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MASKS OF THE MORYONS:
Easter Week in Mogpog
Trish Nicholson
Preface
Spanish missionaries began converting the pagan population of Marinduque Island to Christianity in 1571, but Mogpog is the only town on the island whose population is almost entirely Roman Catholic, and it is here that the Moryonan originated and is still practiced in traditional form. The author lived with a family in Mogpog to study and participate in this weeklong re-enactment of the Passion, and legend of the martyr, Saint Longinus – a Roman captain executed for his conversion to Christianity when his partial blindness was cured after piercing Christ’s side with his lance.
We see the fantastic masks and costumes of the Moryons: local people, both men and women, performing their panata (solemn vow of penitence) by roaming daily through the town in noisy and colourful burlesque. While in Saint Isidor’s church, the life-size statue of Christ is reverently bathed and erected on a cross behind the altar guarded by Roman soldiers, and in every street, groups of neighbours chant the pasyon – the 980 verses of Christ’s life-story written in Tagalog around 1704.
From Holy Monday to Easter Sunday, parades of hundreds of masked figures; processions of the Virgin Mary’s statue; singing of hosannas from house balconies, and marauding bands of serenading Moryons, bind every corner of the town together in celebration. And on Black Friday, penitents carry out their own bloody flagellation near the church before joining the end of the final procession. The finale sees the hectic chase of Longinus through the streets, in and out of buildings, even climbing scaffolding as he tries to evade capture, but the legend will have its inevitable closure in his dramatic beheading – the pugután.
Behind the scenes we learn how Moryons make their wooden masks and exotic costumes, and hear participants explain the origins of Moryonan and some of the changes that have taken place over the years, especially since the festival became a tourist attraction. Finally we share some of the author’s thoughts on the meaning of Moryonan, and the difference between ritual and theatre. Part of the celebration of Lent, Moryonan rituals in the street and in the church have far more significance than a ‘colourful event’. “If you don’t observe all the rituals of Holy Week it benefits only the eyes, and not the heart.” (A resident of Mogpog)
1: Introduction
Information on the internet and in print refers to the ‘Moriones Festival’ and ‘Moryonan’ as if they were different names for the one event. They are not.
They both take place on the Philippine island of Marinduque during Holy Week and both attract tourists, but they are not the same. Moriones Festivals are held in most towns on Marinduque, and in the island’s capital, Boac, where a staged performance of the story of the Passion – the senakulo – is a popular attraction, along with many entertainments during the week.
But Moryonan takes place only in the town of Mogpog. It is the original re-enactment of the legend of Longinus as the celebration of the Passion. It takes place as a series of religious rituals inside the church as well as in the streets. The Moryons are not actors, but local people fulfilling a panata, a sacred vow, and the whole community is included in the process.
In this book I explain how and why they are different, and let you share the experience of Moryonan, not from the outside like a tourist, but from the inside as a participant. It is the result of three years study. For much of that time I lived with a family in Mogpog, participated in the Moryonan, and learnt for myself what it is to roam the streets in tropical heat, wearing a carved wooden mask.
To preserve their privacy, I have not named the family, or the many other people who shared so much with me, but I am grateful to them not only for their advice and support, but for their love and care while I was on Marinduque.
You will experience the traditional Moryonan in a year when Mogpogueños described the chase and execution of Longinus – the habulan and pugután – as one of the best they could remember. But to understand what Moryonan means to the community, and how it came about, we need to know something of the geography and history of Marinduque, one of the more than 7000 islands that form the Philippines.
Marinduque is a turtle-shaped or heart-shaped island south of Manila, between Tayabas Bay and the Sibuyan Sea. It is 953 square kilometres (almost twice the size of the Spanish island of Ibiza). A flight from Manila takes 30 minutes, but most people take the daily boat service from Lucena in Quezon Province.
The interior of the island has many small villages scattered among its craggy, tree covered hills. The highest point is Mount Malindig (aka Mount Marlanga), about 1,200 metres. Whether it is an extinct volcano or a potentially active one is uncertain, but to many Marinduqueños it is sacred and inhabited by spirits.
Many old traditions are preserved in Marinduque, not only the Moryonan, but the continued use of Spanish words and early Tagalog dialects rarely spoken elsewhere in the Philippines.
As a result of Marinduque’s long history of both inward and outward migration, many distinct dialects and languages can be heard there, but Tagalog is the ‘mother tongue’ for 98% of households. Most families gain a livelihood from growing rice and coconut, raising pigs and poultry, and from fishing. Tourism is increasing, providing seasonal income in larger towns but there is a chronic shortage of jobs; many young people migrate to Quezon Province, Manila or other urban centres in search of work.
Every year, thousands of Marinduqueños living elsewhere return to the island for Holy Week, staying with family and friends. They are the balikbayans – the returned ones.
The majority of Marinduque’s 230,000 inhabitants live along the coastal plains in the six towns of Mogpog (population 33,000), Gasan, Buenavista, Torrijos, Santa Cruz, and Boac, the provincial capital (population 80,800). Each town is the capital of its own municipality, divided up into barangays, the smallest administrative unit. Mogpog municipality has 37 barangays, the majority of them scattered widely in rural areas. It is from these more remote villages that most of the Moryons come to celebrate the Moryonan in Mogpog town.
Before the Spanish arrived there had been no central authority over all the Philippine islands. Muslim (Moro) traders had colonised islands in the south and established a settlement in what would later become Manila. They continued to raid other islands, including Marinduque, well into the 1800s, but their influence was limited. Small towns and isolated villages throughout the islands managed their own affairs under their own leaders or chiefs. These groups of extended families called their settlements barangays, or balangays, the name for the large outrigger canoes that brought early migrants from Malaya almost two thousand years ago.
The Spanish interest began in 1521, when Ferdinand Magellan’s expedition ‘found’ two of the larger islands and claimed them for Spain. He named them Las Islas Filipinas, to honour King Philip II of Spain. Magellan was later killed by the warriors of chief Lapu-Lapu defending themselves from Magellan’s attack. It was another 43 years before Don Miguel Lopez de Legaspi arrived from the Spanish colony of New Spain (Mexico) to take formal possession of the entire archipelago. He became the Philippine’s first Spanish Governor. With him came Jesuit missionaries.
The Spanish grafted an administrative system onto existing barangay structures, grouping them into municipalities and provinces, and appointing their own agents to rule over them. In a similar way, Roman Catholicism, the religion of the colonisers, became grafted onto indigenous beliefs. The lack of priests in rural areas during the early years of colonisation strengthened local interpretations of Christianity, resulting in a unique expression of ‘folk Catholicism’.
Pre-Christian religion focused around spirits – anito – associated with the forces of nature and with ancestors. Small wooden figures have been found that were used in shrines within the home. Offerings and rituals would be made to the anito to ask for rains, for a good harvest, or to avert sickness. Pledges of gratitude, or a solemn vow, a panata, would be made to the anito if a request was granted. Religious as well as social relationships were built upon a network of reciprocity, of mutual obligation.
Reciprocity is central to Filipino culture, summed up in the phrase utang na loob, a debt of gratitude. A deeply felt bond – loob means the inner soul – it binds people together whether their social status is unequal or the same.
There was also a belief in Bathala, the ‘supreme spirit’ or Bathalang Maykapal (‘God the Creator’). No images were made of Bathala who seems to have been a remote presence compared to the anito, who were expected to take an active interest in their followers’ daily lives.
The cycle of rituals and representations of the saints in Spanish Catholicism, explained by missionaries through drama and storytelling, caught the imagination of local people. What they heard fitted with their own approaches to spirituality. Penance, vows and the intercession of saints are all important elements in the Moryonan. In a hard and uncertain life there was every reason to appease the spirits. From 1902 to the 1930s, Marinduque was plagued with epidemics of cholera, smallpox and influenza, and also by typhoons, drought, famine, and a locust infestation. Life is no less uncertain now although individual threats may be different.
Today, religious observance still takes place within family households as well as the church. A niche or an alcove for a saint figure – santo – is found in every home. Some are life-size and of carved wood, painted so realistically and dressed in ornate fabrics they can look almost alive. The niches are decorated with extra flowers and lighted candles on feast days. Smaller Santo Niño figures and crucifixes in shops, offices and any other public places are the norm. Statues of saints in San Isidore Labrador Parish Church in Mogpog are owned by local families who maintain and care for them.
On important days in the religious calendar, people mount their santos on carros – wheeled platforms – and take them to the church courtyard for blessing before joining in processions through the town.
Although the church is the hub of faith, the place where the Holy Sacrament is kept, religion is ‘owned’ and practiced by everyone in the community. In the same way, individual relationships with Jesus and with the saints are both personal and social. They are expressed in all sorts of everyday actions without a strict division between religious and non-religious. Promises are made and obligations fulfilled with an expectation, or at least a hope, of being reciprocated.
These traditions are particularly strong in Mogpog because while other towns on Marinduque have significant members of other religious denominations, the population of Mogpog is almost entirely Catholic.
How the legend of Longinus was introduced into this ‘folk Catholicism’ and developed into Moryonan is described in the next chapter. It began about 150 years ago and has continued every year since – interrupted only by the Japanese occupation during the Second World War from 1941 until 1945.
Sources and suggestions for further reading
Note: Spellings vary for many Tagalog words on Marinduque. ‘Moryon’, with a ‘y’, is an old spelling not used by everyone in Mogpog, but I have used it consistently here to avoid confusion, so that comparisons with the Moriones Festival in Boac are clear.
Population figures are from the National Statistics Office, data from the 2007 population census.
Documented sources for local history and geography of Marinduque are: (a) Our Town (Mogpog) (1953), an unpublished study by the teachers of the District of Mogpog; (b) Survey of Municipality of Mogpog 1977, Department of Local Government and Community Development; (c) municipal records in the provincial office up to 1997; (d) The History and Culture of Marinduque (1963) a typescript kindly lent by the author, Elizabeth N. Santo-Domingo. Other information is from oral accounts of local people taken down at various times between 1995 and 1997.
I know of no published references to specifically Marinduqueño history and geography, but a good introduction to the Philippines in general is given in Philippines in Pictures (2006) by Colleen Sexton. Published in hard back by Twenty-first Century Books, it is part of the Visual Geography Series, a fully illustrated book with appendices on further reading, a timeline, glossary and a section on famous Filipinos.
Another hardback book, with particularly good photographs of the diversity of the Philippines is, Presenting the Philippines, (2010) by Nigel Hicks, published by Beaufoy Books.
More detailed historical and cultural studies of the Philippines are listed in the selected bibliography.
2: The Legend of Longinus: How much is true?
The major theme that underlies Moryonan, the celebration of the Passion throughout Holy Week in Mogpog, is the legend of Longinus (locally called, Longhino): a Roman soldier who died a martyr’s death for the sake of his new-found faith.
The legend describes Longinus as the Roman soldier who speared the side of Jesus of Nazareth as he hung from the cross. Longinus was said to be blind, and when drops of the blood and water which spurted from the wound entered his eye, his sight was restored. This miracle began the conversion of Longinus and later, when he was on guard duty outside the tomb in which the body of Jesus had been placed, he witnessed the Resurrection and declared that Jesus of Nazareth was indeed the Son of God.
Longinus made a public declaration of his belief, despite threats and bribes by the Romans and Pharisees to silence him. He was chased and caught but escaped three times and continued to spread the news of the Resurrection. Finally, he gave himself up to the authorities. As he declared his faith for the last time, he was decapitated by a Roman soldier.
Although referred to as ‘Saint’ Longinus, he is not canonised as a saint by the Church; his commemoration day, March 15, is not an official saint’s day in the Roman Catholic calendar, nor is he prayed to as many saints are. His status, like Saint Stephen’s, is that of Christian martyr; martyrs become saints by common faith handed down through generations. His sainthood is created by popular consensus of the faithful over centuries.
Longinus is not named in the Bible. Only St. John’s Gospel mentions the spearing of Jesus; this was done instead of the usual practice of breaking the legs of those crucified because he was already dead. “But one of the soldiers with a spear pierced his side, and forthwith came there out blood and water.” (John 19:34).
The Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke do not record the piercing, but all give accounts of the conversion of a Roman centurion either at the cross, or while keeping guard outside the tomb. “Now when the centurion and they that were with him, watching Jesus, saw the earthquake and those things that were done, they feared greatly, saying, Truly this was the Son of God!” (Matthew 27:54). Matthew also describes soldiers of the watch being bribed by the high priests to lie about what they had seen at the sepulchre.
The name ‘Longinus’ may originate from longche, the Greek for lance, and refer to a lance bearer or spearman. One of the earliest mentions of the name is in the Rabula Gospels conserved in the Laurentian Library in Florence. This painting of the Crucifixion shows a Roman soldier spearing Jesus, and over his head is written the name ‘Loginos’ in Greek letters; unless this was added later, it dates from AD586.
Longinus is also mentioned in the Apochrypha, in a set of documents known as the Acts of Pilate which claim to be Pontius Pilate’s report to his Emperor on the trial and crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth, but there are doubts over the date and provenance of these accounts. Whether the Roman soldier mentioned in some sources is the same person as the Centurion mentioned in others, or whether they are two different people, is also uncertain. To add to the confusion, Longinus is commemorated on two different dates: October 16 in the East, and May 15 in the West.
In these old accounts, Longinus is sometimes given the name ‘Gaius Cassius’, but this was a popular Roman name, like John Smith in England or Juan de la Cruz in the Philippines. Many stories of Longinus are contradictory. Some say he was executed shortly after the Crucifixion, others that he became a missionary and was executed in 58AD in Cappadocia, Turkey. He was certainly a strong cult figure in Asia Minor and almost everywhere is the patron saint of soldiers. His stories are related in the thirteenth century Golden Legend, and there is even a statue of him by the Italian sculptor Lorenzo Bernini in St. Peter’s Cathedral in Vatican City.
Regardless of historical facts, Longinus has sparked the imaginations of storytellers for two thousand years. He appears in Arthurian legends, and inspired diverse cults, especially after what was believed at the time to be his spear, the Holy Lance, was discovered by Christian soldiers of the First Crusade in a church in Antioch. But the mystical power of spears, the ritual significance of blood, and even the slaying of a God by a blind adversary, all appear in ancient cultures with no connection to Christianity.
