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There is a sense of  magic in the works of  
Justiniani’s Infinity Series installations. For how else 
can we explain looking at its depths, disoriented and 
walking timorously on its surface, despite knowing 
we are staring at mirrors and standing on shallow 
and unsafe ground? His immersive installations are 
laden with mystery; unlocking their hidden secrets 
is to explore them with both a suspended belief  in 
the present, moving forward with imagination and 
self-reflection as we scan below their bottomless 
unrecognizable chasms.

Justiniani’s work, Arkipelago, is the singular 
installation art featured in Island Weather, the 
exhibition curated by Tessa Maria Guazon and 
the country’s representation to the 58th Venice Art 
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Biennale 2019. Arkipelago, composed of  three island-like structures 
made of  shaped metal frames filled with glass and objects, both found 
and newly formed, was envisioned to engulf  the Philippines’ space 
in the Arsenale. The space will be converted to a site that is both a 
recognizable ode to the navigation of  the three main islands of  the 
Philippines, and at the same time a fabricated universe that asserts 
its own rules of  space and time, and where the unnatural state of  the 
physical world is encouraged.  

 
As with his artwork, a conversation with Justiniani is also quite 

incantatory. He is willing to engage in a discussion with anyone who is 
attentive, whether the person is a curator, an artist or one who works 
outside the art scene. Sometimes, especially referring to his Infinity 
Series, the point of  entry is Plato’s notion of  mimesis, one of  the basic 
theoretical principles in the creation of  art. This is the artist’s first step 
as he glides into the process of  his creation of  glass and mirrors and 
an explanation for his exploration of  the role of  replication in art. The 
conversation with him traverses different topics such as: his admiration 
for scientists who prefer simple language to explain complex concepts; 
his activism while residing in Los Angeles; veganism; pop culture. 
And then the exchange wanders back to where it started: art. All the 
discussions lead to a question that he has yet to find a satisfactory 
answer—what is the value of  art?

 
This inquiry of  his is reflected in the progression of  his body 

of  works. He started out as a painter of  political commentary and 
evolved into creating intermedia works and installations manifesting 
his longstanding interest in philosophy, physics, and the mindfulness of  
what curator Guazon calls “vernacular technology”. His latest work 
for the Philippine Pavilion in Venice is his largest and logistically most 
challenging installation.

 
To witness the activities that went into the planning and 

installation of  Arkipelago was fascinating, and as with his work, 
completely immersive. Justiniani, assisted by his partner, artist Joy 
Mallari, worked with the National Commission for Culture and the 
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Arts’ Philippine Arts in Venice Biennale Coordinating Committee, the 
staff of  the Metropolitan Museum of  Manila, architects, engineers, steel 
welders, glass makers, carpenters, painters, crafters, electricians, and 
construction workers.

 
In the beginning, more than a hundred people were assembled 

to create the base steel structure and the glass and mirrors with its 
odd shapes that added to the difficulty of  executing the artist’s vision. 
At any given day in Justiniani’s warehouse in the south of  Manila, his 
team had to manage no less than thirty people. Sections of  the space 
would be filled with clouds of  smoke, the sound of  wood being cut, 
and the strong, distinct smell of  glue, acrylic, and resin. The warehouse 
was filled with the buzz of  workers carrying out their tasks, while 
exchanging stories. Sometimes there were squabbles but meals were 
taken together, and from time to time a burst of  boisterous laughter 
would pierce through the space. The exhibition Island Weather through 
Arkipelago has established a community, a gathering of  people focused 
on the creation of  a contemporary work of  art.

 
Perhaps this is the answer to Justiniani’s question on the 

value of  art—it brings people together. This is also the essence of  the 
conversation proposed by Island Weather’s curator Guazon, who believes 
in the capacity of  art to bring joy by shaping experience in surprising 
ways. Guazon’s Island Weather demonstrates a trajectory of  her practice 
that puts the importance of  both exhibition-making and research on the 
same level. Island Weather brings attention to the dynamic art practice in 
the Philippines and serves as a springboard to think about Philippine 
contemporary art in relation to everything else that is happening in 
Southeast Asia and the world. Guazon has reached out to various 
cultural communities in the country and involved them in the project. 
This process sheds light on the elements that shape contemporary art 
production and contemporary art thinking in the Philippines via the 
Venice Biennale.

 
There have been questions on the relevance of  the country’s 

participation in the Venice Biennale, which is now on its fifth edition 
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(this includes Art and Architecture exhibitions). There are valid 
inquiries on the nation’s participation and its cultural and social 
merits, as well as its logistical demands. The courage and resolve of  
our country to return to Venice year after year, despite challenges, is a 
testament to our belief  in the power of  art to convene various publics, 
draw them closer, and create a community. 

 
The Philippine participation in the Venice Art Biennale this 

2019 is only one avenue, and Island Weather is envisioned to return to the 
country. Its many lives after the Biennale will be as momentous as its 
debut.
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Joy Mallari, Mark Justiniani and 
collaborators at the studio workshop for 
Island Weather

catalogue.indd   5 01/04/2019   9:23 PM



6

S T O R I E S  O F  O U R  I S L A N D S

S e n a t o r  L o r e n  L e g a r d a

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, dolor id erat, quam tellus elit 
etiam, porta sit massa et erat. 
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S T O R I E S  O F  O U R  I S L A N D S

S e n a t o r  L o r e n  L e g a r d a

 The power of  art to broaden the 
imagination and sphere of  possibilities for human life 
cannot be underestimated. The arts give us stories, 
ideas, and the words that help us make sense of  our 
lives and our world. Through vivid, experiential, 
vicarious ways, they enable us to enter the minds 
of  other people and cultures, thus expanding our 
horizons and helping to bring about international 
understanding, harmony, and peace.

 
For three biennials in a row, the Philippine 

Pavilion has been a part of  the Venice Art Biennale 
and each presentation has either offered an 
explanation of  an experience or posed a lingering 
question towards a journey of  self-discovery, because 
that is art, after all. It allows us to understand 
the artist or understand ourselves in the process 
of  absorbing what our senses perceive. Artists 
speak through their work, but just as in words, the 
spectators who form a vast and varied audience have 
different interpretations of  what they hear or see.
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Ralph Rugoff presents the 58th International Art Exhibition of  
La Biennale di Venezia with the theme, “May You Live in Interesting 
Times”, which was believed to be an ancient Chinese curse. He 
appropriates this “counterfeit curse” as a springboard to present works 
of  “artists who challenge existing habits of  thought”.

 
In a similar vein, Tessa Maria Guazon deploys the works of  

Mark Justiniani to present islands as instruments to “propose new 
imaginaries of  place-histories”.

 
Guazon’s curatorial concept, Island Weather, is the Philippine 

Pavilion for this year’s Biennale. As an archipelago, the Philippines is 
composed of  more than 7,000 islands. Justiniani positions his art to 
turn the all too familiar island as a concept that reveals constellations 
of  fact, fantasy and myth. He crafts his aesthetic to reveal the country’s 
“fraught past and uncertain future”.

 
This exhibition brings us once more to our storied colonial past, 

which has inevitably shaped our nation. We may have achieved liberty 
more than a century ago, but our colonial history is a vital aspect of  our 
nation’s truth, an aspect that every Filipino needs to live and struggle 
with. While our past does not necessarily colonize our future, a complex 
knowledge of  it helps to fortify the values we will carry as we decisively 
chart an unforeseeable fate.

 
Island Weather lays bare stories of  our islands, but these are just 

glimpses. It is up to us how we move forward from our discoveries, how 
we put meaning to what we see or feel. It is up to us which part of  the 
exhibit we will regard as reality or imagination, or a mingling of  both, 
and perhaps beyond.

 
The Philippine participation in the 58th Venice Art Biennale 

brings to the fore Filipino contemporary visual art, and hopes to make 
Filipino creativity a strong presence in world art. We hope to highlight 
the richness and vitality of  art traditions that have ancient roots in 
Philippine society. But more importantly, we hope to make our pavilion 
a space to foster patriotism and nationalism in the present.
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We have come a long way from the time we were angling for 
a return to the Venice Biennale in 2015 after 51 years of  not being 
in it. The Philippine Pavilion, while it organizes different exhibitions 
every biennale, is a story in itself. It is like an island which may undergo 
transformation throughout the years, decades, and centuries, but the 
very soil is the foundation that remains a witness to our struggles, 
aspirations, frustrations, and triumphs.

