


As a proposition, Semblance/Presence is presented as a play between Jose Rizal’s “The Quiapo Fair” (first published in 1891) and 

artworks produced in collaboration by artists Renato Habulan* and Alfredo Esquillo Jr**. It traces the life-worlds of Plaza Miranda, 

which fronts the Minor Basilica of the Black Nazarene (Quiapo Church), one of the main churches of the city of Manila. In particular, 

it unravels the complex persona of Mang Lauro - a mystic both artists have been observing in and around Plaza Miranda since the 

1980s and the annual feast of the Black Nazarene. Broadly, considering how Plaza Miranda acts as a site for numerous interests, 

ranging from free-ranging political and cultural discourse to established traditions of fortune telling, Semblance/Presence connects 

both artists and their materials to not just as something being observed, but also to the conditions of their observations, where the 

very act of observation becomes an end that at once implicates but also detaches. Amidst metaphor of place, reverence and sight, 

Semblance/Presence functions as a hinge that connects and simultaneously separates – where by some oblique process, presence 

also becomes semblance, leading to question, if any act of observation can ever remain unmediated.

* Renato Habulan (b. Manila, 1953), 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. He constantly explores the dialectics where the master and slave, native and colonial, lowlander and the 

ethnic collide in controlled tension.  In the transition of incorporating mixed media alongside his works in oil on canvas, the sentimentality 

to the condition of man remains, as there continues to be a presence of anonymous people who bear daily injustice with fortitude, 

dignity and indomitable hope; as those who ‘stand erect amid the ruins’.

** Alfredo Esquillo Jr. (b. Quezon City, 1972) expresses a passion for content in his themes, leaning more towards a socially relevant 

repertoire in exploring the interstices between the mystical and social in the Philippines – as a site where gender roles, poverty, 

materialism and religious faith converge. Using his attention to detail to translate them into works on canvas and sculptures, he views 

his work as more personal, using symbolisms in the gestures and overall context of his subjects. His style remains largely influenced 

by an early attachment to magical realism, whilst his themes have reflected a preference to the introspective dealing more with life’s 

meaning and pondering on the essences of existence.

The artists would like to thank the NUS Museum and the curatorial team and staff. Especially Ahmad Mashadi who is the head of 

the curatorial team and Shabbir Hussain Mustafa, our curator and a dynamic part of the creative team. Heartfelt appreciation to Tin-

aw Art Management’s Dawn Atienza, Marya Salang, and Loannis Sicuya; and not least Roberta Dans of Artesan Gallery + Studio. 

Acknowledgements to Hoon Wee Ning and Paulino Que for their support; Tessa Guazon and Patrick Flores, our most respected 

writers and critics; Trickie Lopa, Barbara Mae Dacanay, and Pinggot Zulueta for the articles they shared for the exhibit, Rai Cruz, Kirk 

Sanchez and Johann Ocampo for their help in our video editing. Also to Buboy, Jomar, and Mang Nemi for their assistance in Esquillo’s 

assemblages and Archie Ruga for his assistance in the paintings. Lastly, Mang Lauro and the community of the New Jerusalem who 

welcome us with open arms.
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AHMAD MASHADI
HEAD, NUS MUSEUM

FOREWORD Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. 

Suspendisse quis nibh eu turpis viverra mattis sed et augue. 

Pellentesque habitant morbi tristique senectus et netus et 

malesuada fames ac turpis egestas. Pellentesque ut nunc 

justo, sit amet eleifend metus. Integer dapibus facilisis sapien, 

sed ultricies diam venenatis a. Praesent faucibus tincidunt 

libero, ac euismod dui ornare vitae. Nam cursus vestibulum 

nibh quis sodales. Nunc nec sem enim. Class aptent taciti 

sociosqu ad litora torquent per conubia nostra, per inceptos 

himenaeos. Phasellus ut pulvinar magna. Donec condimentum 

euismod vehicula. Nunc luctus placerat velit sed iaculis. 

Pellentesque justo leo, ultrices in tincidunt id, euismod sed 

nisl. Fusce vel enim lacus. Sed non justo metus, vitae tincidunt 

dolor. Proin et laoreet mi. Cras lorem ante, mollis id placerat 

nec, dictum id odio.

Donec eu nulla augue. Quisque interdum sapien in justo 

mollis sit amet fermentum velit elementum. Mauris semper 

euismod sem ut iaculis. Nullam iaculis hendrerit vestibulum. 

Proin lobortis, ante id placerat egestas, justo ante semper 

eros, non sagittis orci ipsum eu felis. Praesent enim diam, 

vulputate eu egestas ut, rutrum ut nisi. Nunc tristique diam 

mollis nunc euismod sodales. Aliquam erat volutpat. Praesent 

condimentum risus eget odio accumsan venenatis. Class 

aptent taciti sociosqu ad litora torquent per conubia nostra, 

per inceptos himenaeos. Pellentesque habitant morbi 

tristique senectus et netus et malesuada fames ac turpis 

egestas. Quisque porta, erat vel aliquet tristique, purus 

mauris condimentum nisl, sit amet euismod nulla neque ut 

orci. Nam et tellus risus. Cras pharetra purus non magna 

facilisis tempus. Vestibulum elit quam, fringilla gravida viverra 

at, fermentum et sem. Maecenas nisl lacus, consequat vel 

tempor non, adipiscing eu nunc. Praesent ac mi vitae odio. 

Nulla velit quam, eleifend id scelerisque eget, gravida eu erat. 

Suspendisse nec ipsum elementum eros rhoncus luctus. 

Vivamus erat urna, lacinia eget vehicula ac, fringilla eu justo. 

Phasellus ut enim lorem, a rutrum dui. Integer ullamcorper 

bibendum neque, ac malesuada odio consectetur at. Donec 

elit urna, fermentum id blandit in, rutrum quis urna. Fusce 

gravida volutpat consequat. Nulla mattis consectetur odio et 

venenatis. Nam dolor lacus, condimentum sit amet dapibus 

a, viverra in odio. Suspendisse potenti. Duis dolor magna, 

cursus in dictum ac, feugiat id mi. Cras blandit lectus ut 

lectus fringilla quis imperdiet enim tincidunt. imalesuada eu 

felis. Aenean gravida imperdiet aliquet. Aenean in ligula justo. 

Nulla turpis risus, ultricies elementum rhoncus pellentesque, 

ullamcorper in nisi. Ut auctor malesuada interdum. Curabitur 

et mattis tortor. Nam ullamcorper, elit ac pharetra dignissim, 

turpis nisi hendrerit lacus, facilisis commodo risus erat non 

risus. Vivamus dapibus rutrum ullamcorper.

Proin euismod, libero quis hendrerit aliquet, mi libero mattis 

ante, vel luctus risus tellus vel tortor. Proin ut urna lorem, id 

hendrerit risus. Vestibulum sagittis fringilla arcu, nec vehicula 

arcu lobortis quis. Nullam tincidunt volutpat convallis. In lorem 

diam, condimentum sed euismod sit amet, feugiat vitae sem. 

Sed sollicitudin leo a augue pulvinar sit amet elementum 

sapien commodo. Aliquam aliquam vulputate sapien sed 

placerat. Suspendisse a libero sem. Suspendisse potenti. 

In dui justo, iaculis et tempor vitae, sagittis id ante. Mauris a 

lorem odio, et varius neque.

Ut enim purus, laoreet et accumsan sit amet, facilisis ac massa. 

Nulla non felis ipsum. Nulla sed tortor lorem, in malesuada 

elit. Sed vitae erat sem, sit amet suscipit tellus. Pellentesque 

dignissim laoreet molestie. In hac habitasse platea dictumst. 

Vivamus tempor luctus nunc a vehicula. Donec vitae purus ut 

mi imperdiet aliquam at a sapien. Quisque convallis lobortis 

porttitor. Quisque bibendum volutpat elementum. Vestibulum 

tincidunt orci non nulla dapibus facilisis. Ut et nisl vel neque 

tristique lobortis luctus et nibh. Phasellus ante urna, convallis 

a feugiat ac, faucibus in tellus. Sed at nisl nibh, a eleifend 

est. Phasellus magna est, ullamcorper sit amet dictum sit 

amet, ultricies ac tellus. Nam blandit magna et ante dignissim 

volutpat. Pellentesque dignissim congue ligula, nec imperdiet 

quam suscipit vel. Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur 

adipiscing elit.

Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Preachers’s Stand (i-iii), Mixed Media, 2012 (centre); and Renato Habulan, Tagpo #2 (Scene #2), Oil on Canvas, 2012 (left). 
[Semblance/Presence, Gallery Impression, NUS Museum, 2012]

Renato Habulan Tagpo #3 [Scene 33] 
Oil on canvas, 182.2 x 151.8 cm. 2012



Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. 

Suspendisse quis nibh eu turpis viverra mattis sed et augue. 

Pellentesque habitant morbi tristique senectus et netus et 

malesuada fames ac turpis egestas. Pellentesque ut nunc justo, 

sit amet eleifend metus. Integer dapibus facilisis sapien, sed 

ultricies diam venenatis a. Praesent faucibus tincidunt libero, 

ac euismod dui ornare vitae. Nam cursus vestibulum nibh quis 

sodales. Nunc nec sem enim. Class aptent taciti sociosqu ad 

litora torquent per conubia nostra, per inceptos himenaeos. 

Phasellus ut pulvinar magna. Donec condimentum euismod 

vehicula. Nunc luctus placerat velit sed iaculis. Pellentesque 

justo leo, ultrices in tincidunt id, euismod sed nisl. Fusce vel 

enim lacus. Sed non justo metus, vitae tincidunt dolor. Proin 

et laoreet mi. Cras lorem ante, mollis id placerat nec, dictum 

id odio.

Donec eu nulla augue. Quisque interdum sapien in justo 

mollis sit amet fermentum velit elementum. Mauris semper 

euismod sem ut iaculis. Nullam iaculis hendrerit vestibulum. 

Proin lobortis, ante id placerat egestas, justo ante semper 

eros, non sagittis orci ipsum eu felis. Praesent enim diam, 

vulputate eu egestas ut, rutrum ut nisi. Nunc tristique diam 

mollis nunc euismod sodales. Aliquam erat volutpat. Praesent 

condimentum risus eget odio accumsan venenatis. Lorem 

ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Suspendisse 

quis nibh eu turpis viverra mattis sed et augue. Pellentesque 

habitant morbi tristique senectus et netus et malesuada fames 

ac turpis egestas. Pellentesque ut nunc justo, sit amet eleifend 

metus. Integer dapibus facilisis sapien, sed ultricies diam 

venenatis a. Praesent faucibus tincidunt libero, ac euismod dui 

ornare vitae. Nam cursus vestibulum nibh quis sodales. Nunc 

nec sem enim. Class aptent taciti sociosqu ad litora torquent 

per conubia nostra, per inceptos himenaeos. Phasellus ut 

pulvinar magna. Donec condimentum euismod vehicula. Nunc 

luctus placerat velit sed iaculis. Pellentesque justo leo, ultrices 

in tincidunt id, euismod sed nisl. Fusce vel enim lacus. Sed 

non justo metus, vitae tincidunt dolor. Proin et laoreet mi. Cras 

l Phasellus ut pulvinar magna. Donec condimentum euismod 

vehicula. Nunc luctus placerat velit sed iaculis. Pellentesque 

justo leo, ultrices in tincidunt id, euismod sed nisl. Fusce vel 

enim lacus. Sed non justo metus, vitae tincidunt dolor. Proin 

et laoreet mi. Crasorem ante, mollis id placerat nec, dictum 

id odio.

