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			Acclaim for Nick Joaquin’s

			The Woman Who Had Two Navels and Tales of the Tropical Gothic

			“Manila was Joaquin’s birthplace and his muse, yet the priests, socialites, and activists who populate these pages also evoke a globe-trotting intellect and a wondrous universe all his own. This book brilliantly captures the singular genius of Nick Joaquin, and will seduce readers everywhere who are meeting this giant of Philippine literature for the first time.”

			—Mia Alvar, PEN/Robert W. Bingham Prize–winning author of In the Country

			“One cannot overstate what Nick Joaquin is to Philippine literature. Writing in English with the melody of Spanish and Tagalog, Joaquin was the first Filipino writer to focus on the impossible contradictions of a tribal civilization overlain by Spanish and American world views. And because that tribal civilization was woman-centered, Joaquin’s heroines are as complex, romantic, and defiant as Madame Bovary and Anna Karenina.”

			—Ninotchka Rosca, American Book Award–winning author of Twice Blessed

			“Nick Joaquin was both a brilliant poet and intense chronicler of doubleness that is a defining attribute of postcoloniality, in his case a Hispanicized Philippines complicated by Anglo American colonial rule. Underneath his use of English one senses the patriarchal tone of Spanish and the feminist susurrations of Tagalog. Hence, Joaquin’s world, particularly in A Portrait of the Artist as Filipino, is one where remembering offers both solace and grief, and a subtle critique of empire. An exemplar of postcolonial literature at its best, Joaquin moves us with his empathetic depictions of a divided consciousness. Penguin’s reissue of his works is a benediction and cause for celebration.”

			—Luis H. Francia, PEN Open Book Award–winning author of Eye of the Fish: A Personal Archipelago

			“Nick Joaquin was such a presence in my childhood. I remember having a collection of Joaquin’s stories for children in my personal library. They were large, beautifully illustrated volumes that provided commentary to our culture in language so engaging for a child to understand. He has been a beloved storyteller for the Philippines for generations and now his memorable stories and play will be made available around the world.”

			—Lea Salonga, Tony Award–winning singer and actress
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			THE WOMAN WHO HAD TWO NAVELS AND TALES OF THE TROPICAL GOTHIC

			NICK JOAQUIN (1917–2004) is widely regarded as the greatest Filipino writer of the twentieth century. Born on May 4, 1917, in Manila, Joaquin grew up in a household under the shadow of American rule but with material and familial ties to the late Spanish colonial culture and the turbulent legacy of the Philippine Revolution. Novelist, playwright, poet, journalist, historian, and biographer, Joaquin produced a body of work unmatched in richness and range by any of his contemporaries. As literary editor of the Philippines Free Press magazine in the 1950s and 1960s, Joaquin stood as an inspiration to generations of Filipino writers. His works include two novels, The Woman Who Had Two Navels and Cave and Shadows; three collections of short fiction; two volumes of poetry; and numerous works of nonfiction. His novel The Woman Who Had Two Navels (based on the short story) was first written on a Harper Publishing Company fellowship awarded in 1957, which brought him to the United States and Mexico. The book was published in 1962 and was awarded the first Harry Stonehill Novel Award. His play, A Portrait of the Artist as Filipino, has been widely performed in the Philippines, in both dramatic and film adaptations. His most celebrated short works and play written between the 1940s to the mid-1960s span the end of U.S. colonial rule, the Japanese occupation, Manila’s near total destruction from World War II, and its uneven reconstruction in the post-colonial era. They show the height of Joaquin’s craft as a storyteller. His stories, for which he coined the term “Tropical Gothic,” were shaped by the spiritual pull of Spanish Catholicism, the violence and promise of American colonialism, the profound destructiveness of the Pacific war, and the turbulent beginnings of the post-colonial era. The recipient of numerous awards, Joaquin was honored as a National Artist of the Philippines in 1976 under the regime of late dictator Ferdinand Marcos. Joaquin accepted the award and requested the release from political detention of an imprisoned fellow poet and journalist Jose F. Lacaba, which was granted. In 1966, Joaquin received the Ramon Magsaysay Award for journalism, literature, and creative communication “for exploring the mysteries of the Filipino body and soul in sixty inspired years as a writer.” On April 29, 2004, Joaquin died of cardiac arrest at his home in San Juan, Metro Manila.

			GINA APOSTOL won the Philippine National Book Award for each of her first two novels, Bibliolepsy and The Revolution According to Raymundo Mata. Her third novel, Gun Dealers’ Daughter, was shortlisted for the William Saroyan International Prize and won the PEN/Open Book Award. She lives in New York City and western Massachusetts.

			VICENTE L. RAFAEL is a professor of history at the University of Washington, specializing in southeast Asian history. He has written widely on the political and cultural history of the Philippines, and his works include Contracting Colonialism, White Love and Other Events in Filipino History, The Promise of the Foreign, and, most recently, Motherless Tongues: The Insurgency of Language Amid Wars of Translation.
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			Foreword

			Nick Joaquin had the look of a dissolute emperor and the discipline of a monk. He lived, worked, and died in the city of his birth. He loved San Miguel beer, walking around Manila, and attending Mass. He spoke Tagalog, Spanish, and English, plus kanto-boy Tagalog and street Englishes. His style has a term: Joaquinesque. His command of voice, language, and form is absolute. Some of his sentences are like labyrinths that if you pulled a string through, you get this architectonic surety, a marvel. As a writer, I am always falling in love with him again. I study his sentences. Puns lurk in his precision. His favorite is “going for lost”: inside the phrase is Tagalog, nagwawala, meaning both to lose and to go nuts. He likes gerundizing (Tagalog is verb based) and history puns. For Filipinos, Joaquin is sui generis. Almost maddeningly Manileño, subversively religious, pitch-perfectly bourgeois, preternaturally feminist, historically voracious, Joaquin’s work has a fatality—it simply is.

			I read him when I was a child in Leyte. MacArthur had landed on my island in 1944; and since May 1, 1898, when Spain’s ships fell to American cannons in Manila Bay, the Philippines—condemned on that May Day to English—has made art in English from seeds of violence.

