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9.2 Robert Bulatao Feleo, Notes, Chronology and Bibliography 
 
Notes 
 
The Colonialisms question 

The various justifications for our subjugation emanated from an adroit utilization of 
the past in order to serve colonial ends. Thus our ‘liberation’ by the Spaniards during 
the early days of occupation underwent successive rationalizations. The Americans, 
too, projected various rationalizations for their invasion until they were finally able to 
convince us that they came to educate us and to teach us the ways of democracy. 
These justifications have become part of our national consciousness. We learned to 
regard the cultures imposed on us by Spaniards and Americans as superior and, 
despite sporadic attempts to assert our national identity, we still tacitly accept the 
alienation of our own culture and deformation of our economy as natural and 
unobjectionable dvelop0ments.  
Renato Constantino, A Past Revisited, 2 volumes, 16th ed., Quezon City: no publisher 
1998, Volume I, Pre-Spanish-1941, 392, cited in Giron, Manuel Kristoffer Cunanan, 
The visual representation of folk narratives in the art of Roberto Feleo and Rodel Tapaya, M.A. in 
Art Studies (Art Theory and Criticism), University of the Philippines, 2015, 116. 
 

Feleo’s views on Art 
An early and relatively comprehensive indicator of Feleo’s views is:  

 
To my mind, art is preceded by necessity, the need to express one’s self in particular 
and the need to state the collective consciousness of a people in general. For art 
never exists in isolation. Ever in the mainstream of national life, it is an integral part 
of a people’s racial experience. 
 
Despite the restoration of Democracy in the Philippines, we Filipinos still face many 
problems. And it isn’t for lack of men and resources. I’m afraid our colonial slip is 
showing. In the process of four hundred years of colonization, we seem to have 
misplaced a tool called culture for solving our ills. The time has come for us to 
examine ourselves in the light of what we have become as opposed to what we ought 
to be. Our present society is of our own making. It is also for us to unmake, simply 
because we can never be anything or anybody but ourselves. 
 
For this reason, I have chosen to retrace the indigenous traditions of art in my 
country. 
 
I was lucky to have grown up in a house littered with folk art. Consciously or not, 
these objects, which show me the hand of Filipino artisans, have in turn grown in me. 
I have borrowed much from these unknown artists. They have taught me two basic 
things: that expression must be spontaneous and that it must be a form one can 
relate to.  
 
As a student, I toiled to parrot theories and concepts of various art movements. I 
lived and breathed the art of Rembrandt, Duchamp, and Rauschenberg – only to 
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find out that I had been mis-educated. However, my years at art school did not pass 
without a saving grace: the discipline of work. 
 
Before long, I came to understand that the Filipino is a carver before he is a painter; 
that touch is as important as sight. The form as defined by a combination of lines 
supersedes shape whether on shell, wood, or stone. I learned too that geography and 
weather play a major role in the usage of color and tight compositions echo the 
Filipino’s immediate surroundings. Ultimately, I realized that my country offers a 
wealth of artistic possibilities waiting to be tapped. 
 
I shared my early explorations of the new concern with eight other fellow artists. 
Together we formed Pinta Nueve. Unfortunately, Manila’s galleries turned their back 
on our works. Lack of exhibition space led us outdoors. We re-introduced kites as 
art form, attracting in the process a lot of young people who made us realize if we 
wanted to influence the public into re-thinking Philippines visual art, we would have 
to begin with the youth. 
 
This show at Fukuoka has me feeling both fulfilled and inadequate. I never dreamed 
I would be given the opportunity to show my works in a land that has produced 
countless master artists. 
….[After thanks and acknowledgements] 
May racial memory prove to be indestructible! 
 
Roberto Feleo, Fukuoka, 1988, 5. 
 

 
Interpretations of Feleo’s work and position 
 

What may be salient in sensing Feleo’s toil is the notion of possession on many levels. 
There is the allure of property, of things consecrated. Then there is the aspect of 
curiosity that is intricately related to the ‘antique’ sourced from stores that fetishize 
its ancient vintage. Then the sense of wonder as images alight with grimness, or with 
whimsy, as in the phallic pieces called Magellan or plastic toy soldiers that serve as a 
sea on which the vessel of the hereafter sails. In this process, we are inevitably 
brought back to what we had ruminated at the outset: the devotional image a s a 
manifestation of a cult of belief. And nothing could more sharply and poignantly 
evoke this sentiment than the artist’s self-portrait itself, limning him as an orant 
subject before his priestess. Again: an image within an image that is no longer art.  
 
Patrick D. Flores, ‘Firmament,’ from Viriñas. Makati: The Drawing Room 
Contemporary Art, 2009, 7. 

