all of 17 

x 28 feet, but “was one of the best-lighted.”23 It was in the huge Central 

Pavilion along with the art from Argentina, Bulgaria, Peru, Syria, and South 

Africa. According to Torres, “five hardwood (molave) pieces by Abueva (of 

which three are reliefs) and nine oils by Joya comprised the first Philippine 

participation.”24 Well-known works like Joya’s Granadean Arabesque and 

Hills of Nikko and Abueva’s Allegorical Harpoon were in Venice. Abueva, in 

a letter to Mario Marcazzan, President of the Biennale, expressed the desire 

to make a nine-foot high sculpture to be titled Lone Figure to strengthen 

his participation, saying that the AAP failed to ship two of his works. 

Torres was somewhat bemused by the triumph of the American artist 

Robert Rauschenberg, recipient of the Grand Prize, he who did “combine 

paintings which make use of such unexalted materials as rusty slop pail, 

crumpled newspaper, grubby stuffed fowl, and dripping tar.”25 This 

being said, he deemed Venice the gauge of a continuing modernity 

that has become aggravatingly global. The artist brave enough to grace 

20 See China and the 
Transformation of Global 
Capitalism, edited by Ho-fung 
Hung. Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 2009. 

21 Emmanuel Torres. “‘Because it 
is there’…The Philippines at the 
32nd Venice Biennale.” Philippine 
Studies 13. 2 (1965): 331. 

22 Ibid.

23 Ibid., p. 334. 

24 Ibid.

25 Ibid., p. 335. 
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the occasion “learns what it takes … to be a serious artist with one eye 

turned inward to his Muse and the other cocked to the niches of the 

official pantheon. … Venice provides ‘the moment of truth.’”26 

And 1964 was apparently not yet the moment for the Philippines: “What some 

Manila art-gallery habitués find avant garde in Joya and Abueva is not so in 

Venice.”27 What was current in Venice at that time was American Pop Art and, 

in Torres’ words, “the new gothic horrors of Italian surrealism.”28 In spite of the 

belatedness of the Philippine gesture, he considered the International Abstract 

Style still the most appropriate artistic language to represent the Philippines, 

resisting the calls of some quarters in the local art scene to opt for a “more 

26 Ibid., p. 339.

Cover of brochure of the 
Philippine Participation 
in Venice in 1964.

27 Ibid., p. 340. 

28 Ibid.
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distinctively Filipino”29 outlook and manner. He makes a spirited defense of 

this internationalist aesthetic, and it is worth quoting him at length. In light 

of what he had witnessed in Venice, he would take note of these lessons: 

(1) that modern art criticism could not care less if a painting were done 

in an abstract or figurative, or nationalist manner—the important thing 

is that it has quality; (2) that abstract art, by becoming an international 

language, did not lose the capacity to offer a still-wide range of 

refinements, extensions, and adaptations within which a painter like 

Joya could work out his own personal style to set him apart from, say, 

Afro, or Tworkow; (3) that, far from being an indiscriminating modernist 

copyist, Joya has added something vital out of his own personality 

and environment into the framework of the so-called International 

Abstract Style—in fact, his paintings did not look like anybody else’s 

in Venice…; and (4) that the entries which tried hard to assert national 

identity, especially those in the social realist manner, looked awfully 

misplaced at the Biennale, like the entries of Russia and Bulgaria, some 

of Syria, Greece and the United Arab Republic. National identity or 

image making carries no weight in an international art exposition.30 

In the essay for the Biennale catalogue, Torres is unapologetic about the 

moorings of Philippine contemporary art: that it is western but internationalist, 

and does not suffer from “cultural neurosis of any kind”31 because it is not 

aggrandized by “images as monumental as those of Angkor or Ajanta.”32 It is 

“perpetually open to new possibilities here and now … nothing to lose but … 

enthusiasm.”33 The ground for this internationalism would partly be paved by 

the Philippine-born Fernando Zobel who was part of the Spanish Pavilion in 

1962, along with artists like Rafael Canogar, Vicente Vela, and Pablo Serrano. 

Still with regard to this internationalist penchant, Torres is of the mind that Joya’s 

articulation of abstraction revealed an equivalent aesthetic comparable with 

the other expressions of the same style; in fact it “surpassed many works in the 

abstract-expressionist/impressionist idiom in which he paints.”34 The same could 

not be said, however, of Abueva’s works that, with the exception of Allegorical 

Harpoon, lacked power and scale and that the “elegance of their clean, simple 

lines, polished but static details and labored appearance is a slick one.”35 

The return to Venice by way of the cinema is in a way a restaging of the 

American turn in contemporary art. And Torres’ misgivings about the 

participation in Venice call out the prominent role that American art had played 

in the alterations in the global art scene in the sixties. The internationalism 

29 Ibid., p. 341. 

30 Ibid., pp. 341-342. 

31 Emmanuel Torres. “Joya 
and Abueva: A New Thrust 
in Philippine Art.” First 
Philippine Participation XXXII 
International Exposition of 
Arts in Venice. Manila: Esso 
Standard Eastern, Inc, 1964. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid. 

34 See Torres, Philippine 
Studies, p. 342. 

35 Ibid., p. 343. 
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of Joya and Abueva was decisively shaped by American abstraction partly 

through their studies at the Cranbrook Academy in Michigan, which was 

a leading institution in American modernism by way of art and design in 

that era. The art historian Hiroko Ikegami has written on the “global rise of 

American art” through the artistic practice of Robert Rauschenberg and in 

the context of cities such as Paris, Venice, Stockholm, and Tokyo that for her 

“created an important transnational avant-garde art community.”36 Ikegami 

posits that these four cities in which Rauschenberg had remarkable presence 

in the sixties “engaged with the same essential question: how to take part 

in the international art scene as an active and unique force vis-à-vis the 

most powerful agent, American art.”37 To these four cities we can add Manila 

by way of “Venice” that screened Genghis Khan in the film festival, some 

kind of a transcendence by a local film industry of the American tutelage 

in film through the first film on Genghis Khan in the world, doubly coded in 

Tagalog and in the annotation of James Agee, the writer of African Queen. 