These myths and legends emphasise the supernatural force contained in the spear. Modern fiction also focuses on the lance’s supposed magical powers – the spear of destiny – rather than the original Longinus story.
In Mogpog, too, Longinus’ lance has supernatural qualities – to improve the rice harvest – but only after it has played its role in the Holy Week rituals: that is what gives the lance its power. In Moryonan, it is the role of Longinus in the Passion story that is significant; the spear has no mystical powers of its own.
The version of the Longinus legend that gave rise to Moryonan is not based on stories of magic lances, but on a religious poem of 980 verses called the pasyon. The original poem, which focuses on the conversion and martyrdom of Longinus, was written in Tagalog around 1703 by Gaspar Aquino de Belen. He was a layman, a Filipino master printer at the Jesuit’s printing works in Manila. The poem is interspersed with aral, brief homilies of de Belen’s own, encouraging the reader (or the listener; it was read or chanted aloud), to follow the Christian path to salvation.
Though written by a layman, the pasyon was approved and distributed by religious authorities because at that time there were not enough priests to serve scattered rural populations, especially to attend life crises like taking the sacrament to the sick or dying. In the Catholic religion it is essential for the redemption of the soul that the dying should at least say the name of Jesus. Church officials hoped that the chanting of the pasyon would encourage conversion to Christianity and replace old pagan beliefs – still a major concern of church authorities in the Philippines during the eighteenth century.
Jesuit missionaries had already organised converts into small mutual help groups to lead prayers for the sick and dying. The main task of these groups (the magpapahesus – ‘those who cause the name of Jesus to be spoken’), was to replace the death-bed rituals of indigenous ‘shamans’ with Christian prayers and words from the gospels. The pasyon was well suited to this because the rhythms of the verse fitted well with traditional forms of chanting.
Slightly different versions of the pasyon were written in other Filipino languages, and it was soon used as much to deliver the Christian message to the living as to the dying. Neighbours and families gathered to chant or sing the verses in each other’s homes, sustained in this lengthy task by traditional hospitality and perhaps accompanied by a guitar. This informal shared ritual was known as pabasa.
The publication of the pasyon was especially important because it was written in the vernacular, people could read it and understand it for themselves; at that time church services were still in Latin and incomprehensible to ordinary people.
The pasyon was so popular that church officials became concerned about pre-Christian elements being included in the pabasa alongside the gospel message – especially the drinking of beer. Theological squabbles among priests and missionaries led to a series of revisions and counter-revisions of the pasyon, resulting in a number of ‘approved’ editions. The one used most commonly throughout Marinduque is Ang Mahal ng Pasyon ni Poong Jesuchristo, based on revisions made by Dr. Mariano Pilapil in 1814, popularly referred to as the Pasyong Mahal.
In fact the only major difference to de Belen’s original is that the later edition begins with the Creation and tells the whole Christian story; even so, some 20% of the story focuses on Longinus and his role in the Crucifixion and Resurrection.
Tracing the history of this distinctively Filipino version of the Longinus legend helps to explain why religion is so much a part of everyday life, and why many rituals are performed by people in their own homes. This is the broader religious context of the Moryonan. The influence of the pasyon on ‘folk Catholicism ’is not so much in its theological detail, but in the way it draws characters in a personalised and readily identifiable form – the storytelling.
The power of story is seen especially at Easter when pabasa are held all over the Philippines, but only on the island of Marinduque has it produced the unique set of rituals and performances known as the Moryonan.
In the following extract, Longinus talks to his companions before his execution:
“My beloved,” he said,
“My intimates and companions
From the very beginning,
these my eyes were blind,
my heart and soul as well.
“I knew nothing
of the road to righteousness
and all I saw
was crooked teachings,
our perverted deeds.
“Since I pierced
Jesus’ side
blood and water gushed forth
know that these were able to cure
my stone blindness.
“His precious blood
struck my eyes
and it healed them.
My blind soul
became bright; it could see.
Myths and legends are not necessarily true in a factual sense, but like all good stories they do contain significant truths which can be interpreted in various ways in different times and places.
The pasyon uses the idea of ‘blindness’ and restored sight to symbolise Longinus’ conversion to Christianity – his enlightenment. In the Moryonan, a more literal interpretation of the legend places emphasis on the miracle of Longinus’ restored sight as a cause rather than a symbol of his conversion. Clearly, a blind man would not be employed as a centurion; a man blind in one eye might be, if he had been wounded in battle for example – the mask worn by Longinus for the Moryonan has a ‘blind’ eye which is restored after the Crucifixion.
Close–up of Longinus’ mask showing the patch to indicate his ‘blind’ eye.
Sources and Suggested Further Reading
Biblical references are from The Holy Bible, King James edition printed by Oxford University Press.
A full history and English translation of the pasyon is given in Casaysayan nang Pasiong Mahal by René B. Javellana, S.J. (1988). Although the title is in Tagalog, the book is in English, and published by Ateneo De Manila University Press. (The book is currently out of print but you can read the 74 verses that recount the story of Longinus in Appendix 3).
The Golden Legend (Lives of the Saints) was originally compiled in 1275 by Jacobus de Voragine, Archbishop of Genoa. It was one of the first books to be translated into English and published by William Caxton using the new Gutenberg printing press. He published it in 1483 for William Earl of Arundel. It is in the collection of Internet Medieval Source Books by Paul Halsall and can be read on-line at http://www.catholic-forum.com/
A collection of popular myths and tales, The Legend of the Spear of Destiny can be read on-line at http://www.linkclub.or.jp It includes links to various sources mentioning Longinus, King Arthur and the Round Table, and later cults when the supposed mystical qualities of the spear became more important than the original Longinus legends.
A detailed, academic study of the Longinus legend was written in 1911 by Rose Jeffries Peebles as her PhD dissertation: The Legend of Longinus in ecclesiastical tradition and in English literature, and its connection with the Grail. Originally published by J. H. Hurst (Baltimore), it is available from main on-line bookstores in hardcover and paperback. After much scholarly debate, the author concludes that Longinus did not exist as a real historical figure; stories about him accumulated between the fourth and fourteenth centuries as they did for all the popular saints.
3: Lent: the Lead up to Moryonan
Moryonan is the final climax of the religious celebration of Lent, a 40-day period of special sacrifice and penitence in the Christian calendar, ending in the Crucifixion and Resurrection of Holy Week. Realising this avoids treating Moryonan as a separate set of ‘colourful events’, which is how most visitors see it: as a local resident said, “If you don’t observe all the rituals of Holy Week it benefits only the eyes, and not the heart.”
Religious celebrations in Mogpog involve the whole community; other groups play a special role during Holy Week as well as the Moryons. Knowing who they are helps to understand the day by day rituals of Moryonan.
The elders of the church congregation, the Hermana/Hermano (Spanish, meaning ‘elder sister/brother’), are spiritual guides and mentors, but they also do much of the organising and co-ordinating of processions and church rituals. This is a role established since early Spanish colonisation and before there were enough full time priests in rural parishes. Some aspects are no longer followed in other parts of the Philippines, but in Marinduque the system is still strong and has changed little – even to the use of Spanish words to describe the roles.
There are many stages to becoming a Hermana. It can take 10 years of religious preparation and considerable expense for offerings, having santos made, and holding pabasa. It is another form of panata or religious vow and it is a life-long role. When they are too old to help with organising, the Hermana spend their time in prayer.
Not only during Lent, but at any time of the year, a number of very old, frail women are in church anytime from pre-dawn mass onwards, lighting candles, attending to the santo figures, and praying for the souls of the dead. It is they who know the old church music, the original chants, and other traditional rituals carried out by lay worshippers in their own homes and in the homes of neighbours.
San Isidore Labrador Parish Church in Mogpog where Moryons participate in Holy Week rituals.
The Novicia are girls and women who go through religious preparation throughout Lent, and dedicate themselves during Holy Week to rituals involving the Virgin Mary. Wearing long skirts and head coverings of plain, blue fabric pinned tight under the chin, they carry the life-size statue of the Mater Dolorosa (the Sorrowful Mother of Jesus) on their shoulders during processions.
In the past, being a Novicia was also a preparation for young girls before marriage and adulthood. From 1930 to 1950, there were 120 Novicia during Lent, in the late 1980s there were 28, now there are fewer and most of them are older women.
There are also the Apostles and the Acolytes – separate groups with their own religious preparation, organisation and functions. Each is dedicated to particular saints e.g. Legion of Mary, Sacred Heart of Jesus, St. Anthony, St. Peter and so on. During Holy Week, twelve male members from these groups take on the roles of the twelve Apostles. Dressed in white surplices, sandals, and different coloured sashes, they accompany the priests in processions and assist in various rituals within the church.
The antipo – self-scourging or flagellation, is carried out only on Black Friday and only by men. A less public but significant part of Holy Week, we will see how and why this is done when we witness the Black Friday rituals.
And of course there is the pabasa. In Mogpog, many families hold a pabasa each Friday throughout Lent. On Holy Thursday and Black Friday the whole of the pasyon is chanted, without accompaniment, from five or six in the morning until ten or eleven at night. Relatives, friends and neighbours join in for a while during the day. The sponsor of the pabasa sets up a shrine in their house with images of Jesus and the Mater Dolorosa decorated with candles and flowers. Chanters gather round the shrine and sit or kneel according to the requirements of the ritual.
At one time, the kalbaryuhan would also have been performed over Thursdays and Fridays during Lent. This is a religious play dramatising the Bible story from the Creation to the Day of Judgement. It is in verse, is performed entirely from memory by 24 players, and takes 36 hours to complete. The players make a life-time panata to perform a particular part as long as they are physically able, playing well into their eighties. Sponsoring the players and providing food and transport for them is a panata for the sponsor. The kalbaryuhan is very rarely performed now because not enough people know the roles and the verses.
Finally, there are the Moryons, the most spectacular group of participants during Holy Week. Some play specific roles in re-enacting the Passion, like Longinus, the berdugo (his executioner), and the Roman guards, but all roam the streets during the day, teasing onlookers and in turn being taunted by them. Moryons do and say things when roaming that are not normally acceptable behaviour, and they are jeered at because in a general way they all represent the Romans and Pharisees described in the pasyon as Jesus’ enemies.
Moryons are individual members of the community, mostly men but also women and children, who have made a panata to hide their identity behind a mask and roam around the town in the heat of the day during Holy Week. Having done this myself, I know how hot and tiring it is, and how difficult, with the mask limiting vision and hearing, to avoid the pranks of youngsters who try to trip you up with string stretched across your path.
A panata is more than a promise, it is a solemn vow made to God; the same word is used to describe monastic vows. Once a panata is made, it is a sin against God not to fulfil it. The personal sacrifice of a Moryon – loss of identity and discomfort – may be for a variety of reasons: penance for sins, gratitude for a prayer answered, or to ward off sickness or other misfortune. Some of the Moryons will tell us their own personal reasons when we join them during the week.
A street full of Moryons is a riot of colour and creativity – almost anything is put to use in making up the costumes, from feathers and recycled string, to Nescafe sachets – individual imagination, and ability to buy or scrounge materials, are the only limitations.
There are two different types of Moryon costume. What local people call the ‘original’ is the bulaklakan, which means ‘covered in flowers’. These have a headdress (turbante), of paper flowers on stalks, worn with a long colourful cloak which has a cross sewn onto the back. The facial expression of the bulaklakan mask is usually benign, almost saint-like. The mask and turbante form a fixed unit; to expose the face the mask is pushed up onto the top of the head, leaving the flowers sticking straight out behind. This weird impression of someone gazing at the sky is a familiar sight during Moryonan.
Two roaming bulaklakan Moryons tease the children...and the photographer.
The other type of Moryon is the Roman. Although a few were always necessary to re-enact the Passion, this costume has become more popular in recent years. The turbante for the Roman Moryon is always a crested helmet, accompanied by a tunic, shield and spear, to look as authentically like Roman soldiers as possible. The faces of the masks too are aggressive – Moryons compete with each other to look the most threatening.
A group of Roman Moryons roam the streets.
In theory, a Moryon’s panata is made for a specified number of years, usually seven. In fact many Moryons continue for a life-time because they value the religious experience, and they view it as part of their cultural identity as Mogpogueños. Not everyone takes the panata equally seriously. Some may be Moryons only once or twice to try it, others join in to be with their friends, or because Moryonan is part of their culture and it is fun to participate.
But to play the role of Longinus is an especially important panata for which a Moryon may prepare for many years. As he is expected to host a feast at the end of Holy Week he also needs time to save-up for the expense.
Longinus is unique in another way too: even though he represents the legendary Roman centurion, wears a tunic and carries a particularly grand spear, his mask and turbante are of the original bulaklakan type – with a benign expression and covered with flowers. This is because Longinus represents the power of faith to transform, so his mask and turbante focus on his conversion to Christianity rather than a realistic likeness to a Roman soldier.
For the Mogpogueños, the religious importance of Longinus is that he stood for the truth, regardless of personal sacrifice. Those who observe or participate in Moryonan witness his faith and courage in declaring his belief in the Resurrection. To focus on the religious meaning of Moryonan, a day of preparation – the rekoleksyon – is held in San Isidore Labrador Parish Church for Moryons and flagellants before Holy Week.
And now we are ready to join in the Moryonan. There is one more day to perfect the mask, add another detail to the costume, or borrow a better spear because although the rituals start on Palm Sunday, and we must go to those too, the Moryons themselves do not appear on the streets until Monday.
4: Mahal na Araw: Holy Week in Mogpog day by day
Domingo de Ramos (Palm Sunday)
Well before dawn the church bells are calling the community to an early Mass as they do most mornings. The air is refreshingly cool as we pick our way over rough ground, trying to avoid muddy potholes that glisten faintly in the pearly grey light. We are wearing smart shoes and dresses and don’t want to get them messy this early in the day.
There are more people in church than usual for the early Mass, the women all wearing scarves or lace veils. Those who are absent are busy preparing for events in their houses later this morning.
We hurry home after Mass for a quick breakfast of pansit (spicy noodles) because we have to return to the church by 7am.