 
It is hoped that the Philippine Pavilion and our continuing 

presence in the Venice Biennale will enhance our sense of  self-worth, 
dignity, and pride in our own cultural achievements as Filipinos, and 
will become the potent force of  national resolve. 
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T H E  I S L A N D  A N D  I T S  M Y R I A D  F A C E S

T e o d o r o  L .  L o c s i n ,  J r .
S e c r e t a r y 

D e p a r t m e n t  o f  F o r e i g n  A f f a i r s

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, dolor id erat, quam 
tellus elit etiam, porta sit massa et erat. 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, dolor id erat, quam tellus elit 
etiam, porta sit massa et erat. 
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T H E  I S L A N D  A N D  I T S  M Y R I A D  F A C E S

T e o d o r o  L .  L o c s i n ,  J r .
S e c r e t a r y 

D e p a r t m e n t  o f  F o r e i g n  A f f a i r s

The submission of  the Philippines to the 
58th International Art Exhibition of  La Biennale 
di Venezia, Island Weather, curated by Tessa Maria 
Guazon, aims to challenge our idea of  nation. Mark 
Justinani, our featured artist, and his three-pronged 
installation, Arkipelago, creates an intimately viewed 
perception of  the geography of  our nation and how 
this helped shape our history and culture, and our 
everyday lives. 

The shapes and distance of  each island 
from one another help to magnify the charm of  
the Philippine archipelago. The islands each have a 
story to tell, their own myths, culture, ways of  life. 
These influence how inhabitants identify with the 
nation and the world at large. That each island has 
its own weather, its own way of  making sense of  its 
environment, challenges us to recognize that what 
we perceive and what truths we apprehend are very 
much affected by our environment, among other 
contexts.
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I congratulate Guazon and Justiniani for representing our 
country in this very prestigious international art event. I encourage 
everyone to embark on the exploration of  our islands and their 
weathers, and to reconsider and reimagine our idea of  nationhood.

May this installation help us see who we are, what we have 
become, and what we are becoming through the refractions of  art.
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View of an island: encased in 
Arkipelago’s glass platforms 
are bottles and a patch of grass
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, dolor id 
erat, quam tellus elit etiam, porta sit 
massa et erat. 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, dolor id erat, quam 
tellus elit etiam, porta sit massa et erat. 
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P R O P H E T S  O F  T H E  W E A T H E R

T e s s a  M a r i a  G u a z o n
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P R O P H E T S  O F  T H E  W E A T H E R

T e s s a  M a r i a  G u a z o n

A  WARMER WORLD,  A  MORE  VOLAT ILE  WEATHER

Santiago Patero, a Spanish frigate 
commander, was one of  the first navy men to intuit 
the centrality of  typhoon warnings to navigation. 
In 1873, he published a book on practical laws to 
avoid typhoons in the Philippines. It placed emphasis 
on employing a “more efficacious system based on 
practical experience”.1 Patero wrote:

Our officials sailing in the S. S. Patino and 
the schooner Valiente well know the signs 
indicating bad weather: excessive clarity of  
the land, birds flying low, a bluish colored 
horizon in the evening, the size of  the stars 
and above all the movement of  the moon.2

Compare these ground observations from 
1873 to data of  sea ice in the Arctic Ocean beamed 
by the Japan climate-science satellite GCOM-W1 in 
2018.3 It is an image of  earth from space, bisected 
radially by lines originating from a point on its 
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spherical form. The blue mass of  shifting ice is contrasted against 
temperature readings from three observation points in the Arctic. 
The region was unusually warmer, with areas more than 50 degrees 
Fahrenheit hotter.

Current weather forecasts are legions ahead of  the efficacious 
system noted by Patero in 1873. Yet both methods rely greatly on 
pictorial configurations of  the earth from different vantage points: 
Patero aboard a ship or from a shore; the satellite beaming information 
from outer space to Professor Lars Kaleschke’s ice-sensing laboratory 
in the University of  Hamburg.4 Both readings express forebodings 
of  calamitous weather: a brewing storm from 1873 and the extreme 
weather of  current times.

Ship logs from the Spanish Navy, alongside traveler’s diaries 
and city council records have been used to reconstruct climactic 
conditions in recent centuries.5 Description of  clouds from ship 
logbooks usually employed “picturesque language”. Cloud forms and 
their movements were studied to predict hurricanes, an approach 
made popular by Fr. Benito Viñes, SJ in Cuba. His efforts were later 
translated into “laws” regarding the formation and circulation of  
tropical cyclones.6 

Consider, for example, the following excerpt from the diary of  
the frigate Zaragoza when it sailed from Havana to Vigo: “it dawned 
with superimpositions of  nimbus cumulus and cirrus which completely 
covered the sky and the horizon”.7 Similarly, the report on the baguio 
(typhoon) that struck the Philippines in 1879 described the skies as 
having “a threatening aspect, totally overcast and plumiform cirrus 
stratus at the highest level from E to WNW”.8 Pictorial language 
was meant to vividly capture the threat of  an approaching typhoon 
or hurricane. Even more so were Fr. Viñes’s description of  clouds: 
nebulous or cirrus clouds were “candle-[lit] light in dimness”. He 
called the clouds that signal the approach of  a hurricane rabos de gallo or 
mare’s tails because of  their shape: “white and delicate wisps”, “plumes 
or tails of  winds” behind which lay “the horrid torment”.9
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Weather predictions bridge land and sea, encompassing the 
survey of  the former and the navigation of  the latter. The Apollo 
missions of  1968 and 1972 generated images of  the earth from outer 
space and in turn, influenced the way we imagined the world as whole 
and as one. These images fed what Denis Cosgrove calls an “oceanic 
globalism…a reinvention of  the island imaginary, a pictorial language 
of  the global”, that shaped discourses of  “whole earth or one world”: 
an underlying “interconnection and a shared vulnerability”.10 

The world is imagined as an island. An island is the “minimal 
unit of  cartographical space…reduced to a singularity of  form”.11 
Islands can be “transformed into metaphysical abstractions because 
much cartographic rhetoric is aesthetically rather than functionally 
driven”.12 They are insular and bound by land and sea. Yet altogether 
they mark the vastness of  the world in a singular span and reach. 
They are about proximity and distance, conquered by roving eye and 
restless body. These destinations include the far-flung reaches of  the 
imagination as happens when islands are pictured as bountiful, magical, 
or perilous.

An island can be a nation; several make an archipelago. But 
they differ from peninsulas and continents. They are charted on maps 
or located by modern devices; yet there remain a few that elude even 
the virtually aided gaze. Islands are often understood as “allegories 
for the whole world”, and in truth, are sites of  innovation, whether of  
nature or human design.13 Descriptives used for islands suggest inherent 
dynamism, for while they suggest “insularity and peripherality”, they 
are characteristically “on edge”14, and are constantly on the cusp of  
change. 

Imaginaries of  islands are yoked to commerce, conquest, and 
capital. Maritime colonialism framed islands as property, because 
their “small size invite capture by a synoptic gaze”.15 The possession 
of  islands marks the foundation of  empire. The world itself  has been 
divided into land and sea hemispheres; Europe makes up the former 
and the Pacific Ocean, the latter. Maritime empires thus construct a 
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“revivified oceanic vision” dominated by “island and coastal enclave 
as critical strategic spaces”.16 By the eighteenth century, colonial 
plantations and maritime economies had declined, as did investment 
in island colonies.17 Colonial islands were pushed to the margins of  
industrial capitalist economies as investments shifted to infrastructure 
in metropolitan locations.18 Recent times, however, saw a resurgence of  
economic interest in islands through the “specular and fantasy-driven 
economics of  global tourism”.19 The deployment of  island imaginaries 
is driven by the demands of  capital and shifts in relations of  power. 