Venice was also the platform of Philippine internationalism through Joya and 

Abueva, the kind that aspired to parity with the American origin; and, in the 

estimation of the commissioner of the participation, exceeded its expectations, 

a somewhat anachronistic achievement in light of the Rauschenberg effect. 

Coordinates

At a tangent to Genghis Khan, the work of Jose Tence Ruiz references the BRP 

Sierra Madre. The New York Times describes it as the vessel that “the Philippine 

government ran aground on the reef in 1999 and has since maintained as a 

kind of post-apocalyptic military garrison, the small detachment of Filipino 

troops stationed there struggling to survive extreme mental and physical 

desolation. Of all places, the scorched shell of the Sierra Madre has become 

an unlikely battleground in a geopolitical struggle that will shape the future 

of the South China Sea and, to some extent, the rest of the world.”38 

Tence Ruiz evokes the spectral ship as an ambivalent silhouette through his 

assemblage of metal, velvet, and other media that morph from intricate form 

to intricate form. The trace that is also a monument thus settles into a reef-

outpost-detritus community floating on a contested vastness, at once forlorn 

and prevailing. The project is envisioned to refer to the Sierra Madre; but it is 

also meant to disperse an allegory, so that it could open up the experience to 

various intuitions of the world; it could, therefore, assume the shape of another 

vessel. In fact, he refers to it as a shoal, a highly nuanced word that could 

mean multitude, a shallow area of water, an offshore sandbar that alights and 

36 Hiroko Ikegami. The Great 
Migrator: Robert Rauschenberg 
and the Global Rise of American 
Art. MA: MIT Press, 2010, p.10. 

37 Ibid., p.15. 

38 Jeff Himmelman. “A Game 
of Shark and Minnow.” 27 
October 2013. The New York 
Times Magazine. The New 
York Times. 8 February 2015 
<http://www.nytimes.com/ 
newsgraphics/2013/10/27/
south-china-sea/> 



vanishes in the tides of the sea, or a hidden danger that needs to be dexterously 

navigated. It is almost byzantine in the way it evinces the Philippine Baroque 

and responds to the medievalist sensibility of the film Genghis Khan. 

Salient, too, in these nimble mutations is the name “Sierra Madre” that refers 

to the longest mountain range in the Philippines bounded by the Pacific Ocean 

to the east. The ship is a vestige of American expansionist policy in the Pacific 

beginning in the first half of the 20th century. According to a report: “The Sierra 

Madre at one time was the U.S.S. Harnett County, built as a tank-landing ship 

for World War II and then repurposed as a floating helicopter and speedboat hub 

in the rivers of Vietnam. In 1970 the U.S. gave the ship to the South Vietnamese, 

and in 1976 it was passed on to the Philippines. But nobody had ever taken the 

time to strip all of the communications gear or even old U.S. logbooks and a 

fleet guide from 1970.”39 Today it is beached on a shoal called Ayungin in the 

West Philippine Sea. Ayungin is the name of a fish; it is known as silver perch 

and is endemic in the Philippines, one of the tastiest; but it is in near extinction. 

With sharp bones, it is tricky to eat and is usually stewed in vinegar or tamarind. 

Finally, Sierra Madre as a mountain has become a trope of a homeland to 

which migrants return, stirring melancholy among those who try to seek 

sanctuary in its fields and streams. The song of the folk singer Coritha implies 

this wistfulness even as the similarly-titled films of the action star Fernando 

Poe, Jr. in 1963 and 1981 picture the mountain range as a terrain of violence, 

inequity, and retribution. In fact, its forest is a refuge of rebels, home of the 

Agta, who are hunters and gatherers; and in many ways, a frontier of heathens, 

a world of the wild, a zone of insurgency. The Sierra Madre stands its ground.

Tence Ruiz zeroes in on the abject image of the Sierra Madre as a craft of 

diminished valence but one that persists, floats “on and on in a shoreless 

sea.”40 The artist fleshes out this trope and renders it as a vessel invested 

with a very fundamental historical materiality. But as a vessel, it cannot be 

reduced to this ethnographic realism; it broadens as a materialization not so 

much of resilience as of transformation. He coins the phrase “slum fortress” 

to refer to his installation, evocative of an improvised defense, a teeming 

citadel that is also flotsam: the “pile of debris … goes skyward,” in the words 

of Walter Benjamin. It recalls other vessels in Philippine history, at once 

ancient, colonial, and global: the early watercraft balanghay that scattered 

the Austronesians and the Manila Galleon of the 17th and 19th centuries that 

circulated goods all over the world—to say nothing of the country’s world-

class mariners. In the hectic lattice of spires and turrets, transmitters and 

towers, the composite ship, this armature of vivid textile—seemingly encrusted 

39 Ibid. 

40 Bienvenido Santos. “The Day 
the Dancers Came.” Philippine 
Pen Anthology of Short Stories. 
Manila: Philippine Chapter 
International Pen, 1962, p.199. 

Shoal in progress.
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Details of Shoal.
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with the lichen and carpeted by the moss of an oceanic odyssey—looms as 

a Cold War gothic, laden with the impedimenta of travel, bursting at the 

seams with mesmerizing possessions, massive but inevitably awash.

