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Foreword
by Roberta Dans

In my opinion, in order to really appreciate Filipino art, one has to attempt to decode its amazing 
central core.  This takes time to unravel, layer by layer, stratum by stratum.

One such group that requires constant re-visiting is the Kaisahan group. The movement  
flourished in the early ‘70s, and gave new meaning to artistic expression.  Art was no longer a 
medium for the passive; in fact,  it was not dissimilar to anti-government propaganda.  Visual 
art took on an active role to raise public awareness and it was socio-political, unafraid and quite 
brusque at times.  As such, one particular stratum that deserves special attention are works 
by Renato Habulan regarded today as an iconic social-activist-artist, and was also founding 
member of the movement.   

In  Habulan’s case, the artist battled his personal crusade which lay bare his aspirations and 
hope for the Filipino populace. Like over-sized stampitas,  the artist’s paintings represented the 
disparity and absurdity between religious, political and social ethics.  His renditions are skilled 
and exquisite, exuding a delicate and expert practice.  But also intricate to that solemn task, the 
paintings emanate a  style akin to the  emblematic Filipino psyche to maintain decorum - despite 
its harsh crtitcism.  As a result, Habulan captures the ironic beauty of human quandary, a skill 
privy only to true masters. 

It is of no wonder, therefore, that the younger generations of artists continue his mark, emulate 
his style and mimic his motivations.  His undeniable influence is an artistic heritage that we are 
privileged to witness  during our time. 

Artesan is very proud to present a preamble of the artist, prior to his exhibition at the NUS 
Museum in 2012.



From Top Left to Right:

Si Maria, Sisa at Juan 
Oil on canvas

91.5 x 91.5 cm
2010

Kubakub
(Added Burden) 

Oil on canvas, 
152.4 x 182.6 cm

 2009

Liwanag sa Dilim
(Light in the Dark) 

Oil on canvas 
182.5 x 152.0 cm 

2010



Renato Habulan: Paradox & Incongruity
by Clarissa Chikiamco

   Renato Habulan’s beginnings as an artist were marked by 
paradox and incongruity. Born 1953 in Tondo, Manila’s notorious 
area of poverty, to parents of simple means, Habulan grew up as 
a young boy aspiring to be an artist—a dream, as Habulan himself 
noted, that was ridiculous and absurd, ‘when your friends and 
neighbors’ concern is survival.’  

     It would, however, be this setting of his neighborhood which 
would profoundly affect him later on when, after having studied art 
in the University of the East—initially on scholarship and finishing 
on hard work—he found a new impetus for his art that had 
originally been inspired by abstraction. Amidst the declaration of 
Martial Law, Habulan was swept in the time’s youthful idealism, the 
rise of social activism, the fervor for nationalism and, in a critical 
moment for him, the effect of a one-month exposure trip with the 
Mangyans, a tribal group in Mindoro island. These, combined with 
other countryside immersions as well as the surroundings of his 
upbringing, awoke his social consciousness which he could not 
secede from his art.

Salisi 
(Missed Point)
Oil on canvas
182.5 x 151.8 cm
 2010



     Making his art responsive to his experiences and his advocacy, 
Habulan became one of the Philippines’ primary Social Realists, 
including being a founding member of Kaisahan, an artist group 
of political and social orientation. His art, like those of other Social 
Realists, depicted peasants, workers, the urban poor as well as 
allusions to Philippine history. He rose to prominence, his distinction 
being in his realist style, as noted by the art historian and specialist in 
the movement, Alice Guillermo. Habulan and his colleague Antipas 
Delotavo were, Guillermo wrote, ‘the foremost realists of the social 
realists’.  She continues, they ‘had developed an acute semiotic 
sensitivity to the image thus also surpassing illustration and inert 
reflection. Their contribution consisted in a resonant realism that 
considerably enhanced its potential for expression.’  Habulan in 
particular was apt to do this through series, seeing strength in the 
building of narrative or the accumulation of related visual essays. The 
series includes Sisa (1970s), after a woman character in the major 
novel written by Filipino national hero Jose Rizal, with Habulan seeing 
her as a symbolic figure of the personal and psychological experience 
of poverty.  There was also Dulo’t Dulo (End on End, 1980s), showing 
‘the class antagonisms of landlord and tenant, of capitalist and 
worker’,  particularly in the contrasting depiction of sakadas or sugar 
workers and the traditional well-dressed ilustrados or upper class.  In 
Habulan’s Japayuki series (1990s), he tackled the prevalent incidences 
and afflictions of Filipino women, due to dire circumstances, resorting 
to work in Japan as entertainers. His more recent series in the 21st 
century include Takatak, which is ‘based on the wooden boxes carried 
by street peddlers to store their assorted wares’ ; the Karambola, 
taking off from the popular tabletop game; and Alla Prima, for the style 
of painting in which the work is completed in a single session; and 
Croquis or rapidly done sketches.

     A particular robust theme in Habulan’s works is what the artist 
terms ‘the duality of the Filipino psyche.’  For him, Philippine culture is 
marked by paradox and irony, not only in the idea of wealth extremes 
but in the culture of religiosity where fatalism and hopefulness coincide. 