Donec eu nulla augue. Quisque interdum sapien in justo mollis 

sit amet fermentum velit elementum. Mauris semper euismod 

sem ut iaculis. Nullam iaculis hendrerit vestibulum. Proin lobortis, 

ante id placerat egestas, justo ante semper eros, non sagittis 

orci ipsum eu felis. Praesent enim diam, vulputate eu egestas 

ut, rutrum ut nisi. Nunc tristique diam mollis nunc euismod 

sodales. Aliquam erat volutpat. Praesent condimentum risus 

eget odio accumsan venenatis. Class aptent taciti sociosqu 

ad litora torquent per conubia nostra, per inceptos himenaeos. 

Pellentesque habitant morbi tristique senectus et netus et 

malesuada fames ac turpis egestas. Quisque porta, erat vel 

aliquet tristique, purus mauris condimentum nisl, sit amet 

euismod nulla neque ut orci. Nam et tellus risus. Cras pharetra 

purus non magna facilisis tempus. Vestibulum elit quam, fringilla 

gravida viverra at, fermentum et sem. Maecenas nisl lacus, 

consequat vel tempor non, adipiscing eu nunc. Praesent ac 

mi vitae odio. Nulla velit quam, eleifend id scelerisque eget, 

gravida eu erat. Suspendisse nec ipsum elementum eros 

rhoncus luctus. Vivamus erat urna, lacinia eget vehicula ac, 

fringilla eu justo. Phasellus ut enim lorem, a rutrum dui. Integer 

ullamcorper bibendum neque, ac malesuada odio consectetur 

at. Donec elit urna, fermentum id blandit in, rutrum quis urna. 

Fusce gravida volutpat consequat. Nulla mattis consectetur 

odio et venenatis. Nam dolor lacus, condimentum sit amet 

dapibus a, viverra in odio. Suspendisse potenti. Duis dolor 

magna, cursus in dictum ac, feugiat id mi. Cras blandit lectus 

ut lectus fringilla quis imperdiet enim tincidunt. imalesuada eu 

felis. Aenean gravida imperdiet aliquet. Aenean in ligula justo. 

Nulla turpis risus, ultricies elementum rhoncus pellentesque, 

ullamcorper in nisi. Ut auctor malesuada interdum. Curabitur 

et mattis tortor. Nam ullamcorper, elit ac pharetra dignissim, 

turpis nisi hendrerit lacus, facilisis commodo risus erat non 

risus. Vivamus dapibus rutrum ullamcorper.

Proin euismod, libero quis hendrerit aliquet, mi libero mattis 

ante, vel luctus risus tellus vel tortor. Proin ut urna lorem, id 

hendrerit risus. Vestibulum sagittis fringilla arcu, nec vehicula 

arcu lobortis quis. Nullam tincidunt volutpat convallis. In lorem 

diam, condimentum sed euismod sit amet, feugiat vitae sem. 

Sed sollicitudin leo a augue pulvinar sit amet elementum sapien 

commodo. Aliquam aliquam vulputate sapien sed placerat. 

Suspendisse a libero sem. Suspendisse potenti. In dui justo, 

iaculis et tempor vitae, sagittis id ante. Mauris a lorem odio, et 

varius neque.

Ut enim purus, laoreet et accumsan sit amet, facilisis ac massa. 

Nulla non felis ipsum. Nulla sed tortor lorem, in malesuada 

elit. Sed vitae erat sem, sit amet suscipit tellus. Pellentesque 

[ENDNOTES]
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1 Catapang, Vicente. 1937. Brief history of the Church of Quiapo and its Miraculous Image Jesus Nazarene. Manila: Fajardo Press cited in Rico 1999, p.56.
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3 Gianan, Francisco. undated. Brief History of the Black Nazarene and the Quiapo Church. Quiapo: Quiapo Parish, cited in Rico, p. 57.
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5 Andrade, Jeannette and Santos, Matikas. 10 January 2012. “Longest ever Black Nazarene procession ends”, Philippine Daily Inquirer, http://newsinfo.inquirer.net/125633/longest-
   ever-black-nazarene-procession ends accessed 05 July 2012.

6 Mount Banahaw is an important site for the folk religious. ‘Hinirang’ is the vernacular term for those baptised to these religious sects.

7 Kordero is a pseudonym for one of Lauro’s disciples. 

8 In conversation with the author, Shabbir Hussain Mustafa and Marya Salang, May 2012; in response to what was previously written of Esquillo’s generation of artists whose concerns 
   with matters of faith or religious practice seemed not to have a so-called “social aim”. 

9 Takatak is a rectangular container with partitions that peddlers use to sell cigarettes and candies. The term takes after the sound made by rapidly sliding partition dividers while 
   hawking their wares. 

10 A local language in the Bicol peninsula located in South Eastern Luzon

11 Personification of the Child Jesus, with a globe topped with a cross in one palm and the other in a gesture of blessing. 

12 Cannell, Fenella. June 1995. “The Imitation of Christ in Bicol, Philippines” in The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland: The Journal of the Royal 
   Anthropological Society, p. 378.

13 Ibid, p. 29.

dignissim laoreet molestie. In hac habitasse platea dictumst. 

Vivamus tempor luctus nunc a vehicula. Donec vitae purus ut 

mi imperdiet aliquam at a sapien. Quisque convallis lobortis 

porttitor. Quisque bibendum volutpat elementum. Vestibulum 

tincidunt orci non nulla dapibus facilisis. Ut et nisl vel neque 

tristique lobortis luctus et nibhdictum sit amet, ultricies ac tellus. 

Nam blandit magna et ante dignissim volutpat. Pellentesque 

dignissim congue ligula, nec imperdiet quam suscipit vel. 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. 



True to Artesan’s dedication to collaborating with contemporary 

artists in Asia and creating opportunities to expose and 

nurture vibrant artistic talent as well as in creating partnerships 

with institutions and museums, I am thrilled to be able to bring 

the two artists together for the first time, in an exhibition at 

the NUS Museum which has skillfully translated the chaotic 

frenetic Quiapo culture and experience, to Singapore.

This exhibition is a tribute to the efforts of many and proclaims 

the strength of the ongoing collaboration between Artesan 

and the NUS Museum. I would like to firstly thank Ahmad 

Bin Mashadi for his deep understanding of the Philippine Art 

culture, and his appreciation of the creative eloquence offered 

by both artists when Artesan initially proposed the project.   

It is a privilege and honour to have collaborated with both 

artist and mentor Renato Habulan, and his mentée Alfredo 

Esquillo, alongside curator Shabbir Hussain Mustafa, who 

again, brilliantly underscores the richness and power of the 

social dialogue conveyed by the artists and which thoroughly 

deserves the celebration this exhibition represents.  I am also 

deeply grateful to Dawn Atienza and Marya Salang of Tin-Aw 

Art Management for their kind assistance in helping coordinate 

and organize the project. 

To visit this exhibition is to build bridges between faith, 

disbelief and enchantment because one cannot come away 

from it other than to be moved by the eloquence of those who 

created it - and their immersion and dedication to translate it 

through their craft.  

Renato Habulan Lakbay Panata (Pilgrimage i) detail, 2012

ROBERTA DANS

FOREWORD I am delighted, and honoured, to have initiated the project 

for “Semblance /Presence : Renato Habulan and Alfredo 

Esquillo, Jr.”  This milestone exhibition combines Philippine 

National hero  Jose Rizal’s “Quiapo Fair” (first published 

1891)  which traces the life-worlds of Plaza Miranda  -  a site 

which fronts the minor basilica of the Black Nazarene (Quiapo 

Church), one of the main churches of the City of Manila.  This 

remarkable location with activities that range from political and 

cultural discourse, to established yet incongruous traditions of 

fortune telling, connects both artists and their materials to not 

just something being observed, but also to the conditions of 

their observations.  For both artists, in particular, the collection 

spans ten years of aesthetic scrutiny, professional admiration, 

and artistic fascination.

The two first met in the early 1990s when Esquillo, now 40, 

was pursuing a fine arts major at the same university.  At the 

time, Habulan, now 59, was already established as one of 

Manila’s foremost social realists; he was a figurative painter 

whose work in the martial law years resonated with militancy 

and political protest.  Habulan was seeking assistance in 

preparing a mural, and Esquillo, already much sought after 

in the Philippine art scene,  volunteered assistance. Both 

have formed a friendship built on mutual respect. Habulan’s 

mentorship included forays into Quiapo, which made a 

profound impact on Esquillo who continues to explore 

Philippine folk religious practices in his work. He attributes this 

fascination to Habulan who first brought this to his attention.

And now, years later, there is no doubt that Habulan and 

Esquillo are widely respected for their formidable imagination, 

skill and artistic rigor, and especially for their idiosyncratic 

pathos. All these qualities are compellingly obvious in the 

works on show and to view their works in one exhibition, 

in close proximity, for the first time ever, evoked senses of 

personal delight and achievement. 

  



An observer of social life in the Philippines relates that the 

earliest recorded procession in the islands was carried out 

in commemoration of the “recovery of the image of the Infant 

Jesus at Cebu, rescued from the fire set by the retreating 

villagers to ward off the advancing forces of the Adelantado 

Miguel Lopez de Legazpi.” He continues: “It was a simple 

enough affair at first but was eventually attached with great 

significance and fervor as a good omen for the Spaniards.  

Yearly, the holy image was taken from the church of San 

Agustin to the site where it was found. On this occasion, 

the town councilor or regidor, wearing a formal uniform 

and bearing the standard of the city, invited the citizenry to 

participate in the festivities which included bullfights, dancing 

and fireworks displays. The event also honored San Vitalis, 

martyred during the reign of the Emperor Nero, on whose 

feast the Spanish landed in Cebu.”1

Fast forward to 1998, one hundred years after the Philippine 

revolution against Spain heralded the Filipino nation, which 

was frustrated by the intervening imperialism of America, 

architect of a war that killed around three out of ten human 

beings in a recently emancipated archipelago. A devotion 

to a memory of colonialism through the prusisyon (from 

the Spanish processión) is reprised in the comment of the 

historian of Southeast Asia Reynaldo Ileto whose sentiments 

on the parade for the centenary of Philippine independence 

are resonant.  He speaks of two million people converging at 

the Luneta, where National Hero Jose Rizal was executed in 

1896 and on which grounds a monument stands in his honor. 