In 2013, days after an overwhelming typhoon, with no precedence in terms of 

strength on landfall, ravaged the central part of the country, the Philippine 

novelist Ninotchka Rosca took exception to how the media would mystify 

the Philippine spirit as resilient in the face of exceptional adversity, of 

unimaginable, indescribable wind and water. The tropical archipelago has been 

shaped by a robust ecology as well as by relentless catastrophe; according 

to research on the epidemiology of disasters since 1900, the Philippines 

has experienced the most number of incidences requiring global relief in 

the planet. Rosca thinks of survival in these parts, or better to say, of the 

Philippine prevailing as metamorphic, and not as resilience: “We break, when 

the world is just too much, and in the process of breaking, are transformed 

into something difficult to understand. Or we take full measure of misfortune, 

wrestle with it and emerge transformed into something equally terrifying. … 

This is in sync with our indigenous worldview … an understanding of reality, 

including ourselves, as metamorphic (or, capable of transformation).”41 

It is this metamorphic, or better still, this tropic nature of the Philippine 

that Tence Ruiz endeavors to glean. He does this by refunctioning the 

ship as an obsessive weave of deep maroon velvet, conjuring the sacred 

vestment of the Catholic religion that has held sway in the political 

theology of the country, or more particularly the potent habiliment of 

the Black Nazarene in Manila that convenes a multitude and twenty-

hour processions. From the ship and the weave emerge ornaments and 

protrusions, appendages and elaborations of the masteries as well as 

the mixtures of the foreign within and through the Philippine. 

Of all the inspirations in his practice, what may be most pertinent to cite in 

this particular project is Salvatore Scarpitta, an American modern artist of 

Italian heritage. Tence Ruiz has been drawn to his bandaged paintings as 

tropes of trauma and faith. As one critic would put it: “They are powerful 

pieces, abstract in their basic form, tightly woven skeins of thick material, 

sometimes canvas, sometimes fabric, coated in resin and sometimes given 

texture and color by the admixture of sand, tea or iodine. But the use of 

these particular materials grounds the work in unavoidable allusions: The 

tightness of the fabric, the layers, the widening slits that open like torn 

flesh, all of this suggests something bound up with trauma, death, perhaps 

even mummification (as one early critic noted). Even more poignant is 

41 Ninotchka Rosca. 
“Commentary: Calling Filipinos 
Resilient is an Insult.” 18 
November 2013. Yahoo Southeast 
Asian Newsroom. Yahoo News 
PH. 20 February 2015  <https://
ph.news.yahoo.com/commentary-
-calling-filipinos-resilient-is-
an-insult-011053161.html>
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the way some of these strips of cloth pass through holes in other pieces, 

creating a tension that widens the slit-shaped wounds, as if the painting is 

wounding itself.”42 The work Shoal may be seen as bleeding beautifully.

 

For his part, Manny Montelibano presents a multi-channel video piece on the 

condition of the waters around the Philippines, specifically the West Philippine 

Sea that includes the Kalayaan Island Group, Bajo de Masinloc (or the Panatag 

or Scarborough Shoal), and the Exclusive Economic Zone and Continental 

Shelf. He finds an acute angle from Bataraza, the southernmost municipality of 

Palawan, between the Sulu Sea and the West Philippine Sea, or the South China 

Sea. It is from Bataraza that Filipinos journey to the contested territories of the 

Kalayaan Island Group and Sabah. Its southern-ness makes it prone to contact 

and also to dispute. Montelibano discerns this condition through image and 

sound. The film invites discussion of the history of world making and the history 

of the sea in the long duration, and in relation to cosmologies and the histories 

of empires, nation-states, and regions. For instance, he pursues the method 

involved in the film Genghis Khan in which the Tagalog of the screenplay is 

overlain with the English of James Agee, like some kind of double. The bilingual 

audience double-hears the dialogue, fishing out fragments of both languages. 

42 Philip Kennicott. “Take a Ride 
through Artist Salvatore Scarpitta’s 
works in Hirshhorn Exhibition.” 
26 July 2014. Sections: 
Museums. The Washington 
Post. 20 February 2015 <http://
www.washingtonpost.com/ 
entertainment/museums/take-
a-ride-through-artist-salvatore-
scarpittas-works-in-hirshhorn-
exhibition/2014/07/24/59749c9e-
0d27-11e4-8c9a-
923ecc0c7d23_story.html> 

Detail of Shoal.
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Montelibano creates a cognate track of epics and 

radio frequencies that capture the productive 

confusion of sonic scapes around the islands. 

Finally, Bataraza, as a kind of edge and aperture 

to a vast world that is challenged by nationalisms, 

is inflected with other images of flight, inevitably 

foregrounding the logics underlying the 

Philippine formation: the swarm of its nature, 

the violence of its successive colonialisms, and 

the intensity of its migrations across sagas and 

shipwrecks. At a certain level, he subtly stirs up 

another ripple in this discourse about the world 

by insinuating sound, a vibration that is a string 

in a wave in the sea. Taken together, sound and 

the vessel’s skin of velvet, which is a pile and a 

loop of silken thread, form the lustrous filament 

that binds the fragile rims of the earth. 

The sound is the epic, voiced by chanters from 

generation to generation. He has chosen the 

epic Kudaman of the Palawan people and their 

ethnoscape. According to Nicole Revel, the 

chanting of the epic intertwines the shaman, 

the myth, and the night: “The shaman sings the 

difficult experience of the voyage of his double, 

kuruduwa, by a specific chant, the lumbaga, 

whose melody is in all points assimilable to any 

epic melodic line. And it is precisely the ordeals 

that the soul of the shaman overcomes in the 

course of his voyage—the encounters with the Evil 

Doers, Länggam or Säqitan, the discussions, the 

bargaining engaged in with the Invisible Beings—

that constitute the shamanic chant. Moreover, to 

sing tultul is to be possessed by a Täw Tultultulän. 