The art project Island Weather is shaped by an interest in islands 
as site and form: a location where meanings simultaneously converge 
and fragment; in a similar manner when history is intuited like a 
“flash”, a moment already past upon recognition.20 The site-specific 
and immersive forms the project constructs will deploy the weather or 
atmosphere as a tool or a device, to contemplate, reflect, and refract 
(like mirror and glass, the project’s dominant material) humanity’s 
current predicaments. Weather conditions have underlined our shared 
globality in a world whose borders have been radically remapped, 
reclaimed, and transgressed. The Philippine Pavilion space will be 
reconfigured like an archipelago, with three constructions of  steel, 
mirror, and glass whose lit forms mimic “a sea of  islands”.

PICTURING THE  HEAVENS : 
NEPHOLOGY AT  THE  OBSERVATORY OF  MANILA 

Mark Justiniani’s immersive environment for the Philippine 
Pavilion summons a visuality shaped by local conditions. It looks back 
to the very first readings of  the skies from Philippine shores. The 
Philippine archipelago occupies a unique position: it is surrounded 
by the China Sea and the Pacific Ocean with islands thirteen degrees 
in the tropics; making Manila the watchtower for typhoons from the 
Western Pacific.21 This strategic location, the insular context, as well as 
support from the Spanish state and financing from interested parties, 
contributed to the great autonomy that the Manila Observatory 
enjoyed. The Society of  Jesus was in charge of  observatory functions in 
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the Philippines. The religious order was reestablished in 1852 through 
the Royal Charter of  19 October, to abide Queen Isabel II ’s instructions 
to place itself  on the Philippine islands, Mindanao, and Jolo for “the 
subjection and catechism of  native peoples”.22 The College of  Loyola 
was reorganized into a missionary training center.23 The Society of  Jesus 
was the religious order most generously subsidized by the Spanish state 
between 1848 and 1893.24

The Observatory of  Ateneo Municipal de Manila (OM)25 was 
founded in 1865. It was the first of  its kind in the Spanish empire, one of  
the earliest centers devoted to studies and observations of  earthquakes 
and typhoons.26 Federico Faura, SJ was its first director. Upon his return 
to the Philippines in 1879, typhoon prediction became the observatory’s 
principal task. It was soon inaugurated as a meteorological service of  
the Philippine islands through the Royal Decree of  18 April 1884. The 
establishment of  the service was partly encouraged by an invitation 
from the governor of  Hong Kong, John Hennessy, for the “daily and 
reciprocal exchange of  meteorological observations between Manila and 
Hong Kong”.27 From being a private meteorological station with one 
or two seismic and astronomic instruments, the OM expanded to four 
sections that included magnetic, seismic, meteorological, and astronomic 
and had use of  the time and the signal service of  the port of  Manila.28 
Several Filipinos were in its employ, occupying various positions in its 
different departments. Historian Aitor Anduaga (2017) surmises that 
conditions in the Philippines favored the promotion and unprecedented 
growth of  geophysical sciences in Spain’s insular colonies. He notes 
that observatories in the Philippines, Cuba, and Puerto Rico exercised 
considerable autonomy compared to their counterparts in peninsular 
Spain, whose operations were more bureaucratic. The activities of  
the OM were also bolstered by the interest and financial support of  
commercial groups, including insurance and naval companies, trading 
and merchant houses, among others.29 

Under Faura’s leadership, the OM focused on climatology and 
weather divination; the latter carried out by so-called “prophets of  the 
weather”. Divinations of  the weather were made through observations 
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of  the skies and the natural world 
alongside periodicities, and were less 
focused on methodological concepts. Later 
analysts regarded them “pure fantasy and 
vulgar charlatanism”, going as far to say 
that these were not weather observations. 
They were, however, well received in the 
Philippines, perhaps because of  the “lack 
of  social and administrative organization 
in the [meteorological] science”.30 An 
1875 study of  baguios, the Ensayo sobre 
fechas probables de baguios (Essay on probable 
dates of  baguios) comprising mariners’ 
testimonies, was recommended to the 
Society of  Jesus whose knowledge of  
astronomy was well known.31 Weather 
forecasting developed hand in hand with 
the telegraph service, which by 1873 had 
more than a thousand kilometers of  cable 
laid out in Luzon island, alongside three 
installed semaphore stations.32

The OM enjoyed great prestige 
and international renown. Around 1875, 
it already exchanged observations with the 
Smithsonian Institution and observatories 
in Madrid, San Fernando, Moscow, 
Saint Petersburg, Paris, Brussels, Rome, 
London, Mexico, Batavia, Beijing, India, 
Canada, among others.33 The observatory 
was also invited to take part in an 1891 
international work on clouds at the 
International Congress of  Meteorological 
Congress in Munich.34 This recognized 
the work of  Fathers Faura and Algué on 
nephelism (the study of  clouds), a foremost 

The seriality that defines 

Justiniani’s works is 

propelled by vision. This 

optical orientation does 

not scan or take the world 

in a vast sweep: it is a 

gaze that burrows into 

appearances.
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procedure in the prediction of  cyclones in the observatories in Cuba 
and the Philippines in the second half  of  the nineteenth century.35 

Nephological prediction and ensuing interpretations of  
the shape and progress of  clouds was considered an innovation, 
although it clashed with more traditional and instrumental methods 
of  predicting the weather.36 Knowledge of  nephology was promoted 
and disseminated by the OM under the direction of  Father Algué. The 
OM invented apparatus, published observations, and participated in 
international campaigns. It was part of  the 1896 International Year 
of  Clouds. Algué published the book Baguios o Cyclones Filipino in 1897, 
a theoretical-practical study of  baguios or tropical cyclones.37 The 
Manila observatory would later become the Philippine Weather Bureau 
under the Americans. Anduaga (2017) notes that unlike similar civil 
institutions in Cuba and Puerto Rico which were established after 1898, 
the Jesuits were trusted by the Americans in the Philippines. 

‘SANDAIGDIGAN ’ :  THE  WORLD ,  AN  ISLAND

Geo-imaginaries mark islands as bounded territories whose 
resources are often siphoned off by global capital. The imaginary 
of  the Pacific Rim, for example, has the United States outlining an 
economic crescent linking the North American west coast to East and 
Southeast Asia, and to the coastal cities of  Southeast Australia.38 How 
do we reclaim the agencies of  the post colony in our re-imagination of  
islands? Elepi Hau’ofa (1999) proposes a reconfiguration of  the Pacific, 
previously assigned into colonial territories and boundaries of  the 
Pacific Islands. He noted a great difference between references made to 
the Pacific as “islands in the far sea,” as opposed to “a sea of  islands.”39 
A “sea of  islands” places emphasis on the relationships between islands, 
activating the sea as a conduit of  exchange and as a path of  history. 
This was how peoples through unprecedented movements “enlarged 
the world as they go”.40 Yet the more recent of  these journeys have 
been caused by conflict and war, with hunger and death at their wake. 
The world has paradoxically shrunk for many peoples. Consider the 
residents of  Marawi City in Southern Philippines, driven from their 
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homes because of  conflict; the Rohingya crossing the Naf  River on the 
border of  Myanmar and Bangladesh; the Yemeni families fleeing the 
war; or those displaced by development in the megacities where many 
of  us live. The list seems endless, both of  peoples seeking refuge and of  
nations and islands closing their borders to them.

Hau’ofa (1999) reframes this “scattering of  territorial 
surfaces” into a sea that is “their connecting tissue”, one that does not 
“homogenize or isolate islands” but “mediates between them as road, 
history, and cultural text.”41 Well before the arrival of  the Spaniards, 
early Filipinos had mobilized their knowledge of  the land, sea, and 
sky to thrive and flourish. The environment where such consciousness 
took form encompasses the heavens, astronomical or meteorological 
phenomena, and all that makes them, the sun, the moon, the stars, 
eclipses, comets, meteors, the wind, thunder, lightning, rainbows, clouds, 
rains, and typhoons.42 For Tagalog speaking Filipinos, land and all forms 
underneath the sky are ‘sansinukob’ or ‘santinakpan’, words that refer to 
the scope or the act of  sheltering objects in space (from the root ‘sukob’ 
or ‘takip’).43 Skies and land take on a spherical configuration, halves of  a 
whole with the sea as membrane to connect them. 