We are back in the courtyard of the church quite early, but already family groups are walking from the town centre and up the hill to join us. We all carry long palm fronds – palaspas – worked into various shapes, especially hearts, some decorated with flowers woven through them. The Novicia and the Apostles arrive and a procession is formed around a group of young girls in white dresses and veils, each carrying a miniature basket of confetti. The priest, wearing a long scarlet cloak, calls out prayers and blesses our palm fronds with holy water.
We join the end of the procession but it doesn’t move yet. Word is passed back that the pony the priest should be riding, to represent Christ’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem, has not arrived. If he waits too long it will put everything else in the day’s activities out of tune so he decides to walk. The procession moves sedately through the town to begin the Hosannahan - the singing of the Hosanna at four separate houses, each in a different area of the town. More people join us on our way to the first house.
At the front of the house, facing the street, a kubol (small altar) has been set up with a seated figure of Jesus, flowers, and candles, all laid out on a cloth covered table. While we gather around the altar, a group of the girls in white – the Hosanna singers – goes up to the balcony of the house. Accompanied by their music teacher they sing the first Hosanna, throwing confetti of shiny tinsel onto the priest and the altar below.
Novicia (in blue head-coverings) and Apostles hold palm fronds up while Hosanna singers perform on the balcony of the first house.
After the singing, women and children rush forward to gather up pieces of confetti from the table as pang-kontra – good luck charms. As the procession re-forms and moves off towards the Market Site, a man arrives leading the reluctant pony which the priest rides for the remainder of the procession.
Market trading is still going on, the smell of fish wafts past, but people stop what they are doing and come forward to watch the procession. A different anthem of the Hosanna is sung at each of three other houses in the four central barangays of the town. Different houses are used each year, selected by the Parish Council. The palms which have been blessed will later be planted with the palay (rice seedlings) to ensure a good harvest.
By midday there is a blistering sun. The Hosannahan has finished, everyone has gone home to eat while deserted streets bask in the clammy heat of siesta. But at 3pm, another procession takes shape outside the church. This is for the Estacion General sa loob ng Bayan – the fourteen Stations of the Cross that tell the story of the Passion. They start with Pilate’s judgement and end in the tomb after the Crucifixion.
With practised care, the twelve Apostles lift onto their shoulders the platform bearing the statue of Christ carrying the cross; the Novicia carry the statue of the Mater Dolorosa. This small procession, led by priests and servers carrying candles and a crucifix, moves cautiously because of the weight they carry as well as the solemnity of the occasion. Each Station of the Cross is celebrated in front of a different house, and the family comes out to join everyone else gathered outside to say the prayers and hear that part of the Passion story.
Novicia carry the Mater Dolorosa, the Sorrowful Mother of Jesus; she will wear a black veil after the Crucifixion.
Even later in the afternoon the sun is still hot and the santos feel heavier. By the last few Stations, the Apostles and Novicia (a few in their sixties and seventies) are so tired that others help to support and carry their precious burden.
When the Stations of the Cross are completed, and people are carefully unloading the santos and returning them to their owners, I walk to the other side of town to pick up my Moryon mask from the carver.
His workshop smells of sawdust, with traces of paint and linseed oil. Curls and chips of wood litter the floor, and hanging from the ceiling is an assortment of wooden masks in different stages of completion. Standing in the corner, partly covered by a cloth, is a roughly carved wooden figure waiting to be worked on. From its shape and the drapes already clear around the head it is probably the Virgin Mary – perhaps a new santo for a local family or even for someone in Manila; he is one of the best carvers.
One of the best woodcarvers in Mogpog works on another Moryon mask, chiselling out the features from a block of dap-dap wood.
He sits on a low stool, a block of wood held between his feet while his hammer and chisel begin to reveal the features of another Moryon mask. My mask is ready. He puts down his tools and reaches it down from a hook in the roof of his shed.
It is a bulaklakan mask with a calm, almost Spanish looking face and a full curly beard. He has made it to look like the oldest mask in Mogpog; it does not matter that I am a woman wearing a male mask. Flowers of red, blue and silver tinsel rise on stalks to form the turbante. In the centre is a miniature wheel that will twirl in the breeze.
At home with the family, everyone gathers round to inspect my mask. They are impressed by its traditional features and beautiful craftsmanship. I put it on: it covers my whole head and face, including ears and chin, and feels heavy – claustrophobic. The holes for the eyes are small, it is like peeping through a keyhole, and I can breathe only through holes in the nostrils of the mask. When I try to talk, it comes out as a muffled groan, but Moryons do not speak; it is all in mime. I see now what they mean about sacrifice.
After supper, the mother of the household (whom I call Ate – ‘elder sister’), will help me finish the long red robe for my costume, while her son will borrow a spear for me from a relative.
Lunes Santo (Holy Monday)
As we leave the church after another pre-dawn Mass, a few Moryons start to appear in the town. First they must register with committee members of the Samahang ng Moryones – the permanent association of Moryons that acts as a mutual support group and organises the parades and competitions later in the week.
The Samahan has set up a table in the covered basketball court beside the plaza. Here each Moryon will sign-in and receive a number. Longinus is always Number 1. He is dressed in black, with a bulaklakan turbante and mask which has the left eye ‘blinded’ with a removable patch. The Longinus this year is a 65 year old coconut farmer from a distant barangay. His mask was made specifically as a Longinus mask and has a saintly face. Carved by his father 20 years ago, it is worn this year for the first time.
Longinus, Number one, his eye-patch in place because it is Holy Monday and he has yet to witness the Crucifixion and Resurrection that will cure his blindness.
The berdugo, the executioner of Longinus, is always Number 2 and dressed as a Roman with a crested helmet. Other Moryons receive numbers in the order of their arrival.
Daily attendance is recorded; the ‘Moryon day’ is officially from 8 am to 4 pm but most Moryons also join the processions which go on late into the evenings. No payment is involved; attendance is a personal matter. The style of costume is also noted for judging the competitions at the end of the week. There will be prizes for ‘best bulaklakan’, ‘best Roman’, ‘most artistic’, ‘most unique’, and ‘most original’ (i.e. in the old traditional style), as well as for the ‘funniest mask,’ and the youngest and oldest Moryons.
On the register there are 161 Moryons from 29 of Mogpog’s 37 barangays. Well over half of the Moryons are wearing the bulaklakan costume, either ‘traditional’ or ‘artistic’. The basketball court will be the headquarters of the Moryons during Holy Week, where they gather to chat, smoke, or rest from roaming the town. A midday meal and snacks are brought by local people with food supplied by the municipal council.
By the time I had crept through the streets, feeling self-conscious and clumsy in my Moryon mask and costume for the first time, I was number 77 on the register. They know I will roam only part of the day because I need to observe other events; it is hard to see and hear clearly from behind a full mask. Nobody minds, they are pleased that I am participating instead of just watching.
After registration the Moryons begin their roaming around the town, singly or in twos and threes. Many go to the church to pray each day before they roam. This first morning is fairly quiet, probably because there is an important event in the afternoon which will involve them and their families.
To some of the Moryons, especially the older ones, the tradition of keeping their identity a secret is still important; when removing or lifting their mask to speak or rest, they wear a scarf across their faces to conceal their features below the eyes. They do this even in the Moryons’ headquarters in the covered court, which is a backstage area as far as the Moryons are concerned.
Concealing identity is a matter of tradition rather than seeking genuine anonymity: in an intimate society of extended families and close neighbours keeping anything secret is impossible. Most Moryons no longer worry about identity, in the streets or even during rituals they take their masks off for a while, or push them to the top of their heads either to see better, or to cool off.
In the late afternoon near the church, the sari-sari store – a kiosk set into the wall – is crowded with people buying candles for this evening’s procession. This is the Salubong, a re-creation of the last meeting between the Virgin Mary and her Son before he takes his disciples into the Garden of Gethsemane, where he is betrayed by Judas, and arrested.
Gathered in the church courtyard are ten hand-pulled carros – wooden, wheeled platforms – bearing life-size statues of Jesus, St. Peter, St. John and other male saints, and of the Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, St.Veronica and other female saints. The Mater Dolorosa, dressed in black velvet, is carried on the shoulders of the Novicia.
Lights attached to the sides of carros illuminate the santos from below; their carved and delicately painted features seem almost to come alive. Vivid colours of the saints’ drapes, flower decorations, and Moryon costumes, all glow in the growing dusk and flickering candle light. One family is having problems with the portable generator that powers their lights. A clutch of men has come up with torches to help fix it; they send a boy off to fetch something they need from a neighbour. Soon everything is working and ready.
The families who own each santo, and their friends, relatives and neighbours (including Moryons), walk behind their carros carrying lighted candles. Visitors and other residents of the town who do not own a santo, or do not hold any form of allegiance to anyone else’s santo, can walk wherever they wish. Everyone is welcome, no-one is excluded.
The bustle has stopped, replaced by an earnest hush broken only by the squeaking of carriage wheels and rumble of small generators.
The procession leaves the courtyard and heads for the intersection at the bottom of the long hill leading into the poblacion, the town centre. Here the procession divides: female saints headed by the Mater Dolorosa take one road, male saints led by St. Peter take the other. They each follow a separate route through the town, gathering up many participants who have waited by the roadside or outside their houses. Each house they pass has lighted candles at the windows or doorways.
The two processions meet at a crossroads where the Armagura – the venue for the Salubong – has been constructed. The Armagura is a framework of stout bamboo poles fashioned into four arches and decorated with palm fronds. Occupying one arch, in a tent-like shrine made of white cotton stretched over a light bamboo frame, is a statue of Jesus kneeling, known as Panalangin sa Halamanan. The two processions meet at this point, the santos pass through the archway to wait nearby until only the Mater Dolorosa, and Jesus carrying the cross, are left facing each other.
A long dialogue between Jesus and his Mother is sung in Latin (the Victimae Paschali), by groups of male and female singers. Latin, Spanish, and old Tagalog dialects heard rarely elsewhere in the Philippines, are part of everyday life and worship in Mogpog. A slight breeze rattles the palm fronds and tugs at candle flames but all eyes are focused on the singers. The lips of an elderly woman beside me move silently to the familiar words, a rosary hangs from the hand holding her candle.
After the singing, the procession re-forms as one and returns to the courtyard of the church before participants return home or go into the church. At almost any time of day or evening during Holy Week, there are small groups of people in the church – Novicias, Moryons, members of lay devotional groups, or elderly men and women – praying, making some preparation for a ritual, lighting candles before a santo, or simply cleaning up.
Martes Santo (Holy Tuesday)
On Monday, Wednesday and twice on Tuesday this week, there is special confession and reconciliation when most parishioners, especially the Moryons and flagellants, go to confession before the Crucifixion and climax of Holy Week.
More Moryons are roaming the streets today and their activities will build up during the week. They roam alone, or in small groups of friends or relatives, everyone acts out their panata in their own way but most of them play to the crowd to get everyone involved.
I’m walking alone, but a group of experienced Moryons is ahead of me and I watch their antics. In mock fierceness they brandish their spears and swords to tease the younger children who squeal and shout, running into the house to peep at the Moryons from behind a door. Older children tease and taunt the Moryons in return. As soon as a Moryon is sighted coming into the street, an observant child shouts out “Moryon! Moryon!” Other children and adults stop what they are doing to come out and watch us go by.
No-one is sure of the origin of the word ‘Moryon’. Some say it is from the Spanish word ‘morion’ – the name of the high crested helmets worn by Spanish soldiers in the 1800s. Others say it comes from the warning cry “Moro ‘yon”: Moros, or Muslim pirates known locally as tulisang dagat, made regular raids on Marinduque from the sea, both before and after Spanish occupation. The threat of Moros, like the bogey man, was no doubt used in the past to control naughty children.
Because of their restricted vision while picking their way along uneven and pot-holed roads, Moryons walk with a strange and clumsy gait which they often emphasise for fun, so children taunt them with cries of “Moryon tanga!” (“Stupid Moryon!”). Representing Romans and Pharisees, the enemies of Jesus, they are fair game.
Children also play tricks on them, sometimes throwing stones, or drawing a string across the street to trip their feet or snag the tall decorations on their turbantes. I had both string tricks played on me this morning, but this is not my first Moryonan so I was looking out for it and managed to dodge the strings. Being ridiculed and taunted is part of the personal sacrifice to be endured for the panata; no-one takes it personally.
A crowded Jeepney, bringing women traders from the market, stops to drop off passengers. Two Moryons pretend to thrust their spears at the women who shriek and laugh; to each other they comment in admiration on the Moryons’ costumes and masks. Their outfits are splendid – both Romans – with velvet, gold-embroidered tunics and polished hub-caps for shields. But the Moryon coming along behind them receives even more comments: a bulaklakan costume and turbante covered entirely in Nescafe sachets. What an imagination; it must have taken months to make.
An ‘artistic’ bulaklakan costume made with Nescafe sachets.
Amid the bustle and burlesque are constant reminders that this is a week of religious importance. Coming along the street is a tryke, a three-wheeled bicycle with a canopied seat on the back for passengers – four or more Filipinos, or two foreigners, can cram into these. In this one is a santo, wrapped in thick blankets and roped securely to the side struts. It is probably being borrowed for a pabasa, or for one of the carros in tomorrow’s procession.
Tired of roaming in the dusty heat and heading home, I come across a bunch of teenagers teasing passers-by and causing much hilarity dressed up in grotesque cardboard masks, impromptu costumes and dollops of ill-applied make-up. They appear to represent two-headed monsters, scarecrows, drunks and transvestites. These are known as the ‘Moryon bastos’– the crude or vulgar Moryons. Older residents disapprove but they are generally tolerated. Sometimes they just mimic the Moryons for fun, a few register as Moryons to enter the competition for the funniest costume, but they play no role in the processions or religious aspects of the week’s programme.
Miercules Santo (Holy Wednesday)
Again there is a pre-dawn Mass, confession, and Moryons roaming the streets, but I’m not wearing my mask today so I can see what everyone else is doing. Moryons are arriving from outlying barangays, hanging off the back of a Jeepney: someone inside holds onto their masks and turbantes to protect them. Their costumes make it difficult to fit inside the cramped and crowded vehicle but there is no other way to travel into town.