These ‘Epic Heroes’ are a type of humanity who 

live in the median space and intercede between 

people on this earth and Ämpuq. They are a 

Benevolent Humanity protecting the ‘Real Men.’ 



ALL IMAGES THIS PAGE 
AND OPPOSITE: Stills from 
A Dashed State, Manny 
Montelibano, 2015, sound 
and video installation.
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The act of chanting thus doubles with the embodiment, in the very person 

of the bard, of these heroic and semi-divine Beings. One can interpret this 

relationship as an act of possession in which the bard becomes a medium.”43

The interlocution through chant of the Kudaman epic pursues the motif of 

voyages in “various worlds” in which “the story alternates a fixed center (the 

domestic space) and a quest in all the possible worlds (an extended space).”44 In 

such a protracted orality that “the extraordinary beauty of these chants resides 

in their subtly varied melodic motifs, the quality of the bard’s voice, timbre, 

and color, and the magnificent vocal technique that allows chanting for six to 

eight hours in a row.”45 A layer of his melody conjures “the flapping wings of 

the purple heron,” which the anthropologist “happened to hear rising from a 

sandbar and flying above the waves of the China Sea.”46 This is but part of the 

“Palawan soundscape”: the social thickness of “sound-matter, its ostinati, its 

pitches, its melodies, the rhythmic scansion of Time-and-Space, by day, by night, 

in dry season and rainy season. There is a throbbing which provides so many 

signals for the Highlander, a peculiar life which emanates from soundscape, is so 

enveloping that it inclines one not only to perception—for we cannot close our 

ears—but also to imitation by voice, speech, and music.”47 To name this island 

is to swim in the sound; “to name a bird is to imitate its cry or its song.”48 

On the other hand, one of the filmmakers that has intrigued Montelibano is 

Stanley Kubrick. Music has always been prominent in the oeuvre of Kubrick, 

having collaborated with the composer Gyorgy Ligeti for soundtracks that 

explore micropolyphony in which there are “essentially antithetical aspects: 

1) the outer, audible one, which results from 2) the internal one, inaudible 

because it is really no more than a rule, working secretly, ‘behind the scenes,’ 

as it were.”49 Such a modality leads to “the agglomeration of those lines into an 

object which may in turn establish relations with other, similarly formed objects, 

that voice leading—and, therefore, counterpoint—consists.”50 Montelibano, 

therefore, makes some kind of rustle, an acoustic spectrality that hovers, haunts, 

chases, stalks and yet also interferes with the cogency of chant, that “guttural 

44 Ibid., p. 124. 

45 Ibid., p. 121. 

46 Ibid., p. 123. 

47 Nicole Revel. “Palawan 
Soundscape.” Social Science 
Diliman 4.1-2 (January 
to December 2007):79.

48 Ibid., p. 81. 

43 Nicole Revel. “Kudaman: 
An Oral Epic in the Palawan 
Highlands.” Oral Tradition 
11.1 (1996): 110-111. 

49 Jonathan Bernard. “Voice 
Leading as a Spatial Function 
in the Music of Ligeti.” Music 
Analysis 13. 2-3, Twentieth 
Century Music Double Issue 
(July to October 1994): 227. 

50 Ibid., p. 250. 

Still from A Dashed State, 
Manny Montelibano, 2015, 
sound and video installation.
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Landing Ship Tank 57, known 
to the Philippines as the BRP 
Sierra Madre—listing slightly 
to the right, devoured by 
time and the elements,
but playing the irreplaceable role 
of the Philippines’ stronghold in
the Second Thomas 
(Ayungin) Shoal.

Ropes are cast across the 
water, used by soldiers 
to pull supply ships
close to the BRP Sierra Madre.
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enunciation of the voice” in the words of Okwui Enwezor.51 It is by turns a 

creeping and throbbing sound, one that encroaches on everyday life and in turn 

is disrupted by the travail of the epic voice that sings of genesis and survival.

Temujin 

In an interview with Manuel Conde, he intimates that he was drawn to 

the character of Temujin, the person who became the conqueror. He was 

struck by his valiant struggle to subdue the leaders of the other tribes who 

had gone to war over land and water; how he built a formidable army; 

and how he took on the mantle of the master of a sprawling empire. 

Of interest here for the Pavilion are the discrepancies between the modest 

expectations of Philippine cinema and the schema of Genghis Khan as a 

character of global magnitude, of the hills of Angono and the desert of Gobi. In 

fact, when the film was premiered in Hollywood, some observers were baffled. 

The rusted deck and bow 
of the BRP Sierra Madre 
speak nothing about
the ship’s bemedalled 
past, having fought for 
the United States in
World War II and the 
Vietnam War, and the South 
Vietnamese Navy after.
When it was commissioned 
to the Philippines in 
1976, it provided
transport to the tanks, 
helicopters, and troops 
fighting the Moro
insurgency in Mindanao, 
alternating as a hospital 
ship for wounded
soldiers.

On the horizon is another 
Chinese Coast Guard 
ship circling the BRP
Sierra Madre.

51 See Enwezor. “All the 
World’s Futures.”



B
iennale A

rte 2
0

1
5

Philippine Pavilion

One of them quipped: “Even DeMille didn’t attempt to do a Genghis Khan.”52 

The reviews were mixed, portraying the film as a cross between being quaint 

and having a “curiously impressive power and intensity.” The critic of Time 

would say that the film offered “nothing much of historical significance,” but 

“filmed on large scale, it has both barbaric splendor and fighting frenzy.”53 It 

was the writer of High Noon Carl Foreman who first thought of the idea of 

Genghis Khan being sent to the Venice Film Festival. Foreman introduced Conde 

to James Agee who did a commentary on or summary of the Tagalog script. 