The environment that shapes consciousness makes 
‘sandaigdigan’, that roughly translates into ‘one world’, intimating 
interwoven realms. Yet this conception of  the universe is not imagined 
as a homogenous oneness; instead it is conceived as comprising layers 
or regions: the skies, the land, and the realm beneath terrestrial plains. 
‘Sandaigdigan’ has an even wider scope than the previously mentioned 
‘sansinukob’, ‘santinakpan’, or ‘sanlibutan’ (which implies inclusion of  all 
that is seen). 

‘Sandaigdigan’ weaves the geographic and cosmic realms.44 
Dante Ambrosio (2010) meticulously parses the layers that make the 
universe of  the Filipino consciousness. In this conception of  the world, all 
is inevitably linked through multiple realms enmeshed in each other. The 
skies, for example, sit atop the heavens. It has various regions including 
the homes of  fairies and supernatural beings, the souls of  ancestors, and 
other creatures.45
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Artist Mark Justiniani assembling 
objects and forms underneath the 
glass platforms of Arkipelago
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A NUMINOUS ARCHIPELAGO,  AN  ISLAND OF  F IRE , 
AND WISPS  OF  HAIR  THAT  SWARMED THE  SK IES

This connective tissue that makes the world is enlivened by 
artist Mark Justiniani in his recent work, Arkipelago. It belongs to a series 
of  works that examines optics, history, and science. The Infinity Series 
has expanded in scale and grown in scope in its years of  making. The 
installative and immersive environment comprises three islands of  
steel, with platforms of  glass lit underneath on which viewers can walk. 
These constructions contain vignettes of  objects, the compartments 
beneath them, altars of  forms. The artist meticulously composes the 
objects to connote memories, scenes, and events. 

Arkipelago departs from previous Infinity works because they take 
from biomorphic forms that echo the flora and fauna of  islands. The 
central elements of  the work for Island Weather are set on ground; they 
are not vestibules or rooms that one enters or views frontally. They are 
however similar to Justiniani’s earlier works, specifically his experiments 
with mirrors and palindromes in the late 1990s. Works in this series 
speak to the inherent multiplicity and reversibility of  forms. This artistic 
gesture, however, is not bent on identifying essences, but instead revels 
in a gleeful discovery of  the uncanny resemblance and connection 
between forms found in the surrounding world. 

The seriality that defines Justiniani’s works is propelled by 
vision. This optical orientation does not scan or take the world in a vast 
sweep: it is a gaze that burrows into appearances. Justiniani’s forms 
are beguiling, whether made on ground (a skill at which he excels) 
as paintings or drawings, or conjured through the multidimensional 
aspects of  light, form, and space in his sculpture and site-specific 
installations. The immersive experience is ethereal, vertiginous, even 
seductive. The darkened exhibition spaces of  his Infinity works transport 
viewers into a realm underlying a world of  familiar outlines. It is a 
sphere rendered magical by way of  the artist’s skillful deployment 
of  visual devices. The objects appear with heightened familiarity 
through endless replication. We intuit their appearance by way of  our 
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position in space. While appearing magical or spectacular, there is a felt 
precarity to these constructions. The objects appear to float in liquid 
light while the body dissolves in darkness, seemingly disintegrating 
because it walks on glass, a material given to breaking. The vignettes 
appear instantaneously like a flash, a seeming moment, then reassert 
themselves into the field of  vision by appearing multiplied. 

What follows are propositions about the mythical and their 
entry into the real world. By citing an event from Siquijor and a story 
from my childhood (both transpired in the 1980s), I propose that the 
fantastical can mediate  the realm of  the everyday; a strategy inherent 
to Mark Justiniani’s art practice. 

In approximating the distance of  Siquijor from neighboring 
islands, Fray Juan Francisco de San Antonio wrote in 1738: 

the Island of  Fire, is at a distance of  two or three 
leagues to the south of  the point of  Panglao at 
the southwestern end of  the island [of  Bohol]. 
It extends from north to south for some five 
leagues [and] it is two and a half  leagues wide. 
Its southern side is at a distance of  twelve or 
thirteen leagues from the coast of  Mindanao, 
eight or nine leagues from the coast of  the island 
of  Negros to the West, some nine leagues from 
the point of  the island of  Zebu to the northwest 
and to the northeast some eight leagues from 
Baclayon on the island of  Bohol.46

It is difficult to approximate an island’s breadth from these 
locational metrics. Suffice to say that at present, one can easily travel by 
fast craft from Dumaguete City to Siquijor and to neighboring islands 
in Central Visayas. 

Siquijor island is often imagined to be idyllic: “of  gentle 
beauty where [islanders] form one big happy family”.47 Not much of  
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The track of a typhoon, and the degree 
of its damage to a community, 
presumably in Iloilo, c. 1900s.
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consequence happened on the island except an earthquake on 6 
December 1980. The tremors awakened a resurgence of  folklore 
about Siquijor. One was quite popular and was quoted in a data 
gathering project by public school teachers in the 1950s: it says that 
“the flat world” or the island itself  “is supported by a single post 
[that] moves every time the carabao tied to it moves or rubs its body 
against [it], causing a quake”.48 When the initial quake was followed 
by slight tremors, rumors began to spread of  a sighting of  a plume of  
smoke from afar. It was interpreted as the workings of  a supernatural 
being or the birth of  a volcano. The story of  the volcano took root 
in the imagination and links between the earthquake and a possible 
volcanic eruption began to be made. 

Stories about the volcano spread. They were by turns surreal 
or hyperreal. Siquijor stood on a post like an open umbrella. An 
earthquake, a volcanic eruption or a tidal wave would cause the post 
to move and topple, and the island would be submerged in water 
and slip into the sea.49 Dumont noted this as a transformation of  a 
“minor natural event into a cultural  phenomenon of  considerable 
magnitude”.50 This transformation propelled the myth of  the island’s 
precarious position in the sea into the realm of  real world concerns 
and prompted people to act. 

Growing up, I was nourished by my grandmother’s stories, 
often told in not so effusive a manner, which suited her spartan 
character. The tales themselves conjured fantastical and sometimes, 
quite improbable images. One stood out among stories of  young 
women with angel wings whom she saw under the glare of  a midday 
sun; or her death which lasted three days. The tale was of  a hurricane 
approaching a seaside town, a threatening black funnel of  water the 
wind gathered. It took a strange turn when Apo mentioned how 
people went back to their houses and began taking pairs of  scissors. 
They started to make cutting motions in the air, hoping to unravel 
the cyclone, which must have looked like gnarled wisps of  hair or a 
giant spool of  thread from the shore. My mother agrees to this story, 
affirming this scenario of  local folk flocking to the shore and clipping 
the air with scissors. 
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These stories have in common the transposition of  the mythical 
and fantastic to the real world of  fears and hopes. They respond to the 
fantastical character of  Mark Justiniani’s art. Both the mythical and the 
fantastic link the world of  the improbable to the possible. However, it 
is a double-edged sword, for while it awes, expanding the scope of  the 
legible and the things we can believe, the spectacular can also confine 
and imprison vision, prising it from the self  that bears it. On the other, 
it can propel people to action, perhaps to salvage a shipwrecked world. 

Art can possibly be a form of  divination, not of  the 
atmospheric weather that the prophets foretold, but of  the state of  the 
world and our conditions of  being. It can lift up our world from the 
depths of  apathy and despair, helping us navigate the vast frontiers of  
hope. 
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T H E  P H I L I P P I N E S :
I S L A N D S  N O T  E N I S L E

M a .  M e r c e d e s  G .  P l a n t a

(Clockwise from top left) Ladrones, Negrillos, 
Bissayas, and Naturales Tagalos, from Boxer 
Codex, c. 1590
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T H E  P H I L I P P I N E S :
I S L A N D S  N O T  E N I S L E

M a .  M e r c e d e s  G .  P l a n t a

Composed of  7,641 islands—not 7,107, as 
we have always thought—the Philippine archipelago 
lies strategically within the arc of  nations that sweeps 
southeastward from mainland Asia to Australia, 
spanning 1,094 kilometers from east to west, 
stretching 1,850 kilometers.