There are many visitors strolling around. Most local households are hosting relatives and friends from Manila and Quezon Province, or balikbayans from overseas who have come to share in the celebration of Holy Week. People are buying produce at the market to cook for guests and casual visitors, or to host a pabasa. Each day, a different household cooks the lunch and merienda (snacks) which the Municipal Council provides for the Moryons. Cooking for almost two-hundred people means a long evening of everyone helping with preparations the day before.
In the covered basketball court the Moryons have given up trying to keep their headquarters clear of the general public. Their backstage area is crowded with young people playing ball games, riding bikes, or teasing Moryons, while adults take photographs of each other posing with Moryons. A crowd is gathering inside the ball-court and outside in the plaza, in front of the municipal buildings, to watch the Moryons assemble for their first formal parade around the town. They will be accompanied by the Mogpog band.
The Mogpog band was started in the 1920s by the Livelo family and was still playing for all local events, religious processions and fiestas in 1997. I hear the alto sax player practising most mornings as soon as it is light; there is no danger of my oversleeping. The band is smaller than it was, and some players are in their 80s – they will need new members to keep going. Dedication and stamina are required: there is an important procession tonight and the band will play for that too.
I watch the Moryon parade from a balcony. In double columns, the parade extends for several streets almost encircling the town like a multi-coloured ribbon. Sunlight glints off gold trimmings and polished shields; a welcome breeze ruffles feathered turbantes and billows out the colourful capes. Crowds on balconies and rooftops whoop and cheer. They will have a chance to show appreciation in a practical form after the parade when groups of Moryons serenade in the streets, collecting donations for their final feast on Sunday night.
Moryons serenade in the town to raise funds for their final feast. Longinus maintains his dignity in the background. The Moryon costume in the centre is made from peanut shells; the one on the right, from dried moss.
Midday, the heat at its most intense and a small group is advancing quietly along the main street, re-enacting Jesus being whipped and taunted after his arrest. He is escorted by three Roman Moryons, and Pharisees wearing simple short tunics, their heads tied in bandanas. They stop briefly outside the house where ‘Jesus’ lives so that his father can bring him a glass of water.
This enactment, and its sequel (the street ‘Crucifixion’) on Black Friday, is not a public Via Cruzes as carried out in many other towns. It is not official and no others are involved. It could pass through some streets without being noticed except by those who happen to be standing by the road side or in their open doorways. A few children sometimes follow, and visitors who see them take photographs, but it is the personal panata of those who participate each year. Moryonan provides many ways for individual expressions of faith.
Jesus’ arrest, and walk to Calvary carrying a heavy wooden cross, is re-enacted through the streets as a private panata, or sacred vow, by a group of friends.
During the day carros have appeared in the street, parked outside houses while people decorate them with flowers and drapes, and wire up lights to portable generators ready for this evening’s procession. They dress their santos in different clothes for each procession to mark the stages of the Passion story. Cloaks and gowns are made of rich coloured velvets and satins, brocades interwoven with silver threads, edgings and trimmings of gold and silver braid or seeded ‘pearls’. The limbs, or at least the arms, of the most expensive santos articulate, making it easier to dress them.
Waiting for Mass before the procession the church is full to overflowing. We are packed tightly in the pews, people stand in the aisles and at the back. Several Moryons are in church, their masks and turbantes held on their knees or on the seat beside them. Those unable to squeeze into the church are milling around the courtyard. Kiosks set up outside the church gates and along the road, selling ices, drinks, candy floss and candles, are doing a roaring trade.
During Mass, the twenty-six santos who will participate in this procession begin to arrive on their carros. There is barely room in the courtyard for them to assemble, but they are manoeuvred finally into their correct positions according to a pre-numbered sequence. Some last minute tweaks are made to flower arrangements and drapes. Faulty electrical connections are fixed so that lights on the carros illuminate the santos in the growing darkness. Portable generators are housed on the underside of the carros, or drawn along behind on a tryke.
This procession depicts the walk to Calvary. It is a mid-point climax built up over the past three days; a mixture of excitement and anxiety is everywhere. The sorrowful meaning in the Biblical event, together with the splendour of everyone’s santos, creates an atmosphere pulsing with emotion.
The tableau of santos depicting Jesus with his hands bound, flanked by Roman soldiers while Pontius Pilate sits behind them – the Sentencing – is pulled by a large group of Moryons; Longinus walks beside it with one hand on top of the carro. Longinus and the Moryons have a special relationship to this carro, not through the owner, but because of its significance in the Passion story and their role in it. Other Moryons walk with, or help to pull, the carros of their family or friends.
By the time Mass is finished, and the procession begins its two hour route through the town centre and adjoining barangays, the streets are thronged with people carrying lighted candles. They walk beside, behind and in front of each carro. The town band plays in the rear. Many of the women wear lace veils and say the rosary as they walk. In people’s faces there is both reverence and excitement. They wave discreetly to friends as they pass, or whisper greetings to others joining the procession.
The procession is so long it extends into several streets and winds back on itself. The entire population seems to be here, you would think there was no-one left in the houses, but all along the route are people leaning out from their upstairs windows and balconies or standing by the road side. There is even a group of foreign tourists at a street corner.
Jueves Santo (Holy Thursday)
No pre-dawn Mass but there will be alms-giving at the church later this morning. Moryons visited the church earlier, and now continue their roaming through the town. I pass several houses where pabasa is being held, but I am aware of a different atmosphere to everything today.
There is a feeling of suspense, of time standing still. This is the period between the arrest and the Crucifixion. It’s as if the Passion story is being played out in real time in this real place. As if Pontius Pilate’s villa was on the edge of town, in one of the outer barangays – people are going about their daily tasks but they seem to sense the tension of waiting. No church bells have tolled since the arrest yesterday, and they will remain silent until the Resurrection. The two doors leading to the belfry have been locked.
Feeling restless too, I put on my mask to walk again through the town. When I break for merienda in the ball-court I ask some of the other Moryons why they made their panata. A 63-year old woman started her panata 10 years ago:
“I started out of gratitude for my good health because I had been sick and got better.”
A young bulaklakan Moryon was too shy to talk to me but his father did:
“He was very sick and nearly died when he was only 2 years old. He later recovered. From 5 years old he became a Moryon, and he has stayed well ever since.”
I asked if he could have made a panata himself on behalf of his son when he was sick, the father replied “I considered it, but it is better for the boy to do it himself.” His son is now 10 years old. The father bartered a long metal spike (used for planting rice) for his son’s wooden mask, and his mother bought lengths of yellow and royal blue satin to make his costume.
A 34 year old mother of three was a Moryon for the first time last year. She wears a hired Roman costume and a papier mâché mask.
“My panata was made when my sister, who is 37, was trying for a child, so when she had twins I had to fulfil my vow, but I don’t know if I will do it again. I roam each day for a few hours only, I’m not interested in winning a prize.”
A bulaklakan Moryon and a previous Longinus started 33 years ago:
“From when I was in first year high school. I fell and injured my head badly on the concrete. I vowed to be a Moryon if it would get better, and I’ve done it ever since.”
The ages of Moryons this year range from 6 years to 77 years old. Judging by the number of years most Moryons have roamed in Holy Week, there has always been a wide age range. There have been women Moryons since at least the 1920s but the number has increased in recent years.
After an unusually long siesta there is Mass in the church. The priest washes the feet of the Apostles, copying this act of Jesus. The church is again full to overflowing with local people and their friends and relatives visiting from elsewhere in the Philippines. More arrive each day as Holy Week builds up to the climax of the weekend.
Mass is followed by a very solemn ritual to honour the Blessed Sacrament, or Eucharist, and transfer it to a tabernacle on the other side of the altar, just beyond the last Station of the Cross. It will remain there until the Resurrection as part of the suspension of normality, the waiting in darkness leading to the Crucifixion, but also for the practical reason that a lot of unusually boisterous activity will take place around the altar between now and Friday evening.
The Monsignor carries the Eucharist (covered in a cloth), while servers hold over him a canopy on four long poles. First he makes a procession around the outer aisles of the church. In front of him a server holds the guion, a small flag with a lamp embroidered on one side and the Eucharist on the other. Ahead of the guion is a server rotating the pataraka – a hand-held wooden rattle which emits a sharp, urgent clacking sound (a warning of approach so people can show respect, and because the bells cannot be rung).
A priest continuously wafts incense in front of the procession, while fine confetti is strewn on the floor as the procession approaches. There is ritual danger in moving something so sacred from one place to another; the area and the air it moves through is purified and sanctified to protect it.
Priests and servers performing these functions at the front of the procession try to walk backwards to remain facing the Eucharist. As the procession passes the congregation they turn to face it if they can, kneeling down with their heads bowed; those standing in the doorway of the church, and on the steps outside, do the same. The air is so thick with incense it is hard to breathe. Even with hundreds of people in church, there is no sound except the clack of the rattle, the faint rhythmic clicking of the censer, and the muffled tread of feet.
Immediately the procession is over, a few women hurry out of their pews into the outer aisles to gather up pieces of confetti from the floor. The power in these little specks of paper after this ritual will be taken home to enhance the family shrine, or be placed on a santo as a special blessing.
Viernes Santo (Holy Friday - Black Friday)
One of the most important days of Holy Week, many different activities take place today. In an atmosphere of expectancy and quiet bustle, people make preparations within their homes, at various locations in the town, and inside the church. Trykes swerve through the streets bringing in awkward loads of bamboo poles, or are sent off to borrow lengths of rope or some other item necessary for the day. Many families are hosting a pabasa, others dress and decorate their santos for the evening procession. Everyone is busy; meals are snatched hurriedly.
Black Friday is also the day to drink tawak, an infusion of sixteen different roots which is brewed overnight. The closely guarded recipe is known to only a few, some say only one family remembers the original formula. Tawak is an old, probably pre-Christian, preventative medicine giving protection from insect and dog bites but especially from snake poison.
In the Bible, snakes or serpents often represent sin, and in the pasyon, Jesus is said to protect his disciples from snake bites. This may be how tawak drinking found a place in the Christian calendar: it is only potent when made and consumed on Black Friday.
Moryons and other men of the town have gone this morning to a herbalist on the hill near the church to get tawak. They drink about half a glass of the reddish clear liquid, but must first chew one of the constituent roots, butingot, and drink while they chew this. The taste is slightly bitter and leaves a faint stinging sensation in the mouth.
After roaming around the streets since early morning, Moryons gather for another formal parade with the band. The parade is spectacular, all the Moryons are there. A river of movement and colour, it extends beyond the length of the main street and out of sight. Despite the sombre events of Black Friday being set up elsewhere in the town, the parade is a lively show of local skill and creativity. The band plays jaunty popular tunes, children run alongside, and everywhere the parade passes, people stop to admire the Moryons and the music.
The parade of the Moryons extends beyond Mogpog’s main street and out of site; bulaklakans in one column, Romans in the other.
Mogpogueños make a clear distinction between a ‘parade’ – a secular event in which no santos participate – and a ‘procession’ in which santos and religious emblems and artefacts are used, even though the same band accompanies both and may play the same tunes.
A religious procession of santos mounted on carros – wheeled platforms, Moryons can be seen among the crowd.
I’ve come up to the church before the end of the parade because a lot is happening here. Most of the santos have been removed from their usual positions, but the Mater Dolorosa stands prominently on a wooden plinth to the right of the altar and is being decorated with flowers and candles by the family who owns the statue. The marble altar has no cloth, and the lapis – a small marble slab containing sacred relics normally inset into the altar – has been removed.
Men in T shirts are erecting bamboo scaffolding behind the altar. A painted mural hangs from it depicting Calvary and the two robbers, one to the left, one to the right. But in the centre is a large, very real, heavy wooden cross. Bamboo ladders, placed either side of the tableau, are decorated with branches of a feathery-leafed shrub called kabalua (Polysias sp.) It is used medicinally by arbularyos – traditional healers, but the potency of these branches will be increased by their use in the Crucifixion scene.
The glass casket containing a life-size figure of the Dead Christ, Santo Entierro, has been brought from its alcove at the back of a side aisle and placed at the rear of the church, close to the main entrance. The wooden, carved and painted figure of Santo Entierro is over a hundred years old and has articulating limbs and head. The features of the face, body and wounds are as realistic as they could be. The figure was originally inherited by six sisters in Mogpog and has been passed down through several generations.
It is now the responsibility of two branches of the original family who rotate annually between them the task of maintaining the casket and carro, providing linens and candles, and caring for the santo. They are the recamadera – the caretakers.
Three women from this family now reverently bathe Santo Entierro with cotton wool swabs moistened from large bottles of fragrant oil.
A recamadera, caretaker of Santo Entierro, bathes his wounds with fragrant oil.
An elderly woman, a cousin, comes into the church to offer a bottle of oil as a sacrifice to be used in the preparation of the saint. Although there are already two bottles, her offering is accepted without comment and put to use immediately. No-one here would lessen another’s opportunity to make a sacrifice or fulfil a panata.
Santo Entierro is handled as if he were a real person. The swabs of cotton wool are passed tenderly over the limbs, but are dabbed gently and repeatedly over the ‘wounds’ and held there for some seconds as if to stem the bleeding and ease the pain. A small crowd presses close to watch; the women make no objection but look around sternly from time to time as if to ensure that no disrespect is being shown.
A frail old woman has been watching everything closely, now she asks for one of the used swabs of cotton-wool. It is given to her without hesitation; she holds it in her hand for a few moments before putting it carefully inside her bag. This keepsake that has been in contact with Santo Entierro will be treasured, probably kept in a niche of her house with holy pictures or figures. She was a Hermana in the past and knows the value of things.
The church is filling up and there are many Moryons now, so the parade must have ended. The side aisles of the church have been cleared of pews, leaving room for worshippers to follow the Stations of the Cross depicted on paintings fixed to the walls around the church. A constant stream of people have done this throughout the day, kneeling to pray at each station, and touching or kissing the hands of the two statues of the Virgin Mary placed beside the last Station.