When the film was submitted to the festival in Venice, there was 

confusion in terms of the producer of the film, a sign that the honor 

of presenting in Venice was coveted. It was the American Institute that 

wrote the festival to allow the film to be included beyond its quota. 

It was later clarified that the film was a Philippine production. 

The reception to Genghis Khan in the United States was mixed; the film might 

have confounded commentators. In the files at the Museum of Modern Art in 

New York, some notes surface. Commonweal considered it a “semi-biographical, 

panoramic film made in the Philippines … an unusual movie.”54 It took note 

of the “somewhat too high brow and literary” English narration but praised 

its visuals, which “make the film so impressive.”55 Variety, on the other hand, 

covered its preview in New York on June 18, 1953 and called it the “Philippine 

film industry’s attempt to break into the American market.”56 According to its 

writer, the film is “occasionally interesting” though it belongs to an “also-ran 

class.” It is a “crude take off on a Hollywood costume drama” and its “camera 

work not up to U.S. standards.” Another publication pointed to “moments of 

glaring amateurish quality.”57 It seems that the film was difficult to place within 

the critical imagination, partly because it came from an eccentric site like the 

Philippines and that it was venturesome enough to take on the story of Genghis 

Khan whose domain “spread from Asia to the Danube.” The notes labeled BFI 

offer the most nuanced view of the film. It starts by saying that “the technique is 

variable, often crude, and compositions and cutting too deliberately ‘artistic.’”58 

There is productive confusion, a sign that the film holds out something 

aesthetically intractable. It continues to say that the “picture, however, is seldom 

less than interesting, and often most exciting, as, for example, in the wrestling 

sequence. Though the construction is weak and episodic, the action is all on a 

grand and heroic scale, so that there seems nothing farcical in Temujin’s splitting 

four armed warriors on one great arrow.”59 It does not scrimp on compliments 

for Manuel Conde and Lou Salvador as actors. It describes the battle scenes 

as “near balletic” and the English commentary “intelligent and well read.”

52 Cited in Nicanor 
Tiongson. The Cinema of 
Manuel Conde. Manila: UST 
Publishing, 2008, p. 70. 

53 Ibid., p. 74. 

54 Archival materials from 
the Department of Film, 
Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, microfiche 296. 

55 Ibid.

56 Ibid. 

57 Ibid. 

58 Ibid. 

59 Ibid. 

THIS PAGE AND NEXT: Carlos 
Francisco, Genghis Khan 
production drawings, 1950.
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The Philippine film historian Agustin V. Sotto believes that Genghis Khan is 

peerless: “Nothing before it prepares us for its surprises and nothing after 

it comes close to its achievements. It seems to be the only Filipino movie in 

the Russian style of filmmaking. In its first shot, cirrocumulus clouds roll like 

powder puffs across the landscape. … Soldiers are shot diagonally. Manuel 

Conde as Genghis Khan poses in front of the camera in a low angle similar 

to Sergei Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible.”60 Another critic maintains that the 

film “was slightly reminiscent of old-style, Russian hero-sagas, such as Storm 

Over Asia.”61 But Conde has denied this Eisenstein influence, causing Sotto to 

look to Carlos Francisco as the other eye behind the camera: “A few Russian 

movies played in Manila before the war—Alexander Nevsky, Song of the 

Volga Boatman—and Botong must have seen them. Perhaps feeling that the 

Mongolian terrain was similar to that of Russia, he adopted the characteristics 

of the Moscow studios.”62 Francisco, Sotto continues, “combines both rags and 

riches to evoke a Genghis Khan whose majestic bearings are tribal in origin. 

There is this air of impoverished grandeur that surrounds the production.”63 

60 Agustin V. Sotto. “Genghis 
Khan at the Cinematheque 
Francaise.” in The Urian 
Anthology 1970-1979, edited 
by Nicanor Tiongson. Manila: 
Manunuri ng Pelikulang 
Pilipino, 1983, p. 138. 

61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid. 

63 Ibid, p. 141. 
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World Making 

It is quite well known that the part of the sea and of the country that Manny 

Montelibano films is entangled in a war of positions centering on sovereignty 

and patrimony. The Philippine government has asserted its rights over this 

domain as well as its integrity as an “archipelagic state” and “seafaring 

nation”64 that needs to defend its vital interests in its copious coasts and marine 

biodiversity, which is the world’s most lavish. The problem principally lies in 

China’s hegemonic stance in the region, which has been described as a form 

of aggression. It is premised on the Nine Dash Line that lays the predicate of 

the Chinese argument, the legitimacy of which has been questioned and is 

now in the process of arbitration initiated by the Philippines with the view of 

ending conflicts in the sea. The presence of China in the area, its unilateral 

actions, the continued reclamation activities as well as the construction 

of structures, the sightings of its research vessels heighten this tension. 