			For the Philippines, an archipelago geographically fragmented, linguistically fissured, occupied by not one but two invaders heralding a fierce but frayed republic dominated by the oligarchic spoils of our split, postcolonial selves—in a land tectonically and climatically doomed to dissolution—for the Philippines, perhaps it is only through its fictions that it can conceive itself a unity.

			These fictions are in multiple tongues. Some say the country is distinct because it was created by a novel—José Rizal’s Noli Me Tangere. Joaquin is tonally different from Rizal not only because he wrote in English, Rizal in Spanish, and Rizal wrote before war, while Joaquin, like Aeneas carrying Anchises, bore war’s effects. But Joaquin is equally oracular, with that slippery, ironic humor of the triple-tongued (or double-naveled) who writes in a conscious, resistant space between translation.

			Rereading Joaquin, I feel ghosts, all of them women. Time-traveling Natalia in “Guardia de Honor,” always about to lead the La Naval procession, the celebration of Manila that Joaquin loved. Child-heiress Guia in “Melkizedek,” who undergoes metamorphoses: an array of freedom-hungry desires none of which guides her to liberation. The Grandmother in “Cándido’s Apocalypse,” soother of psychosis. Above all, those twin indelible figures, desperada and despot—Agueda of “May Day Eve” and my favorite, Lupeng of “The Summer Solstice.” That searing moment in “The Summer Solstice”—when the husband Don Paeng “clawed his way across the floor, like a great agonized lizard . . . lifted his dripping face and touched his bruised lips to [Lupeng’s] toes and grabbed the white foot and kissed it”—is stamped like a fever in my brain. I realize I was too young when I read that. And the scene in “May Day Eve” of Agueda staring at the mirror at her prophesied demon is an abiding portrait, since the Philippines still grants no divorce. I may not be the only Filipino for whom both empowered Lupeng and tragic Agueda embody two sides of one electrifying, inescapable Mother.

			It is especially through his women that Joaquin diagnoses the spiritual horror of impassioned but truncated lives—his existential theme. His cure lies in the same women: they are daemons of the life-spirit—babaylan and Tadtarin and witches and supernatural powers that run through Joaquin’s work. Joaquin is prescient and contemporary because he excavates what’s ancient—women are vessels of transformative godhood: versions of Mary, animist, earthly.

			But in “The Woman Who Had Two Navels,” the eponymous woman is secondary beside the male ghost—the revolutionary Monzon, exiled in Hong Kong since 1901, when he refused to pledge allegiance to America after the war for Philippine independence failed.

			His trauma—that crippled independence—is at the heart of this collection.

			The 1899–1904 Filipino-American war is a blind spot—we do not remember it. A brave, anti-imperialist war is the birthright of the Philippines: the nation was founded on revolt against imperial America in the aftermath of the so-called Spanish-American War of 1898, when the United States decided to occupy its ally against Spain rather than liberate it. The Philippines commemorates its 1896 war against Spain when it celebrates its revolutionary history; the Filipino-American war that succeeded the Spanish war is, oddly, forgotten. Joaquin once famously noted that he wrote to “bring in the grandfathers, to manifest roots.” Some fault Joaquin for Hispano-centrism: but his gaze toward Spain is not nostalgic; it is a tool in his arsenal—a weapon in his critique of empire. That failed revolution, the wound of the American war, is the invisible scar in Joaquin’s stories.

			In “The Woman Who Had Two Navels,” Joaquin recalls Monzon’s past through the solipsistic babble of socialite Concha (that burlesque of the bourgeois voice is a Joaquin specialty): “She would always see her childhood as a page in an epic, brilliant with tears and splendid with heroes.”

			Through vapid Concha, Joaquin sketches the Revolution. Similarly, “Melkizedek” evokes the American occupation in one line about a charlatan, Melchior: “In March 1901, General Otis sent a Gringo infantry battalion . . .” to throw the cult into jail. In Joaquin’s plots, war and resistance at first seem farce, barely drawn, and not foregrounded. Historical ellipsis, a recurring structural element in Joaquin, expresses his masterful understanding of his country. It marks hurt.

			Nick Joaquin’s father was a colonel under General Emilio Aguinaldo. The 1899 Battle of Manila was the eternal present of his father’s generation: after that loss, to recall its acts was sedition. The 1945 Battle of Manila was Joaquin’s: he lived through it. In Joaquin, a consummate Manileño, these two events, Manila’s fall to Americans in 1899 and Manila’s destruction by Americans in 1945, occur like doubled stereograph pictures, a history pun—as if, once refocused, they are the same trauma. Sketched most candidly in “A Portrait of the Artist as Filipino” and “Woman,” this mourning—over ruined place, unsung heroes, lost hopes—perhaps comes from Joaquin’s being an observant son. He took on with blithe sin the language of his father’s enemy, mastering it to witness the paradoxical ways a nation survives.

			His unapologetic, Calibanic choice of English is both rebuke to the occupier and revenge upon it.

			Monzon the exile vows to return only when his country is free. In 1946, America “gave” the Philippines its freedom. But “it’s not there anymore, your father’s house,” Concha reports, “. . . this last war had finally destroyed it.”

			In World War II, American artillery blasted old Manila to rubble in order to recapture it. The old city has never recovered. Among Allied capitals, only Warsaw was worse hit. Joaquin knew this destruction to the bone. In “Mass of St. Sylvestre,” he summons it: “the city he knew has been wiped out by magic more practical and effective than any he had ever dreamt of.” In Binondo, all that is left of Monzon’s house is “a sad stairway in a field of ruin, going up to nowhere.”

			Joaquin “queers” history. His slant is invariably transgressive, questioning the norm—the revolutionary is catatonic, enslaved women are bosses, the virile are a mess, a GI, an ally, witnesses the destruction he made as if it were only illusion. Joaquin reads his country like the visionary madman in “Cándido’s Apocalypse”: people walk about exposing their truths, naked. But they do not know their own truths. Anachronism, psychosis, time traveling, fantasy, mirrors, ghosts: these are structures with which Joaquin sets the view awry in order to see it more right.