PROCESSION: 
CROSSING OF PATHS

PATRICK D. FLORES

[TOP] “Le Feria de Kiapo” or “The Quiapo Fair”, chapter from El Filibusterismo (The Reign of Greed), English translation by Charles Derbyshire, 
Manila, Philippine Education Co., 1912. (left); and Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Pasyonista (Passionist), Installation, 2012 (right) [Semblance/Presence, 
Gallery Impression, NUS Museum, 2012] 

[BOTTOM] Renato Habulan Gabay ng Nakabayubay (Guidance of the Crucified), 122.5 x 276.6 cm. (triptych), 2012

[TOP] Renato Habulan Tagpo #3 (Scene #3), detail, 2012

[TOP MIDDLE] Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Preacher’s Stand (iv), Mixed 
media, 2012 (left); Renato Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Mga 
Hinirang (The Chosen People), video documentation, 2012
[Semblance/Presence, Gallery Impression, NUS Museum, 2012] 

[BOTTOM MIDDLE] Renato Habulan, Takatak series, Mixed media, 
2012 (left); Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Lakbay Panata (Pilgrimage vii), Mixed 
media, 2012 (right) [Gallery Impression]



He is of the mind that “such a massive response to ‘history’ 

was unprecedented.” This awe of the scale soon dissolves 

into the historian’s double vision, quite akin to Rizal’s affliction 

of the “demonio de las comparaciones,” or the temptation of 

affinities. Ileto asks: “But was this really a unique happening? 

Milling through the crowds that threatened to block the 

passage of the floats up Roxas Boulevard, I felt there was 

something familiar about the event. Could it be the national 

version of the many religious processions I had seen in 

Manila – the procession of the Black Nazarene immediately 

came to mind – and in the provinces particularly during holy 

week? Just as the story of Christ unfolds in Good Friday 

processions, the grand parade reiterated the dominant 

narrative of the Filipino nation. Here was a public display, I 

thought, of the complicity of historical periodization with the 

politics of nation-building.”2 Quite a telling argument on the 

co-incidences of history from academe’s most astute scholar 

of the Philippine Passion: the procession of people in time, 

the density of the mass accreting across the seasons, the 

spectacle of history being reenacted, performed again as 

a coordinate across the graphs of reckoning, and the very 

bildung of nation, its formation and cultivation in the aftermath 

of a revolution and its decline in the face of so many forces 

breaching its borders and sovereignties. Why is it possible 

for a historian like Ileto to be bedeviled by this phantasm 

of mingling temporalities, of congealing specters, and finally 

of irresistible sympathies? Why is he prompted to link the 

secular parade and the religious procession? Why does the 

procession lend itself to a cognitive mapping of the massive 

and the amassing?  Is this the “semblance” and “presence” 

that the curators of this exhibition try to elucidate? 

Condensing in the procession in the aforementioned 

accounts are conquest and nationalism, indices of the 

struggle over a cult image of salvation. In everyday life in the 

Philippines, this might be internalized as a burden and search 

for the cross through the habitus of walking, of walking the 

locale, an undertaking that might best be gleaned in the 

Maytime Santacruzan, which restages the search of Saint 

Helena, the mother of the Emperor Constantine, of Christ’s 

cross; that the procession has transformed over the years 

into a shindig for the town’s fairest women or transvestites is 

another yarn begging to unravel. 

All told, a folk aphorism sharply captures this recurring 

moment of the procession: “Sa hinaba-haba man ng 

prusisyon, sa simbahan din ang tuloy” or “However long the 

procession may be, in the church it will end up.” It is perhaps 

worth spending time pondering the implications of this line. 

First there is the investment in the labor of pursuing a route 

that is characterized as longwinded, maybe even tedious. 

The road to the destination is prone to delay or antala, which 

is a Sanskrit-derived Filipino term for interval. It is, therefore, 

protracted. Instead of retroaction, which may drift towards 

nostalgia, or progression, which may imply a linear advance 

of development, protraction alludes to the methods of 

waiting, of suffering the elements to reach the church, so 

to speak. Here, significant effort or toil is expended, and it is 

not mere labor that is present, but laboriousness as well.  As 

such, fatigue sets in, as cued by the inflection of the phrase 

“sa hinaba-haba,” a kind of exhaustion or exasperation. That 

said, the phrase similarly indicates an inevitability: that at 

the end of all the arduous passage, the procession returns 

to its terminus where it had all begun.  This is the second 

level of the waiting, a resignation to the end of the ritual, 

which by its very nature ensures a renewal of the act in the 

anticipated cycle or reiteration.  Reflecting on this alternation 

between weariness and well-being, we can evoke the 

tension between the performative, which is the quest for the 

long-windedness of the procession, and the discursive, the 

foiling of the process by the structure of the church and the 

structure of feeling of termination.   

 [OPPOSITE PAGE]  Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Pasyonista (Passionist), Performance Documentation, 29 June 2012, NUS Museum.
 

This essay explores the trope of the procession in the work 

of Renato Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo as a gesture of co-

suffering and taking part or belonging in Christ’s Passion. It is 

in being passionate or being with the Passion, at once cum 
passione and compassionate, that the images of both artists 

pave a path of crosses and walk the streets with others who 

are equally burdened and equally aspiring to be redeemed.  

This Way of the Cross necessitates the devotion to image, 

a belief in the figure or the figural, the “truth in painting.” The 

passion inheres in this salvational project as the tableau of the 

procession alludes to the various manifestations of people’s 

theater or march, a rally, a gathering of commiserations, a 

civic imagination, a congregation. This community finally 

liberates the believer of the image by way of the possibility 

of making and becoming, in the spectacle of sacrifice, and 

in the transformative power of the medium, both person 

and thing, through which bisa or potency transpires. This 

potential of the life of a co-sufferer emerges from both the 

loob, which is the vein of the self, and palabas, which is the 

play before others. 

The movement between loob and palabas shapes the 

aesthetic of Habulan and Esquillo: the carapace that is the 

painting and the exceptional skill through which it materializes 

and the oftentimes inexplicable inner-ness that is disclosed 

in the rituals of intersubjectivity and com/passion. The 

procession might be the exemplary logic of practice of the 

latter to the degree that it encompasses the critical mass of 

devotion as well as the deed of depicting the biographies 

and ornaments of the faithful. The artists painstakingly and 

keenly explore the talismanic properties of this sight of the 

multitude and the devices of their rituals imitating Christ and 

therefore becoming intimate with his pain and transcendence. 

Habulan and Esquillo paint the image within an image; this 

is the first moment of reflexivity. The second comes with the 

performance within these layers of images, the passage 

that is marked by the procession, or the coming together 



of order is in itself rethought. In January 2012, the storied 

Quiapo procession lasted twenty-two hours. From the time 

the carriage carrying the life-size figure of Christ, kneeling 

under the weight of his cross, alighted from the church to 

a mammoth throng until the final hour when it was brought 

back to the altar, certain parts of the city stood still. The 

night before, the President spoke on nationwide television 

to bare the terrorist plot in Quiapo and dissuaded people 

to huddle. They ignored him; around eight million came. It 

is said that over the years in the colony, the procession had 

become more a pageant than a solemn ritual: “The Anales 

Eclesiasticos de Philippinas of 1707 cites a decree, dated 

1645, expressing the displeasure of the hierarchy over 

the ‘scandalous’ practices prevalent during the festivities 

and mandating the printing of religious books to instill true 

devotion in the faithful. The processions held at the Parian, 

which had Chinese touches like incense-burning and the 

use of pagodas, received the strongest censure.”3  

The early works of Habulan and Esquillo might have been 

shaped by the trope of the procession. In Daang Ligid 
Krus (Maze, 2006), for instance, the labyrinth that Esquillo 

configures is actually a maze of a procession, with the people 

weaving their way through narrow alleys and dead ends and 

facing images of popular consumption and religion. In the 

pieces titled Dulang Bayan (Theater of the People, 1982) and 

Kagampan (Fullness of Time, 1982), Habulan choreographs 

a mass of people in the act of positioning themselves as a 

phalanx of workers as an imminent avant-garde, or better still, 

of a class that works in a particular way, oppressed likewise 

in a particular way, and do something about the inequity in a 

particular way.  They provoke the viewer in a tableau that is 

organized around a procession in the manner by which they 

are assembled or move along the rituals of funeral.  

We can discern two modes of constellating the mass 

here through the visual device of the procession. Habulan 

portrays the people with an ideological character, made 

distinct as a collection of interests in relation to dominant 

forces in society. It is a highly pedagogical and theatrical 

image, initiating the viewer to the pictorial logic of class 

struggle as it is mediated through the catholic idiom of 

the procession, or some kind of movement en masse, as 

if in a mobilization or protest action, with the peasant, the 

worker, and the Filipino standing in dignity and militant. It is 

a moment of culmination or consummation, the kagampan: 

the terminus of the procession is the confrontation with the 

entitlement to and responsibility for freedom in the name a 

nation, a collective of fallen comrades in history. For his part, 

Esquillo looks at the people being transfixed on icons, nearly 

somnambulating through the heady and copious network of 

commodities. While Habulan looks at people in terms of a 

“mass,” Esquillo evinces them in folk-popular register; they 

reside in the belly of the city, caught up between ethnographic 

surrealism and the “radical reality” of everyday life itself.  It is 

within this context that this recent excursus of the artists into 

Quiapo might be understood: as a procession, a penitential 

necessity as well as a testament to contingent solidarity, 

a “coming community,” led by the image and the right to 

march towards redemption. 

Finally, it might be instructive to speculate about the 

otherworldliness of the procession. Habulan is quoted as 

saying that “Kung maglalakad ka sa Quiapo, mahihilo ka” or “If 

you walk around Quiapo, you will feel dizzy.” The word “hilo” is 

interesting. It is vertigo and simultaneously, confoundedness 

or even madness. Amid the unrelenting stimuli that stab the 

person who “walks Quiapo,” the hybrid pharmacopeia, the 

crime and the thickness of the population, the palimpsest of 

economies, the rapid urbanization is the sustained sacrifice 

of devotion, the routine of abnegations, the persistence of 

prayer, the truth and fraudulence of prophesies, the hope 

to prevail in a brutish world. It seems to be an impasse 

of religious hysteria. Here, the curator Shabbir Hussain 

of people as a veritable brethren for an event that is but a 

phase in the long duration of the route/lifetime of a panata 

or vow. In many ways, therefore, the painting becomes a 

devotional material as well because it embodies both the 

image and the labor of beholding. The aesthetic might in the 

end be the third moment beyond image and performance. 

This reflective judgment on belief is complex and perilously 

touches the fringes of the instrumentality of religion and the 

possible enchantment of bisa or potency. The latter is the 

spirit that instills the world in which the self gains presence 

in light of others, without whom the self becomes singular 

and therefore never selfless.  Self and other are fleshed out 

in time and place, how they emerge in contexts and how 

they hope to venture beyond the pale of their condition. This 

spirited making of reality’s many vital signs demands yet 

another act: to sense the world and its limits and to struggle 

for its potential image.