A lawyer and expert from the Philippines comments: “Since 2008, China’s 

maritime law enforcement agencies have surely and steadily stepped up their 

‘rights protection campaign’ in order to discourage and dislodge Southeast 

Asian marine resource users from the area within the Nine Dashed Lines. They 

have demonstrated a willingness to forcefully (and perhaps recklessly) use their 

ships against other smaller vessels, exemplified by the ramming of Vietnamese 

ships attempting to prevent unauthorized Chinese petroleum exploration in 

disputed waters. They have repeatedly threatened safe navigation by deliberately 

‘crossing the bow,’ or placing their vessels directly in another’s path, not only 

of Southeast Asian ships but even those of the US Navy. Chinese ships have 

intimidated Indonesian coast guard vessels and shadowed passing US and Indian 

naval vessels, to stress their control and dominance in the South China Sea.”65 

A Justice in the Philippine Supreme Court considers this hostile stance 

a “theft of the global commons” with far-reaching implications for the 

planet and the anthropocene: “If China’s 9-dashed lines are allowed to 

stand, then there will be no global commons in the South China Sea. If 

there is no global commons in the South China Sea, then there will be no 

global commons in the rest of the oceans and seas of our planet. Great 

naval powers will appropriate for themselves whatever global commons 

they can grab. Coastal nations, large or small, will be forced to strengthen 

their naval forces to protect their own maritime zones. Naval might, not 

the law of the sea, will prevail in the oceans and seas of our planet.”66 

Amid this global conflict, the ship Sierra Madre refuses to vanish; in fact, 

in 2014, its military detachment was resupplied and soldiers on against 

64 See the White Paper on 
the West Philippine Sea. 

65 Jay Batongbacal. “The Shape 
of Things to Come in the West 
PHL Sea.” 10 April 2014. Opinion. 
GMA News Online. 20 February 
2015 < http://www.gmanetwork.
com/news/ story/356266/
opinion/the-shape-of-things-
to-come-in-the-west-phl-sea>

66 Cited in Rita Jimeno. “The 
Theft of Global Commons.” 8 
September 2014. Opinion: Out of 
the Box by Rita Jimeno. Manila 
Standard Today. 20 February 2015 
<http://manilastandardtoday.
com/ 2014/09/08/the-theft-
of-global-commons/>
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the fortifications of the Chinese: “It is of symbolic significance because its 

position directly challenges that of the Chinese fortification on Mischief 

Reef, and it is one of the last few reef atolls whose enclosed lagoons are 

potentially useful as natural harbors that can be used to strategically 

extend the range of Chinese ships. Like predators circling their dying prey, 

Chinese ships can be expected to watch patiently until the Philippines is 

forced to abandon the position.”67 The tenor of the Philippine government is 

understandably more circumspect, one that encourages “a lasting solution 

to the disputes” and “habits of dialogue” “to address maritime security 

challenges such as piracy, illegal fishing, and maritime terrorism.”68

The Philippine government haled China to an Arbitral Tribunal in 2013 

under the legal regime of the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law 

of the Sea, which both countries had ratified. The Philippines challenges the 

Nine Dash Line claim of China to almost the entire South China Sea, all of its 

waters and seabed. It is deemed unlawful as it infringes on the sovereignty 

and jurisdiction of the Philippines over its maritime entitlements in the 

West Philippine Sea. The South China Sea is surrounded by seven countries, 

including Taiwan, Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Vietnam and includes 

island groups like the Panacot Islands, Scarborough Shoal, and Spratly Islands. 

The Philippines further alerts the world to how China has built “structures on 

certain submerged banks, reefs and low tide elevations that do not qualify 

as islands under UNCLOS, but are parts of the Philippine continental shelf, 

or the international seabed.”69 In fact, China has “occupied certain small, 

uninhabitable coral projections that are barely above water at high tide, and 

which are ‘rocks’”70 under the law. This notion of sovereignty and jurisdiction 

67 See Batongbacal. 
 
68 Department of Foreign Affairs 
(DFA). “Press Release: DFA 
Undersecretary Evan Garcia Calls 
for Restraint in West Philippine 
Sea in Meetings with ASEAN 
and China.” 25 April 2014. 

69 DFA. “Notification and 
Statement of Claim on West 
Philippine Sea.” 22 January 2013. 

70 Ibid. 

Rather prophetically 
named after the mountain 
range that shields the
Philippines from storms that rage 
from the Pacific, the BRP Sierra
Madre was grounded 105 
nautical miles from mainland 
Palawan in 1999 to
serve as the physical and 
symbolic stake of the 
Philippines in the
Second Thomas (Ayungin) Shoal. 
The Philippines claims exclusive
sovereign right to Ayungin Shoal, 
as it falls within the 200-nautical
mile Exclusive Economic 
Zone agreed upon in 
the United Nations
Convention on the Law of 
the Sea (UNCLOS). China 
claims Ayungin and
80% of the South China 
Sea as its own.

Peeking behind the Sierra Madre 
is a white ship of the China Coast
Guard, one of the many 
Chinese ships patrolling 
Ayungin Shoal, driving
Filipino vessels away from 
waters they claim are theirs.
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David Medalla, Launching the 
Great Wall of China into Orbit 
as a Satellite around the Moon, 
a “cosmic propulsion for the 
future”, 1969. Photo Collage. 
Collection of the artist.

David Medalla, Social 
Revolution, Documentation of 
participation in Documenta 
V, Kassel, Germany. 1972. 
Harald Szeemann Papers, 
The Getty Research Institute, 
Los Angeles (2011. M. 30).
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invoked by the Philippines is rooted in a notion of an intense ecological life, 

the country being the center of marine biodiversity in the entire planet; it 

thus dwells on the state of its geology, economy, environment, and food.71 

There was a time in the sixties and the seventies when China presented 

some kind of an alternative future in the Philippines; the Left and its 

Social Realism were both inspired by Mao Zedong. Such awe is palpable 

in the work of David Medalla that depicts the Great Wall of China 

encircling the moon (The Great Wall of China Around the Moon, 1969); 

in Documenta V in 1972, he proposed, along with John Dugger of the 

Artists Liberation Front, an environment that was a paean to Mao. 