			The past haunts Nick Joaquin. But as I reread him today, Nick Joaquin is more present than the world around me. His voice is vivid, idiosyncratic, sure, replete. Joaquin creates, as one reads him, his own precursors—his existence modifies the textual landscape.

			My own whimsical list of precursors produced by Nick Joaquin includes Machado de Assis crossed with Holden Caulfield (“Cándido’s Apocalypse”), shipwrecks in Melville (“Doña Jerónima”), neurotic women in telenovelas (“The Woman Who Had Two Navels”), Chaucer (“Mass of St. Sylvestre”), bastos conquistadors in Tagalog komiks (“Legend of a Dying Wanton”), García Márquez’s Melquíades (“Order of Melkizedek”), a line in Dylan Thomas (“Three Generations”), Borges’s magician dreamed by another (“Guardia de Honor”).

			In my mind, Joaquin alters his precursors. Catcher in the Rye is flat, after “Cándido’s Apocalypse,” because Holden has no Filipino grandmother. I start imagining Melville’s harpooners passing unnamed wrecks of Manila galleons, and TV soap femmes fatales reciting Rizal’s “Mi Último Adiós.” The Romanism of Chaucer is archaic, but the Romanism of Joaquin is current: it’s about grief under empire.

			Of course, this amusing trick with texts I appropriate from “Kafka and His Precursors,” a Borgesian joke about paradoxes of reading (and a fable on postcoloniality). Borges says, “Every writer creates his own precursors. His work modifies our conception of the past, as it will modify the future.” Thus, in some stories, Joaquin reveals the Philippines as indigenously European, that is, grotesque and medieval; in others, Manhattan and Hong Kong are just flighty provinces of Manila. In all of them, women are central, casting healthy suspicion on all phallocentric plots that have come before Joaquin.

			Joaquin wanted to be a priest. Instead, he wrote nonstop for seven decades. His journalism was as psychologically sharp as his fiction, his poetry as prized as his histories. He wrote his miraculous prose through terrible times with his integrity intact: a difficult feat. He had stature like no other. He lived like a hermit. Chosen National Artist of the Philippines by Ferdinand Marcos in 1976, Joaquin almost refused. In a jujitsu move, he accepted on one condition—that the dictator free the imprisoned poet Jose F. Lacaba. Thus Lacaba went home. Joaquin’s gesture was long unknown. This tact occurs in Joaquin’s stories: it’s his characters’ ability to live that matters. He is interested in vitality. Born of war and occupation, like his country, he sat every day in a monkish room with only books, a desk, and a manual typewriter, and he wrote. History is only precursor; the past is a ruin his prose survives. Writing is his triumph.

			Reading him is ours.

			GINA APOSTOL

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Telling Times: Nick Joaquin, Storyteller

			I.

			Just four years before Nick Joaquin’s first story, “Three Generations,” appeared in the Manila magazine Graphic in 1940, the great German critic Walter Benjamin writing half a world away remarked on the demise of the craft of storytelling. One reason for it had to do with the attenuation of experience. To the extent that stories consist of transmitting experiences—both the storytellers’ and those of others—its waning had the effect of making it more difficult to tell and share them. In the midst of the Great Depression, the rise of fascism in Germany and Italy, and the growing threat of global war, storytelling was coming into a crisis. Conditions such as the spread of capitalism, inflation and economic depression, the commodification of everyday life, the mechanization of war, and the moral corruption of politics had in fact been going on for much of the modern era and had the effect of turning experience into private goods or public clichés, flattening their cultural singularity and historical specificity. “More and more,” Benjamin wrote, “there is embarrassment all around when the wish to hear a story is expressed. It is as if something that seemed inalienable to us, the securest among our possessions, were taken from us: the ability to exchange experiences.”1

			Across the Pacific Ocean, in what was then the only formal colony of the United States, the deracination of experience, along with a crisis in the ability to communicate it, had long been taking place. The Philippines had been a Spanish colony for more than three hundred years, located at the western extreme of the first truly global empire since 1565. In 1898, the United States invaded and annexed the colony as part of its war against Spain.2 Among the United States’ new colonial possessions, only the Philippines vigorously resisted American designs. Filipino revolutionary forces, having fought and defeated Spain, declared independence and established a republic, launched a protracted guerrilla war that resulted in more than four thousand American casualties and about a quarter of a million Filipino deaths—one sixth of the entire population of the largest island of Luzon. Declared officially over by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1902, Filipino resistance continued in fits and starts until the 1930s. In the wake of revolution and war, and in the midst of the ever-present possibility of social uprisings, American colonial policy sought to reconcile Filipinos to the so-called benevolence of U.S. rule. Casting the former as “little brown brothers,” Americans claimed to be benefactors and sincere philanthropists dispensing the civilizing benefits of the Anglo-Saxon race. These included elections, free trade, the rule of law, a public health system, a colonial military, among others—all designed to co-opt and entrench elites at the expense of the poor.3

			The most effective counterinsurgency program, however, came in the form of the colonial public school system. Starting in 1899, the American regime established a network of public schools—what military governor-general Arthur MacArthur referred to as “adjuncts to military operations,” needed to “expedite the restoration of tranquility throughout the archipelago.”4 A key feature of the public schools was the adoption of English as the sole medium of instruction. English was meant to supersede the staggering linguistic diversity that characterized the colony—a linguistic diversity that predated Spanish colonial rule and which missionaries, seeking to evangelize in the local languages, had further institutionalized.5 More than one hundred distinct languages continued to be spoken then (and to this day) in the archipelago. Complicating this linguistic landscape was the limited knowledge of Spanish, whereby only about 10 percent of the most affluent and educated members of colonial society could claim to be fluent despite 350 years of Spanish rule. For the Americans, very few of whom knew Spanish, English was the only feasible language of instruction. It quickly became the dominant language of rule and education.6

			II.