 
 

In this world picture, three levels intersect. At the outset, there is the mythological 
sequence, a dense scenario that is researched and restaged visually; it is previously 
oral or performed within ritual, but in this instance it is rendered with rondure, as if 
sculpturally, and also installatively, and with such scrupulous attention to specific 
facets of flora and fauna, dramatis personae, and the other paraphernalia of a 
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mythologist. Alternatively, it is imagined like a diorama, except that it complicates the 
norms of illustrado or even nationalist historiography, in fact subjecting it to critique 
and reconstruction so that the ‘radical’ and the ‘folk’ could regain their presence and 
overcome the instrumentalization of a ‘national identity.’ Then, there is the device of 
the aquarium, a fabricated one, unlike the vitrine of the preceding oeuvre which was 
a found object. This container is fairly plain and typical, expected to hold water and 
marine life, and probably adorned with light, sand, coral, and so on. It is the stage on 
which Feleo’s mythologies transpire. It, therefore, defines the dimension of the 
world and the parameters of the plot: how the narrative is enacted within the 
constriction of the see-through proscenium. It ceases to be a neutral locus of action; 
it is in itself a technique as well as a clue to a spectatorial disposition, or how this 
vista is to be behold. Finally, there is the discourse that mingles the ‘colonial,’ a long-
standing rumination of Feleo, and the ‘indigenous,’ decisively generating a peculiar 
‘post-colonial’ argument. It is a salient proposition because it finds the proper 
symmetry, an alignment of the stars in a manner of speaking, that brings the two 
together in a complex design and from a persuasive trajectory of history of different 
origins.: Panay, Cordillera, Laguna, and the annals of the largely forgotten war with 
the Americans, the exemplary conjuncture between the violence of empire and the 
diversion of cinema, all crawling out of the wood work of a mock battle in a bay and 
paltry reparation. 
 
Flores, Patrick D., ‘Archipelago in the aquarium, deluge in the bottle’, in Roberto Feleo, 
Ek! Makati City: Altro Mondo, Arte Contemporanea, November 17-30, 2011, 5-6. 
 
The total effect …is not phantasmagoric or magical realist; it is not a confluence of 
fact and fiction, or a synthesis of the actual and fantastic. Rather, it is a third moment 
in the sensing of history, a tropic moment, it could be argued, in whi8ch the 
‘aesthetic’ finally participates in the crafting of the thing called history, which is no 
longer just ‘textual’ or ‘literary’. It is fleshed out in the register of an image, a vision 
that is ratified not by evidence, but by a belief in the marvellous and the portentous, 
It is the marvel and the portent that inspire us to make history, the transcendent 
agency to, at last make us want to become witness and seer like Roberto Feleo, the 
devoted medium of history’s afterlife. 
 
Flores in Roberto Feleo, Ek! 2011, 8. 
 
…Feleo constructs an alternative art history through his forms culled from outside 
the auspices of colonial academic art traditions. Also, Feleo’s urna Ang Dilubyo ng Bola 
(2011)…foretells of a future end of times wrought by the ‘great white lie’ of the US’ 
colonial forces. In this urna, indigenous knowledge in the form of myths would save 
those who abandon the sinking ship and take the lifeboat steered by Maguayen 
[protective mother goddess of the sea, sometimes shown as a heroic sailor and also 
as a ferocious male deity, also similar to goddess Mazu in Fujian, Taiwan and West 
Japan]. 
Giron, 2015, 117 
 
Feleo achieves a folklorization of history in his creative engagement with Esteban 
Villanueva’s Basi Revolt. In Ifugao folk legends, a warrior who dies by decapitation 
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would become a pinteng [an Ifugao warrior] who ‘in death is rewarded with a head of 
fire to strike fear into his enemies’ hearts’. (citing Thrice upon a time, ‘Retablo’, 2009, 
52) This becomes meaningful in Feleo’s multiple representation of beheaded Ifugao 
warriors alongside historical characters in the Basi Revolt whose leaders were 
decapitated after execution by hanging. In the Villanueva painting severed heads of 
the dissident indios were placed in cages to serve as a warning to those who dare defy 
the colonial authorities. 
Giron, 2015, 119-210 
 
The artist valorizes the pinteng as a figure outside the Western categories of 
representation of humans, angels, the devils, and as such can best embody the 
indigenous struggle against foreign colonial rule. 
Giron, 2015, 120, citing Alice G.  Guillermo, Alice G., Image to meaning: essays on 
Philippine art, Manila, Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2001, 127. 
 
What is beautiful about the folk is that it bears the scars of colonialism and at the 
same time offers up modalities of circumventing it for the sake of survival, It is the 
survivalist and contingent dynamic that impresses us most about the folk, its 
resilience as a form that is most eloquently revealed in the project of Feleo where we 
glean, always, vestiges of the colonial.  
Giron, 2015,122-123, citing Patrick D. Flores ‘Other than the present: the 
modernities of the Philippine image’ in Thrice upon a time: A century of story in the art of 
the Philippines, Singapore: Singapore Art Museum, 2009. 
 