At exactly midday, without any announcement and almost unnoticed at first, a group of Moryons lift Santo Entierro from the casket; carrying him above their heads down the centre aisle, they take him to the Calvary tableau behind the altar. Some people bow their heads or kneel as the figure passes, others – probably visitors – stand for a better view.
Everyone watches in silence as Moryons mount the ladders of the tableau and ritually ‘nail’ Jesus to the cross by tying the limbs securely with fine rope. This is done with the assistance and under the watchful supervision of the recamaderas. Those who handle the santo wear white gloves, or hold white pieces of cloth so they do not touch the fragile surface with their hands. For the next three hours, lay readers recite from the scriptures and lead prayers, while Longinus and a guard of three or four Moryons watch over the Crucified Christ.
Moryons ‘nail’ Jesus to the cross with the help of the recamadera; notice the white gloves and cloths used to protect the figure.
For a brief period after this official Crucifixion, there is disturbance as people in and around the aisles rush out of the church and down the hill to the playing field of the Central School. Here, the same group of Pharisees and Roman Moryons who enacted the arrest of Jesus on Wednesday, are now re-enacting his Crucifixion. This time, though, there are plenty of witnesses. It is a physical struggle to get through the crowds to the scene. Young people have climbed a nearby roof to watch. Many adults shelter from the searing heat on the verandas of school buildings to watch from there.
The young man portraying Jesus is lying on the ground being tied by ropes to the cross, which is then hoisted upright, letting him hang there. The crowd is quiet, serious. ‘Jesus’ has carried the heavy wooden cross all around the town and is obviously exhausted.
Longinus comes from the church to be part of this enactment. After standing guard for a short time, he lunges towards the cross with his spear and runs off, chased by an excited gaggle of children. But he returns only to the church because this is not yet the real habulan – the main chase through the streets resulting in his execution. Longinus came here just to complete the Crucifixion scene for this group’s panata.
It is through the legend of Longinus that Moryonan shows the meaning of the Passion. As different groups recreate the Passion story in different ways, in the church or in the street, there may be more than one arrest, more than one ‘Crucifixion’, but throughout Holy Week there is only ever one Longinus.
The Pharisees and Romans lower the cross, untie the ropes and lift ‘dead Jesus’ onto their shoulders to return him to his family. Noisy and excited once more, crowds swarm through the school gates into town or back to church where the vigil at Calvary is still taking place.
Longinus is here in the church already, pacing back and forth before the cross. At intervals the Moryons change guard.
Soon after 2 pm the priest enters for the first time during this vigil. He is not in robes. Standing at a lectern he gives an hour of readings and a homily explaining The Seven Last Words of Christ. As he intones these Last Words, Longinus suddenly thrusts his spear towards the figure of Christ, runs up the central aisle and rushes out of the church. He is followed by the rest of the Moryon guards but this is still not the beginning of the real habulan, we must wait until after the Resurrection.
The timing and sequence of Moryonan rituals is closely tied to the events of the Passion described in the pasyon; the preparation and completion of each day, and the anticipation of the next, is what gives the Passion story a sense of realism, of events unfolding in real time and place.
While the priest’s homily continues, the twelve Apostles take down the figure of Santo Entierro, the Dead Christ, carry it aloft down the centre aisle, and restore it to the glass casket. As the figure passes, people step into the aisle and reach out to touch it.
The priest has finished; the altar is suddenly the centre of activity. Ladders, mural and scaffolding are dismantled. Men and women in the congregation rush to the front to take away whole branches of kabalua which have decorated the tableau. These, and the nails and threads blessed by their use in the ‘Crucifixion’ are powerful for medicines and for improving the fishing and rice harvest; people gather as much as they can.
Everything at the altar is restored to its usual place ready for Mass before the evening procession.
The Black Friday evening procession – the funeral of the Dead Christ – is the largest of Holy Week. At least 30 carros take part. People have been preparing their santos all day. The Municipal Mayor heads the procession carrying a huge crucifix, followed by the Vice Mayor and senior representatives of the police and other public services.
The tableau of Jesus’ sentencing is again pulled by Longinus and other Moryons. Santo Entierro in his glass casket is mounted on a carro too: this is his funeral procession. The casket is surrounded by people holding and touching it. As the procession passes the area designated for the antipo, the flagellants join it at the end.
There are over twenty of them; their limbs, chests and backs smeared and glistening with blood. A flagellant’s brother, male relative or friend, makes a series of shallow cuts about an inch long in their skin with a sharp penknife or blade, just enough to draw blood. The flagellant beats these areas with a bunch of hollow sticks fastened to cords. The antipo takes place in only one location near the church, where a statue of Jesus has been set up outside its owner’s house to make a small shrine where they can pray.
Some flagellants drink beer or other alcohol during the day, “to deaden the pain and make it more bearable,” and a few are staggering in the procession, either from alcohol or exhaustion, or both. Everyone expects and accepts this; it is part of the panata. Behind them, the town band plays surprisingly lively tunes.
Sabado de Gloria (Easter Saturday)
Ten o’clock in the evening. It has been dark for several hours but the warm, humid air still lies heavily on the skin. The long night vigil waiting for the Resurrection is about to begin.
The church is locked and in complete darkness, not a lamp or an offertory candle burns there, but a fire is lit on the ground outside in the courtyard and a large, silent crowd gathers around it. The priests, dressed for Mass, come to the fire and bless it with holy water before lighting a huge Paschal candle from its flames. Longinus stands at the back, watching with his one seeing eye, his lance held erect, firelight glinting off the foil flowers on his turbante.
We follow the priests into the church, groping our way through pitch black that smells of dust and the ripe-fruit spicy smell of incense accumulated over decades. Gradually, those at the front light their candles from the Paschal flame; we inch forward in turn and light our own candles until the whole church is filled with the glowing, dancing candle-light of a thousand stars. The Resurrection is realised in this symbolism of light and life-everlasting; in the pasyon the body of the risen Christ is described as ‘blindingly bright.’
The electric lights are switched on and I see Longinus has slipped into the church and stands by the front pew. He has swapped the long, black, tasselled and silver tipped lance he has used all week for a smaller, plain wooden one – I think this spear must have a role to play soon.
Longinus faces the priests and the altar. Roman Moryons stand behind him and line the central aisle, as if guarding the tomb and witnessing the Resurrection, but they are not wearing masks tonight. Only Longinus keeps his mask on. He has not once revealed his face the entire week, even in the ball-court when resting. During this hour of readings and prayers, Longinus alternately grips and fingers his spear; the flowers on his turbante are trembling slightly – something is about to happen.
A man behind him, wearing an ancient soldier’s helmet, repeatedly nudges Longinus and whispers in his ear. He is the Longinus from last year and has been interfering all week, but he appears to be a bit tipsy at the moment. Eventually one of the Moryons pulls him away and he sits in the aisle.
The priest is standing behind the altar. As he raises his arms and his voice to intone the Gloria, the moment of the Resurrection, Longinus leaps forward and shouts, “Buhay na ang Diyos!” – “Christ Lives!” – breaking his spear into three pieces to symbolise his final conversion.
Suddenly a confused scuffle beaks out around him as other Moryons try to get a piece of the broken spear – a powerful talisman – and for a moment he is on the floor with others on top of him like a rugby scrum. He breaks free, pelts down the aisle and out of the church to disappear into the darkness, swiftly pursued by other Moryons. The Roman soldiers have begun the habulan – the hunt to find and silence Longinus.
Moryons grab pieces of broken spear. In front is last year’s Longinus, later reprimanded for interfering and being without a Moryon costume.
The chase through the unlit town is fast and difficult to follow. I see now why they were not wearing their masks. Longinus goes first to the shrine in the Amargura (the site of the Salubong on Monday), and prays. But the Roman soldiers catch up with him and he darts off.
It is so late there are only a few of us in the street, listening out for the thud of running feet echoing between the walls to tell us the direction of the chase. But it is after midnight, the pursuit of Longinus is not meant to be followed further at this time. He is assumed to be in hiding somewhere during the night – even saints need sleep, tomorrow will be a long, dramatic day.
Domingo de Pascua (Easter Sunday)
Today is the climax of Holy Week and of Moryonan: Christ has Risen. At 4 am, Moryons (but not Longinus) accompany the procession of nine santos, representing figures of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Christ, and St. Peter. Male and female saints again take separate routes to the same site as the Salubong on Monday, but for this meeting it is now called the Galilea.
The Mater Dolorosa carried by the Novicia, and the Risen Christ carried by the Apostles, face each other again in the shrouded pre-dawn light. A girl and boy carrying flags dance the Bati, an old Spanish dance of welcome and greeting. Mogpogueños are proud of keeping alive these ancient Spanish songs and dances. They have been handed down through many generations; treasures to be used only on occasions of special significance. Here the Bati symbolises the Risen Christ greeting his Mother for the first time after his Resurrection.
At the end of the Bati, a small girl dressed as an angel is lowered from the roof of the Galilea on a rope. From there she sings verses from the pasyon before deftly lifting the black veil from the face of the Mater Dolorosa. The realisation of the Resurrection is finally complete, and is celebrated by an open-air, dawn Mass in front of the church.
By 8 am the covered ball-court and all around the plaza is a jostling mass of Moryons and spectators. Moryons gather in the centre of the court and ‘dance’ to pop music for over an hour, while three judges on the platform make their selections for each category of prizes for the competition. Everywhere I turn is a heaving throng of colourful, noisy people, especially excited and expectant because today is the habulan, the chase through the streets, followed by the pugután, the decapitation of Longinus – the fulfilment of the legend.
And right on cue, Longinus runs into the plaza chased by a group of Roman Moryons. The patch has been removed from his ‘blind’ eye, his conversion is complete. He is cornered against the wall of a building and caught, his hands tied with rope. Escorted by the berdugo (the executioner), and still firmly bound, he heads the third and last formal parade of the Moryons. The parade is to entertain but also serves to symbolise Longinus spreading the word about his conversion, the act for which he was executed.
Longinus is re-captured in the town and brought back to the ball-court to head the last Moryon parade.
When the Moryons return from the parade they play to the crowd and dance again in the covered court while the long process of announcing and giving out prizes continues.
Longinus escapes a second time and is being chased through the town by the Romans, followed by excited children. Amused adults turn to watch. I run around trying to keep up with the action. There is a ‘suspension of enactment’ from time to time when Longinus needs to rest. He and his pursuers sit on some steps to discuss their next move. At these times the Romans ‘threaten’ and chase away the children; they stay as near as they dare, and wait. But Longinus dodges through a nearby house and I miss the next bit of the chase.
Longinus is expected to make the habulan exciting, and each tries to out-do the Longinus of previous years. In the pasyon, Longinus is chosen to lead the Roman guard because he is honoured as ‘a hero’, ‘vigorous’, and ‘a known expert’. But to follow this role model is exhausting in the heat, and difficult with limited vision through his mask – most of his pursuers have removed their masks or pushed them up out of the way but he wears his all the time.
Part of the accomplishment of a good Longinus is to stay convincingly in character but it is difficult; the eye holes are small and wide apart, they produce double vision, making rapid movement hazardous.
Longinus has been caught again and brought back to the covered court. His face and hands are covered in mud. Years ago, long before there was a plaza or a ball-court, the pugután took place on the river bank and everyone slithered around in ankle-deep mud. It seems Longinus and his pursuers decided to sneak to the river and add this touch of muddy tradition to the chase.
But now Longinus has freed his hands and escaped for the third time. Impeded by the crowds, Romans chase him around the plaza, forcing him back into the ball-court. He eludes them and clambers up the metal struts supporting the basket-ball net. He sits on top now, taunting his pursuers, cheered by the crowd.
Longinus taunts his pursuers from atop the struts of the ball-court, cheered on by the crowd.
He turns his head suddenly to see better through his mask – and wobbles, quickly changing his grip. The crowd gasps, holding its breath, willing him not to fall. I have to remind myself that this agile coconut farmer is 65 years old.
As related in the legend, Longinus has escaped capture three times. Finally he climbs down from his perch to give himself up. The guards lead him to the execution block which is set up at the front of a raised platform and is covered in a white cloth.
Longinus kneels at the execution block. The berdugo taunts him with mock swings of his sword while spectators press forward to within inches of the action. They are part of the scene: witnesses to the execution. A forest of cameras is raised in the air to catch the moment. A nearby roof top is so crowded with people trying to get a better view that it sags and looks in danger of collapsing.
On the platform, Longinus and his Roman escort are surrounded by children pushing each other forward to see the final act. There is no scripted action, no trial, and no dialogue – it is all in mime. The taunting will continue a while longer because the execution must take place at 12 noon exactly.
Longinus kneels at the execution block, waiting for the moment when the berdugo’s sword will strike.
While Longinus kneels with his arms outstretched, someone out of sight reads his last prayer and declaration of faith from the pasyon. Suddenly the sword swings down with a resounding thwack. Only the mask and turbante of Longinus is visible on the execution block and this ‘head’ is raised up in front of the crowd on the point of the berdugo’s sword.
I can see part of Longinus’ body on the floor. The execution block is covered in fresh blood. A wide-eyed child stretches forward to dip her finger in it and smell it; she wrinkles her nose – it is real blood. (I learned later it was the blood of a carabao, a water buffalo, the only ‘stage-prop’ used in the enactment).
His executioners wrap the ‘headless’ body of Longinus in a black cloth and carry it shoulder high through the crowds while the band plays a punebre, a funeral march. The ‘body’ is loaded into a waiting Jeepney already crowded with Moryons both inside and on the roof. Longinus’ ‘head’ is held aloft on top of the vehicle which is driven away to his barangay.
For the town, a week of participation in ritual enactments, accumulating each day in realism and excitement, has reached its climax. For the Moryons, their climax is the feast now given for them by Longinus, where their talk will re-live the events of the week until, sated with food and drink, Moryonan is deemed finally accomplished and masks are put away for another year. The talk in the town is that it had been “a really good pugután.” And I never did see the face behind the mask of Longinus.
5: Behind the Scenes: masks and artefacts.
In the Philippines, as in other Asian cultures, it is the face which is the main focus of personhood. To ‘lose face’ is to feel deep shame – hiya, this, and its opposite, amor propre – self-respect, are fundamental to how Filipinos feel about themselves and interact with others. It is not surprising, then, that representing a different identity is achieved by disguising the face. In early accounts of Moryonan in Mogpog, people painted their faces if they could not make or afford a wood or paper mask.