			From the start, the decision to use English, like that of colonizing the Philippines, was fraught with contradiction. It had the effect of simultaneously incorporating Filipinos into the emergent colonial regime while keeping them at a distance from the metropolitan center. The goal of achieving mass literacy in English, meant to mitigate social inequalities and pave the way for a more democratic society, was short-circuited by the chronic shortage of funds, the failure to extend universal access to schooling, and the difficulty of retaining most of the students beyond the primary grades. But by the 1930s, an impressive 35 percent of the population could claim fluency in the language, making the Philippines the most literate in any Western language in all of colonial Southeast Asia.7 Still, many remained with little or no familiarity with English depending on how much schooling they had. They continued to live in largely vernacular worlds below English and Spanish, both of which continued to be the speech associated with colonial elites. In other words, the colonial legacy of English, like that of Spanish, included the creation of a linguistic hierarchy that roughly corresponded to a social hierarchy.8

			Philippine independence from American rule at the end of World War II further intensified this linguistic hierarchy. While Spanish fell largely out of use—thanks to the passing away of the last generation fluent in the language—the vernacular languages continued to be widely used among the majority of the population as the language of intimacy and informality at home and with friends and in commercial or “low-class” entertainment venues. Meanwhile, the prestige of English grew as a direct effect of colonial schooling where English was privileged while the vernaculars were repressed, endowing speakers fluent in English with a considerable cultural capital. The American victory over the Japanese further enhanced the position of English in the country. The postwar popularity of Hollywood movies and American pop music, the expansion of the military bases, and the extension of economic ties and cultural exchanges further deepened the hold of English in the postwar and postcolonial periods. Since 1987, the national language, Filipino—which is largely based on one of the largest spoken vernaculars in and around Manila, Tagalog—has sought to contest or at least mitigate the cultural dominance of English with little success. American English continues to be the language of authority, used in official state business and the dominant medium of instruction in higher education. The imperatives of globalization have meant that English has become the linguistic commodity par excellence, essential to the training of Filipinos as workers in the world of overseas caregiving and business outsourcing—the twin pillars of the current Philippine economy.

			The historical role of English in consolidating structures of political, cultural, and economic power during and beyond the period of direct American rule helps to situate the significance of Nick Joaquin’s literary legacy. His earliest stories were published during the Commonwealth, the Filipino state that governed the archipelago under American supervision starting in 1935 through a ten-year transition period toward independence. But as the literary historian Resil Mojares has pointed out, using the language of the Americans meant that Filipino writers had to willfully ignore the long and complex vernacular literary tradition that stretched back to the precolonial period and went through a remarkable renaissance during the early decades of U.S. rule. The growth of vernacular literature and journalism in the early part of the twentieth century came thanks to the cultural space opened up by the end of Spanish rule on the one hand and the yet-to-be-consolidated hegemony of American English on the other. The weakening of the linguistic hierarchy allowed for writing in the local languages to rise to the fore. Influenced by late-nineteenth-century Spanish modernist literature and Revolutionary nationalist writings, numerous novels, short stories, and poems in Tagalog, Cebuano, Ilocano, and other languages appeared in books and newspapers, while vernacular plays such as the Zarzuela were performed in most large towns and cities. These were often, though not always, nationalist allegories expressed through the prism of social problems such as class differences, gender politics, and the weakening of parental authority amid the influx of capitalism and American colonial rule. A few writers even espoused socialism as a way of dealing with labor problems and championed the cause of independence.9 Yet, by the late 1920s, a new generation of Filipinos educated in English emerged who were roundly dismissive of vernacular writing. Their disdain for literature in the local languages was hardly surprising. It was a direct outcome of colonial education where fluency in English was acquired in and through the repression of vernacular languages.10

			Indeed, the very identity of Filipino Anglophone writers emerged via their denigration of vernacular writings as mere entertainment and commercial fodder for the unenlightened masses. Informed by the racist claims of American colonial teachers regarding the inherent inferiority of the vernacular languages, Filipino writers came to regard serious “literature” as something that was possible only in English. Writing in American English also cut them off from the Spanish literature written by their revolutionary fathers. Instead, they saw their literary birthright to lie in the Western canon. They avidly read Cervantes and Dostoevsky (in English translation), Sherwood Anderson and Virginia Woolf, Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner, e. e. cummings and Marianne Moore while setting aside Francisco Balagtas, Modesto de Castro, Lope K. Santos, Macario Pineda, Faustino Aguilar, and many other serious writers in the vernacular. Even the national hero José Rizal (1861–1896), who wrote in Spanish, was often read in English translation.11

			Thus did Anglophone Filipino writers feel themselves to be a generation and a class apart: more politically advanced than their revolutionary forebears while far more aesthetically refined and intellectually accomplished compared with those who were still caught up in vernacular worlds. Among themselves, they epitomized the modernizing promise of colonial rule: the promise of eventual independence and cosmopolitan uplift precisely to the extent that they spoke and wrote in what they considered to be the very idiom of modernity itself. American English contained Philippine literature in the double sense of that word: not only did it function as the language of colonial valuation; it was also felt to be the privileged idiom for expressing the novel experience of a coming freedom. As Mojares wrote about the doubleness of English among the early generation of Anglophone writers, it became “a medium which put the writer at one degree removed from immediate experience . . . its use transfigured sensibility and vision in ways that did not only occasion alienation but also made possible unexpected illumination.”12

			One more context for understanding the unfolding of Filipino Anglophone writing was the relative absence of any serious American literary interest in the Philippines. No major piece of American fiction and no American writer of any consequence ever wrote about the Philippines under U.S. rule. No Conrads, Kiplings, Orwells, or Forsters ever emerged among the Americans with regard to their Philippine colony. It seemed that the burden of recording the colonial, and later on, the postcolonial experience fell to Filipino writers in English. But they, too, found themselves largely patronized and ignored by American literary critics in the United States. With rare exceptions—Carlos Bulosan and José Garcia Villa, for example—very few Filipino writers were ever acknowledged, much less validated, by metropolitan publishers, critics, and other American writers—again with very few exceptions.13 As a result, Filipinos, despite seeking to enlarge their readership, ended up mostly writing for and reading one another within the Philippines. Thus arose a curious situation: despite working in a world language, Filipino Anglophone writers found their cosmopolitan outlook and modernist impulses dramatically provincialized, forced to stay within the boundaries of the emergent nation-state rather than be transported and disseminated into a larger English-speaking world. They became, despite their earlier disavowals, invariably vernacularized.