Tau-tao: Bagobo myth of the afterlife, 2007 
Set in the middle of the exhibition space of the National Museum in 2007, it invites 
the audience to witness the unfolding of the myth in three dimensions by moving 
around it, taking a step back to see its entirety, and moving closer to see the 
details…. 
The narratives of the Bagobo myth are told simultaneously in Feleo’s composition. 
At once we see Lumabat [the child of Tuglay and Tuglibung, the first couple] circling 
the earth nine times, and at once, we see his stomach cut open by the Diwata [a 
guardian spirt or nymph]. In the same figure, we see him wrestling the horizon as he 
floats up to the sky, with a pained look on his face as he roots down to the first 
woman Tuglibong through the cord which shoots out of her belly. This simultaneity 
of visions requires its audience to linger until the mythology becomes perceivable. 
The presence of other characters, figured in the same complex fashion, also compels 
him/her to move, switching between prolonged gazes and protracted movements.  
Giron, 2015, 140.   
 
For a very detailed exposition of an earlier work deploying the same myth is Tao-tao 
(Ancestors, 1994) see Guillermo, 2001, 128-129. 
 
Feleo in interview recognizes that the Bagobos might not be able to recognize their 
myths in his works, but that is the peculiarity of visual arts as a discipline. 

I am a Filipino. We are all Filipinos. Is it not my right to represent these 
images visually? If you do not have misguided intentions in your appropriation. 
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If your only intent is to promote appreciation of your fellow Filipinos, what is 
wrong with that? 
Cited in Giron, 2015, 174 

 
Creation of alternative cosmologies, communities and knowledge systems derived 
from a primeval ancestry found in Marcos-era architecture. In writing of architectural 
critic Gerard Lico, Giron, 2105, 165.  
 
The Marcoses in the process of mythologizing themselves as father and mother of 
the nation, they alos mythologized the progress of history and positioned themselves 
as the originators of national renewal. The apprehension of contemporary discourses 
to construct narratiuves of utopias is rooted in these examples of grand narratives 
and projects of progress. Giron, 2015, 166, basing himself on writings of Vicente 
Rafael. 
 
Three pasts are articulated in the work of Roberto Feleo (and Rodel Tapaya): 
1. the distant pre-colonial past characterized by a rich indigenous history which 
includes the primordial past of mythic gods and legendary heroes 
2. a colonial past that supplanted the indigenous political, economic, and cultural 
formations and reorganized the islands into a geopolitical unit that more-or-less 
constituted the Philippines 
3. the folk, post-independent past, which occurs in more recent history, imagined as 
pre-modern and constructed as modernity’s Other.  
Giron, 2015, 100. 
…the present and the future are not structured as streamlined futuristic cities, but as 
landscapes where myths become prominent in the contemporary pool of knowledge 
– a future that is more aware of and actively engages the past.  
Giron, 2015, 167. 
 
Sources of Feleo’s narratives: 
Creation myths of the Bagobos and Bukidnons 
The Basic Revolt of the Illocanos mythologised in the fourteen panel paintings of 
Esteban Villanueva. 
The boat as a representation of indigenous beliefs in the afterlife of various 
Philippine communities 
The Bakunawa myth of Panay and Cebu. [Giron, 2015, 106] 
 
Power of mythologising: 
In representing these subjects visually, the artists not only retell the narratives in 
visual forms but also re-articulate these in the contexts of the present. When framed 
as ancient wisdom, they gain power in the rearticulation of myths not just as 
narratives but also as alternative ways of seeing the universe. This transcends simple 
nostalgia. The potency of this proposition comes from its postcolonial positioning. 
In the context of  a colonial history where indigenous knowledge was suppressed 
and treated as inferior to Western culture, the mythological; is given its power as the 
symbolic Other of colonialism in the art of Feleo and Tapaya. [Giron, 2015 108] 
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In the light of the inclusion of folk narratives in the national repository of cultural 
properties, Tapay and Feleo are no longer Tagalogs appropriating from the cultural 
heritage of other communities, but are Filipinos appropriating from the taxonomy of 
Philippine folk narratives. Giron, 2015, 177 
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Chronology 
(from various texts, transcripts of interviews with RBF by John Clark of 11.8.2008 and 
18.8.2008, and written notes of interview of 20.3.2013. I am grateful for some texts to 
Patrick Flores.) 
 

Paternal grandfather was Juan Feleo, married to Florentina Nabong. He worked in 
the countryside digging artesian wells as well as teaching and thereby came to know 
the conditions of rural life. According to a story told to RBF by his own father, Juan 
Feleo was converted to seeing the injustices of his society when he saw a Beauty 
Contest in the School where he taught and realized the inequality which ensured that 
the winners came from the moneyed class who could sell the largest number of 
tickets, the contest being decided by the number of tickets sold. In opposition to the 
school-based beauty contest Juan Feleo started a beauty contest in the fields at 
Nueva Ecija [?] in the 1930s, privileging the beauty of peasant girls who had healthy 
bodies and sun-burnt complexions. Because he was a teacher, people came to see JF 
to voice problems, chiefly caused by the landowners’ large share of the produce 
under sharecropping agriculture. Through this activity JF met peasant leaders such as 
Jose Tarua[?] and Jésus Lava with whom he was a re-founder of the Partido 
Communista ng Pilipinas (Philippine Communist Party) which was re-legalized in 1938, 
after earlier founding in 1930 and banning in 1932. (Documents on grandfather are 
all with Aunt and are unavailable because she migrated to the US, interview 
18.8.2008) 
Maternal grandfather was Marcelo Bulatao married to a Ms. Umali of San Carlos, 
Pangasinan Province. He came from a rich family, worked on the railroad where he 
was chief of the spare parts division. 