We may begin to ask why the procession is a productive 

interval in everyday life, an antala that is filled by a palabas.  

We can readily point to the sheer movement of the poon or 

image of the Black Nazarene in Quiapo from its altar to its 

church in stampede.  This aeration of statuary, this ventilation 

of icon guarantees a different kind of exposure for the poon, 

very much in the same way that the rites of its ablution and 

in some places of smoking the body of the interred Christ 

render it vulnerable to the elements, the corruption of the 

simulated flesh through the techniques of incarnation: the 

image is touched, it absorbs grime, it darkens, it erodes, and 

so on.  This movement on another dimension is about the 

mass in both the declension of the people, however way this 

legion is grasped, and the liturgy that wends its way through 

the streets.  The object and subject of devotions are finally 

together in this frenzy, heaving in the sea of faith.  Surely, this 

makes the procession nearly impossible to discipline. The 

Spanish root of the word means to proceed with order or 

to move forward systematically. In this instance, the notion 

Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Pasyonista (Passionist), Installation, 2012.
[Semblance/Presence, Gallery Impression, NUS Museum, 2012] 



Mustafa’s citation or ex-citation of the chapter of Rizal’s novel 

El Filibusterismo (1891) on the Quiapo fair is perspicacious. 

In this part of the novel, the universe of the colony morphs 

into a fair of frivolities. Mustafa felicitously characterizes it 

as the “Quiapo carnivalesque,” a market of tricks in which 

characters talk about art and its rules and trace their 

thoughts along arcs of visions through mirrors and optics. It 

is a reprieve from the drudgery of rationality and a lapse into 

fantasy, into an emporium of things alienated from function, 

severed from the demands of empirical truth. Quiapo is 

that interval, the antala of history where images become 

animate4 and subjects become animators of history. After 

all, Rizal’s opus begins thus: “It was a beautiful night and the 

plaza presented a most animated aspect.”   

In the end, Habulan and Esquillo hold out two tropes of 

possible transcendence of this suffering of the procession. 

First is Habulan’s takatak, the invention of vendors who 

dispense merchandise from a wooden box of compartments; 

the word is onomatopoeic, mimicking the sound of the 

tapping on the surface of these constructions to attract the 

attention of buyers.  It is an artifice of survival, an improvised 

life world.  Esquillo, on the other hand, pursues the trail of 

Mang Lauro, who thinks of himself as a Christ-figure and has 

inspired a coterie of like-minded apostles, a temperament 

that Esquillo imbibes, creating for himself a space where he 

takes on the habits of Christ and the likenesses of Christ, 

to imitate the divine and intimate the afterlife of a spiritual 

subjectivity. The peripatetic cult persona of Lauro survives 

the artifice. Thus, the title of the exhibition: semblances 

recoiling, presences ricocheting.     

Description goes here [Gallery Impressions, Semblance/Presence | 
Renato Habulan & Alfredo Esquillo Jr., 2012]

The Black Nazarene procession gathers heaving crowds, 

maroon-clad and barefoot devotees struggling to grasp 

the ropes tied to the carriage that ferries the figure of Christ 

burdened by the cross along a route within the city. On 

its feast day every 9th of January, the figure of the Black 

Nazarene would leave the sanctum of the Quiapo Basilica in 

Manila, pass through adjoining Plaza Miranda, the district’s 

main highway and side streets, cross Quezon Bridge and 

back, and weave through Manila’s avenues and crannies. At 

nightfall, the crowds and the Black Nazarene return to church.

The Black Nazarene image arrived in Manila in the 16th 

century. Known then as the Nuestro Padre Jesus Nazareno, 

it was made by a Mexican sculptor who taking after his own 

mulatto skin, painted it dark. It may have reached Manila by 

way of the Galleon Trade. A Recollect friar took the image 

under his charge in Intramuros. It was later transferred to the 

Quiapo church and may have already been there when a 

great fire torched the structure in 1791.1  

Devotees would later call it Nasarenong Maitim (Black 

Nazarene) as its skin seemed to have darkened even more 

over the years.2  Some attribute this deepening of tone to 

the perfumed oils from devotees who touch it. Others say it 

is largely due the figure’s miraculous nature. It is believed to 

cure the sick, answer prayers and grant wishes. Devotion to 

the Nazarene under the Recollect friars flourished in the 16th 
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Alfredo Esquillo Jr.
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century. Even before it was moved to the church in Quiapo, 

the Nazarene had a cult following. On 20 August 1621, the 

Recollects organized the devotees into the Brotherhood of 

Christ Nazarene (Kapatiran ng Poong Hesus Nazareno).3   

They received Pope Innocent X’s blessing from Rome on 

their founding anniversary in 1650.4 

Despite the threat of a terrorist attack (which is not unusual as 

there was a similar risk in 2005) and the President’s warning, 

millions joined the procession this January. This year’s 

procession is said to be the longest recorded, almost taking 

an entire day to finish. The procession theme “Spirits of God 

the Father and the Black Nazarene Christ, make the Filipino 

nation rise again!” (Espiritu ng Ama at ng Panginoong Hesus 
Nazareno, Sambayanang Pilipino, ibangon po ninyo) is apt 

plea, perhaps a foreboding of the difficulties encountered 

during the long walk.5 Monsignor Clemente Ignacio of the 

Quiapo Basilica likened the broken wheel of the carriage, the 

sundered ropes, and the frenzied crowd to Christ’s fall along 

the path to Calvary. Through these, the pain and suffering of 

Christ about to be crucified is relived in the procession. At 

6AM on 10th January, the Black Nazarene returned to the 

basilica that is its home.

Pilgrimage of art and faith

Artists Renato Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo have assiduously 

recorded the procession for decades. Joining the crowds, 

waiting at a good vantage along Jones Bridge, or talking to 

devotees, they amassed boxes of photographs.  Habulan’s 

set dates back to around the eighties and Esquillo’s to the 

early nineties. Like the Nazarene devotees, they practice a 

kindred devotion, one where art prominently figures. 

It is this journey that their art fleshes out in their construction 

of an alternate geography of faith. This passage is one 

wherein art becomes compass and where the future not just 

of the individual but of a larger congregation is mulled over. 

The faith nourished and examined during the journey is far 

from steadfast. It is a wavering and ambivalent kind. This 

uncertainty however lends a reflexive gesture to their art, and 

in turn endows creative expression with sharpened insight.

Esquillo admits that in the many years he photographed 

Lauro, it is only of late that he began to earnestly talk to him. 

He admits to being a detached observer, using his camera 

to record Lauro and his followers’ activities in Plaza Miranda. 

Alfredo Esquillo (AE): It was in 1994 when I first 

photographed Lauro and his followers in Plaza Miranda. It 

was out of curiosity and this was also the first time when I 

tried using the camera [to document sources for my art]. I 

saw Lauro during the fiesta. 

Ato [referring to Habulan] is fully immersed in the subject, 

mine is something I would call ‘telephoto’ [documentation 

from afar, perhaps referring to telescopic vision] in those 

early days of documentation. 

Author (TMG): In the years you photographed Lauro, you 

never talked to him?

AE: I remember asking what his job was. I think that was 

the only chance I had to talk to him. I learned of Lauro in 

a college paper [the San Beda gazette], the feature article 

called Lauro’s group a cult. This is why I kept my distance. 

The student author who wrote the article was recruited. Yet, 

when one sees Lauro one recognizes him as a prophet.  He 

is different from the rest. 

Oddly enough, it is in art wherein Esquillo reverses the distance 

he is so reluctant to bridge in real life. In the diptych ‘Whispers 

to a Replica’ (Bulong sa Replika), his likeness cups a hand to 

Lauro’s ear, earnestly whispering a wish or a prayer. 

Esquillo visits the Plaza every year but doesn’t join the 

procession. Not until recently did he tell Lauro that he 

paints him, and that he often figures in his works. Stories 

gathered by the artists shed light on Lauro’s persona. Lauro 

Gonzales was a bit actor who found his religious calling at 

a time when his acting career was beginning to flourish. His 

son remembers Lauro as budding entrepreneur and recalls 

an easier life compared to the sparseness that became his 

choice when he was baptized Christ King. 

Lauro himself spoke of having passed the chance of leaving 

for the US, after having heard a voice that urged him to stay. 

Esquillo recalls Lauro telling him that it was in 1986 or 87 that 

he went up Mount Banahaw where he was christened Christ 

King (Kristong Hari). Before then, he was already a healer in 

Manila embodying Christ Nazarene (Hesus Nazareno). 

Renato Habulan (RH): Lauro’s son speaks of their having a 

comfortable life. He says his father had several businesses. 

He was a bit actor and did business on the side. His son 

recalls Lauro disappearing all of a sudden. Perhaps this is the 

point when, as Lauro himself told me he began his search for 

faith. He went to Banahaw where he was baptized.6 There 

was a voice that called him. 

Renato Habulan, Lakbay Panata (Pilgrimage i-vi), Mixed media, 2012 (left); and Renato Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Luklukan ni Mang Lauro (Mang Lauro’s 
Throne), Mixed media, 2012. [Semblance/Presence, Gallery Impression, NUS Museum, 2012] 



You see, there are several religious groups of this kind in 

Banahaw. When it comes to daily survival…he [Lauro] 

is like ‘Kordero’ [Lamb of God].7 Kordero had a job with 

a government agency. He left his job and family. I try to 

understand this. Even Jesus in the Bible urged his disciples 

to leave everything behind. 

Lauro, on the other hand is absent in Renato Habulan’s 

works yet he is closest to him, short of being anointed as 

member of the sect. Growing up in Isla Puting Bato (White 

Rock Island), a shanty settlement in Tundo, a district north of 

Manila, his parents shuttled him to the city’s major religious 

festivities. These are the feasts of the Santo Niño (Infant 

Jesus) in Tundo and the Black Nazarene in Quiapo. The 

latter is of special importance as her mother’s prayers to this 

patron saint revived his father from near death. 

RH: My mother would bring me along to her weekly novena to 

the Nazarene. She would be praying and crossing the church 

nave on her knees. I was sickly as a child, so her prayers were 

both for the recovery of my father and my health. 

If you live in Tundo, you look forward to the religious fiestas 

of the Santo Nino and the Nazarene. I would visit the Black 

Nazarene feast yearly. I remember having my first camera in 

1976, and that was when I began taking photographs. 

TMG: When was the first time you saw Lauro?

RH: I saw him in the early 1980s. He was an icon of the 

feast. He was different from the others. He donned the 

garb of the Black Nazarene. At first, I thought it was sheer 

mimicry, only to find out that he truly believes he is the Christ 

King. This he and his followers fervently believe. Back then, 

I was hesitant to talk to him. I do not want to be embroiled in 

discussions of faith when in truth, I was cynical or that deep 

within me, I harbour doubt or think them incredulous. 