			The promise of colonial modernity that English brought was destined for further betrayal. The Japanese invasion and occupation of the Philippines brought U.S. rule to a sudden end while bringing the Philippines within the imperial orbit of East Asia. Nick Joaquin continued to write throughout the Japanese occupation. The war’s end saw a remarkable surge in his output. During the first two decades of the postcolonial period between 1946 and 1965, Joaquin published his most anthologized works, eleven of which appear in this volume. Setting his stories amid the bombed-out ruins of Manila—the second most destroyed city after Warsaw—he sought to come to grips with the turbulent and uncertain present by invoking the memory of the past. For Joaquin, one of the most devastating outcomes of the war was the loss of what Benjamin refers to as the “communicability of experience.” Pressed between the Filipino-American and the Pacific wars, three generations of Filipinos struggled to survive, a task that required for Joaquin the capacity to recover what had been lost. It meant being able not just to reconstruct a city destroyed beyond recognition; it also entailed regaining the capacity of remembering itself in order to reconstitute the remembering self. How to recall not just what seemed beyond recollection, but the very faculty and agency of recollection as such? How to tell the story of a nation, let alone a city, now buried in the physical and moral rubble that made up everyday life? And how to carry out the task of recovery and recollection in English—that other tongue which called for leaving behind the mother tongue? Who would listen and who would respond? The task of the storyteller was thus steeped in endless complications.

			III.

			Like many middle- and upper-class Filipinos in the post-Revolutionary era, Nick Joaquin (1917–2004) grew up in a household under the shadow of American rule but with material and familial ties to the late Spanish colonial culture. His father was a lawyer and served in the Spanish colonial civil service. Along with many other Filipino nationalists of his generation, he joined the Revolution and rose in the ranks to become an aide to Emilio Aguinaldo. Nick’s mother was a schoolteacher who early on learned English and was the first to teach her children the language. With the sudden death of Joaquin’s father, the family’s fortunes took a sudden downward turn. The large house in the wealthy Manila district of Paco was sold, and Nick was forced to live with his older brother Porfiro, or “Ping,” and his wife, Sarah. At an early age, he took odd jobs and worked as a printer’s devil for a local magazine. He had already quit school at the age of fourteen, claiming that he could learn more on his own by regularly going to the National Library and reading whatever he could get his hands on. His voracious reading of English-language texts was combined with a dedication to walking. Joaquin’s sister-in-law recalls how he walked everywhere, frequently wearing out his shoes to see the city and talk to various people, listening to their stories, and exploring the spaces and archives of Manila’s churches. Throughout his life, his walking and thinking went hand in hand, affording him the chance to explore high and low cultures, traversing the boundaries between the sacred and the profane, all the while living within the folds of two colonial powers and speaking their languages.14

			After the war, he won a scholarship to study briefly at a Dominican seminary in Hong Kong, but, unable for various reasons to continue, Joaquin returned to Manila. By the 1950s, he began working as a journalist, writing lengthy features on crime and politics as well as assorted profiles on actors, visiting dignitaries, artists, boxers, and other social types in ways that highlighted the strange and ironic aspects of their lives. He reveled in popular culture, reading pulp fiction, working in theater, memorizing musicals, and watching all sorts of films.15 From the 1960s to the 1970s, he also began to write insightful revisionary accounts of the nation’s history, especially of its Revolutionary period, often swimming against the currents of ethno-nationalist and Marxist historiographies. But his most powerful works are arguably still the short stories he wrote between the 1940s and the mid-1960s. It was during those times that Joaquin’s craft as a storyteller was at its height. As with other great storytellers, he enjoyed “the freedom with which [to] move up and down the rungs of [his] experience as on a ladder.”16 Such experience forms the substance of his stories. They were shaped, often to the breaking point, by the spiritual pull of Spanish Catholicism, the violence and promise of American colonialism, the profound destructiveness of the Pacific War, and the turbulent beginnings of the postcolonial era. How so?

			IV.

			In “The Mass of St. Sylvestre” (1946), for example, Joaquin tells a story about telling a story, foregrounding the most essential element of all: time. It recounts the Christianized version of the Roman god Janus, St. Sylvestre, the pope and patron saint “of doors and beginnings” whose feast day falls on the last day of the year. Carrying the keys of his office, St. Sylvestre “opens the gates of the Arch-episcopal cities” in all of Christendom, which, by the seventeenth century, included Manila. He then leads a celestial procession made up of numinous angels and various saints to commemorate the first Mass of the New Year: the feast of Christ’s circumcision. Legend had it that whosoever witnesses this Divine Mass would be given the gift of time: a thousand years to witness a thousand more Masses. Hearing this, a native sorcerer and translator, Maestro Mateo, plots to see the Mass. He steals the eyeballs of the recently dead, screwing them onto his own eyes to shield himself from the blinding spectacle of the Mass. He hides behind the altar and forces himself to stay awake by using a knife to make cuts in his arms, reducing them into a bloody mess while sprinkling limes on the wounds to refresh the pain. But unable to resist the sublime sight before him, he turns into stone, only to awaken every year for the next thousand years to see again the cavalcade of divine beings marking the end of the old year and the coming of the new.