 
1946 August 24, Juan Feleo, who had been ‘elected’ governor of Nueva Ecija, was 

kidnapped and murdered, presumably by the Military Police who took him away and 
never returned his body, during the time of Third President Manuel Roxas who had 
collaborated with the Japanese. Roxas banned the Hukbalahap on March 16 1948. 
RBF’s father was a lawyer who was interested in Theosophy. Since the body could 
not be traced, his father later went to see a psychic who indicated that Juan Feleo 
had been murdered by decapitation on the boundaries of Pampangan Province. 
RBF’s father took the matter to court but was unable to secure a decision. The 
Hukbalahap Rebellion of disenchanted communist guerrillas who had fought the 
Japanese continued from 1946-1954. 

1954 September 9, Robert Bulatao Feleo was born in Manila.  
He was the middle child of three children, his older sister, himself, and a younger 
brother, together with a fourth adopted brother who was his cousin, the child of his 
father’s brother who had died during the War. He looked up to this cousin as his 
elder brother; he emigrated to the USA in 1960s. His own father was a lawyer and 
worked in the Legal Department of the Communist Party but even had right-wing 
views and was Secretary of the Movement for Nationalism [?].  

1955 
1956 
1957 
1958 
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1959 Mother and father separated, but his father did not file for annulment. RBF stayed 
with father during school days and weekends with his mother. During the 1950s 
both his father and mother were intermittently detained for their political views. 
Their children were looked after by their paternal grandmother who herself had nine 
children. Father would sometimes be paid in kind, such as a sack of rice, because of 
the peasant farmer cases he would take. RBF felt his father did not make much of a 
living. 

1960 
1961 RBF joined Grade 1 class of a conservative Dominican-run primary school. 

RBF felt that his appreciation for his own self and his countrymen was built first in is 
family at a time when there was more confusion at school. As a child his mother was 
a collector of Philippine folk art which was all around the house. She was talented in 
art bur refused training as an artist by her family and was a High School teacher of 
English. RBF also made plastic airplanes as a child which may relate to his adult love 
of machines. In 2013, he had a complete model of a German stuka attack bomber 
and wonders what Beuys would have marked on it. 
In childhood at Gagalangin, Tondo, found a mentor in Mang Che, a neighbour who 
built ship models for shipping companies. 

1962 
1963 
1964 Kabataang Makabayan [Patriotic Youth] founded by Jose Maria Sison 
1965 Ferdinand Marcos won his first election as President and remained in power until 

1986 
RBF felt that at this time Marcos was doing something right. 

1966 September, state visit of President Marcos and wife to USA. 
1966 October 24-25, Manila summit on support for war in Vietnam including President 

L.B. Johnson. Extensive anti-summit demonstrations take place. 
1967 RBF joined the Benedictine–run San Beda High School 

During high school RBF considered entering the priesthood to get support for his 
art. Despite his going every summer to art camp supported by his father but who still 
opposed him training as an artist. RBF ‘loved the way the school left me alone’.  

1968 December 26, Maoist splinter group under José Maria Sison founds Partido Komunista 
ng Pilipinas (Communist Party of the Philippines) which continues a clandestine 
armed insurrection until the present. 

1969 late, Nagkakaisang Progresibong Artista Arkitekto  an association of progressive artists 
and architects with around 300-400 members by 1972 [Soon, 2015] 

1970 Ferdinand Marcos won his second Presidential election. Father would not allow RBF 
to join rallies but he went to demonstrations secretly from his fourth year of high 
school in 1970-71. 

1971 RBF entered University of Philippines, Manila, to study history with the pressing of 
his father, who wanted him to become a lawyer. 

1972 Ferdinand Marcos introduced Martial Law.  
RBF had just finished streamers for an anti-Marcos march, and had returned home 
too tired to wash his hands or remove shoes. He woke up next day to see military 
boots by his bed. He thought they had come to arrest him since his hands still had 
the red paint from decorating the streamers, but the Metropolitan Police had really 
come for his father. They drove his father to Camp Cramer and later moved him to 
Fort Bonifacio for one year and three months.  This was an ill-reputed place with 
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bartolinas, cells laid into the ground with steel bars as the floor. The prisoner was 
always talked to from above.  
Later RBF kept thinking his father should not have married and dedicated himself to 
political activities. RBF has always been ‘disinterested’ in politics. 

1973 His history teacher of most impact at UP Manila was Aurelio Stanislaw (who also 
sang tenor).  Through his example RBF was aware of the need not to take things too 
seriously.  Also read books by Filipino writer Nick Joaquin who made a real 
impression on him because of the way he placed questions [A Question of Heroes, 
History and Culture] ‘Just to be conscious of history is already to have found a place’. 

