Traditional and Modern Drama in the Philippines

Tony Espejo

In behalf of the Cultural Center of the Philippines and our President,
Dean Lucrecia R. Kasilag, I would like to extend my heartfelt gratitude to
all those who have made this conference possible. Indeed, it is about time
that theater took the front row in international festivals. In the Philippines
anyway, drama always takes a backseat as far as international exposure is
concerned. The performing arts of dance and music have had their share of
performances beyond our shores and this is readily understandable since
the “universal” appeal of both dance and music are more tangible. Both
performing arts do not have to surpass the barrier of language. However, one
cannot deny the universality of drama. Itisa fact that drama, at its best,
is the combination of both dance and music, yet, it always seems so difficult
to bring drama around the world precisely because there is the language of
the drama that has to be taken into consideration.

Now that the organizers of this conference have taken the risk to bring
together drama people and groups from the various regions of Asia, it remains
a wonder to me as to how this will work out. Thus, my eyes and ears are
open to the results of this conference and festival. Nagging questions such
as: Will our productions be understood? What will the reaction of the
audience be with a comedy that largely relies on a Filipino psyche ? All these
remain questions for the moment and I sincerely hope that some of the
questions will have positive answers after this conference.

Beyond the immediate problem of reactions, there are two thoughts
that T would like to share with this group today. First of all, there is the idea
of marriage between tradition and modern theater in Philippine drama and
secondly, correlated to the first idea, is the use of alternative space for our
productions.

To begin with, I shall quote extensively from a paper presented by
Dr. Nicanor Tiongson, an acknowledged authority on traditional drama in
the Philippines.
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When one speaks of “modern” playwrights today in the Philippines,
one almost always refers to socially oriented writers. Thus, a special point
to make is that modern writers in the country today do not use “form™ as a
vantage point for “modernity™ but rather, subject matter is the core of depar-
ture. There are a number of socially oriented playwrights in the Philippines
who have enriched the gallery of Philippine drama, with “legitimate” plays
that utilize the Europeo-American techniques of social realism and Brechtian
expressionism. These plays paint portraits of contemporary Philippine
experience that are deft, varied and significant. This transposition — the
transposition of a veritable mirror for the Filipino’s self- knowledge —isno
mean feat and deserves nothing but the highest praise. '

However, the richness of experience and perspicacity of insight offered
by these plays are limited to an urban and urbanized audience, which like
the writers, have been “trained” to like “artistic” plays like those written
by Ibsen, Strindberg, Shaw, O’Neill, Williams, and Miller. For the greater
percentage of our population, however, and specifically, for the Christianized
rural majority, these plays would not be as effective or enjoyable perhaps,-
because “folk tastes” would be thrown-off or bored or even alienated by the
form and techniques of modern “legitimate” drama, specially those in the
realistic style. This is not to deride folk tasfes at all, but simply to posit the
co-existence in the country today, of at least two dramatic traditions —
the urban-Americanized or Westernized and the rural-traditional Hispanized.

It is therefore my intention to:

1. Remind playwrights, especially in countries where folk traditions
still strongly exist, that a wider and more potent, if less sophisti-
cated audience of peasants and workers, waits to be enlightened
to enjoy the tools of drama.

2. If playwrights wish their message to come across a bigger spectrum
of audience, they ought to study and analyze the various tradi-
tional and Hispanized dramatic forms that rural audiences respond
to in our day.

There are many traditional forms that enjoy mass support, dramatic
genres that were born of Spanish colonization but are still immensely popular
today, all of special value and interest. For.the present, allow me to focus,
however on the Komedya, a show how this erstwhile yoke of Spanish
domination might be turned into contemporary forms that are both rich in
history and can be readily appreciated by a bigger audience outside the
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metropolis.