			The narrator then reframes this story as a kind of cautionary tale that parents used to tell their children during Mass to keep them from falling asleep during the ritual. He passes it on to us, his readers, as something that was once passed on from one generation to the next. But the experience of the story as a kind of gift that circulates and which no one owns had been brutally shattered. World War II rained bombs on the city, bringing with it a magic “more practical and effective” than any sorcerer could ever conjure. Reduced to ruins, the city ceased hosting the holy procession of a host of angels and saints marking the arrival of the New Year. It could no longer furnish a site for ritually subsuming the mechanical tyranny of clock and calendar within the promise of messianic time. However, as Joaquin shows, one thing continued to survive amid the devastation: the story of St. Sylvestre’s Mass and Maestro Mateo’s plot to witness it. He recounts telling the story to a group of American GIs and is surprised when one of his American listeners tells him that one of the soldiers had actually witnessed St. Sylvestre’s grand entrance into the city. Finding the soldier’s address in Brooklyn, the narrator writes him a letter, asking him to tell him the story of what he, the latter-day Mateo, saw. The narrator reproduces the reply from the American. He did see the procession, he writes, but was unaware of the Christian references and names of saints. What captivated him, though, was the music and the vision of the city fully restored as the ancient parade passed by. Rather than the eyes of the recently dead, the American reached for a mechanical eye, his camera, with which to record the scene. But as he tried to take a photograph, everything suddenly vanished. “There was no crowd and no bishops and no altar and no cathedral,” he wrote. “I was standing on a stack of ruins and there was nothing but ruins around. Just blocks and blocks of ruins stretching all around me in the silent moonlight . . .”

			The time of the story shifts with each retelling. It begins in some unspecified moment of early Christianity when saints succeed pagan gods. It is then reset in the early period of Spanish conquest in the later sixteenth century. Finally it is recapitulated in the immediate postwar era. As a parable about the hubris of mortals seeking immortality by magical rather than liturgical means, the story does what stories are meant to do: provide counsel. At first glance, such counsel has to do with parents’ warning their children to stay awake during the Mass lest they be turned to stone. But in the wake of war’s catastrophe, there is a further twist. The storyteller retells the story by means of another source: a soldier’s letter. By then the moral, as it were, of the story is of an entirely different sort. It is no longer about the need to stay awake, but of the need to endure the sense of loss amid the ruins upon ruins that remain. Such ruins become the occasion for both remembering the story and recalling its demise. The storyteller thus leaves off not with his own voice but with that of an American other.

			While the city may be lost, something else remains: not just the ruins but, more important, the indestructible force of time that animates the capacity to remember and pass on stories, to become hearers ready to assume the position of tellers again from whatever distant shores and alienated circumstances. The story as a gift that passes from one time to another thus evinces the way by which storytelling allows us the experience of lingering on the ever-shifting threshold that divides and joins the old world with the new, the empty time of clock and calendar with the ritual time of messianic expectation.

			V.

			Displaced and decayed, the past seemed formless and forgotten in the postwar era. Yet the forgetting of history only meant that it was absorbed into the rubble of memory. Joaquin sought to call attention to the productive powers of the material traces of the past in his other stories. In his play, A Portrait of the Artist as Filipino (1951), he dramatizes the plight of the Marasigan family living in a grand house in Intramuros, the colonial core of Manila, which was steadily collapsing under the weight of unpaid bills, sibling rivalry, and paternal weakness. Narrated from the future perspective of the war’s aftermath, when the house itself had already been leveled, the story relates the struggles of the family to rescue its legacy and cling to an older way of life even as the forces of modernity were busy tearing away its foundations. A central concern of the characters is the fate of an oil painting by the father that depicts him as a young man fleeing a burning city while carrying on his back an older version of himself—an allusion to Aeneas carrying his father Anchises as they fled Troy. Close to death, the weakened father imagines himself saving himself. The allegorical portrait is a gift that the father had given his two spinster daughters, Paula and Candida, in compensation for sacrificing their lives caring for him.

			As part of the revolutionary generation, the father, like many other paternal figures in Joaquin’s stories, is enfeebled by colonial and capitalist forces he could neither comprehend nor control. In need of money, yet unwilling to sell the portrait for which there is great demand, the sisters find themselves trapped in the house, besieged by American popular culture and its Filipino purveyors, by politically compromised politicians, and by their own feckless nostalgia for rapidly vanishing conventions. But by telling this tale from the future perspective of the near-total destruction of the city, Joaquin recalls the inter- and intragenerational struggles around historical legacy, private property, and the politics of conduct that enlivened even as it endangered late colonial families like the Marasigans. Condemned to perish, they are nonetheless redeemed in memory.

			Indeed, Joaquin was obsessed with the masculinized struggle between and within generations—the Oedipal search for truth that came at the price of the violent exposure and displacement of the father’s authority by sons and daughters immersed in, but guilt-ridden from, the desires of the flesh. His first story, “Three Generations” (1940), casts fathers and sons as if they were secret lovers as much as sworn enemies struggling to control their carnal desires amid their spiritual aspirations and worldly doubts. “Cándido’s Apocalypse” (1965), written some twenty-five years later, takes up a similar thread, this time set in the new suburban developments near Manila where the father is a company man and the teenage son, Bobby, is thoroughly alienated from his parents’ world. Seeking a way out of the hypocrisy of bourgeois life, he finds himself drawn to his alter ego named “Cándido,” a Christian martyr who is also his calendrical namesake. As in “Three Generations,” the son searches for a truth that would guide his conduct and allow him to live a “genuine” existence rather than, as Joaquin puts it in the teenage lingo of the 1960s, one who is constantly “over-acting.” Possessed by Cándido, Bobby begins to see uncontrollably through the clothing and eventually the flesh of all those he encounters, driving him into a frenzy of embarrassment. Wanting to see the truth, he instead sees too much and is thus blinded to the very humanity of those whose inhuman behavior he seeks to disavow.

			The figure of the weakened father also appears in The Woman Who Had Two Navels (1949). Once a widely admired doctor and officer in the failed Revolution, the older Monson chooses to go into exile in Hong Kong in the wake of the American occupation, swearing never to come back to his country until it is free even as he fills his sons with elaborate expectations of returning to the ancestral home. When the country is finally granted independence at the end of the war, he returns only to be greeted by the sorry state of their Binondo house, utterly destroyed except for the staircase. Thoroughly shaken, he quietly returns to Hong Kong and sits ossified in his room as his two sons take care of him. His failure to deliver on his promise of returning his family to their home leaves him in a state of emotional destitution. He can barely speak and retreats to using opium as his sons look on helplessly, unable to come to terms with the historical curse that they’ve inherited. Similarly, the two women in the story, the mother Concha and the daughter Connie, play out a more dangerous and violent generational conflict in Manila and Hong Kong. They seek to overcome the betrayals of corrupt politician-fathers and the desires of and for the same emasculated lover-musician who passes between them as  they traverse two cities and two colonial eras—the late Spanish and the American, the two navels, as it were, of Filipino history.