1974 Given his poor grades in History, RBF tried to persuade his father to let him study 
Fine Arts. At some point, after coming across Luna and Hidalgo, RBF took up 
Spanish for six years - though not spoken Spanish - because he found it difficult to 
go through the documentations at the Lopez Museum.  In addition he wanted to 
read colonial-era texts and records particularly on Pre-Hispanic Philippines. RBF also 
took this up because most teachers frowned on the idea. RBF found himself 
disadvantaged by not knowing Spanish even though this had been taught by his 
Dominican Grade (Primary) School. RBF became dissatisfied with existing 
translations from pre-Hispanic sources, and saw the need to translate from 
photographed examples into the possibilities of their usage of their concepts and 
beliefs in ceremonies and customs. RBF thought there was more room for 
reconstruction of beliefs by visual means than literary ones, He also felt the earliest 
translations from pre-Hispanic materials were more accurate in the earlier 
translations and that later translations became inaccurate. 

1975 RBF started studying art at Philippine Women’s University (PWU). The rector was 
Mariano Madarang who was from the Ifugao people, but was Euro-American trained 
and even though sympathetic to teachers, was unsympathetic in interest in crafts. 
Among RFB’s teachers Raoul Kidro [?] and Lidwina Los Baños Abe, who was a 
meztiza. PWU was near to Mabini so RFB spent time going around antique shops. 
Friends told him about the difference between pre-Spanish, Colonial, and American 
art. During his time at Philippine Women’s University he even learnt from UST 
restorer Angelito David who taught him water colours. David invited RF to Lopez 
Museum studio where he was doing restorations and RF was greatly stimulated by 
this. 
RBF loved the work of Louise Nevelson which he saw in the journal Art in America 
but whose English he could not really understand. PWU taught art history as of 
finished objects, describing painting as a finished product with no discussion about 
how it was made. For RBF a key moment in his understanding came with seeing a 
work by Asunción, a portrait of an old lady, which fascinated him by its multi-
dimensionality and relation with Philippine vernacular works. The head was 
upturned but the face was frontal, almost like an illustration of the Tagalog proverb 
samatang diyos at smatang tao, the eyes of god are the eyes of man. Much, much later he 
found himself understanding why Cézanne was important.  

1976 RBF read at article by Santiago Albano Pilar in magazine Archipelago on the paintings 
of the Basi Revolt by Esteban Villanueva. RBF thinks there is a dearth of relation 
between what an artist sees and what art historians write about other art so that they 
may avoid stepping on each other’s toes. 

1977 
1978 exhibition of airworks in Batungas and Manila. 
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1979 part of Group Exhibition Young Art in Asia Now, Hong Kong Art Center 
1980-82 Resident Instructor, Visual Art, Philippine High School for the Arts, Laguna. 

RBF started assemblage in his last year as a student due to a search to be different 
from the works of his classmates who were simply excellent at the tasks to which 
they were assigned.  

I had to find a direction to get to a set of ideas and realized that doing 
historical pieces handed me this opportunity. 

1981 Graduated from Philippine Women’s University with a painting major. Some of his 
paintings remain with his family. 
About now, RBF saw collection of carved wooden saints [anitos] in various folk styles 
collected in his shop by a barber, Godofredo Mijares, in Jaro, Iloilo. Since this time 
investigated Philippine working in wood and began to see painting as a secondary 
medium.  

Life-style changes one not to think about how other cultures did things, but 
how your culture did things in their rituals.  

1982-87 Assistant Professor Philippine Women’s University, Taft area, Manila 
1983 August 21, assassination of Benigno Aquino at Manila Airport on his return from 

USA. 
1984 about Christmas of this year did assemblages with T-shirts to give as presents. 

This year won Grand Prize in first Metrobank Foundation art competition. 
1985 exhibited in 4th ASEAN Exhibition of Painting and Photography and in The Second Asian 

Art Show, Fukuoka. 
1st Solo Exhibition Sapin-sapin ni Feleo, Hiraya Gallery, Manila 

1986 February 22-25, EDSA protests against Marcos Government. 
February 25, Ferdinand Marcos leaves Manila in US’ helicopter, Cory Aquino sworn 
in the same day as President. 
Later this year RBF was Resource Person on Contemporary Philippine Art, Black 
Artists of Asia [from Negros], at Bacolod, Visayas. This was an intermittent 
relationship where he tried to help compensate for the inadequate art education 
some of the group members had received. 
Exhibited in ’86 Seoul Contemporary Asian Art Show and in 3rd Asian Art Biennale, 
Bangladesh. 
This year married and has no children but looks after nieces and nephews. 

1987 RBF held solo exhibition Sapin-sapin sa Kahoy at Salamin, Contemporary Art Museum, 
Cultural Center of the Philippines. 
September 19, student leader Leandro L. Alejandro murdered in Manila 
RBF thinks that the assassination of student leader Alejandro marked the final split 
between intellectuals and society in the 1980s, accompanied by the shooting of 
labour leaders who had been allied with students. 