Geographically an outlier in the Southeast 
Asian arc and a cultural outlander in the Southeast 
Asian region due to its historical and colonial 
experience, the only Catholic country in the “Far 
East”, the Philippines is both “within” and “outside” 
Southeast Asia. 

Its archipelagic nature validates what seems 
to be a sense of  fracture—real and imagined; yet, it 
is precisely Philippine geography and location within 
the heart of  the Pacific typhoon belt and ring of  
fire, the 7,641 islands’ underbelly, and its historical 
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and colonial experience that forged and sustains the very core of  the 
Filipinos’ and the Philippine archipelago’s historical and cultural unity 
within the Philippines and the Southeast Asian region. 

Subjected to similar climatic and physical environments, 
Filipinos as well as Southeast Asians, developed related sets of  
material cultures. Philippine geography, therefore, is not only about 
location, place, human-environment interaction, movement, and 
region; it is also about the Filipinos’ way of  life and their history: 
agriculture, food, medicine, science, technology, as well as their creative 
adaptations to nature’s various challenges set within a comparable 
environment of  diverse economic activities in a constantly evolving 
world. 

Despite 400 years of  colonialism, the coming of  modernity, 
and the increasing processes of  acculturation, as well as the continuing 
challenges the archipelago’s weather brings, Filipinos have endured and 
managed to retain most of  their traditional customs and practices.

  
IN  THE  WORLD OF  TROPICAL  STORMS

The Jesuit missionary and Spanish historian, Francisco Ignacio 
Alcína, who served as parish priest for thirty-seven years in the Visayan 
islands, wrote one of  the earliest and most vivid descriptions of  the 
Philippines’ “island weather”. In his 1668, Historia de las islas e indios de 
Bisayas, Alcína gives us a sense of  this aspect of  Philippine everyday life, 
of  tropical cyclones or typhoons, in the seventeenth century. He writes: 

The Indians use the term baguío [bagyo] to 
refer to this type of  hurricane, which in other 
parts and in the East Indies are called typhoons. 
And all this means a very strong tempest. I read 
poetry but not even Virgil or Ovid can come 
close to describing the force of  these baguíos 
[bagyos]. We see them very often and we suffer 
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from their aftermath but even those of  us who 
have experienced it still find it almost impossible 
to believe. “When one of  those [bagyos] runs 
(usually one of  two every year), neither the trees 
are safe in the center of  the mountains, nor the 
animals in the caves, nor the men in their houses, 
nor the beasts in their middens, nor even the 
worms in their dens...”1

According to historian William Henry Scott in his 1994 
Barangay: Sixteenth-century Philippine culture and society, one of  the most 
extensive ethnographic works on the Philippines, there were “old men” 
in the Philippines, presumably a phrase to also mean “wise men”, who 
were renowned for accurately predicting the weather.2 

From Mateo Sanchez’s 1711 Vocabulario de lengua bisaya, 
considered one of  the best books on the Visayan language, and which 
Scott himself  perused, we learn that these men knew dark clouds meant 
a squally storm, or onos, and differentiated it from leaden skies that 
meant a real typhoon or bagyo. These men could also predict whether 
the coming year would be wet or dry by merely observing the position 
of  the stars and constellations, illustrating how Filipinos are so steeped 
in their “everyday weather”.3

The Spaniards who referred to their colonial experience in 
Mexico (New Spain) as their colonial model in running the Philippines, 
however, did not yet have the infrastructure to brave the challenge 
of  natural disasters in their colonies, primarily typhoons, until the 
second half  of  the nineteenth century. In other words, during the 
initial Spanish conquest of  the Philippines in the sixteenth century, the 
Spaniards were unprepared to deal with the weather pheonomenon 
that periodically hit the country; not to mention the earthquakes, “by 
which these islands are most troubled”, especially Manila, according 
to Alcína, “which has sufferred and suffers and its repeated and 
lamentable ruins”.4 

catalogue.indd   39 01/04/2019   9:24 PM



40

Jean Mallat, the French medical doctor assigned to the San 
Juan de Dios Hospital in Manila in 1840, reiterated Alcína’s description 
of  the “scourge” as he recounted, in his 1846 Les Philippines: Histoire, 
géographie, moeurs, agriculture, industrie, commerce des colonies Espagnoles dans 
l’Océanie, the plight of  the “600 victims buried under the ruins of  their 
house” during the 1645 earthquake in Manila.5

 
Spanish officials, however, as with Alcína, were undaunted by 

the Philippines. Alcína loved the people he lived with, especially the 
Visayans, whom he called “My beloved Bisayans.”6 

Two centuries later, Fedor Jagor, the German ethnologist, 
naturalist, and explorer who traveled throughout Asia in the second 
half  of  the nineteenth century collecting specimens for the Berlin 
Museum of  Natural History could not contain his pleasure when he 
perceived the natural treasures of  the Philippine Islands. In his 1875 
Travels in the Philippines, Jagor writes: “Few countries are so little known 
and so seldom visited as the Philippine Islands, although there is no 
more pleasant one to visit than that lavishly endowed island-kingdom. 
In scarcely any other region can the lover of  natural history find a 
larger store of  unexplored treasures...”7

In 1905, David Prescott Barrows, the American General 
Superintendent of  Education for the Philippine Islands who 
spearheaded the total reorganization of  the Philippine educational 
system during the first decade of  the twentieth century, echoed Jagor’s 
claims as he described the Philippines’, “greater natural resources, a 
richer soil, and more tillable ground”.8

Written in the nineteenth century, a time historians describe 
as a period of  socio-economic transformation, Travels in the Philippines, 
is a narrative of  Jagor’s trips to the Philippines in 1859 and 1860. 9 It 
was a book José Rizal, the Filipino national hero, read and admired.
Outstanding for its vivid and deliberate portrayal of  nineteenth century 
life in the Philippines as well as its distinct commentary on the future of  
the country, foretelling Spain’s downfall and the American take-over of  
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the Philippines, the book remains one of  the most noteworthy works 
of  Filipiniana. 

GEOGRAPHICAL  SETT ING :  A  COMMON ZONE

The Philippines has a total land area of  300,000 square 
kilometers and is grouped geographically into three major islands: 
Luzon, Visayas, and Mindanao. It is part of  the eleven countries that 
form the Southeast Asian region, an area that reaches from eastern 
India to China and links the Pacific and Indian Oceans through the 
Straits of  Malacca and the South China Sea, and which has two 
geographic zones: the mainland, a geographical extension of  the 
Asian continent consisting of  Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, 
and Vietnam; and the maritime, where the Philippines is specifically 
situated, along with Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, Timor Leste, and 
Singapore.

 
Luzon, the largest island group in the north accounts for 

forty-seven percent of  the total land area; Mindanao in the south 
occupies thirty-four percent; and Visayas, a group of  smaller islands 
between Luzon and Mindanao, comprise the remaining nineteen 
percent. Mountain ranges traverse these major islands—Sierra 
Madre is the longest mountain range—while adjacent valleys and 
plateaus provide a sharp contrast. 

Set in tropical Asia, the Philippines shares a generally 
common climate and largely similar plant and animal life with the 
other countries in the region and thus, with the other countries of  
Southeast Asia, belongs to a single bionetwork. Though the seas 
in some areas are rough, the region as a whole is generally free of  
hurricanes and typhoons, except for the Philippines, which receives 
the monsoon winds that blow regularly from the northwest or the 
southeast directions, according to particular seasons of  the year, so 
that its temperatures are generally warm in the plains and cooler in 
the highlands or mountainous areas.10 
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The amihan or the northeast/winter monsoon brings cold air 
to Philippine shores around November and December, or the whole 
Christmas season, until May or June, although variations could occur 
each year. Throughout the rest of  the year, it experiences the habagat 
or the southwest/summer monsoon, which ushers the hot and humid 
weather, frequent heavy rainfall that results in floods during the rainy 
season, and a prevailing wind from the west around June and July, until 
October.  