Over the years, Habulan would be acquainted with Lauro 

and together with Esquillo would embark on visits to Lauro’s 

impoverished hovel in Banlat, Tandang Sora. Grajo, Lauro’s 

assistant would often send Habulan messages, inviting 

him over to Banlat. Despite the proximity that characterizes 

his acquaintance with Lauro, Habulan does not depict the 

prophet in his works preferring instead the panorama of 

Filipino spirituality as subject and setting.

RH: Eski (Esquillo) typically has Lauro as focal point. I am 

interested in the ‘macrocosm’. I use a macrocosmic view, 

with no particular focus. Before this show, I considered 

Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Patawarin Mo Ako (Forgive Me), detail, 2012.

these folk religious practices as localized Christianity. I did 

not consider them distinct from the church [the Catholic 

Church]. Their belief in the Nazarene and their prayers, it 

seems to me are the same. 

It is of late I realized that they struggle to be defined from the 

Church. This realization of the existence of a ‘centre and a 

periphery’ was brought about by the exhibition.

Lauro and his sect are enigmatic presences in these artist’s 

works. Both admit to their works’ explorations of religiosity in 

the Philippine context but insist these are not paintings about 

religion per se, or that the works themselves are religious 

paintings. For Habulan, while the theme is religious, the 

Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Bulong Sa Replica (Whisper to the Replica), Oil on rubber panels, 159.5 x 258 x 5 cm. (diptych), 2012.

contours of localized faith hinges on the very materiality of 

its practice. Esquillo on the other hand, constructs layered 

meanings through his works.

RH: The theme we engage, the works we [he and Esquillo] 

is not exactly popular. A lot of our artist friends, even critics 

label this religious art. But these are not religious paintings. 

These are paintings by Filipino artists showing a Filipino 

situation and the struggles within that situation.

For example, I paint the Virgin Mary alongside a girl with a 

bag.... [the bag refers to the trappings of worldly goods]. I 

paint the Filipino psyche that is so engrossed with material 

objects that I capture the glimmer of gold, approximate the 



textures of objects, because that is how we embody our 

faith. The paradox is the belief in a God who is not seen but 

we need objects we can touch and feel to make sense of 

that belief. This is a psyche shaped by religion. 

I would always regard this faith as ‘crucified’, in the vernacular 

‘nakabayubay’ [roughly translated as barely clinging, 

precariously hanging, and draped over a cross]. It is a crucified 

faith, struggling to be understood, like Christ crucified.

AE: To answer your question, how do you really define 

religious painting?8 Take a look at old religious paintings, I 

believe they are commissioned or they are done to serve 

the church. It’s like illustrating characters or figures in the 

bible or teachings of the Church. It’s one way of teaching, 

accompanying the teachings of the Church. 

But with us, that is not the situation. It’s trying to bring out 

realities, it is realism. This religiosity is being tackled because 

we want to bring out realities people are experiencing in 

that context. In my case, there’s a personal level, then the 

analysis of what’s going on between the Church and the 

masses, with the concept of centre and periphery, there’s 

the Vatican and then there’s the prophecy going on or being 

taught among the folk religious groups; revolving ideas of 

what is Christ, what is God – it’s a very complex scenario.

Generations apart, the rituals of faith and religious practice 

are streams that flow through their works. The younger 

Esquillo credits Habulan with having suggested religiosity as 

theme for his works. The two met in the latter’s Sampaloc 

home in Langit street (literally, ‘heaven’) while the former was 

still a student.

AE: I documented Lauro out of curiosity, and I also wanted 

to try photography, to document subjects I wanted to 

paint. (Sir) Ato [Habulan] suggested I inject religiosity in my 

paintings. For my entry to the Shell art competition, he told 

me to place a rosary in my painting of a beggar child. 

RH: I am surprised, we are generations apart. And I am 

surprised, when I throw an idea at Eski [Esquillo], Eski would 

easily capture [grasp] it. When we throw ideas at each other, 

we…I am also surprised by our tandem. And this does not 

happen with artists of my generation.

Last May, Esquillo describes how he will depict Lauro in a 

work yet to be started. Surrounded by non-believers, Lauro 

like Christ will be taunted. Esquillo mentions Hieronymous 

Bosch’s unsettling scenes that ponder sin and salvation. 

AE:  In this piece [pointing to a freshly prepared ground] I 

will show Lauro in the middle, as if he’s in a performance. 

He carries the cross and is surrounded by doubters and 

non-believers. It would be like a Hieronymous Bosch 

painting, he will be surrounded by grotesque forms. But 

the cross will be imaginary. 

TMG: The carrying of the cross will be purely gestural?

AE: Yes, I won’t show the cross and this is why Lauro would 

appear crazy. 

TMG: Do others see Lauro as that, crazy?

AE: Yes, he tells us stories; of accusations thrown at him. 

In a studio visit during the same month, Habulan shows 

a half-finished work of Nazarene devotees rendered in 

monochrome shades of gray. One easily surmises from their 

fixed stares, contained demeanours, veined arms, and taut 

bodies that their livelihood is founded on brute strength. 

These figures are reminiscent of themes Habulan had long 

pursued in his art. 

RH: There is religiosity in my works, even in my Social 

Realist works. The social realist theme persists. I depict the 

proletariat, the workers and peasants. But the folk religious 

are embedded within them, because religious practice in the 

Philippines is mixed [syncretic].  My works illustrate this fusion. 

A scene would combine images that refer to religiosity, politics, 

and economics. You will see this, even in my photographs, 

there is the ‘takatak’,9 there is Mang Lauro…

I have always believed religiosity is part of a bigger national 

struggle. Even before, the Aglipayans for example, they 

were part of the national struggle. I cannot think of them as 

separate endeavours. 

And when one considers these folk religious groups, the issue 

of national identity appears very strongly. National identity is a 

clear goal. Even the revolutionaries, like Sakay [would show 

this tendency]. Among the folk religious, being Filipino is very 

strong; I saw this in my grandmother, with the masses and 

how they practise their faith. 

For me then, religiosity as subject matter is part of the 

struggle from below. I told Eski [Esquillo] what I paint is part 

of this struggle, of the multitude of masses’ struggles. 

Lauro’s frequent presence and deliberate absence in Esquillo’s 

and Habulan’s works are informed by their backgrounds. Yet 

both artists refer to Lauro as a prophet, one of many who 

predict how earthly life might end, who preach of salvation 

and the difficult and elusive path it demands. Lauro reminds 

Esquillo of his father, who had prophetic leanings and wrote 

about the Bible, a book circulated among a select few. The 

book examined biblical interpretations. This was a life-long 

devotion for Esquillo’s father. Esquillo’s deep reflections on 

religion are rooted in this filial circumstance. 

AE: Prophets abound in the Philippines. They all say the 

same thing, that the Philippines is the New Jerusalem. 

These prophets sacrifice a lot, and leave behind relatively 

comfortable lives. They are the new Christs. 

 

This is what happened – there were my father’s beliefs, my 

consciousness of my own spirituality, my Catholic background, 

add to that the numerous religions my family practiced over 

the years. Of course, there is Ato [Habulan] and the influence 

of religion on national identity. All these shape my art. 

Renato Habulan, Gabay ng Nakabayubay (Guidance of the 
Crucified), details, 2012. 



I see my father in Lauro. It was a struggle relating to him, 
especially as I saw his imperfections. It’s hard for me to see 
the prophet in him that’s why I’m painting Mang Lauro I’m titling 
[entitling] the painting as “No prophet can be (is) welcome to 
his own people”. Even immediate family [members] cannot 
understand my father. 

It is this connection with the subject. Mang Lauro was not 
just an image that interested me; he’s a persona that [who] 
carries the meaning that relates to my experience with my 
father. That’s one source of inspiration [in] doing this project. 
With Mang Lauro, I did not plan to paint him… but every time 
I go to Quiapo and take his shots [these] inspire me to paint.

Gestures of healing
 
The artists’ visits to Lauro were imbued deeper significance 
this year. In preparation for this joint exhibition, Esquillo 
and Habulan made the visits not just to Plaza Miranda but 
to Banlat more frequent and more a part of their individual 
routines. Through these visits, Lauro was cast in a new light 
not only through the lens of their art but through a personal 
vein, that of understanding faith in a largely conflicted setting. 
This is a strain deeply embedded in their art, an attempt to 
make sense of faith and religiosity within a culturally-specific, 
markedly urban context. Realizations emerge from art but 
are rooted in events they cover from the ground. Ostensibly 
these signify the changes occurring in the context wherein 
the practice of faith encounters the new, and the ways it 
resists or appropriates them.

RH: I have never seen Lauro with a cane. Yet this year we saw 
him dancing with one, twirling the cane on the tip of a finger. 
It must have been difficult because the cane is quite heavy. 
Afterwards, he pressed the tip of the cane to my side near 
the stomach. I wondered why he had to do that. Did he see 
something [an ailment perhaps]? I never asked him anyway, 

he might say something I don’t want to hear (laughter). 
<------ PENDING DESCRIPTION

^------ PENDING DESCRIPTION



Asked about the flagellants, one of the most enduring images 

in Philippine art alongside religious feasts and processions, 

Habulan concurs that suffering to a great extent makes the 

practice of Catholicism in the country.

RH: Flagellation seems to be part of the icon…our practice of 

faith. Our faith as I understand is crucified and that includes 

physical suffering. Maybe that explains the flagellants and even 

those who have themselves cruficied. Anyway, in Quiapo we 

have not seen flagellants. Perhaps because the Nazarene is 

not the Christ crucified but we were taken aback because this 

year we saw quite a number of flagellants in Plaza Miranda. 

Judging from their bodies, they seemed to be very young 

very unlike the working class men I had often photographed 

in the plaza. They were about twenty, and they were hitting 

rather hard. This was perplexing…

Esquillo observes another event with similar astonishment:

AE: I had never seen this before, people whispering to 

Lauro. Just this year, I witnessed Lauro dancing to music 

from the church, to songs heard from the church itself. He 

performs the fourteen Stations of the Cross. He carries the 

cross itself [though imaginary] and suddenly faints. This was 

when people started to whisper to Lauro. They are probably 

wishes or prayers or merely things they want to tell Lauro.

TMG: All this happens in the middle of the plaza and is it only 

Lauro who dances?

AE: Yes, Lauro and his disciples. Mang Lauro dances with 

his followers. They honour and rejoice in him, his followers 

kneel before him. The last bit we saw, Lauro was balancing 

his wooden cane on a finger while swaying to the music from 

the church. The cane is ordinary, wooden with an image of 

Christ on one end. 

TMG: How is Lauro’s ritual mass like?

RH: There seems to me juxtaposition; Lauro follows the 

sequence of the mass being celebrated inside the Quiapo 

church. He dances and heals at the same time. Lauro 

blesses them, a little wave of the hand never fully touching 

the person. But many of his anointed now heals. I see them 

on Friday. I asked them how they heal. They say by way 

of ‘hilot’ [to knead the flesh] and the use of oils. But not 

Kordero, he just prays over those in need of healing and 

whisper to them. 

Renato Habulan, Lakbay Panata (Pilgrimage iv), detail, 2012.