It displayed the contempt for the future of a country by an elite who would 
execute the best leaders of younger generations, those who would grow into 
the leaders in the future. (interview 18.8.2008) 

1988 This year, an awardee in the Thirteen Artists Award of the Cultural Center of the 
Philippines. 
Not having any existing imagery created the need to produce an educated guess 
about how pre-Hispanic gods could be represented. The pintado were people from 
Pinay. RBF did designs which interpreted the tattoos of the Cordilleras, e.g. of the 
Ifugao, for the barong, the Philippine formal man’s shirt worn over the trousers,  
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which were embroidered to his design by a professional seamstress, and were beige 
in colour. RBF told his sister that he had once seen a body that had drowned and 
thought it was wearing tattoos but on approaching it, RBF saw that the lines were 
nothing more than blue veins. It was a mythological belief that pintados were 
decorated in praise of god. RBF felt that there was a lineage between drawing and 
tattoos. The Illongos did not have to have tribal wars and always could go to the seas 
to escape wars. The Cordilleras always had competition and inter-tribal wars. His 
familiarity led him to guess that no other linkage could be established to the pre-
Hispanic Philippines. Why did the barong have decorations when there were none on 
similar clothing types in Mexico or Cuba? The barong is designed so that no weapons 
can be concealed. 

 
He was later to go on a Fellowship at the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts and 
wanted to wear the barong for ceremonies. Later a barong designer asked for copies of 
his designs and RBF started designs for Barong Tagalog Company.  
 
Father had told him, that because of the grandfather, the Americans always keep a 
file on our family.  Before RF went to US’ on a fellowship his father told him to 
remember carefully where he had put his shirts away before he left a room, and 
check if they were in exactly the same place when he came back.  If they were even 
slightly out of place this indicated they had been searched. Sure enough when he 
went to Virginia his belongings left this trace of having been searched. 
 
A variety of influences came together at once: he had ‘something of a reverent 
experience’ when he saw Cézanne for the first time in New York: here was ‘a real 
work looking back and trying to talk’, showing all of its imperfections. He became 
enamoured of the striped paintings of Robert Morris. RBF took a lot of American 
books to USA, but in general he missed home.  

It was unfair that they had everything. 
He wanted to see the rice god bukul collected in USA but was denied the opportunity 
to visit the Lowell Museum of Anthropology at UCLA, and his fellowship sponsors 
wanted him to visit Disneyland. He didn’t see either. 

1989 exhibits at 3rd Bienal de la Havana, Cuba. 
1990-91 Artist for The Soul Book. Butch Zialeita of Ateneo was working with him and Fr. 

Deemetrio when Gilda Cordero-Fernando published The Soul Book. They would tell 
him stories which he would put them into visual form.  
In search for representations that the Philippines had, he took up carving and 
applied what little he knew about carpentry.  

The argument was raging in me: If I buy plywood I will become one more a 
person who exploits nature.  

He then stumbled on information in one of Gilda’s books which she had published 
of Nick Incarnación which mentioned sawdust being mixed with glue to cover up 
joinery gaps in the ceiling. RBF thought the glue could have been a natural resin and 
mixed with sawdust.  But RBF considered this impractical because it would crack 
with atmospheric changes.  The only glue which would satisfy this need is the white 
glue used for joinery in elementary schools. He used this glue out of a need for a 
cheap fixative so he could also teach high school students.  This was the beginning 
of the time when he began to work between sculpture and painting. 
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1991-95 Lecturer, Department of Studio Arts, University of the Philippines, Diliman.  
Exhibited visuals for The Soul Book in Little Theatre Lobby, Cultural Center of the 
Philippines. 

1992 
1993 One of two Philippine representatives at 2nd ASEAN workshop, exhibition, and 

symposium on Southeast Asian Aesthetics in Manila.  
1994 Facilitator for Mixed Media, Baguio Art Festival. 

Facilitator for Mixed Media, Black Artists of Asia, Bacolod.Creates Tau-tao 
installation of ancestor figures after Bagobo creation myth. 

1995-2005 Assistant Professor, Department of Studio Arts, University of the Philippines, 
Diliman ,Quezon City 

1996 
1997 
1998 May, first sectoral elections for House of Representatives. 
1999 
2000 
2001 
2002 
2003 
2004 Works in the exhibition Damas Sapin with Manuel Ocampo curated by Patrick Flores 

at Cultural Center of the Philippines. 
2005-? Associate Professor, Department of Studio Arts, University of the Philippines, 

Diliman ,Quezon City 
2006 RBF’s work was in Philippine Madonnas, Fukuoka Art Museum. 
2007 Akalasang Basi, two-person exhibition commemorating two hundred years of the Basi 

revolt with first exhibition outside Vigan of original paintings of 1821 by Esteban 
Villanueva. RBF’s works were small boxes with figurines in votary and other poses. 
These were seen by Heimi Marcos, Governor of Illocos Norte Province who wanted 
to have larger works for a regional museum. Whilst continuing to teach at the 
University of the Philippines, RBF has been making full-size figures of figures from 
ancient myths. 

2008  
2009 
2010 
2012 
2013 RBF says  

I look on myself as a technician [not an artist] 
I do not think of my work as art….I simply want it to be there.  