The mask is the most important feature of Moryon costume; sometimes the mask itself is referred to as the Moryon: “I first wore the Moryon five years ago.” “I want to buy a good Moryon for next year.”
Wooden masks are carved from dap-dap (Erythrina subumbrans), sometimes from santol (Sandaricum koetjape), both fibrous and not very durable woods, but a few masks from the early 1940s are kept in repair and still in use. Dap-dap is a native soft-wood and easy to work; many Moryons carve and paint their own masks.
Bulaklakan mask and turbante made in Mogpog in 1945; Moryons call this style ‘the original bulaklakan’.
No special rituals are involved in making masks although it used to be done in secret; the mask and costume hidden in the roof of the house or in the dampas – huts built for shelter in the rice fields. Now, most Moryons simply hang their masks somewhere in their houses where they will not be damaged. Although masks are not displayed or worn other than at Moryonan, they are usually shown to anyone interested enough to ask.
There is a strong sense of pride in a “good mask.” It is hewn from a solid block of dap-dap using progressively finer chisels. The facial features are carved first, then the back is cut away to make the inside surface that fits against the face. Repeated sanding to a silky smoothness is followed by several layers of paint to give the characteristic colour and facial features.
In the older style of masks, eyebrows, wrinkles and frowns are painted onto the surface during the final stages; only the texture of the beard is carved into the wood. In more recent masks, especially those of Romans with fierce expressions, furrows and scowls are carved into the face before painting. The inside of the mask is not usually sanded or painted, but is left rough as it was chiselled out. Maybe this is part of the sacrificial discomfort of wearing it: in my experience it chafes the skin which stings and itches in the heat.
Skilled carvers in Mogpog who make the life-size santos also make masks to order. Their skills are well known throughout Marinduque; people from Boac or even Santa Cruz come to Mogpog to order masks from local carvers.
Cheaper, lighter masks made of papier maché are often worn by children but adults wear them also. Made well, it is hard to tell the difference at a distance.
To make one, a wooden mask is used as a mould, and layer upon layer of wet paper, soaked in a thin solution of glue (based on flour or other starch), is built up over several days, drying thoroughly between each layer. Lumps of mashed-up gluey paper are added for eyebrows and beard. Detail can be ‘carved’ into the wet mush with a sharp knife. The mask is then covered in thin putty to give a smooth surface, and painted in the same way as a wooden one.
The features of the mask are usually sharp and long-nosed, with pink or ruddy cheeks and noses, rather prominent ears and black beards. There are many variations and individual creativity has full rein, but the two main styles of mask, described briefly in Chapter 3, are the bulaklakan, and the Roman. Although very different, the headdress of both is called a turbante.
Bulaklakan costume and mask
The bulaklakan turbante is made of a fine bamboo or rattan framework covered in coloured foil. Encircling the framework, and also made of fine bamboo or rattan strips, is a crown to which seven long stalks are fixed and tipped with flowers made from coloured paper or foil. The flowers give the whole costume its name – bulaklakan (the Tagalog for ‘covered in flowers’). Turbante and mask form a fixed unit. Set into the top of the turbante is a small pin-wheel which twirls in the breeze. No-one seems to know the reason for this but all bulaklakan masks have one.
The bulaklakan costume is simpler than the Roman: a short, full-sleeved tunic, or baggy knee-length ‘pantaloons’, a long cape, any kind of sandals. Bright colours of red, blue and yellow are popular, and satin is the favoured fabric. On a breezy day, the cape billows out from the shoulders, revealing the large cross sewn onto the back. A sibat – a long wooden spear – is always carried but is more decorative than functional, being painted or trimmed with ribbons. Although each Moryon uses their own imagination to create individual differences, the bulaklakan style is distinct and easily recognised.
Since the introduction of competitions for costumes, both natural and modern materials are used to create artistic and unique outfits. A few use these materials to make Roman costumes, but the majority are variations on the bulaklakan. Palm fibres, dried moss, shells, feathers, dried leaves and seed pods, shredded and dyed rice sacks, tinsel, or even re-cycled Nescafe sachets, are all used. Creativity is spurred by friendly rivalry. One of the advantages is that spectacular results can be achieved with less cost than buying elaborate fabrics and trimmings for more conventional costumes.
An ‘artistic’ bulaklakan costume made from ribbons, braids and other fabrics. Note the traditional ‘pantaloons’ worn only by bulaklakan Moryons.
Another feature associated only with the bulaklakan turbante is the practice, not seen anymore, of removing a flower for each completed year of the panata. I was shown a photograph taken in 1989 of a Moryon in his eighties who had no flowers left on his turbante – his panata long completed. This custom may have been dropped to maintain a better looking costume, and it cannot apply to the Roman helmets anyway, although the old term turbante is still used for them.
The origin of the bulaklakan turbante, such a feature of Mogpog’s identity that it is the centre of the municipal crest and adorns the top of the municipal building, remains a tantalising mystery. The use of flowers and leaves for masking may have been part of pre-Christian rituals but at the moment there is no definite answer as to its origins.
Roman costume and mask
The Roman mask is a later style. Most wear fierce, sometimes grotesque expressions based on the imagined character of a Roman soldier and enemy of Jesus. The mask hinges onto the helmet at the temples so it can be swivelled up away from the face when necessary. The rounded helmet is usually carved from wood, and has a crest of stiff bristle, or dyed feathers for those who can afford them.
The complete Roman Moryon must also wear a padibdib (breast-plate), a sayal (short tunic), and a kapa (cape), and carry a spada (sword), and a kalasag (shield). The spada, usually of wood, is painted or decorated to match the rest of the costume. Decorations include plastic trimmings, coloured ’gems’ and any other materials that the ingenuity and budget of the Moryon can muster. The kalasag is usually made of wood also, although there is a recent trend to use polished chrome hub-caps which make splendid shields. Leg-laced sandals top-off the effect.
A Roman Moryon complete with decorated, chrome hub-cap shield.
Real enthusiasts research Roman soldiers’ costumes to find authentic designs for breast plates and shields, and the correct way to lace the sandals. It becomes expensive and financially competitive when only some can afford velvet and gold braid for their outfits. For the Romans, the costume and accessories now seem of equal importance to the mask.
Although Moryons give free rein to their imaginations, a Roman mask and a bulaklakan mask are not interchangeable: they are seen as quite distinct. The Roman mask is a more recent development and would not be worn with a bulaklakan costume, but a Roman costume can be worn with a bulaklakan mask. This is because originally all Moryons wore bulaklakan masks and turbantes; if they had to represent Roman soldiers in the Passion story they simply wore Roman tunics and sandals.
This is the costume worn by Longinus in this account: a black Roman tunic and sandals, but a bulaklakan mask and turbante, to emphasise his identity as a Christian martyr rather than a Roman soldier. He carried his lance, of course, but no shield. Longinus chose to wear the most original costume as well as to portray his role in as traditional a way as he could.
In recent years, the Roman costume has become so well developed it is even more distinct; Moryons tend to remain either bulaklakans or Romans throughout their panata and do not usually switch between these two basic styles.
The Spear of Longinus
As we saw after some of the Holy Week re-enactments, the materials used in rituals gain supernatural power. People collect them for further use in healing, planting and fishing or as ‘holy’ items for their household shrines. These uses reflect pre-Christian beliefs in the spiritual power of objects and natural forces: an important element of folk religion.
The power in the lance or spear of Longinus shows a slight conflict between local Christian symbolism and older spiritual beliefs; a conflict resolved by the simple act of swapping one spear for another.
After the Gloria in the church, Longinus breaks his spear as a sign of his transformation: he has been converted, good has overcome evil. This action also gives the broken pieces power for other purposes, even though it was a plain wooden spear used only for that evening. The Moryons who struggled in the church for these pieces will make shavings from them – to plant with the rice for a good harvest, or to throw into the fishing nets to ensure a good catch.
But the long, black, specially decorated lance Longinus has used to roam the town, and to lunge at Jesus on the cross, is also potent because it has been in all the rituals. This is why Longinus switches the spears before the breaking. The original lance is kept intact because it will be used to ritually break the ground before planting the palay – the new rice crop.
In this way, both Longinus’ role in the Passion story, and the needs of indigenous beliefs, are fulfilled and continued. In fact the breaking of the spear is not mentioned in the pasyon or anywhere else – it is a local ritual unique to Moryonan. Like the literal interpretation of Longinus’ blindness, breaking the spear is a more visual way to show the rejection of his earlier actions and his conversion to Christianity.
The dramatic use of artefacts brings alive the story told in the pasyon: it becomes more real, a religious experience for those who watch as well as those who perform the actions.
Sources and suggestions for further reading
Information in this and the previous chapter was obtained from participating, observing, and interviewing during my time in Marinduque.
6: The Origins and Development of Moryonan in Mogpog
The First Moryons
There is general agreement in Marinduque that Moryonan originated in Mogpog. No document has ever been found, or probably exists, of its introduction, and only in Mogpog is there an accepted oral history of its origins. According to this account, the local Parish priest, Father Dionisio Santiago, introduced Moryonan during the second half of the nineteenth century as a means of strengthening the Christian message by direct religious experience. It was also a way to attract people from outlying barangays to come into the town and participate in church ritual.
The oral history was given in 1974 by Judge Marciano, a 92-year-old native of Mogpog:
Father Santiago was the first full time priest in the parish. Before that, a priest would visit sometimes from Boac. But there was a Hermana who organised religious matters. The first Moryon was the church sacristan, ‘Matandang’ Bentong, who rang the bell at 10 o’clock, roamed around the town in a mask, and returned to ring the bell again at 12 noon. The next year, Father Santiago increased the number to seven Moryons. They were all Dons of the town, and would go to Lucena to buy or commission their costumes of satins and sequins. These seven began to enact the Crucifixion and Longhino legend.
Official church records confirm that although Mogpog had been officially a municipality since 1807, it had no resident priest for another 50 years. In 1860, Father Santiago was appointed cura at Mogpog at the age of 27. He seems to have remained in the parish until his death around 1891. The records are not clear whether he was Spanish or Filipino but probably the latter. Many of the cura in Marinduque at that time were Filipino.
Who or what gave Father Santiago the idea of dramatising the Longinus legend will remain a mystery, but town residents would certainly have been familiar with the pasyon; the original version was already well known in early 1800s. As in many rural towns without a permanent priest, the Hermana probably used readings and prayers from the pasyon.
Father Santiago was not a Jesuit, he was a secular priest – ordained though not a member of a religious order – but he would have learnt in his priest’s training the value of active storytelling and dramatisation for teaching Christianity. Village religious drama and mummer plays – masked and mimed Christian plays – were common in Europe from the 12th century and were no doubt familiar to Spanish missionaries who would pass the idea onto their trainees.
If Moryonan was first performed by influential Dons of the town, by the 1920s and 1930s the strongest, and most numerous, devotees were from distant villages scattered throughout the rugged hills of Marinduque’s interior. There was no public transport in those days. Apart from a few carabao carts, travel was on foot. Moryons from remote communities might walk for four or five hours to reach the town centre before starting to roam around it. The majority of Moryons are still from the outer barangays but now it is easier to travel into Mogpog by Jeepney.
Masks and accessories in a Moryon’s workshop a few days before Holy Week. Moryons support each other by lending masks and costumes.
The Moryons Own Organisation
According to older Moryons, before the Second World War, Moryons participated as individuals, coming together only during Holy Week for the enactments and rituals of the Passion. There was no association of Moryons; ritual arrangements were organised by the Hermana and other lay officials of the church in the same way as other religious celebrations. While the Japanese occupied Marinduque – from 1941 to 1945 – Moryonan was suspended along with other cyclical rituals.
After liberation, Moryons started roaming again but there were fewer of them: many had died in the war, others had emigrated. By 1960, however, there were over a hundred active Moryons. They decided to form an association which would provide mutual help and give official recognition to their role.
In 1961, the Samahang Moryones ng Mogpog (Moryon Association of Mogpog) was formed and officially recognised by church and municipal authorities.
One of the important changes the Samahan achieved was to introduce a democratic process for choosing the Longinus each year. There is competition for the honour of being Longinus. Previously the choice was made through the church’s Hermana system and it was often members of the most influential families, or those with connections, who were selected – the same person for seven years during one period. This gave Moryons in the outlying areas scant chance to be Longinus.
Since its formation, the Samahan votes on applicants for the Longinus role – normally a different person each year – and those selected know two or three years ahead, so they can save for the expense of their costume and final feast. Plenty of time too to make tuba for the feast – an alcoholic drink made from fermented flowers of the coconut tree.
The leadership of the Samahan also became more democratic. The first president held office for 25 years, but now a new president is voted in every two years. These changes freed Moryons from direct control by religious, social and political hierarchies, and strengthened their focus on Moryonan as a re-enactment of the Longinus legend and the Passion.
On two occasions they were not entirely free from political pressures however. In the 1970s, President Marcos summoned a plane load of Moryons to Manila for the whole of Holy Week, leaving few in Mogpog for the real Moryonan. Moryons take pride in their culture and most accepted this as a means of sharing it. But on the second occasion, also in the 1970s, when the local Congress Representative took a group of Moryons to Tacloban for Imelda Marcos’ birthday celebrations in June, many local people objected because it was not during Holy Week and therefore lost its religious significance.
Relationships with church and municipal representatives have remained strong, and there is some over-lap in membership between these groups, but the Samahan negotiates its ritual details and support from a position of independence.
Another change has been an increase in the number of women Moryons. Most wear masks of female faces and wear bulaklakan turbante. In 1994, for the first time, Longinus was a woman. She was an arbularyo, a traditional healer, and had been a Moryon for 40 years. Her sons were also Moryons. The Samahan agreed she should be allowed to fulfil her panata even though a woman had never been Longinus before. The only difference it made was that the habulan had not been quite as fast and exciting as in previous years.