Its maritime setting along with its island jungles meant that 
travel via the waters was the preferred mode over land travel. Maritime 
Southeast Asians thus found it easier to move by boat between and 
across different areas in the region. The Visayans, for example, had 
intimate knowledge of  their seascapes and were familiar with the 
currents of  the Pacific coast, as well as the narrow inter-island channels 
within it. In fact, according to Scott, the Visayans coined the term 
for the mariner’s compass, padaluman or “thing with the needle”, that 
the Spaniards introduced to the Philippines in the eighteenth century. 
Ironically, they seldom used it “because it did not tell them anything 
they did not know already”.11

It was in this maritime world of  the fourteenth century that, 
indeed, “land divides and the sea unites.” As “peoples of  the sea”, 
maritime Southeast Asians were already connected as early as 5,000 
BC, prior to the arrival of  the Europeans in the sixteenth century.12 

 
Before the advent of  modern means of  transportation and 

travel, the predictable rainy seasons these winds bring also enabled 
traders from outside the region to arrive and leave at regular intervals.13 
Obviously, these fairly regular wind systems have been known for 
centuries not only to Filipinos but also their trading partners, especially 
the Chinese, who had been trading with Filipinos since the ninth 
century, at the very least. Chinese junks would set sail annually from the 
south through the provinces of  Guangdong and Fujian during amihan 
sometime around March, to return around June during habagat.14 By the 
Sung period in 950 to 1279, there were already Chinese trade records 

catalogue.indd   42 01/04/2019   9:24 PM



43

Map of SE Asia, Dutch East Indies, & 
Philippines, 1619
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Arkipelago in progress at the artist’s 
workshop
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and archaeological finds such as Sung porcelains in ancient burial sites 
in central Luzon and Manila, among other places in the country.15 

Chinese porcelains and other foreign luxury items that were 
procured through maritime trade, however, did not only serve as key 
symbols of  social prestige and indicators of  political power for the 
Philippine chiefly elite.16 These quality goods are also artifacts that 
document and provide evidence of  long-distance trade in prestige 
goods, not only with China but also with other established Southeast 
Asian maritime-trading polities, such as the Sri Vijaya empire in 
Sumatra in the seventh century, a dominant maritime empire with a 
prestige goods based economy; later on, with the Indianized kingdom 
of  the Madjapahit empire in Java in the thirteenth century; not to 
mention the Arab and Indian traders that plied their wares in the 
region. 

Being strategically located at the crossroads of  ancient 
maritime routes, the Philippine Islands have long been a site of  
bustling sea-lane traffic. Over the centuries its long shoreline has 
provided access by water transport for various ethnicities to come—in 
rowboats or frigates, for many reasons: migration, social and cultural 
intercourse, commerce, territorial and political expansion, even 
religious zeal.17 It is no wonder Filipinos refer to their “home” as the 
melting pot of  all races, and to themselves, “inheritor[s] of  a glorious 
past”.18

“SUBJECT/S  OF  INTEREST  AND NOVELTY” 19 

The home of  natural sea and land products that are uniquely 
the region’s own, Southeast Asia had also been an object of  desire 
by international traders from outside, particularly Europeans in the 
sixteenth century. 

Foremost of  these products European traders coveted were 
cloves, nutmeg, and mace, the trinity of  spices of  the Spice Islands, 
also known as the Maluku Islands or the Moluccas in eastern 
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Indonesia, where these spices were originally and exclusively found. 
Of  particular interest is cinnamon, which has been traded around the 
world before the 1500s, and is considered “the oldest spice known to 
man”. Indonesian sailors, as early as the first century AD, were already 
trading cinnamon to Madagascar and the east coast of  Africa.20 

In an age when there was still no effective means to preserve 
food and enhance its flavor, spices became so valuable that kingdoms, 
and later on empires, no longer just sought out gold, silver, and other 
precious metals. The promise of  wealth and glory drove kingdoms’ 
and empires’ quest for spices and in turn, inspired exploration, war, 
conquest, and ultimately, colonialism, paving the way for the emergence 
of  a closely integrated world trading system.21 

For the Philippines, the lure of  spices was the die that cast one 
of  the main impetuses for Spanish interest in the country.

Of  these four Southeast Asian spices, cloves, traded like oil 
today, was the most valuable. Originating from the islands of  Ternate, 
Tidore, and Bacan in the Molluccas group of  islands, it had the 
distinction of  being the prerequisite breath freshener for visitors to 
address the emperor of  the Chinese Han Dynasty court (206–220 
AD).22 Spanning almost four centuries of  peace and prosperity and 
considered the period when Chinese culture was strongly established, 
particularly in terms of  power and prestige to rival its almost 
contemporary, the Roman Empire in the West, the Han Dynasty 
ushered in China’s status as a major world power and is therefore 
regarded as the golden age in Chinese history.23

The combined impetuses of  taste for strongly flavored food 
as well as belief  in their medicinal properties, the sense of  well being, 
refinement and health the fragrance was said to confer, along with the 
conspicuous consumption associated with it, added fuel to the demand 
for spices. For these reasons, spices conveyed not only the mark of  elite 
status, but also, as a matter of  fact, “the markers of  exquisite taste in all 
senses of  the word”.24
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Thus, as Southeast Asia became the meeting place for trade 
between India and China, “the two great markets of  traditional 
Southeast Asia”,25 the Philippine archipelago “became the easternmost 
edge of  a vast network of  Chinese, Southeast Asian, Indian, and Arab 
traders that circulated porcelains, silks, glass beads, and other luxury 
goods throughout the Malacca Straits into the Indian Ocean as early as 
the beginning of  the first millennium AD.”26 By the sixteenth century, it 
became the Spanish empire’s farthest colonial outpost. 

A PASSAGE  TO  THE  PACIF IC

Having known of  the wonders of  Southeast Asia, the Spaniards 
aspired to acquire or at least gain some foothold in the riches of  the 
Spice Islands. Since the Portuguese controlled the eastward route, 
Ferdinand Magellan, who headed the Spanish exploration in 1519, 
had to pioneer a new route westwards across the Atlantic via Spanish 
America to the famed islands.

 
After months of  seeking the perilous seas, passing through 

the equatorial region where the doldrums are, an area where ships 
sometimes get stuck because of  the lack of  wind that sailors avoided 
since the 1700s, surviving a mutiny, and overcoming winter despite the 
lack of  food supplies, Magellan and his men found a passage through to 
the other side in 1521, now called the Estrecho de Magallanes or Straits of  
Magellan, to become the first European to cross the unexpectedly vast 
ocean, which he named Mar Pacifico or Pacific Ocean, the peaceful sea. 

Considered the greatest voyage of  all time, Magellan’s 
discovery, which paved the way for the circumnavigation of  the world, 
not only proved that the globe could be circled by sea but also 
that the world was much larger than anyone had ever previously 
imagined.27 

Despite his triumph, it was not lost on Magellan and his men 
that the Pacific is also the site of  violent storms, the tropical cyclones 
or typhoons, as the latter are referred to in the western Pacific. In fact, 
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the area east of  the Philippines, where Magellan had first landed, is 
notorious for these occurrences, which do not only imperil shipping but 
also and often, until now, cause severe coastal flooding accompanied by 
loss of  life and property.28 

It is not out of  place to wonder, then, whether Magellan would 
still refer to it as “peaceful” and would have continued to pursue that 
direction of  travel had he known of  the true nature of  the Pacific. 
As we wonder, however, we are also reminded of  the might of  what 
was then the Armada Española or the Spanish Navy, the oldest active 
naval force in the world and the role it played in the discovery of  the 
Americas, the first global circumnavigation of  the world, and the vast 
trans-Atlantic and trans-Pacific global trade network involving three 
continents that it helped brought together: America, Europe, and Asia. 
Truly, by these feats, the Spanish empire deserves to be recognized not 
only as “one of  the largest empires in world history” but also, and most 
important, “the first global empire in history”.29 In the context of  the 
Philippines, however, the Spanish Navy had met its match.