TMG: Why do you think their methods differ?

RH: Maybe because of hierarchy? Lauro and Kordero 

perhaps belong to those most evolved among them.

TMG: It strikes me how furtive these gestures are – a fleeting 

blessing, whispers. Isn’t it interesting that in Bicolano10, 

‘bulong’ [trans., whisper] also means to heal?

In their subsequent visits to Banlat, Tandang Sora Ato 

(Habulan) and Eski (Esquillo) witnessed a ritual mass, which 

they will record on film. They were surprised that while Lauro 

lived on a big parcel of land, he is obviously impoverished. 

A makeshift tent protected him from the heavy rains, and 

Habulan recalls seeing a donation box but never once 

remembered Lauro asking for money or donation. 

 

Confused as to how those who live in this compound (which 

to them seemed more like a hovel) survive, they reiterated the 

questions they asked years back. How exactly do they make 

a living? And Lauro the personification of Christ profoundly 

answers that he has little need for the material things of 

this world, because he knows if he chooses he can have 

everything because these are all his to begin with, but indeed 

what is the point of having that which one doesn’t need? 

RH: They rent a lot in Banlat where they built shanty homes. 

The lot is big. I asked them why they never thought of 

growing crops. I was thinking of the Benedictine monks in 

Mindanao. The congregation size differs, sometimes they’re 

many, sometimes few. I was initially confused but it dawned 

on me, these people have strong faith, a deep belief. 

TMG: You say it is faith that sustains them?

RH: Yes, I even told Mang Lauro perhaps living in the 

mountains would be better. But he replied that their church 

is in Plaza Miranda. Now I understand them. The Chinese 

monks would go from house to house asking for alms, 

even during the Catholic mass, we give offerings. But Lauro 

and his followers totally rely on donations. They never ask 

[for donations]. Lauro tells me they survive through the 

donations, and [material things] are not important. He never 

even asked those he heals for donations. And here I begin 

to understand the principle he lives by. 

They are one big community, there are children even some 

of them he already baptized as Santo Niño.11 They live the 

life of the spirit, they thrive on spirit alone. And the members 
Renato Habulan, Gabay ng Nakabayubay (Guidance of the 
Crucified), detail, 2012. 



of his congregation are mostly poor and they come from 

different places. And some of them are those he was able to 

heal but who are not yet members of the group. 

AE: Visiting Lauro in his home in Banlat had a great impact 

on me. They seem to live below the poverty line; they 

live in shanties, near the end of Banlat. Their place was 

submerged by waters from typhoon Ondoy. They live on 

whatever donation comes their way. This is a big contrast 

to what I often see on television, the bigger congregations 

whose leaders are unmistakably better off than Lauro. Lauro 

has made a greater sacrifice, my doubts eased. I used to 

doubt Lauro’s persona but I now think he’s authentic [i.e., a 

credible, real prophet]. 

I may not be able to embrace Lauro’s teachings but his 

decision to live by his faith and its principles, that he sacrificed 

a comfortable life for these beliefs; I cannot help but admire 

and respect him for this choice. His wife left him and he has 

long been estranged from his children. 

The Black Nazarene’s dominant trope is the suffering Christ 

burdened by the cross and the sins of man. This suffering 

is deemed as path to devotion and salvation. Devotees 

yearly partake of this agony, reliving them yet again as vow, 

as prayer and as gratitude. In a span of 22-hours at most, 

devotees and the Christ who carries the cross become one. 

The experience is magnified for prophets like Lauro, who 

enacts the life of Christ every Friday, the day of devotion to 

the Nazarene. Cannell proposes an understanding of such 

‘imitation’ as a form of intercession “where hierarchies are 

reduced and negotiated”.12 In the case of the Nazarene 

devotees and healers like Lauro, this negotiation is 

appropriative and largely enacted and lived through proximity 

– the prized location is to be near the Nazarene image, to hold 

the ropes, for one’s kerchief to touch the Nazarene’s face.

 

Lauro claims a church in Plaza Miranda, a place beyond the 

threshold of the Quiapo basilica. Those who were healed 

claim hearing a voice that urged them to go out of the church, 

to venture beyond the chapel doors. The voice is prescient of 

Lauro’s claim that few know him yet, “I never introduce myself, 
but I am sought.” And those who knew and found him all 

attest in quiet humility, to have known healing and grace. 

Dwell in faith

To speak of place is to necessarily refer to notions of mobility 

and fixity. As Habulan’s and Esquillo’s journey comes full 

circle, it would have traversed a multitude of locations. Lauro 

all the same, seems to inhabit more than one place. Not 

only does he reside in his destitute home in Banlat, and the 

crowded plaza in Quiapo on Fridays, he lives in the hopes of 

Documentary image from Quiapo, c. 1980-2012, Courtesy of the 
artists.

his disciples; several of whom profess healing. And yet while 

Lauro makes his church in Plaza Miranda, he profoundly 

speaks of the church that resides in man, the elusive city 

of God. Faith may indeed be the home that lies at the end 

of the long procession, the succour offered by a venerated 

image, the refuge of a church and the healing of a prophet. 

Thriving in a city in the perpetual throes of modernization, 

beset with deeply entrenched contradictions, Lauro and 

his followers embody those whom modernity has failed. 

Conversely, this view resists them being conscripted by 

circumstance. Their practice of faith and healing represent 

in Cannell’s terms a “negotiation of inherent structures”, a 

process whereby voices are heard, and gestures no matter 

how furtive, are imbued power. 

Habulan and Esquillo eloquently construct these alternatives 

through their art:

AE: I think this work [referring to the diptych Bulong sa 
Replika] recognizes the role of intermediaries. Just like us, 

because those who we call upon have spiritual natures we 

need someone to relay our message to them. It is enlivening 

an image, because an image lives, it is real. Something that 

is crafted can be likened to the divine. 

RH: Amadis Guerrero wrote “Habulan…protests gently.” I 

like that better, not too strong but sustained. I admire those 

who can sustain their principles like Mang Lauro. They can 

sustain their faith, live by their principles. 

I think a well-evolved person is someone who can make 

change in the present, someone who can evolve well beyond 

the struggle of the stomach and of class. I think Lauro is one 

of the more evolved, he is an epitome [of the evolved]. Of 

course, I am not saying that he is the only one. But he can 

live sparingly and suffer and live on his faith. 

Renato Habulan, Alfredo Esquillo and Lauro Gonzales 

share a vision of a congregation, not necessarily a nation, 

redeemed whichever way by the New Jerusalem, the church 

within or the evolved individual. The congregation comes 

in a multitude of formations, which in Flores’s beguiling 

alternatives to nation can be a “scattered anarchy, a radical 

democracy, a cosmopolitan citizenship” or in Habulan’s 

imagination the “proletariat of mankind” and indeed in the 

prophet Lauro’s vision a “mystical group” who survives the 

end with souls uncorrupted.13

These negotiations with entrenched power are attempts 

to make sense of the discrepant realities that forge our 

existence in cities, where we dwell in almost daily conflict 

and flux. It is hope that springs from these transactions and 

fervent faith that ensues which help us endure and survive a 

world perpetually besieged. 

Interviews with the artists were conducted on three separate occasions, 

the last a conversation that included exhibition curator Shabbir Hussain 

Mustafa and Marya Salang of Tin-aw Gallery. Except for this last which 

was conducted in English, previous interviews were in a mix of English and 

Filipino. All translations are author’s own.
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His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. 
This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned 
toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees 
one single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon 
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like 
to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been 
smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got 
caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no 
longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the 
future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before 
him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress. 

– Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, 1982

SEMBLANCE/PRESENCE: 
FOUR PROPOSITIONS

SHABBIR HUSSAIN MUSTAFA

FILIBUSTERING

In his second novel, El-Flibusterismo, Jose Rizal’s characters 

stroll through the Quiapo Fair, and observe the “long rows 

of booths, brilliant with tinsel and gauds, exposed to view 

clusters of balls, masks strung by the eyes, tin toys, trains, 

carts, mechanical horses, carriages, pine Nativities, dolls 

both foreign and domestic, the former red and smiling, the 

latter sad and pensive resting like little ladies beside gigantic 

children.”1 Quiapo’s figures, it appeared, strewn, sprawling, 

and archetypal, invoke visions, tensions and debate amongst 

Rizal’s characters about what may constitute reverence and 

where “art” seems to fit within all of this. Listening to the 

people at the Fair, Rizal’s characters, two journalists and a 

parish priest ponder, “many of our visitors were displeased 

with the exhibition. They talked of rules of art, they sought 

proportion - one said that this figure did not have seven 

heads, that the face lacked a nose... Others said, if they 

were muscular, that they could not be Indians; still others 

remarked that it was not sculpture, but mere carpentry!”2  As 

elsewhere, ceaseless modernist energies seemed to have 

overwhelmed - the Quiapo carnivalesque - an incongruent 

curation of bodies and knowledge - would need to traverse 

steady incantations of the folk, wrestle pathologies of the 

Self and render any attempt at categorization problematic.   

In the event – and as Rizal’s text spares nothing in Quiapo – 

the reappearance and persistence of figures bearing signs of 

Christian saints alongside anitos, scapulars vis-a-vis anting 
anting, liturgical songs invoking spirits of potency, fertility 

and death, reflect a break, momentary lapse, or slippage 

in the colonial condition of absolute submission. As they 

stroll, Rizal’s characters approach a booth surrounded by 

sightseers, who quickly clear out of the way - “it was a shop 

of little wooden figures, of local manufacture, representing in 

all shapes and sizes the costumes, races, and occupations 

of the country: Indios, Spaniards, Chinese, mestizos, friars, 



clergymen, government clerks, gobernadorcillos, students, 

soldiers and so on”.3 This fascination with detail, rehearsed 

in a language economy of immense meticulousness leads to 

another observation - “Whether the artists had more affection 

for the priests, the folds of whose habits were better suited 

to their esthetic purposes, or whether the friars, holding such 

an important place in Philippine life, engaged the attention 

of the sculptor more, the fact was that, for one cause or 

another, images of them abounded, well-turned and finished, 

representing them in the most sublime moments of their 

lives - the opposite of what is done in Europe, where they 

are pictured as sleeping on casks of wine, playing cards, 

emptying tankards, rousing themselves to gaiety, or patting 

the cheeks of a buxom girl.”4 

Reading, we cringe. Quiapo provokes queasiness, 

curiosity, bewilderment – but also an obsession with its 

visually arresting tapestries and this obsessive impulse to 

understand why Rizal would have appeared at this site. 