The 1980s were peak years for tourism promotion in the Philippines, and although there was no tourist accommodation in Mogpog, the Moryonan, particularly the pugután, attracted many overseas and domestic visitors. Moryons, especially the Romans, took their costumes more seriously, and the municipal government gave funds for the competitions which began from this time. Competitions were also held in Boac: in 1996, Mogpog Moryons won all the prizes for Moryon costume.
A composite photograph showing a range of masks including Roman and bulaklakan in both traditional and modern materials, and one with female features.
Sources and suggestions for further reading
Information on early church activities was obtained from the Archdiocesan Archives in Intramuras, Manila: Philippine Church History 1574-1682: A Summary Translation (1994), translated by Professor Andres R. Pelinger. Data about Father Santiago was from the Cataloges del Personal Ecclesiasticos (1760-1892) Box 37 File 1a in the same Archives.
Judge Marciano’s account of the first Moryon is a summary of his original interview in 1974 by Senen (Jojo) Livelo, Junior, then a fourth-year high school student working on a local history project.
7: Ritual versus Theatre and the Impact of Tourism
Ritual
A ritual is an agreed series of actions and events that change objects, people or places from being ordinary (profane) into being special (sacred), or in some other way significantly different. They are transformed by what takes place during the ritual. A blessing is the simplest act of transformation. An ordinary length of wood in Longinus’ hand becomes a special lance with the power to improve the rice crop. For Roman Catholics, the most significant transformation is during Mass when the priest becomes Christ, and the wafer and wine of the Eucharist become his body and blood.
Rituals, and the representation of saints in images, statues, and dramatic impersonations, are of central importance in the practice of Roman Catholicism, although world-wide there are variations based on beliefs absorbed from local cultures. We have seen already some of these folk beliefs in Mogpog, where objects and materials used and blessed during religious rituals gain power to be used for other purposes.
Both Church and folk rituals try to communicate with the supernatural in order to achieve some kind of transformation. The aim may be towards a personal spiritual experience, to express gratitude, or to ask for a problem or sickness to be resolved. Sometimes it is all of these at once.
Although the Moryonan is now organised by the Samahan and not by the Church, and includes older folk beliefs, it is based on Roman Catholic religious practice. Moryon events are discussed with the priest and co-ordinated with those of the Church. They have a religious goal, and they involve rituals that aim to transform in two different ways.
First, the transformation of personal experience or circumstances through an individual’s panata, either to roam as a Moryon, or to play a specific role like Longinus.
Second is the transformation, or spiritual renewal, of those who witness the conversion of Longinus along with other dramatic episodes of the Passion story. For the community, the presence of Moryons roaming the streets throughout Holy Week may be entertaining, but it is also a constant reminder of the unfolding story of the Passion; a story taking place around them at various locations in the town as well as in the church.
Theatre
Theatre shares some characteristics with ritual: both involve costumes, impersonations, and set sequences of actions. There is no sharp distinction between them because both ritual and theatre are dramatisations of a message or a story, but there is a significant difference. Religious ritual aims specifically at transformation: this is the expected result for participants and witnesses. Theatre aims at entertainment; the experience of audience and actors may be emotional but there is no expectation of spiritual transformation. The objects used do not contain or gain power, they are simply stage props.
During individual and group rituals of Moryonan there is scope for individual interpretation and playfulness. Creativity in both costume and actions is stimulated by a certain degree of rivalry, but it is based on expectations of transformation as a result of a panata fulfilled. Its main purpose is not entertainment. This is especially clear during Moryon’s activities inside the church and in processions. Members of the community, involved also with other rituals of Holy Week, are witnesses rather than audience. They too expect some form of personal transformation.
There are differences too in who takes part, where, and when. Anyone can be a Moryon and carry out a panata; they are not actors. Only the person portraying Longinus is selected, but the choice is more to do with commitment to Moryonan than acting ability. Theatre can be almost anywhere, on or off a stage. But in Moryonan, the main spearing of Jesus and conversion of Longinus takes place in church – a permanently sacred space. A theatrical performance can be at any convenient time, but Moryons’ activities are timed to fit the sequence of events in the Passion.
Finally, there is a difference in the nature of those who watch. We have already seen that in Moryonan the observers are more witness than audience: they share the same beliefs, they expect some spiritual result. Also, those who witness any one part of a ritual may be participants in another part; performers and witnesses overlap. But a theatre audience may not even share the same culture as the actors; a performance can be given in front of complete strangers. They may find it harder to understand the story but it makes little difference to the performance.
In theatre, actors and audience are separate roles and remain so. And the audience is usually kept at a distance from the action, unlike the Moryonan processions and the pugután, where people press close to see and touch objects.
Development of the Moriones Festival and Senakulo in Boac from 1961 -1997
The ritual importance of the traditional Moryonan in Mogpog becomes clear if we compare it to the Moriones Festival held in the Marinduque capital, Boac, around the same period.
To avoid any confusion between the two, I will keep to the spelling used in Boac – Moriones – when tracing the history of Holy Week events there.
The idea of re-enacting the Longinus legend to celebrate the Passion story spread from Mogpog to other towns on Marinduque. Individual Morions in Boac make a panata to roam the town, and have probably done so since the 1930s or 1940s – memories of elderly residents vary on the dates. Most years they held a habulan and pugután, sometimes with a short play beforehand, but there has never been the integration with church events and rituals that there is in Mogpog; no Moriones activities took place inside Boac cathedral.
Father and son Morions in Boac in 1961, wearing Roman tunics and sandals, with traditional bulaklakan masks and turbantes. (Photo: courtesy of Bonifacio Magturo).
In 1961, when The Order of Moriones was formed in Boac, most Morions wore Roman costumes. This trend increased after the International Tourism Year promotion in 1967. A couple of years later, the Moriones Festival was established, sponsored, and developed by the government Cultural Affairs Office. Over the next six or seven years, members of the Order performed as Morions in Metro Manila at the new cultural centre (Nayong Pilipino), the Miss Universe Contest, and the Folk Arts Theatre.
Official brochures pointed out that Moriones was a religious tradition based on a panata of penance. But it had already become a ‘festival’, presented to national and international visitors at times, and in places, that had no relationship to the Passion or any other religious event.
In the 1970s another national drive towards tourism saw the introduction of competitions and other incentives for Morions all over Marinduque to perform in Boac, where most tourists would visit. I was told that even a few Mogpog Moryons were attracted by the payments being offered and set out for Boac, but the Mayor had the police stop them before they reached the municipal boundary; they were told to return home or risk going to jail.
Then in 1977, the Marinduque Congress Representative introduced the senakulo to Boac. Traditionally, the senakulo is a religious play dramatising events leading up to the Crucifixion. It is performed during Holy Week in many local versions all over the Philippines but was not a tradition in Marinduque. (Instead of the senakulo, the legend of Longinus and Moryonan had spread from its beginnings in Mogpog as the means to dramatise the Passion story in Marinduque).
The first senakulo in Boac was performed by a group from Bulacan province, north of Metro Manila. It took five hours each day from Monday to Saturday of Holy Week to perform. Teachers in Boac were later asked to edit it to a two hour performance focusing on the pugután. The following year, 1978, King Carlos of Spain visited Boac accompanied by Imelda Marcos. A fifteen-minute extract from the shorter senakulo was presented to the official party with special sound and lighting effects.
Following the success of this performance, the senakulo was presented in Boac each year during Holy Week. Roman costumes were bought; members of the Order of Moriones were auditioned and trained to act their roles; a stage was erected on the river bank, and technical experts brought in from Manila to set up the sound, lighting and special effects, such as the earthquake which marks the Resurrection. Two actors were trained in the part of Longinus and played the role in alternate years. The covered stage was called the Palacio de los Moriones – the Moriones Palace.
Not everyone in the community supported this development. Morions who acted in the senakulo set up a separate organisation of their own, the Kapitiran, in opposition to The Order of Moriones. In 1987 there was also a change in Congress Representative with the result that there was no senakulo that year, but two rival pugutáns were held in different parts of the town. Not only tourism but political manoeuvring was changing the nature of Moriones and dividing the community.
The following year, the senakulo returned along with the previous Congressional Representative. The staged performance was now in three parts, held on Wednesday, Thursday and Saturday, ending with the execution of Longinus on stage. The traditional habulan and pugután in the town did not always take place, depending on the fortunes and politics of opposing Morion groups.
For a few years, a local drama group, Teatro Balingaw, performed a play during Holy Week about the political take-over of Moriones. They built their own stage on the river bank when they were denied use of the Palacio del Moriones.
Later, a Municipal Tourism Council was set up and organised the Moriones Festivals in Boac. It has been organised more or less along these lines ever since, but there have been major changes.
Now, in 2011, the number of Morions – all Romans – has greatly increased, along with the number of tourists. Huge parades of Morions in matching uniforms march through the town to piped military music. Their masks, breast-plates and crested helmets are mostly mass produced from moulded plastic. There is a ‘Battle of the Morions’ in the arena by the river (where the senakulo is held):“platoons” of Morions are invited to compete in performances of “choreographed marching drills or synchronised morion movements”, for prize money. Roman legions seem to have over-run Holy Week in Boac.
So many visitors now line the route that they spill over into the parades and get in the way of performers.
The Church tries to remind people of the religious meaning of Holy Week, as a previous Bishop attempted to do when staged performances of the senakulo were first introduced. The present Bishop of Boac now addresses the crowds in the arena at the beginning of Holy Week, to talk about panata and spiritual renewal.
Although there is not a strict dividing line between ritual and theatre, the Moriones Festival, with its stagey senakulo and Battle of the Morions, clearly leans toward theatre and entertainment more than ritual. Recognising the difference reveals the value of Moryonan as religious experience and cultural tradition; it suggests a need for protection from political and touristic pressures.
The official Moriones Festival Programme for 2011, issued by Marinduque Provincial Government, lists all activities, competitions, Via Cruzes, church services, and parades taking place during Holy Week all over the island. A particularly significant item on the programme is the listing of “a traditional pugután” – only in Mogpog.
Appendix 1 outlines how political and tourist pressure can change cultures and their traditional rituals.
Sources and suggestions for further reading
In addition to Municipal Records, observation, and interviews of people involved in Boac, and in Mogpog, useful information, on changes in the festivals and the organisations involved, was found in a collection of newspaper clippings and Moriones Festival Programmes covering periods from the early 1960s to 1997. Information for Moriones Festival 2011 is from Marinduque Province official website.
8: The Future of Moryonan
All cultures change over time. It is a natural process, a balancing between maintenance and development as people live their lives and adapt to what goes on around them as a community. Such change can be a positive and strengthening force if it emerges from within the culture and allows time for adaptation. It is sudden change, imposed from outside and coming out of different values that can be disruptive and alienating.
Moryonan has changed in small ways over the years. The chase through the streets for the habulan is shorter since the pugután was held at the covered court instead of the muddy river bank. It is also cleaner, especially for the spectators who tend to stay in the covered court or the plaza and let the chase come and go around them. Only small boys and anthropologists still scamper through the streets looking for Longinus. And the metal struts of the covered court are climbed now instead of trees.
In earlier days Longinus hid in the river or splashed through rice fields. But there is still nostalgia for the old traditions, and the feeling that a ‘good habulan’ should involve a rough and muddy chase. This is why, in the account given here, Longinus ran down to the river after his final escape and returned to the covered court with his mask and tunic caked in mud.
The formal Moryon parades and competitions are new since the early 1980s, but the community recognise them as entertainments with no religious content; they do not alter the traditional meaning of Moryonan. The two are clearly separated in space and time too. Although parades and processions follow similar routes around the town centre, parades always start and finish in the ball-court; processions start and finish in the church courtyard.
The Moryons’ re-enactment of the Passion story follows closely the sequence in the pasyon; the habulan and pugután are always at mid-day on Easter Sunday – after the Resurrection is recognised in the church and Christ has appeared to his Mother in the Galilea. This timing reinforces the religious message of Moryonan.
Between 1961 and 1997 when so much change took place in Boac, the formation of the Samahang Moryones in Mogpog seemed, by contrast, to strengthen tradition in Mogpog. The needs and views of individual Moryons were heard and taken into account; among them were people with no official influence except their knowledge and experience of a lifetime’s panata as a Moryon. This seems to have contributed to continuity and stability in Moryonan over the years.
In the last few years there have been more Roman and fewer bulaklakan Moryons in Mogpog – Longinus in the 2011 Moryonan wore a Roman mask and turbante – but the pugután was much the same as in 1997 except that there was no blood, and the body of Longinus was returned to his barangay in an overloaded tryke rather than a Jeepney. A particularly interesting difference is that instead of a punebre (funeral march) by the town band, Longinus’ departure was accompanied by the eerily urgent voice of the ancient kalutan – wooden cylinders of varying dimensions knocked together to make a rhythm.
Why has change in Mogpog been so much less than in Boac?
A combination of factors has maintained traditional Moryonan in Mogpog. To start with, it is not a centre of political power as Boac is – being the Provincial capital – nor does it have many tourist facilities. Tourism is a growing contribution to seasonal incomes but is not a major economic force in Mogpog. Most of the many visitors it hosts during Holy Week, fiesta, and Christmas, are relatives and friends from elsewhere in the Philippines and overseas who stay with family members.
Even more important is the role of the Samahang Moryones, whose structure and leadership reinforces the original, transformative purpose of Moryonan – for example the special ritual status of Longinus. Moryonan is certainly a tourism attraction: many strangers visit Mogpog for the pugután, but political interest and public funding have not yet turned it into a tourist commodity.
Other factors that contribute to the maintenance of tradition include the fact that Mogpog is a relatively small community which has always integrated its outlying barangays (one of the original aims of Moryonan). The majority of the population share the values of Catholicism, and there is overlap in membership of the Samahan, religious groups, Church authorities, and municipal representatives and staff, either as individuals or through the extended family. Filipino society is based on hierarchies, influence and obligation. Mogpog is no different, but the lack of extremes in status and the overlap of roles have reinforced traditional values.
Finally there are the ‘cultural guardians’: my own pet name for them because there is no such title in Mogpog. Cultures are maintained by the balance between innovators – whose new ideas may also strengthen existing values – and guardians, who hold to the present and the past.