Bulong Ng Alon
(Whisphers of the Wave)

Drawings, studies 
and actual painting) 

Oil on canvas (triptych)
243.8 x 205.7 cm 

2004



Panaginip ni Celia 
(Celia’s Dream)

Oil on canvas 
243.8 x 205.7 cm 

1990

Japayuki Series 
Oil on canvas 
243.8 x 205.7 cm 
1990



This faith, manifested in the widespread objects and 
rituals of worship and practiced en masse, is also 
historically symbolic of Western colonization in the 
nation’s history. The stiffness of Habulan’s figures in 
his depictions, echoing the stiffness of the religious 
icons they revere, also suggest a rigidity and in 
that, a criticism, of the masses’ contrasting desire 
for social change with their characteristic habit to 
leave it to faith. Rather than romanticized notions 
of poverty, Habulan also implies critique. This was 
also remarked in an exhibition essay for his fifth solo 
exhibition in 1991 by writer Felipe de Leon: ‘the 
artist begins to understand that this contradictions 
[sic] cannot be resolved in favor of the Filipino 
masses, with whom he grew up and continues to 
identify…. The artist seems to be conveying to us 
a growing belief that the only way our people can 
redeem themselves from oppression and social 
injustice is by self-empowerment through unity, 
sacrifice and faith in themselves.’  

      This idea though of self-empowerment offers 
an avenue of reconciliation in the incongruity of his 
art’s patronage—between the disjunction of where 
these works are ultimately hung and the social cause 
it espouses. Habulan himself and his works are 
testament to, despite adverse conditions, enabling 
one’s self to one’s ambitions. It is something 
also which is carried over to teaching, one of his 
contributions and advocacies. He spent a year 
at the Technological University of the Philippines, 
ten years at St. Scholastica and five years at 
Eskuela sa Museo (School in the Museum) in Ayala 
Museum. He colored his teaching with exposures 
to depressed areas, interactions with students of 
other schools and a mentorship program for those 
of varying ages and incomes.

Krus na Daan#4 
(The Cross Road)

Oil on canvas 
152.4 x 121.9 cm 

2009



Politika ng Laman, Loob at Diwa
(The Politics of Flesh, Spirit & Soul)
Oil on canvas 
193.0 x 243.8 cm cm 
2007



      In the current period, his continuation of Social 
Realism may seem outdated, birthed as it was from a 
political dictatorship which ended in 1986. Habulan, 
however, sees similar, even worse, conditions of poverty 
in contemporary times. In the face of futility, Habulan’s 
gesture of persistently practicing Social Realism, in the 
desire for social change, can be construed as an act 
of irony. Yet, much like his beginnings, his practice is 
marked by paradox and incongruity—though heavily 
tinged in its optimism and resistance to fate. 

      

Clarissa Chikiamco is a free-lance writer based in Manila.

Kagampan
(The Fullness of Time)

Oil on canvas 
243.8 x 152.4 cm 

Collection of the Singapore Art Museum
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The Manila Massacre
(studies and painting)
Oil on Canvas
122 x 243.8cm
1986

In 1986, Renato Habulan was commissioned to paint  a mural by the 
St. Joseph institution in Singapore. 

The mural depicts the gruesome Manila massacre  of the sixteen 
De La Salle brothers  and twenty five of their friends and helpers by 
Japanese soldiers. The incident occurred on February 12th, 1945,
 just days before the end of the pacific war)

The painting  was originally hung in the St. Joseph’s Institution, but 
was later taken  in as part of the  permanent collection of the 
LASALLE College of The Arts in Singapore.



Renato R. Habulan

In the cu

        Renato Habulan was born in 1953 in the town of Tondo, Manila, in the Philippines and graduated with a 
Bachelors degree in Fine Arts, majoring in Painting from the University of the East.  Having established himself as 
one of the Social Realist painters that emerged from the period of Martial Law in the Philippines, Renato Habulan 
masterfully presents the poignant human condition amidst varying themes of social justice and religious imagery. 

           The relevance of these themes -- born from an event that ended more than two decades ago -- is still very 
apparent, as there continues to be a presence of  anonymous people who bear daily injustice and deprivation with 
fortitude, dignity and indomitable hope; those who ‘stand erect amid the ruins’.

            In 1989, he was named as one of the Outstanding Artists of the Decade, as presented in the “Sikat” exhibit 
in the Cultural Center of the Philippines, and in 1990 he was given the Thirteen Artists Award by the Cultural Center 
of the Philippines in recognition of his contributions in the field of visual arts. 

               He has taken part in numerous group exhibitions overseas; “Third World and Us” in Sydney, Australia in 1983, 
an     exhibition of Philippine Social Realist Paintings in the Tokyo Metropolitan Museum in 1984, and “Filipiniana” 
in the Centro Cultural Conde Duque, Madrid in 2006.  His works have also been shown twice in Singapore under 
exhibitions presented by the Singapore Art Museum – “Realism In Asia” in 2010 and “Telah Terbit (Out Now) Southeast 
Asian Contemporary Practices During the ‘70s”, a show adjunct to the Singapore Biennale in 2006. 

        His major exhibitions in Manila include: “Big Works” in the Metropolitan Museum, Manila in 2010, “Aba” in 
2008  and “Trianggulo” in 2007 by Finale Art Gallery, “Balintawak: Centennial Exhibition of the Social Realists” by 
the National Museum in 1998, “Piglas: Art at the Crossroads, A Celebration of the February Revolution” at the 
Cultural Center of the Philippines in 1987, “Magnificat” at the Ayala Museum, Makati City in 1986, and “Katotohanan, 
Kabuluhan, Kasalukuyan: First Kaisahan Social Realist Exhibit” at the Ayala Museum, Makati City in 1976.

           After more than two decades, and in the transition of incorporating mixed media alongside his works in oil on 
canvas, there remains the sentimentality to the condition of man, with changing oppressors and different means of 
protests. 
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