What does this stroll through Quaipo signify? What does it 

suggest about the social consciousness of this time? In the 

concluding paragraphs, an uneasy resolution is reached - 

“Each added his spoonful of criticism, until Padre Camorra 

[the parish priest], not to be outdone, ventured to ask for at 

least thirty legs for each doll, because, if the others wanted 

noses, couldn’t he require feet? So they fell to discussing 

whether the Indio had or had not any aptitude for sculpture, 

and whether it would be advisable to encourage that art, until 

there arose a general dispute, which was cut short by Don 

Custodio’s [the journalist] declaration that the Indios had the 

aptitude, but that they should devote themselves exclusively 

to the manufacture of saints.”5 Don Custodio’s statement 

introduces a miscellany of dilemmas; it opens the scene to a 

sort of double disturbance or arousal of profound skepticism 

about how to contemplate the technologies of art-making 

and their presentation in museum contexts - today. 

Renato Habulan, Lakbay Panata (Pilgrimage iv), detail, 2012.

Renato Habulan, Takatak, detail, 2012.

STROLLING

Artist-curatorial discussions began in late 2010 when 

Renato Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo Jr. expressed interest 

in collaborating with the NUS Museum in a project that 

would broadly unravel how people venerate objects of faith 

and the kinds of potential art holds in enacting a genealogy 

of sorts in engaging the historical bases of such rituals. 

Emerging, as it does, on the fault-lines between centre 

and periphery, resistance and submission, rationalism 

and non-rationalism, already integral concerns of their 

respective art practices, both artists wanted to “show the 

incongruous relationship between objects, relics, religious 

paraphernalia and the environment of Quiapo Church 

where the faithful would gather and practice their beliefs 

like faith healing, card and palm reading and sell whatever 

venerated concoctions they have prepared.”6 Responding 

partly to the problematics and self-reflexive manner in which 

The Sufi and the Bearded Man: Re-membering a Keramat 
in Singapore, an exhibition which engages the material 

remains of a keramat (lit. shrine) belonging to a 19th century 

Sufi traveller from Baghdad had been curated, the artists 

went further to suggest and invite curatorial collaboration by 

noting in their proposal, “the exhibition will try to strengthen 

the archival orientation in the curatorial aspect by including 

documentation (videos and print) of the entire process, 

including interviews of artists and subjects. We will also 

document the environment, the inspiration and the context 

of our exhibit.”7 Keeping in view that this was an art project, 

the artists insisted that there would not be any escape into 

some kind of ‘ethnographic empiricism’ but engage the site 

of Quiapo for its contradictions, confusions and at times 

emphatically unsystematic relations. A Rizalian project (if 

there ever was such a thing) where the conscious use of 

the word “our” would precisely resist the assumption that 

sees the representational world as transparent. Rather, the 

artists (and later the curatorial method) would insist that the 

Documentary image from Quiapo, c. 1980-2012, Courtesy of the 
artists.



‘facticity’ of this project would reside in the ability to tell their 

audiences not what society or religiosity or their subjects are 

like, but what these complex matrices look like to them. In a 

post-exhibition interview, Renato Habulan reflected: 

We [referring to Esquillo and himself] tested this 

collaboration through our strolls in Quiapo and instantly 

things starting fitting. In fact, if you recall, that is when 

you [referring to the author] suggested this distinction 

between the centre and periphery - because that is 

exactly the relationship we want to unravel here - the 

church as an institution and the people around it - the 

object, the commerce, the people, the bystander. But 

there is something more than the centre-periphery at play 

here too. For instance, when we went to Mang Lauro’s 

house and everything went fine - even if all the rituals are 

very local, we were able to understand them; even if the 

ritual is highly specific, we were able to respect it. Even 

now, we continuously document Mang Lauro and his 

community; we continuously deliberate and think about 

the process where the curatorial and artistic converge. 

The final test is the exhibit in the museum itself - we 

crossed everything from documentation to installation to 

performance and we had to keep handling Quiapo and 

its figures through it all – we will need to keep doing this.8

Habulan’s claim of social ease appears within the domain of 

registering an attempt at accessing the kinds of “Filipinos” 

who represent not aberrations, but a lived reality of a general 

condition potentiated through the politics of a particular site. 

The use of the expression, ‘we will need to keep doing this’ 

characterizes (by analogy) the approach directed towards 

the treatment of their subjects but also both artists’ self-

identification as observers who are constantly willing to 

invite and actively solicit collaborations. The scopic method 

in unraveling the incongruities of Quiapo and its figures 

was to then suggest that this could be another version 

of approaching culture that potentially has the power to 

destabilize and problematize, as well as counter notions of 

cultural superiority across the class spectrum. Amidst the 

chaos, what remains oddly certain is that although it is not 

an impossible task to understand the painlessly coercive 

uniformities that attempts at understanding “collective 

expressions” may impose, the mute pain of Habulan’s 

observations resides in acknowledging the materiality, 

underlying power and cosmological expressions of “popular 

culture” or “folk figures” who have been too-easily banished 

as myths, falsehoods or superstitions. Carefully then, 

echoing, Reynaldo Ileto and his observations about the 

ability to engage lesser heard narratives - “and yet I would 

argue that the main features of a powerful narrative of the 

past are contained in the myth. This kind of history is alive 

even today particularly among those who live on the fringes 

of urban society” – a significant point of reference for the 

project at hand.9 

   

COLLECTING

In the lead up to the exhibition, as its curatorial method was 

still being deliberated over, Esquillo handed over hundreds of 

photographs, which he had accumulated in a shoe box aptly 

labelled “Quiapo-Nazareno-Pics”. Looking more closely at its 

contents, the Nazareno box presented an odd theoretical 

and methodological approach to the yearly feast of the 

Black Nazarene and one particular figure, i.e. Mang Lauro 

- a mystic both artists (and in particular, Esquillo) had been 

observing in and around Plaza Miranda since the 1980s. 

Mostly undated, the photographs had been organized 

in a contradictory and persistently unsystematic manner. 

Upon querying, Esquillo and Habulan suggested that these 

fragments of Quiapo offered a more productive response to 

the general messiness of the site itself. The box, it seems, 

was a container where numerous agencies converged; and 





rather than offering a simple breakdown between Quiapo, 

Mang Lauro, Plaza Miranda and larger sociopolitical events 

such as the Feast of the Black Nazarene, this accumulation 

and subsequent transfer of materials from artists to curator 

ought to be seen working with an understanding of the site as 

inseparable from the manner in which they had approach the 

current project – at once personal and mystificatory, at times 

as curious observers and sometimes as documentarians, 

using symbolisms in the gestures and alluding to the overall 

context of their subjects, revealing themes that suggest a 

preference to the introspective and pondering over the kinds 

of phenomenological questions that figures such as Mang 

Lauro represent: 

He does not even try to baptize us. There is no 

compulsion. He was letting us in, first as visitors but 

also because he appreciates the attention. Especially 

since we are always carrying the camera and he feels 

he needs the medium to be presented to a larger 

audience. There is also Plaza Miranda, he preaches 

there, performs rituals, but some people also call him 

insane. The indifference that he feels is reversed in 

the manner that we approach him. As a result of this 

exhibition, the realization that I had was how this was 

not planned, I was simply painting Mang Lauro. I have 

painted him thirteen times. For instance, there is always 

this recurring character of ‘Veronica’ in Renaissance 

paintings. Veronica is depicted holding a cloth and the 

face of Jesus is transferred to the cloth. This image is 

so clear, it’s not possible! But it’s a deliberate attempt at 

portraying Veronica because Veronica means to ‘engage 

through image’. So for me, Veronica is there in the 

painting, because Veronica becomes an iconographer 

of Jesus. She holds the image of Jesus because he 

will not be present physically, but the image remains. 

So I realized that maybe I have become the Veronica of 

Mang Lauro. You see? Because it’s not planned...10 

Habulan noted further: 

In my case I had been taking pictures of Lauro from afar 

since the 1980s. At the time, not at a single point did I 

speak to him but I knew he loves to be photographed. 

As a Social Realist, I was looking at Quiapo in the 

context of the centre and periphery. I really looked at it 

as the main strain. I was a little, how do you say, worried 

or very careful to not go into something if I did not know 

enough about it – I did not want to end up joining a cult! 

But because of this exhibition, it became a journey that 

would not allow me to close any possibilities. And I said, 

I want to understand what is Mang Lauro and I don’t 

want to represent his group simply from afar. So I really 

had to prepare myself.11

Whilst the artists had their own turning points, the curatorial 

turn occurred with the realization that from the start there 

was something necessarily unstable about the project – 

characterized by tensions across the productive chaos that 

is Quiapo, the range of materials that the artists were hoping 

to engage with and the kinds of curatorial and advisory 

perspectives of those involved.12 Most of these tensions in 

the development of the project were not only productive, 

but a crucial and unavoidable response to how the project 

itself was conceived – a kind of a curatorial modality – where 

different personalities would come together to collect Quiapo 

and its urban environ – some would rely on Quiapo as a 

lived reality through its figures (read: Rizal, Lauro, Habulan 

and Esquillo) – others would rely on those who had already 

known and watched the site for decades (read: the curators) 

- not in the spirit of enacting a new super-philosophy or 

super-politics, but with the assumption that the availability of 

these ‘fragments’ in a museological context would question 

assumptions about certain tendencies regarding art, politics, 

religiosity and subalterneity; this model would be modest and 

ambitious simultaneously – a heterological approach to the 

everyday where distinctions between collector and collected 

would be consistently undermined - effectively adding to the 

social consciousness of this time - our time.

PLAYING

As a scenography of spaces and bodies, the ‘plaza’ is often 

described by relations of proximity, between it elements; 

formally one may define these relations as grids, pavilions, 

courts, steps of different scale and texture. Suggesting 

an inexhaustible list of changing inflections, the whole of it 

can be taken in with a stroll that could last a few minutes 

or may require days, as every corner is unraveled and the 

results of its many imaginaires assembled into a matrix. It 

is a civilizing wilderness that demands a sort of regard that 

Michel Foucault describes as the “fatal intersection between 

time and space”.13 Extending this theoretical trope, it may 

indeed be plausible to recognize on the one hand that the 

plaza is neither natural nor an innovation for it has had a 

presence in both formerly colonized and metropolitan 

centres; and on the other hand as it comes to form part of 

our concern, our theory, our retinal systems, and our ability 

to generate ‘things’, it also finds a odd similarity with the site 

of the museum gallery itself. 

For Semblance/Presence, the (dis)appearance of the 

plaza into the museum, however, also raises questions 

about the functions of social interaction and if indeed it can 

(or ought to) be converted into a muse? What kind of an 

artist-curatorial proposition could be made about translating 

Quiapo into the museum as a helter-skelter rather than 

an iron-cage? Could the gallery continually oscillate from 

impressionistic detail to abstraction and back again? As 

an artist-curatorial proposition, Semblance/Presence is 

presented as a play between Jose Rizal’s “The Quiapo Fair” 

and artworks produced in collaboration by artists Renato 

Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo Jr. It traces the life-worlds of 

Plaza Miranda, which fronts the Minor Basilica of the Black 

Nazarene (Quiapo Church), one of the main churches of the 

city of Manila. In particular, it unravels the complex persona 

of Mang Lauro - a mystic both artists have been observing in 

and around Plaza Miranda since the 1980s and the annual 

feast of the Black Nazarene. Broadly, considering how Plaza 

Miranda acts as a site for numerous interests, ranging from 

free-ranging political and cultural discourse to established 

traditions of fortune telling, Semblance/Presence connects 

both artists and their materials to not just as something being 

observed, but also to the conditions of their observations, 

where the very act of observation becomes an end that 

at once implicates but also detaches. Amidst metaphor of 

place, reverence and sight, Semblance/Presence functions 

as a hinge that connects and simultaneously separates – 

where by some oblique process, presence also becomes 

semblance, leading to question, if any act of observation can 

ever remain unmediated.