The Komedya

‘The komedya is a play in verse, that revolves around stories of love
between princes and princesses in Christian-European and Muslim-Middle
Eastern kingdoms of the Middle Ages. The conventions of marchas and
pasodobles for entrance and exits, caranzas for stylized fighting, magias and
encantos (like huge flying birds and giant roses opening) and colorful costum-
ing helped to make the komedya the principal and most popular form of
entertainment during the three-to-nine day fiestas of the 19th century towns.
In our day, according to an NMPC inventory (1974), the komedya remains
as the most popular form of entertainment in the majority of Christianized,
rural areas.

During the Spanish regime, the komedya served as principal purveyor of
ideas and values that strengthened Spanish colonization. First, by picturing
Europeans and Christians as perennial victors, and by requiring that princes
and princesses be taken from the mestizonsie, the komedya affirmed the
“superiority” of the colonizer. Second, the komedya’s anti-moro theme
served to perpetuate an artificial dichotomy between ‘Moros” and “Indios”
in 19th century Philippines which merely buttressed Spain’s “divide-and-
rule” strategy in the colonization and control of the Islands. Thirdly, the
komedya provided “Indios” with the opium to escape into a world of “beau-
tiful people,” there to forget the very suffermgs Indios should have faced
and rebelled against.

With such built-in negativism, death seems to be the only way to
contain the komedya’s venom. And indeed, where the komedya’s popularity
has waned, it should, like sleeping dogs, be allowed to lie — or die, as the case
may be. But where it enjoys tremendous popularity, to kill or snob it would
be to turn one’s back on a form that could be an important venom for special
change.

Several attempts have been made to neutralize the komedya’s colonial
and divisive themes and/or to imbue the play with modern and progressive
ideas. Carlos Gutierrez of Paranaque wrote komedyas that drew inspiration
from episodes in our history (e.g. the First Mass at Limasawa), and even from
legends (e.g. Pagsan Jan). Felicidad Mendoza, on the other hand, took
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Huseng Batute’s Sa Dakong Silangan (a 1920’ awit, which presents an alle-
gory of the country’s history of two colonizations) and made this the prin-
cipal framework for her Prinsesa Perlita, -although she edited out Batute’s
anti-American expose. Maximo Allanigue wrots the “improved” komedya
entitled Prinsipe Rodante, where the villain is no longer the Moro, but the
Christian prince who refuses to abide by the laws of justice.

While all the above attempts are commendable and significant, they
were nonetheless fraught with errors which future writers of improved
komedyas might do well to avoid. First, playwrights should have a scientific
analysis of the Philippine conditions they seek to portray so that these
conditions are not misrepresented, as happened in Prinsesa Perlita, which
‘with its refusal to incorporate Batute’s attack on American Imperialism,
fell into the same traditional world view that the new komedya was supposed
to have corrected in the first place. Second, the change of subject matter
should not be so drastic, because then, the folk refuse to recognize the end-
product as a komedya, as happened with Gutierrez’s experiments with histori-
cal episodes and legends (which were thus billed as “dramas”). Thirdly, and
corollary to the second, the komedya cannot do away with “Europeanized”
kings and queens (which could indeed, easily perpetuate colonial mentality).
Because of this limitation, it does seem that the best way to handle the kome-
dya is to make it allegorical, in the way, for example, that the original awit of
Batute was allegorical — with Haring Pilipo and Rayna Malaya representing the
Philippines as it lived in freedom, before coming of Leon and Kardenal (the
Spanish government and Frailocracy respectively), or the recent arrival of
Aguila, Dolar and Democrito (America with tactics of “attraction”, embodied
in the dollar and in “democracy.”) Fourthly, to preserve the essence of the
komedya, the new playwright should keep, not only the marchas, pasodobles,
caranzas, stylized fighting and delivery of verse lines, but the colorful “Eurc-
peanized” costuming as well. One of the reasons why Gutierrez’s historical
legend-komedyas are called dramas is because the director used pre-Spanish
“Malay” costumes for the play, which were obviously, of unsuccessfully,
trying to look “authentic.” All in all, of the plays that tried to change the
komedya, Allanigue’s may be considered to be the most successful, because it
preserved the essence of komedya conventions, without falling prey to

komedya prejudices and disvalues.
The example of the use of a traditional theater form, as in the

komedya, for modern and contemporary practices, should have clarified by
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now that modern playwrights who seek to enlighten the masses about econo-
mic, social or spiritual conditions and help towards the improvement of
society can and should utilize the venues offered by traditional dramas of
our Spanish past. The challenge however, lies in the re-shaping of what was
used, as either a yoke of oppression, into the sword of liberation.