			The gendered and sexualized inflections of generational politics are similarly thematized in two of Joaquin’s best-known works, “The Summer Solstice” and “May Day Eve” (both 1947). In the former, set in the late nineteenth century, the patriarchal complacency of a wealthy Filipino home is shattered on the hottest day of the summer when one of the servants, Agueda, returns from an orgiastic fertility ritual with its roots in pre-Christian practices. Drawn to the erotic power suddenly palpable on the half-naked body of the servant, the properly feminine mistress, Doña Lupe, decides, with the encouragement of her much younger nephew newly returned from Europe and against the wishes of her older, more conservative husband, Don Paeng, to attend the ritual. Running off to join the frenzied dancing among women of all ages and classes, Lupe is transformed as she comes to absorb the repressed memory of pagan practices that elevated women’s power of fertility over men’s claims of ownership over that power. Back home, she triumphantly confronts her husband, forcing him to declare his adoration for her as her “dog,” and “slave.” In the unforgettable ending, he gets down on the ground like “a great agonized lizard,” and crawls toward her outstretched naked foot, “kiss[ing] it savagely . . . the step, the toe, the frail ankle—while she bit her lip and clutched in pain at the windowsill, her body distended and wracked by horrible shivers, her head flung back and her loose hair streaming out the window—streaming fluid and black in the white night where the huge moon glowed like a sun and the dry air flamed into lightning and the pure heat burned with the immense fever of noon.”

			In “May Day Eve,” we hear a story that’s been passed down from one generation to the next: that holding a candle in a darkened room in front of a mirror will call forth the image of the one you will marry. But it might also cause the devil to appear. In Joaquin’s telling of the story, a girl takes to heart the promise of the myth, rushes down to look at a mirror, and encounters the man who would be her husband, but who would also be her oppressor. Many years later, she recounts this tale to her granddaughter but says that what she saw was not her grandfather but the devil himself. Joaquin then retells another version of the story, this time from the man’s perspective. Coming home from a political meeting, he is surprised to see his grandson looking at a mirror reminiscent of what his wife had done when they had first met. This unexpected encounter with the future generation reenacting the past triggers in the man a flood of memories about his wife, about the passionate love and miserable life they shared. Caught in the painful rush of images from the past, he looks out the window and hears the night watchman calling out the time as he had done at the beginning of the story, as if to synchronize the current telling and hearing of the tale with its earlier versions across three generations.

			Intragenerational struggles figure prominently in Joaquin’s only attempt at a murder mystery, “The Order of Melkizedek” (1966). It is set once more in the suburbs of 1960s Manila, where Joaquin retraces a series of crises that confront a Filipino expatriate returning from his job in New York with the United Nations. His siblings had asked him to help save their youngest sister from the clutches of an insidious cult leader seeking to resurrect an ancient order of pagan worshippers while passing it off as a revolutionary revision of Christianity. Precolonial and pre-Christian ideas about power and worship brush up against what Joaquin portrays as the ecumenical pop theology and pseudo-revolutionary politics characteristic of the Filipino reception of the Vatican II reforms in mid-sixties Manila. The Marcoses had just assumed power, the Beatles had just been summarily kicked out by thugs of the First Lady, and the descendants of the newly rich whose wealth came from the corruptions of their fathers mingle in sunken living rooms wearing Western suits and kitsch ethnic-designed dresses. A defrocked priest passing himself off as a new prophet employs thugs and theological mumbo-jumbo to cajole a rich, aimless heiress into his cult, while her hapless expatriate brother tries but fails to rescue her.

			VI.

			Alongside the obsession with gendered generational politics was Joaquin’s concern with the temporality of the past—its longue durée that stretched into the future as it curved into the present. In “Guardia de Honor” (1949), a conversation between a mother and daughter about a missing emerald earring worn by the latter’s great grandmother takes place in the late 1940s but is overheard by that same great grandmother as she prepares to put on the set of earrings for a parade in honor of the Virgin Mary in the 1860s. As the point of connection across several generations, the lone earring is the remainder of a deadly accident borne out of passionate jealousy. The great grandmother’s story unfolds as the tale of choice crashing against contingency.

			Joaquin stages a conversation between the past and the future whereby the latter tells the former what it must not do, yet what it cannot help but do. Is the past made up of a series of accidents that, in hindsight, could have been avoided, or is everything a matter of fate, whereby events necessarily happen for a reason? Is the tragedy that brings death also the miracle foretold that gives birth to love and new life? Can the past learn from the future, or is the future condemned to play out the missed opportunities, the misplaced anger, the deceits and the shamefulness of the past? What can stories tell us of these confounded possibilities and tangled relationships across generations? How can we continue telling and hearing stories if all endings have already been foretold? Or is the point not the end of stories, like the end of life, but the afterlife of their telling, the possibility of their living on, spoken by another source, delivered to another recipient, who in turn tells it to someone else? Is this the lesson that the future offers to the past: not just the need to bear the inevitable passage of time but also the necessity of being alert to the coexistence of many other times?