He had an influence in Manila particularly on the generation of Santiago Bose, 
Bencab, Imelda Cajipe-Endaya, all of whose work forms a tendency in reaction 
against the neo-colonial rather than to be conceived as the post-colonial.  
He has been put off investigating video because of a traumatic experience 
[unspecified] he had with his uncle who had been a documentarist working with film. 
His uncle had known a lot about old photographic technology and went to work for 
Kodak. RBK does not dislike film itself, but he 

would rather have a physical work which exists in real space.  
RBF does not think of his work as installation but there were a lot of good 
installations done by his students such as Leroy New.  
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They affected my practice. After assessing what they have gone through. 
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Solo Exhibitions 

(These lists are from Giron, 2015) 

 
2015 • Ek!, Art Fair Philippines, Makati City. 

2011 • Ek!, Altro Mondo, Makati City. 

2009 • Viriñas, The Drawing Room, Makati City. 

2007 • Tau-tao: The Bagobo Myth of the Afterlife, National Museum of the Philippines. 

2003 • Unanan, The Drawing Room, Makati City. 

1999 • Shiva Doing the Twist, Third Asia-Pacific Triennial, Brisbane. 

1999 • Focus on Feleo: 15-year Retrospective, Metropolitan Museum of Manila, Pasay City. 

1997 Tau-tao exhibited in National Museum. 
1995 • Tau-tao: Retelling of the Bagobo Myth of the Afterlife, Casa San Miguel, Pundakit, 

Zambales. 

1994 •Tau-tao, the Bagobo myth of the after-life, Hiraya Gallery, Manila. 

1991 • Binura: Visuals for the Soul Book, Little Theater Lobby, Cultural Center of the 

Philippines. 

1989 • Roberto B. Feleo, Tercera Bienal de la Havana, Centro Provincial de las Artes Plasticas 

y Diseno, Habana. 

1989 Mga Trabaho sa Bagong Tipan, Hiraya Gallery, Manila. 

1988 • Roberto B. Feleo - Asian Artists Today, Fukuoka Annual I, Fukuoka Art Museum.  

1987 • Sapin-sapin sa Kahoy at Salamin (Layering in Wood and Glass) Contemporary Art 

Museum of the Philippines, Cultural Center of the Philippines.  

1985 •Sapin-sapin ni Feleo, (Feleo’s Layering) Hiraya Gallery, Manila.  

 

Selected Group Shows 

2015  Ek! at the Art Fair Philippines. 
2013 • The Philippine Contemporary: To Scale the Past and the Possible, Metropolitan 

Museum of Manila, Pasay City. 

2011 • Bisa: Potent Presences, Metropolitan Museum of Manila.  

2010 • Bound / Bomba, The Vargas Museum, University of the Philippines, Diliman. 

2009 • Thrice Upon a Time: A Century of Story in the Art of the Philippines, Singapore Art 

Museum 

1999 • Labinlima: 15 Years of MetroBank Foundation’s Young Painters’ Annual National 

Painting Competition  

1998 • At Home and Abroad: 20 Contemporary Filipino Artists, University of Hawai’i Art 

Gallery 

1997 • Patterning in Contemporary Art: Layers of Meaning, Metropolitan Museum of Manila.  

1995 • Ako: Self Portraits from 1800s to the Present, Metropolitan Museum of Manila 

1992 • Philippine Children’s Book Illustration, Metropolitan Museum of Manila. Pasay City, 

Philippines 

1984 1st Metrobank Foundation art competition, wins grand prize. 
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Roberto Bulatao Feleo, Bibliography 
 
Texts written or illustrated by Roberto Bulatao Feleo: 
Demetrio, Francisco R., S.J.; Cordero-Fernando, Gilda; Zialcita, Fernando N.; authors; 

Feleo, Roberto B., illustrations, The Soul Book, Quezon City, GCF Books, 1991. 
Includes full bibliography of Philippine myths, folk beliefs and literature. [This book 
is a pair with Fe Maria C., Arriola, ed., Onib Olmedo, iullustrations, The Body Book, 
Quezon City, GCF Books, 1993]. 

Feleo, Roberto Bulatao, ‘Message’ in Ushiroshôji Masahiro; Kristina T. Subido, Roberto 
Feleo: (January 26--March 13, 1988), Fukuoka, Fukuoka Art Museum (Ajia gendai 
sakka shiriizu), 1988.  

Feleo, Roberto Bulatao Curriculum Vitae to 2007 [Handwritten], kindly supplied by the artist. 
Feleo, Roberto Bulatao, et al, Viriñas, Makati City: The Drawing Room, 2009. 
Feleo, Roberto Bulatao, et al, Ek! Makati City: Altro Mondo, Arte Contemporanea, 2011. 
 
Interviews with Roberto Bulatao Feleo 
Interview with John Clark, in Manila, 20 March 2013. [donated to AAA, Hong Kong, 2013] 
Interview with John Clark, in Manila, 11 August 2008 [donated to AAA, Hong Kong, 2013] 
 
Other texts on modern Philippine Art and Feleo’s work  
Flores, Patrick D., ‘Archipelago in the aquarium, deluge in the bottle’, in Roberto Feleo, Ek! 