A corollary aspect to the marriage of tradition and modernism in
Philippine theater today is the physical use of venues or performing places
for drama. It has been a long accepted concept that proper theater be per-
formed in a hall, either of the proscenium of stylized architecture. However,
the Philippine experience of traditional theater, where performances are
usually held in open plazas and the streets, still tend to alienate the audience
towards, first of all, going into the theater, usually posh, chandeliered and
carpeted. Secondly, the cost of production, including theater rentals, must
be faced by the would-be producer, which escalating cost usually deters
‘the good-intentioned producer to push through a theater project. Thus, I
would also like to include in this paper the idea that performances must not
only be geared towards a “legitimate” theater, but there are other spaces
which one may utilize for a more effective presentation.

To begin with, and for obvious economic purposes, it has been most
immediate experience that the idea of an intimate theater seems to effectively
work now. With a small theater, probably an “in-the-round” presentation,
almost always kills the expenses of sets and other production accounter-
ments. Our Bulwagang Gantimpala at the CCP is the best example. Formerly
a dining room of our canteen, the CCP has managed to convert this into an
open space that lends itself to various forms of performances, but always
intimate in nature. Without the alienating decor of carpets, sophisticated
theater machineries and the fact that the actor is within touching distance of
the audience, the impact of any performance is always immediate and
effective. Also, within the Bulwagang Gantimpala, it is the content, and
not the packaging, that becomes the important factor in presentation. Minus
elaborate sets and with only stylized costumes and minimal lighting effect,
the intimate space allows the play to stand or fall on its own, and purely
acting to carry out the message of the play. Besides, with lesser production
budget, we can therefore sell tickets at a lower price affordable by a bigger
number of people. The only problem within an intimate theater is its limited
seating capacity. This, therefore can be used as a positive sign for the actor
and the production as a whole, because a successful presentation necessitates
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more performances to accommodate more andiences, thus, allowing the actor
and the production to practice their craft more often and likewise be enj joyed
by a bigger number of audience.

But beyond the intimate space, there are other alternative spaces that
we have utilized in the country for performances. The most common are
public parks or plazas, where daily strollers are given an extra treat on a
Friday, Saturday or Sunday afternoon. Best examples of these are at the
Rizal Park, where the “Concert at the Park™ has become a Filipino institu-
tion. At the Rizal Park, Sunday concerts are held, open to the public for free,
where otherwise uninformed strollers may take a glimpse and listen to the
strains of Bach, Beethoven or Kasilag. Nowhere else could they be exposed
to this kind of music unless of course they are already theater afficionados,
but the idea of park concerts definitely expose them to the finer things of
life.

Other alternative spaces that have been most effective are the Concerts
at Paco Park, a lovely little promenade within an enclosure and Puerta Real,
which is part of the old city of our Spanish days. There are other places,:
such as the Rajah Sulayman theater, again, a restored location in the old
city, that has become the residence of one of our theater groups. The im-
portant factor in all these alternative spaces, although one must always give
leeway to sudden downpours or uninvited audience such as mosquitos and
bugs, is that the otherwise uninterested is drawn into a performance, which
hopefully, he shall enjoy and in the future, would patronize.