Santiago Bose, however, had a more ambivalent feeling about China and Mao three 

decades later. In a piece titled Dialogue with Chairman Mao (2001), he scribbles 

the phrase, á la Magritte, “This is not the Spratleys” across a mixed-media landscape 

of the contested island in the South China Sea, a bust of Mao and the artist’s 

self-portrait, and quotes from Mao and Scott McCloud. Mao is cited thus: “When 

we look at a thing, we must examine its essence and treat its appearance merely 

as an usher at the threshold and once we cross the threshold, we must grasp the 

essence of the thing; this is the only reliable and scientific method of analysis.”72 

And from McCloud: “The human imagination takes two separate images and 

transforms them to a single idea but we mentally construct a continuum of unified 

reality. We see ourselves in everything. We assign identities and emotions where 

none exist.”73 It is clear that Bose doubts the rationality of the Maoist doctrine of 

the analysis of the material condition and insinuates fantasy and arbitrariness into 

the supposed apprehension of the essence of reality. In 2013, National Book Store, 

 
71 For further study, see Bill 
Hayton. The South China Sea: 
The Struggle for Power in Asia. 
New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2014; Bajo de 
Masinloc (Scarborough Shoal): 
Maps and Documents. Manila: 
National Mapping and Resource 
Information Authority and UP 
Institute for Maritime Affairs 
and Law of the Sea, 2014. 

72 “A Single Spark can Start a 
Prairie Fire.” 5 January 1930. 
Selected Works from Mao Tse-
tung. 20 February 2015 <https://
www.marxists.org/reference/
archive/mao/selected-works/
volume-1/mswv1_6.htm>

73 Scott McCloud. Understanding 
Comics. Northampton: Kitchen 
Sink Press, 1993, p. 67.

Santiago Bose, Dialogue 
with Chairman Mao, 2001, 
Mixed-media. Photo courtesy 
of Tin-Aw Art Management 
Inc. with permission from 
Santiago Bose Family. 



B
iennale A

rte 2
0

1
5

Philippine Pavilion

Old anthropomorphic 
pendants are rare. The one at 
12 o’clock is more detailed 
and representational; seldom 
worn, about 60 years old, 
22 karats gold. The one at 3 
o’clock is about 40 years old, 
14 karats gold. The one at 8 
o’clock is well worn, perhaps 
120 years old, 18 karats gold. 
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the largest mass bookstore chain in the Philippines, pulled out from their 

shelves globes that featured the controversial Nine Dash Line. According to the 

Department of Foreign Affairs, the company displayed “patriotism” in doing so. 

Embedded in the phantasm that is the Sierra Madre under the surveillance of China 

is the epic time that is also allegorical time via the metrical romance that underlies 

the narrative of Genghis Khan. It is, moreover, the mural time of Carlos Francisco’s 

paintings of the histories of a nation, culture, medicine, and commerce. The other 

films of Manuel Conde, like Siete Infantes de Lara (1950) and the Wagnerian 

Sigfredo (1951), affirm this sympathy with other worlds, the fascination with the 

antique and the mythological. This sympathy and this fascination stem again from 

an archipelagic conception of the world that take in the stories from the islands, 

asymmetrical love, civilizational conflicts, and finally the novel of the nation and 

its fraught, tenuous identity that is not unlike the sea of a westward Philippine. 

These concerns are further explicated by three essays in this catalogue that round 

out the argument of what the Philippine Pavilion proposes as the problematique 

of the world in the present. It is one that demands a rethinking of a cosmology 

and a philosophical reflection on place. In this regard, the archaeologist and 

historian Victor Paz carves out a space for the lingling-o, an archeological 

and ethnographic artifact assemblage found in the contentious Middle Sea; it 

testifies to the common material culture this Austronesian sea has generated, a 

conversation worthy of Fernand Braudel’s Mediterranean. A scholar of cartography 

Leovino Ma. Garcia, on the other hand, probes the hermeneutic process of 

figuring out maps and how these drawings have become an inextricable part of 

the epistemology of country. The historian of film Agustin V. Sotto retells the 

riveting story of the venture of Genghis Khan and offers a glimpse of the history 

of film in the Philippines as contemporaneous with the history of film elsewhere.
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Pavilion

The main theme of the Pavilion broadly conceives a metaphor of the world 

today and its incursions through the archipelagic history of the Philippines. 

It, therefore, discusses a current geopolitical predicament, but only through 

the lush history of Philippine modernity as mediated by film and the fulsome 

expression of contemporary art. The artists chosen for the Pavilion represent 

the wide spectrum of Philippine art history. National Artists Manuel Conde and 

Carlos Francisco were stalwarts of the modern period. Jose Tence Ruiz was a 

leading figure in the seventies and has nurtured an always politically informed 

practice in painting, installation, and performance art. Manny Montelibano is a 

filmmaker and cultural worker from the southern city of Bacolod, representing 

the lively scene of current culture outside Manila and linking the diverse 

fields of the visual arts, video, and film. The history of the world, therefore, 

is a history of modernity and, more specifically, a history of the modernity of 

art and its attendant labor and facture: Tence Ruiz clads the ship relentlessly 

and with obsession, while Montelibano builds up the strata of sound with the 

same acuity. This context is vital to the imagination of the history of art in the 

Philippines. These artists have invested in an art practice rooted in a modernity 

at once worldly and committed to an ebullient locality, suffering no neurosis of 

the outside and not belaboring the authentic that is supposedly immanent. 