Renato Habulan Takatak, detail, 2012.



The ‘stage’ is set for the audience – a self-curation – that reminds 

to speak of forms is to move into a field of aesthetics and to 

gaze upon society as a last analysis is by itself a work of art - 

the struggle here is to ascertain if ‘culture’ and in particular what 

is perceived around Quiapo ought to be understood as a unity 

of ‘collective presentation’ or whether the different incongruities 

are an essential component of the encounter in the gallery 

itself. Amidst the eerie emergence of Rizal and the balancing 

between the main protagonists, the association of Habulan 

and Esquillo and their primary collaborator Mang Lauro, is to 

be reminded of the most poetic of utterances by Ben Zayb, the 

audacious journalist from El-Filibusterismo: “You’ll see that it’s all 

a question of mirrors,” he said, “because, you see…” Again he 

plunged into a long demonstration, and as he had no mirrors at 

hand to discredit his theory he tangled himself up in all kinds of 

blunders and wound up by not knowing himself what he was 

saying. “In short, you’ll see how it’s all a question of optics.”  

Yet, the plaza that has now become the museum also 

forewarns the artist-curatorial premise of the project that it 

ought to enable counter-intuition, to resist unifying systems 

that attempt to connect Quiapo into a whole for its audience(s). 

Rather semblance/presence emerges from a curiosity to find 

a mode of sociality that is adequate or more adequate to its 

‘things’. It is here, at this point, that the art of the Habulan and 

Esquillo unravels in a most radical way the violence or banality 

of the ‘plaza’ and the ‘gallery’ simultaneously. It attempts to 

abolish received distinctions, a critical ontology of the everyday 

takes hold, a representational modern, the style of living and the 

poetics we often take for granted. It may as well be regarded 

as a form of montage, referencing the opening quotation of 

this essay by Walter Benjamin on the storm we usually call 

progress – this is the tempest and the materialism of history is 

being propelled out of control - this is dizzying, breaking down, 

discharging ‘voices’ in the face of an endless proliferation of 

‘things’ – the semblance of an ecology amidst the presence of 

detritus – welcome to the museum. 

Documentary image from Quiapo, c. 1980-2012, Courtesy of the 
artists.
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Documentary image from Tandang Sora, Quezon City, c. 2012, Courtesy of the artists.



1:32-1:53 I came from the hospital and when our hospital bill went up, 
my husband asked Barbara if she knows a healer

1:55-1:59 She said she does so she took us to Haring Kristo

2:01-2:05 It’s Haring Kristo that I thank for making me better.

2:26-2:36 Other people see me as a crazy person. Foreigners, 
Filipinos, most of them say I’m crazy

2:39-2:43 Those who do say so, when they go to another place 
something horrible happens to them

2:45-2:50 Sometimes reporters come to me. They see the poster that 
says “End of the World”

2:52-2:53 They ask me “Is it true, Kristong Hari, the end of the World?” 
Who told you?

2:54-2:56 It’s written there

2:57-3:00 Why will I tell you the answer? Why do you want to know?

3:01-3:04 People all over the world are looking for me

4:10-4:19 The man nailed on the cross told me to go inside the cave 
at midnight.

4:21-4:39 When I arrived at the cave, it felt like going to hectares of 
Birhen ng Lourdes then I realized that I was wearing a crown. 
A golden crown.

4:40-4:45 I was also holding a candle lit with a small fire.

4:46-4:50 I said “Why is the fire so small?”

4:52-4:54 He said “It’s time to change, to regret what you’ve done”

4:55-4:59 I closed my eyes. I prayed. When I opened my eyes, I saw 
that the fire of my candle was bigger

5:01-5:02 That’s when I went to Kristong Hari.

5:57-6:01 Are you all healers? They only “Hilot” (an ancient Filipino art 
of healing)

6:03-6:04 Is that only for sprains?

6:05-6:10 Kristong Hari gives us power to heal any sickness.

6:19-6:24 All of them have big problems and they prayed to the 
Nazareno.

6:25-6:33 O Lord, help me with my problems. Me I was outside. 
Suddenly the Nazareno will whisper on my mind.

6:50-6:59 Then my head will suddenly hurt so badly. But despite of 
that, I never once claimed that I was the Nazareno. 

7:00-7:13 He’s the one to appoint. They said that no one will believe. 
Whether they believe or not, I’m still the lord. But I don’t say 
that to people.

7:14-7:21 And here it is The Nazareno talked to me once more. His 
voice is very soft.

7:46-7:59 I am Hesu Kristo, not Kristo. But others call me Kristo.

8:11-8:22 I healed everyone. All the sickness. I’ve given words to the 
mute, sight to the blind.

8:24-8:38 Thre was once a blind person who tries to walk a road with 
his son. I walked up to him and I checked if he really was 
blind.

8:40-8:44 I held his face and after a while, he was able to see.

8:45-8:49 He said to his son “Son, I can see!”

8:49-8:51 Others saw what happened and now he can go wherever he 
wants without a helping hand.

10:57-11:04 I  only get to visit him during holy week. I don’t know where 
he lives.

11:06-11:15 We only see each other here. Whenever I go here at Quiapo, 
he’s the only one I look for.

11:16-11:21 We haven’t seen each other for a long time. I even thought 
he was gone.

11:25-11:37 Sometimes I don’t see him here. He’s my father. There are a 
lot of us who goes here, about five siblings.

11:41 I’m second to the eldest.

11:43 What’s your name?

11:44 Lauro.

11:46-11:48 You’re also named Lauro? So therefore you’re a junior?

12:00-12:09 He went to our house once; I dressed him with normal 
clothes.

12:14-12:18 But he didn’t like it. He really didn’t like it, he likes it that way. 
Yes, that’s his life.

12:19-12:28 When we went here from the province, he wasn’t like this. 
He used to be rich.

12:32-12:45 He had a business, a vulcanizing shop, a car. But he healed 
a lot of people. All he needs to do is touch you.

12:46-12:52 He isn’t a doctor, he just blesses you.

12:57-13:04 He knows a lot of actors, even in Malacanang. They let him 
into the Malacanang, he’s pretty well known there.

13:08-13:11 He’s also very intelligent.

23:06-23:11 Don’t think of whether the time is near. Think, instead, are 
you ready when it comes?

23:35-23:47 Some people despite their appearances, have pain in their 
hearts, even you. Tell me if it’s true or not but even you have 
pain in your hearts, because you’re human and you have 
weaknesses

24:40-24:49 Time will come and I will send the Holy Spirit to you. He said 
he will choose among us.

24:52-24:57 Let’s not say that they’ll only be in Jerusalem. Anyone can 
be, You just need to have faith.

25:24-25:43 My children it’s time for our president Noynoy Aquino. If you 
want everyone to be saved, look for Kristong Hari

25:45-26:00 And to broadcast the Holy Spirit government. Kristong Hari 
will be the one to tell who should be the president. He will 
talk to President Noynoy Aquino. 

26:03-26:05 President Noynoy Aquino you should get ready.

26:07-26:20 That there will be a Holy Spirit government. If you want to 
remain a president Kristong Hari may allow you If you can’t 
govern the country anymore

26:22-26:41 We’re here Find us a place so that the people may be saved 
from any calamities or wars or volcano eruptions, earthquakes. 
The earth will crack and the mountains will fall

26:43-26:50 Every calamity will happen. My children, there is no peace. 
Everything will be destroyed.

26:52-26:59 And what are they fighting about? Wealth Power.. What is it 
that people say?

27:00-27:08 Politics is filled with corruption. Everyone says so.  Everybody 
is corrupt.

27:09-27:16 People get rich without working for it. My children, work 
together.

27:17-27:28 I will call Komander Ligaya, Komander Linda. You said that 
if someone makes a fool out of Kristong Hari, You are there, 
my people, around the world, they are there.

27:34-27:40 My children, all of my children, the children of the Holy Spirit. 
You offer your lives to him.

27:42-27:47 If you feel my presence The Highest God the Father is calling 
you.

27:49-28:00 All that people does is laugh at Kristong Hari. No one 
believes. Many just try to be holy. He’s here and all he brings 
is peace.

28:02-28:13 Reporters ask, “What are you doing here Kristong Hari?” 
Everyone around the world have been judged.

28:16-28:19 That’s why you need to change, my children.

[Film stills] MGA HINIRANG (Chosen People), documentary by Renato Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo, Jr., 2012. At the NUS Museum, the film was presented alongside Dibusyon 

(Devotion) with “Le Feria de Kapio” or “The Quiapo Fair”, a chapter from El Filibusterismo (The Reign of Greed). 



[Film stills] DIBUSYON (Devotion), documentary by Renato Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo, Jr., 2012. At the NUS Museum, the film was presented alongside Mga Hinirang (Chosen 

People) with “Le Feria de Kapio” or “The Quiapo Fair”, a chapter from El Filibusterismo (The Reign of Greed).



NUS Museum is a comprehensive museum for teaching and research. It focuses on 

Asian regional art and cultutre, and seeks to create an enriching experience through 

its collections and exhibitions. The Museum has over 7,000 artefacts and artworks 

divided across four collections. The Lee Kong Chian Collection consists of a wide 

representation of Chinese materials from ancient to contemporary art; the South and 

Southeast Asian Collection holds a range of works from Indian classical sculptures 

to modern pieces; and the Ng Eng Teng Collection is a donation from the late 

Singapore sculptor and Cultural Medallion recipient of over 1,000 artworks. A fourth 

collection, the Straits Chinese Collection, is located at NUS’ Baba House at 157 

Neil Road.

NUS Museum launched the NX Gallery in 2006. It is conceived as a contemporary 

art venue to showcase emerging artistic trends in Singapore, Southeast Asia and 

beyond, as well as to encourage critical curatorial and museum practices. For the 

NUS Centre For the Arts and the NUS Museum, these aims afford an emphasis in 

partnerships within the University and beyod, underscored by the recognition that art 

and culture form a powerful nexus that connect different disciplines and institutional 

interests. Past exhibitions organized at the NX Gallery include Picturing Relations: 

Simryn Gill and Tino Djumini (2007), Bound For Glory: Wong Hoy Cheong (2008), 

Illuminance: Agus Suwage and Filippo Scia Scia (2010), Cigondewah: An Art Project 

by Tisna Sanjaya (2011) and Writing Power | Zulkifli Yusoff (2011).

Cover image: Renato Habulan and Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Mga Hinirang (Chosen People), 

film still, 2012
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