Magellan’s experience of  storms and typhoons not only 
served as an initial introduction to this “world of  tropical storms”. 
The Spaniards, who had already known about these phenomena but 
had referred to amihan and habagat by other names, had also learned to 
successfully navigate the Philippine archipelago, so to speak.30 

 
Governor General Francisco Sande’s report to Philip II from 

Manila on June 7, 1576, provides us with a sense of  how the Spaniards 
viewed and adapted to the Philippines’ “island weather” while sailing 
over the Philippine Islands. According to Sande:

…there are two general seasons (in Filipinas), 
the dry season, (when) the brisas, as they are 
called, blow from the southeast to the north, 
finally blowing directly from the north; while in 
the other or wet season, the vendavales blow from 
northwest to southwest. Thus during these two 
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seasons, the winds blow from every point of  the 
compass.

…coming from Nueva España [Mexico], from 
the east towards this western region, the brisas 
would help; while the vendavales, especially the 
usual one, the southwesterly wind in the channels 
of  these islands would impede the progress of  
the ship… it is quite clear and evident that by 
the end of  May and middle of  June the vendaval 
begins here from the west and blows strongly 
night and day. Now if  for any reason it should 
cease for a moment, it would only be to burst 
forth again with renewed vigor. Such a period 
of  quietness is called here calladas (silence). The 
brisa begins in November and lasts till the end 
of  May. Between these two general seasons two 
others exist, called bonanzas (gentle winds) which 
last from the middle of  March to the end of  
May, and comprise also part of  September and 
October.31

More than a narrative of  how the Spaniards were able to 
“manage” traveling to the Philippines, Sande’s report also tells us that 
trade and navigation, as well as the relations that these undertakings 
had brought about, continued over the centuries, reaching its height 
under Spanish colonialism of  the Philippines through the Galleon 
Trade, or more formally, the Manila Galleon.

Carrying mostly goods from China that were brought to 
Acapulco in Mexico through Manila, the Manila Galleon, which began 
in 1565, immediately after the formal Spanish colonization of  the 
Philippines, lasted until 1815.  Totaling 250 years, the Manila Galleon 
was almost as old as the Spanish colonialism of  the Philippines. As an 
economic system considered one of  the most significant factors that 
stunted the Philippine economy, the Manila Galleon, nevertheless, 
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established a common world between Asia and Europe. Thus, it was 
perhaps the displays of  European influences and the promises of  wealth 
in the country that made Paul Gironière, a French traveller who went 
to the Philippines in 1820, and established the Jala Jala hacienda in 
Morong, or what is now Rizal province, to exclaim that “Around me all 
was prosperity.”32 

“A  DANGEROUS AND BEAUT IFUL  LAND” 33

The Philippines originated more than 50 million years ago as a 
series of  island arcs or a chain of  oceanic islands associated with intense 
volcanic activity and mountain-building processes in the Pacific Ocean. 
These specificities mean that it is located in the typhoon belt, being 
subject to at least twenty typhoons every year; it is also within the ring 
of  fire, therefore, earthquake- and tsunami-prone. 

Confined by the intricate configuration of  the Philippine 
Archipelago, forced by the monsoonal climate and tides, responding to 
the forces of  the open Pacific and adjacent seas of  Southeast Asia, the 
Philippines is a dangerous land.34 Yet, because of  its unique geological 
history, it has an exceptionally rich diversity of  species and an amazing 
abundance of  endemic species that biologists Lawrence Heaney and 
Jacinto Regalado Jr., describe it as, “the Galapagos Islands times ten,” 
in terms of  biodiversity. 

For all these and more, the Philippines is a beautiful place.35  
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Zambales, from Boxer Codex, c. 1590
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The participation of  the Philippines 
in the 58th International Art Exhibition of  
La Biennale di Venezia is a collaborative 
undertaking of  the National Commission 
for Culture and the Arts (NCCA), the 
Department of  Foreign Affairs (DFA), and 
the Office of  Senator Loren Legarda. As 
the highest arts and culture government 
institution, the NCCA takes the lead in 
the realization of  the Philippine Pavilion 
in Venice. NCCA Chairman Virgilio 
S. Almario is the Commissioner of  the 
Philippine Pavilion. 

The Philippine participation at 
the Venice Art and Architecture Biennale 
is managed by the Philippine Arts in 
Venice Biennale Coordinating Committee 
(PAVB-CC), which was organized by the 
NCCA in 2014. The PAVB-CC operates 
under the NCCA Office of  the Deputy 
Executive Director and directly coordinates 
with Chairman Virgilio S. Almario, the 
Commissioner of  the Philippine Pavilion. 
The PAVB-CC is tasked with planning 
and implementing all activities of  the 
PAVB project, from the Open Call to the 
exhibition’s homecoming. 

The core team of  PAVB-CC is 
composed of: Aurea B. Lopez (head); Joan 
Batinga, Trisha Leah Lozada (assistant 
coordinators); Karen Capino (PR and social 
media coordinator); and, Patrick D. Flores 
(project consultant). Since 2017, and due 
to the escalating number of  activities, the 

WORKFORCE
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PAVB sought the partnership of  the Metropolitan Museum of  Manila 
Foundation (MET Foundation). The MET Foundation co-implements 
activities with PAVB-CC, especially the homecoming exhibition. With 
the guidance of  Director Tina Colayco, the MET Foundation team 
is  composed of: Manuel Agustin Z. Singson (project head); Nelda 
Sansaet (administrator); Daniel Devela (exhibitions manager); Alec 
Madelene Abarro (collections management assistant); Ma. Cristina 
Santiago (coordinator); Jane Martinez (bookkeeper); and, Nicole Mojica 
(accounting assistant). The MET Foundation is mobilized in full force in 
implementing PAVB activities.

The PAVB-CC directly works and coordinates with the Office 
of  Senator Legarda, with the continued and generous support of: 
Kristine Sheree Mangunay-Infante, Maria Theresa Piscasio-Robenta, 
and Maria Estelle Gwendolyn Piencenaves. The support of  Amenah 
Pangandaman is also significant to the Project. 

To undertake this important project in Venice, the PAVB-CC 
works directly with the Philippine Embassy in Rome and the Office 
of  the Philippine Consulate General in Milan, and most importantly 
with the Filipino community in Venice, headed by its president, Darwin 
Gutierrez. 
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Tessa Maria Guazon is a contemporary 
art curator and an assistant professor at 
the Department of  Art Studies in the 
University of  the Philippines (UP) Diliman. 
Her curatorial and research projects focus 
on place-making through contemporary 
art, public art and urbanization, and art’s 
mediation of  the public sphere. 

She has curated exhibitions and 
art projects for museums and institutions. 
Recent ones include: “Shutter, Screen/ 
Window, Veil” for Gendered Bodies in Southeast 
Asia in the Metropolitan Museum of  Manila 
(2019); Lawas Public Art on UP Diliman 
campus grounds (2018); and, Consonant 
Forms, Resonant Practice in the Yuchengco 
Museum in Makati City (2018). In 2017, she 
co-curated Tropical Cyclone in the Kuandu 
Museum of  Fine Arts Taipei, Taiwan. Her 
exhibition, Plying the Seas, Divining the Skies, 
explored place, belonging, and loss in new 
media art, installations, and photographs of  
Taiwanese artists. Traversals, Trajectories (2017) 
in the UP Vargas Museum was the inaugural 
exhibition for the Philippine Contemporary 
Art Network. 

Her current projects include the 
Southeast Asia Neighborhoods Network 
organized by the Urban Knowledge 
Network Asia and the International Institute 
of  Asian Studies Leiden, the Netherlands. 
Her case study on art and gentrification 
considers the curatorial potentials of  
research-oriented projects.
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She has received fellowships for research and fieldwork in Asia 
and has lived in Thailand, Indonesia, Singapore, and Japan. She was 
recipient of  the 2013 Nippon Foundation Asian Public Intellectuals 
Fellowship and was a researcher-in-residence at the Fukuoka Asian Art 
Museum Japan in 2017. Her essays and reviews have been published in 
anthologies, academic journals, and exhibition catalogues. 