Makati City: Altro Mondo, Arte Contemporanea, November 17-30, 2011. 
Flores, Patrick D., ‘Firmament,’ from Viriñas. Makati: The Drawing Room Contemporary 

Art, 2009. 
Giron, Manuel Kristoffer Cunanan, The visual representation of folk narratives in the art of Roberto 

Feleo and Rodel Tapaya, M.A. in Art Studies (Art Theory and Criticism), University of 
the Philippines, 2015.  

Guillermo, Alice G., ‘Connecting myth and history’, Asian Art News, vol.9, no.6, 1999; also 
in Guillermo, Alice G., Image to meaning: essays on Philippine art, Manila, Ateneo de 
Manila University Press, 2001. 

Lasay, Fatima, ‘Myth, Mind and Meaning in New Media’, Leonardo Electronic Almanac, vol.10, 
no.12, December 2002. 

Mangilog, P. ‘Feleo, Roberto Bulatao,’ from Tiongson, Nicanor, ed., CCP Encyclopedia of 
Philippine Art, (Vol. IV. Philippine Visual Art) Manila: CCP Special Publications 
Office, 1994. 

Thrice upon a time: A century of story in the art of the Philippines, ‘Retablo ng Bantoay’, Singapore: 
Singapore Art Museum, 2009. 

Ushiroshôji Masahiro; Kristina T. Subido, Roberto Feleo: (January 26--March 13, 1988), 
Fukuoka, Fukuoka Art Museum (Ajia gendai sakka shiriizu), 1988 [This includes 
interpretive descriptions by Roberto Feleo and Anita B. Feleo of his work, and 
Filipino and Japanese publications before 1988.] 

Zialcita, Fernando Nakpil, ‘Myth Making in a Multiverse,’ from Bato Balani Rodel Tapaya, 
Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2014. 

 
Further texts on Philippine Identity 
Azurin, Arnold Molina. ‘The Use & Abuse of Folklore in National Culture,’ in Reinventing 

the Filipino Sense of Being and Becoming, Quezon City: The University of the Philippines 
Press, 1995.  

http://www.amazon.com/Roberto-Feleo-26-March-Exhibition-shiri%C3%8C%C2%84zu/dp/B0007BRB5Y/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1217206208&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Roberto-Feleo-26-March-Exhibition-shiri%C3%8C%C2%84zu/dp/B0007BRB5Y/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1217206208&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Roberto-Feleo-26-March-Exhibition-shiri%C3%8C%C2%84zu/dp/B0007BRB5Y/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1217206208&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Roberto-Feleo-26-March-Exhibition-shiri%C3%8C%C2%84zu/dp/B0007BRB5Y/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1217206208&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Roberto-Feleo-26-March-Exhibition-shiri%C3%8C%C2%84zu/dp/B0007BRB5Y/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1217206208&sr=8-1
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Baradas, David B. Sining Biswal: An Essay on Philippine Ethnic Visual Arts, Pasay: Sentrong 
Pangkultura ng Pilipinas, 1992. 

Flores, Patrick D. ‘Constraints of Country,’ Thrice Upon a Time: A Century of Story in the Art of 
the Philippines, Singapore: Singapore Art Museum, 2009. 

 
Pre-Hispanic Philippine Myths and Society  
(see also entries under Simon Flores, and Juan Luna) 
Benedict, Laura Watson, A Study of Bagobo Ceremonial, Magic and Myth, New York, Annals of 

the New York Academy of Sciences, vol. XXV, 1916. 
Constantino, Renato, A Past Revisited, 2 volumes, 16th ed., Quezon City: no publisher 1998, 

Volume I, Pre-Spanish-1941, 
Cole, Fay Cooper, The Bukidnon of Mindanao, Fieldiana Anthropology XLVI, Chicago, Field 

Museum of Natural History, 1956. 
Cole, Fay Cooper, The Tinguian: Social, Religious, and Economic Life of a Philippine Tribe, 

Chicago, Field Museum of Natural History, 1922. 
Cole, Mabel Cook, Philippine Folk Tales, Chicago, A. C. McClurg and Co, 1916. 
Eugenio, Damiana L., Philippine Folk Literature, vol. I, An Anthology, Quezon City: University 

of the Philippines, Diliman, 1982. 
Eugenio, Damiana L., Philippine Folk Literature, vol. II, The Myths, Quezon City: University of 

the Philippines, Diliman, 1993. 
Raats, S.V.D., Pieter, Jan, A structural study of Bagobo myths, Cebu City, University of San 

Carlos, 1989.  
 
Modern History [see also bibliographies for Simon Flores and Juan Luna] 
Abinales, Patricio N.; Amoroso, Donna J., State and Society in the Philippines, Pasig City: Anvil 

& Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005. 
Agoncillo, Teodoro Andal; Alfonso, Oscar M., History of the Philippine People, Quezon City: 

Garcia and Co., 1960, Malaya Books, 1967, revised edition 1980. [Verbally cited by 
RBF in 2013 interview as his source of historical information about his grandfather, 
Juan Feleo]. 