As Carlos Francisco ruminates on modernity in the sixties: “Modern art 

nowadays has so many schools of thought and each artist just pursues the 

direction that fulfills his own concept. … Some would rather work on some 

esoteric principle for the so-called cultivated audience. To this group belongs 

the abstract painters and the non-objective painters and their kind. They 

represent a phase of our contemporary culture, but how universal their works 

are or how they can stand the test of time as great works of art nobody 

can tell. … Meanwhile some artists who are mostly self-trained and whose 

growth is a result of his reaction to his society and life itself cannot help 

but be a humanist. History and a way of life inspired him, that is why his art 

is more universal in spirit. I think I belong to this group.”74 Jose Joya and 

Napoleon Abueva, therefore, may have pretended to an internationalism, but 

Francisco would abide by a universal and humanist spirit native to his folk. 

The Pavilion sees itself not as some kind of a subcontracted content from an 

art world beyond the center. It asserts itself as an intricate locality that has 

transformed the foreign in idiosyncratic ways. This presence in Venice is just 

one moment in this transformation, demonstrating the ability of the Philippine 

aesthetic to be present in the supposedly global arena with its vigorous vernacular. 

74 Carlos Francisco. Letter 
to Amen, 5 March 1968. 

OPPOSITE: After having 
evaded the blockade of 
Chinese Coast Guard ships,
soldiers who boarded the 
BRP Sierra Madre take 
out a new Philippine
flag to raise over the decrepit 
Philippine ship. The Philippine
national anthem is sung on deck, 
in full view of the Chinese Coast
Guard ships circling 
Ayungin Shoal.
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Such a vernacular is surely charged because it touches on the sensitive history of 

the sea and the political currents underneath it. The regime of law intervenes at 

this point, and so amplifying the ramifications of claims to country and property. 

The proposition of the Philippine Pavilion is a poetic and political meditation on 

the history of the world through the extensities of the Philippine, a foil perhaps 

to antagonism around us—in the past and in “present passing.” The Philippine 

manifestation is archipelagic. Simone Pinet has written a luminous book on 

insular fictions from chivalric romance to the novel, imagining the archipelago as 

a corpus of elements like the island and the forest, which the Philippine banwa 

encompasses. The island is viewed as marginal but prone to legend, a “space 

open to imagination, where dreams and hauntings take place in their floating 

contours.”75 The forest, on the other hand, bears aspects of the locus amoenus, 

“a concept of geological configuration” that finds affinity with “deserts, islands, 

and mountain ranges, rendering the link between the literary motif and the 

geographical obvious.”76 The banwa advances a myriad of meanings: “mountain,” 

“countryside,” “terrain,” “climate,” “homeland,” “forest,” “hinterland,” “every 

island from sea to sea.”77 It is practically the ecology, the atmosphere, or if more 

deeply elucidated, a local moral word that equally conceives of well-being, or 

ginhawa, breath itself in one of the local languages: the air and the clearing. 

The liaison between locus and narrative, “geography and history” is ratified 

by texts in Antiquity, cartographers in the many seasons of exploration, and 

theorists of the contemporary world. Jacques Rancière believes, for instance, 

that the “question of fiction is first a question regarding the distribution of 

places.”78 It is this distribution that the Philippine Pavilion attempts to adumbrate 

sensibly, or as sensible in the vein of Rancière, with the Philippine not only as 

topoi or even just agency; it is the method itself, the method and procedure of 

sensing the world and of remaking it. This world as the Philippine sees it from 

Bataraza is at once picturesque and turbulent, adamantine and pathetic, and a 

source of marvel and terror. In ancient times, Plutrarch thought of the map as 

a discriminating register of what can be known and what cannot be reckoned; 

the world’s borders are “impossible to draw … and the honest cartographer 

will content himself with writing on the margins of the earth as on the edges 

of the sheet: beyond, there exists only arid sands and dark swamps.”79 

These “arid sands and dark swamps” have been tracked by Genghis Khan and 

the filmmakers Manuel Conde and Carlos Francisco in the idiom of Hispanic 

metrical romance and Hollywood adventure, sustained in the installation 

of Jose Tence Ruiz of the seemingly doomed but death-defying ship that 

materializes or transfigures like a renegade church, swathed in the fabric of 

devotion. These “margins” and “edges” are the channels on which Manny 

75 Cited in Simone Pinet. 
Archipelagoes: Insular Fictions 
from Chivalric Romance 
to Novel. MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2011, p.17. 

76 Ibid. 

77 Marian Pastor-Roces. “Pictures 
at an Exhibition: Re-presenting 
the Sugar Industry at the Negros 
Museum, Philippines.” House 
of Glass: Culture, Modernity, 
and the State in Southeast 
Asia, edited by Yao Souchou. 
Singapore: Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies, 2001, p. 274. 

78 Jacques Rancière. The Politics 
of Aesthetics. London and 
NY: Bloomsbury, 2004, p.8. 

79 Cited in Pinet, p. 32. 

OPPOSITE: Atlas de Filipinas: 
Coleccion de 30 Mapas, 
trabajados por delineantes
filipinos bajo la direccion/ P. 
Jose Algue, S.J. —Washington:
Government Printing 
Office, 1900.
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Montelibano treads from a situation of extreme danger. This constraint is 

reinscribed as an aesthetic, this limit is what is filmed, a critique that inheres 

in the struggle of the nation-state to secure its patrimony and the hegemony 

of other states to usurp or exploit the vulnerabilities of their vicinity.

The Philippine Pavilion casts its lot with the prospects of the world being 

strung like islands in an archipelago, with water around it, replenishing 

or flooding it, ferrying its people across or forcing them to be where they 

are. But this shifting, sedimented site that is the Philippines is built as 

strata of the elements, very much like how Venice, in the vision of Braudel, 

“rises over an engulfed forest,”80 an overlay of water, land, country, shoal, 

epic, reef, country, vessel—and all the strings around the world. 

80 Ibid., p. 74. 

A page from the shooting 
script of Genghis Khan.
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