			Such questions persist in many of Joaquin’s stories, inflected by and enfolded into the postcolonial dilemmas of memory making amid the social upheavals and surreal political violence and corruptions of his time. Just as the war reduced the city to its jagged, chaotic traces, so the inexorable but uneven process of reconstruction resulted in imposing upon the colonial past the architecture of anonymity and sameness. The result was a virtual lobotomy, wiping away awareness not only of the Revolution but also of the complexity of the Spanish legacy as well. Reaching back to the early period of conquest and conversion, Joaquin dredged up legends from the nineteenth century that referred to the sixteenth for a mid-twentieth-century readership. Such a project, ranging far and wide in time, lent to his stories an epic quality frequently played out on the level of the sentence. Joaquin often resorted to long sinuous sentences that meandered like the Pasig River—the major waterway that links and divides Manila—overflowing into the many esteros of popular forgetfulness. There is, for example, the opening sentence of “Doña Jerónima” (1965):17

			In the days of the galleons, a certain Archbishop of Manila

			was called to a council in Mexico but on the way there fell in

			with pirates who seized his ship, looted the holds, slew the crew,

			and were stringing up the Archbishop to a mast when a sudden

			storm ripped up and wrecked both pirate craft and Philippine

			galleon, drowning all that were on board, save only the

			Archbishop, who, being bound to the cross of the mast, was

			borne safely over the wrath of the waters and thus reached the

			shores of a desert isle, a dry isle that was but a tip of reef in the

			sea, where, for a burning year, he lived on fish and prayer, on

			rain water and meditation, crouched day and night in deep

			thought at the foot of the cross of the mast he had set up on the

			shore, all alone in that waste of ocean, until a passing ship,

			mystified by a reflection as of a giant cross shining in the air,

			tracked the mirage to the horizon and came upon the desert

			isle, and upon the cross of mast planted on the shore, and upon

			the bowed, mute, shriveled old man squatting motionless and

			cross-legged there, stark naked and half-blind and burned black

			as coal, all his hair turned white and his white beard trailing

			down to his navel, and hardly able to stand or move or speak

			or grasp, in which dismal condition he was carried back to his

			city, arriving there some two years after he had left in glory,

			having departed a fine blaze of a man, handsome and vigorous,

			and bidden farewell by all the city to a tumult of bells, banners,

			fireworks and music, and returning now in decay, terribly

			altered, terribly aged, mere skin and bone and wild eye, but

			still amid bells, banners, fireworks, music, and the tumult of

			the city, for news of his rescue had preceded him, the marvel of

			his sojourn on the island had grown into legend in the retelling,

			and he himself had become such a figure of miracle—the man

			twice saved by the Sign of the Cross; and fed on the desert isle,

			’twas said, by ravens, like Elijah, and with manna from heaven,

			like the Israelites—that the folk who poured forth to welcome

			him dropped to their knees with a shudder as he was borne

			past, a frail wraith that, however, had power to stun the eye

			and seize the soul, that would, indeed, in those days, possess

			the popular mind, every traveling bard having but this one

			ballad to sing, and no print hawked at the fairs but carried the

			Archbishop’s picture and a relation of his adventures, by which

			diverse manners the fame of him spread as a holy man on whom

			God had showered such mystical favors that when the

			Archbishop at last emerged from a long convalescence, firmer

			in fabric but never again to be in his prime, it was to find himself being revered in the land as a saint.

			In this passage, certainty is carried away by the irresistible torrents of chance as space falls into the vortex of time. The Archbishop’s life is condensed into a series of moments, each pregnant with other stories, other times, and other possibilities. This is a chronicle of accidents whose features emerge only after repeated recitations. One event comes after another, each as unexpected and unmotivated as the last and the next. What makes this tale arresting is its proximity to death. This is similar to an earlier story, “The Legend of the Dying Wanton” (1946), the tale of a rakish Spanish soldier in the seventeenth-century Philippines who, shipwrecked and near death from his wounds, suddenly witnesses the sublime apparition of the Virgin and Child and is subsequently found by another ship where a priest hears his confession before he finally expires. In both stories, death gives the storyteller a vantage point from which to see the unfolding of a life told in long, breathless sentences that pile up image upon image propelled by lush alliteration.18

			In “Doña Jerónima,” the Archbishop comes close to death but is saved by the very means with which he was to be killed, strung up on the mast like Christ hung on the cross. Swept toward a small desert island with nothing else but fish and prayer, he thrives in his new hermitage, finding another way to live apart from the political scheming and military adventurism of the colony. Cut off from the time of empire, he retreats into another time of isolation and meditation to become a different self. As luck would have it, he is rescued after a year. Back in the colony, he becomes a legend, his accidental history heralded as a miraculous event whose telling conveys blessings to those who hear and pass it on. His reputation for holiness is something he feels is undeserved but cannot escape, just as he cannot get away from public life once he is returned to Manila. Rather than redemption, rescue leads precisely to its opposite, subjecting him to the hell of public adulation that the island had sheltered him from.

			Long sentences unfold in many of Joaquin’s other stories. They do not represent real events so much as the possibilities of their taking place. As such, they convey the experience of remembering not what happened but what could have happened. One memory leads to another as if triggered by some involuntary process that distills the contents of an entire life into the space of a single sentence that, in its exuberant rush, delivers a series of shock effects to awaken the present to the past. Thickened with other times from other places, the past-present bursts open and becomes hospitable to other futures, beginning with the future retelling of the story. The storyteller thus conveys a particular kind of counsel: that each story is a kind of promise whose fulfillment lies precisely in its continual deferral with each successive telling and hearing. The meaning of the story is always yet to be determined, its lessons still to be applied, and its wisdom embedded in the very experience of hearing, then passing on the legend.

			VII.

			Walter Benjamin stressed the pragmatic nature of storytelling. Stories all convey something useful, whether “a moral . . . some practical advice . . . or a proverb or maxim. In every case the storyteller is a man who has counsel for his readers.” Such counsel “is less an answer to a question than a proposal concerning the continuation of a story which is just unfolding. To seek this counsel one would first have to be able to tell the story. (Quite apart from the fact that a man is receptive to counsel only to the extent that he allows his situation to speak.) Counsel woven into the fabric of real life is wisdom.”19

			Nick Joaquin’s stories provide us with such counsel. Swept by the catastrophes of colonialism and war, Joaquin, like St. Sylvestre, looked both ways. Lingering on the threshold of what had happened and what was yet to come, he found himself irresistibly drawn, like the Angel of History, to the debris of colonial catastrophes that just kept piling up around him. He sought to retrieve from the ruins of modernity the means for conveying experience—his own as well as others’—in stories about forgotten legends, repressed events, flawed fathers, two-naveled women, and the miracles of a merciful Virgin that continue to emerge from the ever-perplexing and vertigo-inducing history of a certain Philippines.20 We, whoever we are, receive his stories told from a ruined world, hearing and perhaps sharing them as we would the shards of our own lives.
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