Mark Justiniani’s current projects include large-scale installations 
and site-specific art. These works belong to the Infinity series and are 
informed by his long-standing interest in vision and optics, and the 
structures of  space and time. Through them, he is keen to redefine the 
aesthetic experience not only through form but also by way of  historical 
references and reflections. This speaks to his work with activist groups 
and artist initiatives in the 1980s and 90s, including Abay (Artista ng 
Bayan) and the collective Sanggawa (1994). While in Los Angeles, he 
and partner Joy Mallari were involved with workers groups. From social 
realist leanings to magical realist strains, his practice has evolved and 
grown into multi-media configurations that explore the nature of  reality 
and perception. Justiniani is a recipient of  the Cultural Center of  the 
Philippines Thirteen Artists Award in 1994. He has held numerous solo 
and group exhibitions in the Philippines and abroad. 

Ma. Mercedes G. Planta is an associate professor of  History at the 
University of  the Philippines in Diliman. She earned a PhD in History 
from the National University of  Singapore. In 2017, she received a 
National Book Award in the Best Book in Science category for her 
work, Traditional Medicine in the Colonial Philippines, 16th to 19th century 
(University of  the Philippines Press, 2017). Her research specializations 
include the history of  science, technology, and medicine in the colonial 
period in the Philippines and in Southeast Asia. Most recently, she 
was a visiting faculty at the Center for Southeast Asian Studies in the 
University of  Michigan at Ann Arbor.
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The Philippine Arts in Venice Biennale 
Coordinating Committee would like to express 
gratitude to the individuals and institutions that 
have made the Philippine participation to the 
58th International Art Exhibition of  La Biennale 
di Venezia.

The creation and mounting of  
Island Weather and its site-specific installation, 
Arkipelago, has been a collaborative, immersive, 
and fantastic experience. Led by artist Mark 
Justiniani, and propelled by the dedication of  
Joy Mallari, together with their hard-working 
team of  artists and staff, which helped propel 
the project forward. 

As with any government project of  this 
scale, the PAVB-CC relied on the guidance and 
support of  all concerned offices at the National 
Commission for Culture and the Arts (NCCA).  
We deeply appreciate the full trust and support 
oaf  Chairman Virglio S. Almario, Executive 
Director Rico S. Pableo, Jr., and Executive 
Director Marichu G. Tellano.  The assistance 
extended by the NCCA-General Appropriations 
Act (GAA) section, headed by Sherlyn Tan and 
by her staff, Jenny Rica Ramos, Julie Cabuang, 
and Mhaja Tabili, significantly contributed to 
ease the tedious government process that the 
project needed to contend with.  We thank: Resil 
Solis for his legal advice through the years; Ms. 
Susan Dayao for her administrative support; 
Sherlyn Tan for her financial management 
guidance; and, Lourdes Musngi for her efficient 
coordination between PAVB and OC.
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We are grateful for the cooperation of  the Department of  
Foreign Affairs who has generously extended help to us here in the 
Philippines and especially to our colleagues in Italy, led by Ambassador 
Domingo Nolasco and his staff at the Philippine Embassy in Rome, and  
Consul General Irene Susan Natividad and Vice Consul Awee Dacanay 
of  the Philippine Consulate in Milan. 

We are truly grateful to the Filipino community in Venice, led 
by its president, Darwin Gutierrez, and to Fr. Luigi Ramazzotti for his 
support and spiritual guidance.  Special thanks to Andrea D’ Altoe and 
Sara Danieli who have extended constant and boundless support to the 
Philippine Pavilion since 2015.

We deeply appreciate the warm partnership of  Metropolitan 
Museum of  Manila Foundation, led by Director Tina Colayco and 
her very efficient team, Nelda Sansaet, Roberto Daniel Devela, Alec 
Madelene Abarro, Desi Tolentino, Jayson Vicedo, Jane Martinez, and 
Nicole Mojica. Their knowledge and expertise have been instrumental 
in the realization of  the overlapping activities of  the PAVB.

Appreciation is accorded to our efficient partners in Venice: 
We Exhibit S.r.l.,  led by President Giovani Dantomio,  Silvia Scocco, 
and Davide de Carlo; Interlinea S.r.l. through Barbara De Zorzi who 
ensures that our shipment arrives in Venice on time. The assistance of  
May Cruz of  Lane Moving and her openness to help is likewise very 
much appreciated. 

 
We thank the tireless team of  documenters who have witnessed 

the tedious process of  the fabrication and production of  the large 
structures of  Mark Justiniani’s installation work: Maximo Ilano and 
Angelo de Mesa.  The support of  Norman Bungubung, Jolo Garcia, 
and Sid Ortega of  Stratuscast is also very much appreciated. 

We also extend our gratitude for the assistance of  the Italian 
Embassy, led by Ambassador Giorgio Guglielmino and his staff.
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Our consultant, Patrick Flores, has remained our strength and 
light through the course of  the implementation period, from the Open 
Call to the realization of  each edition of  Philippine participation at 
Venice Biennale platforms.

We thank the jurors who meticulously deliberated upon all the 
proposals submitted at the Open Call for the Philippine Pavilion at 
the Biennale Arte 2019: Dr. Apinan Poshyananda, Ms. June Yap, Ms. 
Imelda “Meps” Cajipe Endaya, NCCA Chair Virgilio Almario, and 
Senator Loren Legarda. 

Lastly, we extend our sincerest gratitude and recognition to the 
sustained guidance and leadership of  Hon. Senator Loren Legarda and 
from her entire Office.  

Tessa Maria Guazon expresses her gratitude to the following individuals 
and institutions for their generosity and kindness: 

Rosario Leyva, Trinidad Arcos, 
Adela Tan, Lily Abas, kin and 
women folk whose labors carved 
time and space for my words, 
thoughts, and travels; often 
solitary endeavors.

Manuel Kristoffer Giron
Mark Louie Lugue
Jazel Kristin Villamarin

Ianree Racquel 
Erwin L. Martinez
Jacqueline V. Antonio
Earl Jude Cleope
Fr. Roman Sagun
Regan Jomao-as

Ralph Lubguban
Renalyn Bantawig

Victorias City, Negros Occidental 
local tourism office and local 
library

Florentina Colayco 
Cecilia De la Paz
Patrick Flores
Louise Anne Salas
Marilyn Canta
Elena Mirano
Flaudette May Datuin
Aurea Lopez
Daniel de Vela
Dawn Atienza
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Department of  Art Studies 
University of  the Philippines 
colleagues

Chancellor Michael L. Tan

SEANNET and IIAS colleagues 
especially Philippe Peycam,
Rita Padawangi, Paul Rabe, 
Jayde Roberts, Alma Quinto 
and Nathalie Dagmang

            
Cherrie Pie Nicolas
Rosarea Seludo

Jason Jacobo
Jema Pamintuan

Marcelino, Julien, Jenie 
and Yobel Tan

Gabrell Luis, Edouard Marcel, 
and Eric Guazon

My angel who hovers above me in 
this and other lifetimes, guarding and 
making sacred my need for solitude 
and quiet amidst chaos.

Mark Justiniani would like to express his gratitude to the following 
individuals who have helped in making his work for the Biennale 
possible:

Joy Mallari 
Adelina Orozco Justiniani 
Jose L. Justiniani 
Joven Cuanang 
Wilmer Hontiveros & Family 
Agustin & Marie Ponco 
Amiel Damian Justiniani 
Andrea Aglaya Justiniani 
Dawn & Jing Atienza 
Jun & Kat Villalon 
Gigo Alampay 
Abril Valdemoro 
Richard Montero 
Donna Centeno 
Jessa Balag 
Kim Alvarez 
Jeemark Zate 

Jason Nombre 
Arnold & Alice Mallari 
Romano and friends 
Lani Barcelona 
Edwin Yap 
Eduardo Orozco 
Ramon Guevarra 
Jeonard Villanueva 
Ramon Guevarra 
Alexander Malit 
Jojo Justiniani 
Aurea Lopez 
Maximo Ilano jr. 
Maria Karen Capino 
Alec Abarro 
Manuel Agustin Singson 
Joan Batinga
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