From tradition to modernism, to alternative spaces, much has been
said. The fact remains that theater in the country today is in a state of
constant flux and although there is no definite answer, since our problem are
also indefinite, the fact that attempts are being made to make traditional .
theater relevant to the Filipino today, and that spaces are being used for the
purpose of performances — spaces otherwise simply reserved for strolling —
are very good signs that theater in the Philippines is alive and well today.
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Two scenes from Pearls of Philippine Theatre (A Historical Perspective of Phi-
lippine Theatre), excerpts from traditional plays Prinsipe Rodante and Paglipas
ng Dilim. The production, including the stage-on-stage scenery design, was spe-

cially put together to show the traditional style for the conference. Courtesy
New Aspect, Taipei.




. Two scenes from New Yorker in Tondo, a modern play in English. Courtesy
. New Aspect, Taipei.




Discussions

Patricia Ssutu:

I have read Mr. Tony Espejo’s paper and seen the performance of the
traditional Philippine theatre. I like both of them. Now I would like to offer
some personal observations, or say raise some questions for discussion. My
first guestion is: can an audience understand, or appreciate, a dramatic
production without knowing the verbal language? Or how important is the
dialogue to the audience’s understanding of a play? Judged from my experi-
ence in seeing the Philippine production (I don’t understand the language),
I’d like to say that we can appreciate a performance without understanding
the dialogue. Our knowledge of a certain type of drama may give us great
help. For instance, my knowledge of the 16th century Spanish theatre lent
me help in the appreciation of the Philippine traditional theatre. Of course,
there are differences between the two—some changes have been made, but
there are still similar elements.

My second point is: Should the theatre go to the audience or the
audience come to the theatre? Which of them decides what to change
and what to keep? The logical answer may be a mutual obligation. But from
the point of view of theatre management, it is encouraged that the theatre
workers should bring theatre to the audience. The theatre in the street is
a result of this. In Taiwan, perhaps in some other places as well, street per-
formances are generally considered to be inferior. I believe it is bas1ca11y the
duty of the theatre artists to promote the production quality and change
people’s impression and attitude toward the theatre in the street. I wonder
if Mr. Espejo can tell us something more about the traditional and modern
theatres that is not mentioned in his paper?

Espejo:

Theatre in the streets is not often in Philipine. The open performances
are based on festival only, and the theatre always happens in theatrical sense.
There is always a procession. In Manila, street performances are revolution-
ary theatre, for the 60s. Mostly for protest.

The two traditional theatre forms are very much alive in Philipine
today. The Philippines is a very westernized country and the theatre forms
in the country could be classified into two kinds. One is traditional, the other
is modern. The Sunday performances are the modern one. In the Sunday
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performances, one is a love story which emphasizes on psychological and
emotional impact. The other is the modern social comedy, satirizing some
social phenomena. Philippine has more than 7000 islands and 87 dialects
spoken all over the country. In play writing, we did not discourage the
writers who uses their own dialects {o create, but we translate them into
Philippino. The basic quarrel lies between performances in Philippino and
English. I myseif have done a lot of broadway play, but they are only for
commercial purpose, if I want to do serious work, I just reflect the language
of the people.

Question:

The scenery for the traditional theatre we saw last night, the stage
within the stage form, is it the original design? Can you tell us a little more
about the tradition of this theatre?

Espejo:

The stage is the traditional stage. We used the mini stage last night to
show the traditional form, to give the feeling of truthfulness. In my country,
the comedia is often done in open fields.

Actors of the comedia handed down the tradition from one family
generation to another. Most of the actors of the comedia were trained very
young. It is important for the family to be involved in the performance.
The traditional actors do not get the pay. It’s not a profession, it’s almost a
religious devotion because the community needs them. The modern actors,
like my group, get pay.

Damiel Yang:

The professional people should be payed. The attitude is wrong to
expect well-trained people to do free show. If we consider the future for
ligitimate theatre, this attitude has to be expressed definitely. I'm not
pleased to learn that the traditional comedia actors who are very pleased io
perform free of charge and take it as a ritual sacrifice. We just have to let
the government or wealthy community know that the artist is making a
healthy, honest living by acting perfomances. And the pay should never be
overlooked.
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