Among the ‘cultural guardians’ in Mogpog are the elderly men and women who have spent a life-time carrying out lay functions in the church, or fulfilling their Moryon panata. They may not hold any official political, social or religious status, but they are respected for their age and knowledge. In Mogpog, young people still lift the hand of their fathers and grandfathers and raise it to their own forehead in a respectful request for their blessing.
‘Cultural guardians’ hold collective memory, reflecting back to the community inconsistencies or ‘errors’ in ritual performance and custom. They remember the old rules and the reasons for them. They know the music, the traditional chants and movements passed down orally from former generations, and they can pass these on to those who will listen. It is a fragile guardianship, eroded by the passage of time and the general pressures of social change.
Conclusions
Moryonan is central to the cultural, and to some extent political, identity of Mogpog as a community and a municipality. But most Filipinos are not aware of the difference between the ‘Moriones Festival’ in Boac, and Moryonan as a set of religious rites celebrated in Mogpog. The media and promotional literature, while describing the events as Lenten celebrations, emphasise the ‘Moriones Festival’ and say nothing of the difference. Visitors seeing only the pugután, or the parade, experience an isolated spectacle without a context.
During Holy Week in 1997, I met a resident of Boac who spent her early childhood in Mogpog. She had returned there to witness the Moryonan for the first time in thirty years: “I was really surprised how different it is to Boac. I hadn’t realised. I’m glad I went.”
Tourism development is inevitable; given the limited employment opportunities in Marinduque it can provide important seasonal income. But with the right political will, there is scope for Mogpogueños to determine their own public image: an image based on values that maintain Moryonan as cultural identity and as traditional religious expression. Moryonan could be placed centrally as a series of religious rites arising from Filipino traditions but unique to Mogpog. This promotes Moryonan as worthy of pilgrimage rather than as a spectacle along with other tourist attractions.
I am not suggesting that Moryonan should become fossilised like a museum specimen: this has not been its history as an evolving expression of deeply held beliefs. But if control of Moryonan, and of the conditions under which it is ‘shared’, remains with those in the community who carry out its rituals, there seems a good chance that tourism will not lead to destructive changes in Moryonan.
Selected Bibliography
There are no other published accounts specific to Moryonan or Marinduque, but the suggestions here will take readers deeper into Filipino culture and history, and the study of relationships between culture and tourism. They are all available through mainstream on-line suppliers or city book stores.
Books about the Philippines
History of the Philippines: from Indios Bravos to Filipinos by Luis H. Francia (2010) Available in hardback, it is published by Ateneo de Manila University Press. Luis Francia, a Filipino poet, journalist and non-fiction writer is not an historian, but his book is well researched and provides a popular and readable account from pre-colonial times to modern history up to 2009. It contains a useful bibliography for further study.
A History of the Philippines: A student edition by Samuel K. Tan (2008) is published by The University of the Philippines Press, and available in paperback, and e-book editions. Samuel Tan was previously history professor and Chairman of the Department of History at UP. His book starts with the evolution of the land and the origins of culture, and ends with modern democracy. It is intended for university students rather than the general reader, but he includes sections on the oral traditions of diverse cultural and linguistic groups of the Philippines, which most general accounts do not.
For those who want to delve more deeply into the Spanish period, The History of the Philippines, by Dr Antonio de Morga, is an interesting account written in 1609 by a senior official in the Spanish colonial administration. It is an insider’s view of relationships with the local population, as well as various unsuccessful Spanish expeditions at sea. It was translated into English and edited by E. H. Blair and J. A. Robertson as part of the Gutenberg project, and is available from Amazon as a free downloaded Kindle version.
Dictionary of Philippine Folk Beliefs and Customs (1970), and Myths and Symbols – Philippines (1981) are both standard texts by Francisco R. Demetrio, published by the National Book Store, Metro Manila. They are academic references rather than ‘easy reads’ but they are still a good source of information on pre-Christian beliefs and folk religion.
Culture and Customs of the Philippines, by Paul A. Rodell (2002), is published in paperback by Greenwood Press. It is a general introduction by an American author, Dr Rodell, Professor of history at Georgia Southern University, USA.
For current detailed research, Philippine Studies is an academic quarterly journal on Philippine history and ethnography published by Ateneo de Manila University.
www.philippinestudies.net/
Literature can also give valuable insights into Filipino culture and history. Classics on life during the late Spanish period by Filipino hero, Dr José Rizal, are Nole Me Tangere (Touch Me Not), written in 1887, and El Filibusterismo (The Reign of Greed) 1891. José Rizal’s leading role in the revolution against colonial rule, which earned him the title of ilustrados among fellow Filipinos, led to his execution by the Spanish in 1896.
Filipino Friends by Liana Romulo and Corazon Dandan-Albano (2008) is a small hardback book published by Tuttle Publishing. A children’s picture book designed to introduce Filipino language and culture to children brought up in the west, the Philippines is seen through the eyes of a young American boy visiting the country for the first time. The same publishers produce Filipino Children’s Favourite Stories.
Books about tourism and culture
Heritage Tourism in Southeast Asia (2010), edited by H. Hitchcock, V. T. King, and M. J. G. King, is a collection of articles and research papers about tourism and cultures, published by University of Hawaii Press and available in hardback and paperback editions. It is aimed at students and teachers of tourism studies.
Tourists and Tourism: A Reader (2004), by Sharon Bohn Gmelch, is published in paperback by Waveland Press Inc. It is an introduction to the anthropology of tourism by a lecturer at the University of San Francisco, and although designed for students, it is easy to read and generally avoids academic jargon. The collection of case studies does not include the Philippines but it gives wide ranging examples of how cultures adapt to tourism.
Aimed at students and researchers, and with an extensive bibliography, Issues in Cultural Tourism Studies (2009), by Melanie Smith, is published in paperback by Routledge. The book covers a wide range of topics and case studies around cultural tourism, but is not specific to the Philippines.
Appendices
Appendix 1: A Note on Tourism Pressures on Cultural Traditions
As the popularity of eco-tourism, ethno-tourism and other niche markets increases, and modern travel connects ever remoter areas to external economies, cultural traditions all over the world are vulnerable to the impact of outside values. The results of these impacts depend on the speed and type of change and the nature of the cultures themselves, but I have summarised here the main processes involved in changing religious cultural traditions.
Religious activities become more secular: The location, timing, or sequence of ritual acts is changed for non-religious reasons, e.g. for the convenience of tourists or service providers. When this happens, rituals become detached from their original meaning and purpose. Ritual performances are turned into entertainments, becoming ‘local colour’ for visitors to photograph instead of an expression of local values for the community. Decisions about how and when rituals take place are no longer made by local participants and those with traditional knowledge. As a result, creating a spectacle may become more important than religious experience or transformation.
Rituals and ritual artefacts become commodities for the market: When important ceremonies are ‘discovered’ by the tourism industry, ritual events may become identified as ‘tourism products’. They take on a commercial value linked to outside economic systems which can distort local economies as well as change the rituals themselves. Knowledge of product development and marketing become more important than traditional ritual knowledge and understanding. Ritual artefacts, or cheap replicas, are produced for sale as souvenirs. This can be positive: if genuine artefacts are protected and production of replicas is controlled by local people, it can bring additional cash income.
But the impact becomes negative when genuine ritual objects are sold to tourists and lost to the community. Even with replicas, if they are gradually changed to suit customers’ tastes, the originals too may change and lose their purpose or meaning. In general, when souvenirs are made and sold by local people they can benefit financially, but if larger enterprises control craft production or import cheaper imitations, the community can lose economically as well as culturally.
Cultural expressions are manipulated for political purposes: When rituals or other parts of a culture are seen as economically or politically important, public authorities and politicians begin to take over their organisation and control. One of the first changes is usually in the participants, especially if prestige is involved. The right to take part in a cultural event no longer depends on ritual status, knowledge, or spiritual need, but on political and social influence, or on wealth.
Decisions about when or how rituals are carried out are made for political rather than ritual reasons, and they lose their original meaning. If ritual-based organisations, and ‘cultural guardians’, have no political patronage or influence, they become insignificant in the community and their traditional knowledge is lost and forgotten.
Cultural events become centralised and urbanised: When authorities want to attract large numbers of tourists, they may develop special venues in centralised locations to attract new audiences. It then becomes easier for local urban residents to take part, but excludes those in rural areas. To meet the needs of big venues, rituals become technically sophisticated, more like professional performances that require expensive costumes and equipment. Gradually the gap widens between better-off and financially poorer members of the community; wealth and location begin to determine participation in cultural events.
Centralisation can also affect other cultural events outside of urban centres because official funds are channelled to central facilities, leaving local traditional activities unrecognised and without support.
In a wider context, lack of investment, and the absence of small-scale credit in rural areas and occupations, encourages people to move to the towns in search of income. This too can disrupt traditional cultures by removing those with ritual knowledge, or leaving too few young people in rural areas to learn and continue traditions.
Appendix 2: Glossary of Marinduqueño and Tagalog Words
Note: Many dialect words in Marinduque are of old Malay and Spanish origin; where spellings differ from standard Tagalog, or Pilipino, I have listed the spelling used in Mogpog.
A
abaca – fibre from tree of banana family (Musa textilis) used for cloth
abuhan – wooden earth-filled box on legs, used as a stand for cooking
arbularyo – alternative spelling, albularyo – herbalist, traditional healer
alal anizado – local alcoholic drink distilled originally by early Chinese immigrants
Amargura – where Jesus and his Mother meet (the Salubong) on Holy Monday; an arched structure of bamboo and fabric constructed for the occasion
anito – supernatural forces associated with natural phenomena and with ancestors
anito-ism – belief in, and communication with, anito as a system of religious belief
antipo – self-scourging in penance e.g. by flagellants
arakan – (Boac) humorous song
B
bao – coconut shell
barangay – pre-Spanish village of kinsfolk, from balangay, outrigger canoes of early Malay migrations; present smallest local government unit
barat – economical, implying meanness (an unpopular trait to Filipinos)
barrio – the term used for the smallest local government unit during 1960s/70s, still used unofficially in some places instead of barangay
banban – native plant material for weaving baskets
batalan – an extension of the floor of a nipa (native material) hut, without roofing
bayanihan – co-operative work among neighbours for an individual, or a barangay project
berdugo – executioner of Longinus during the pugután
bida – important character, hero, ‘director’
bilao – flat bamboo basket for winnowing rice
Boac – provincial capital of Marinduque Island
bolo – long, broad, multi-purpose knife used by farmers and hung from the waist
bong-bong – long, straight, stout bamboo; a metaphor for a bright, successful person
butiki – house lizard
butingot – root eaten with tawak on Black Friday to protect against snake bites etc
C
cabesa (kabesa)de barangay – barangay captain or head under Spanish administration
calesa – horse-drawn gig
carreton – cart
carro – hand-pulled wooden carriage to carry saints during processions
companza – ensemble of musicians
convento – residence of the priest, usually adjoining the church
D
dampa – rough shelter in the rice fields made of native materials
dap-dap – native soft wood (Erythrina subumbrans) used for carving Moryon masks
diana – daybreak music parade, especially during town fiesta
E
encomiendas – allocation of land and its inhabitants under Spanish local government
encomenderos – those who held and ruled over encomiendas under Spanish rule
ermita – small building/shrine for religious purposes
ermitaño – hermit, religious recluse
G
Galilea – where Jesus and his Mother meet (the Salubong) after the Resurrection
guion – flag which precedes the Eucharist in procession
H
habihan – wood/bamboo weaving loom controlled by the feet
habito – habit, religious garment
habulan – the chase of Longinus before his beheading (pugután)
hahampasing palyok – children’s game of hitting a suspended clay pot while blind-folded
harana – an evening serenade by an admirer and his companions
Hermana/o – lay religious official giving spiritual guidance and ritual organisation
Hermana/o sa Loob – most senior lay religious official in a hierarchy
J
Jeepney – the commonest form of public transport in Philippine towns and a national icon, based on the American Jeep but with a long wheel-base. An astonishing number of passengers cram inside, sit on the roof, or hang off the back of these vehicles.
K
kabalua – (Polycias sp.) feathery leafed green plant used for healing
kagawad – councillor elected by the town, or barangay
kalamay – sweet delicacy made from banana
kalan – clay stove fuelled by charcoal
kalasag – shield, e.g. in Roman costume of the Moryons
kalbaryuhan – folk dramatisation of the Bible from the Creation to the Day of Judgement.
kaluban – scabbard/sheath of a sword or dagger
kalutan – cylinders of wood of different dimensions knocked together to make a rhythm
kangga – simple cart on bamboo runners pulled by a carabao (a water buffalo)
kapa – long cape worn by Moryons
kawayan – bamboo canes used for construction and other purposes
kubo – a one-room house made of natural materials
kubol – ‘little Calvary’, small temporary altar outside a house for religious rituals
kulamin, kumulam – to bewitch, to injure by sorcery
L
labak – lower part of town
latok – short-legged table for eating while seated on the floor
lukad – copra, dried kernel of the coconut
lumang bayan – old town, or oldest part of the town
lumbo – a cup made of coconut shell used especially for drinking tuba, an alcoholic drink made from flowers of the coconut tree
M
magtatawak – habitual drinkers of tawak, whose saliva, as a result, can cure snake bite
makikiraan po – “may I pass”, murmured when passing close by a house at night
mangkukulam – a sorcerer, especially with power through contact with personal items
manunubong – those who perform the tubong – ceremonial songs and dances of Mogpog
maskara – mask, e.g. worn by Moryons
masuwa – tempting fate or evil influences
mataas na bayan – high town, upper part of town, the usual site of the Catholic church
mayabang – proud, acting in a superior way
mayamaya – by and by, in a little while
Mayora/o – lay official in a hierarchy, responsible for church arrangements
merienda – substantial snack eaten between meals, (or even between snacks)
molave – a native hardwood (Vitex parviflora)
N
narra – native hardwood (Pterocarpus indicus), rosewood, with medicinal properties
nito – vine for basket making (Lycodium japonicum)
nuno – evil spirits e.g. cause sickness and other misfortune if not appeased
P
pabasa – chanting of the pasyon during Lent by groups of friends and neighbours
palabas – stage show
palaspas – palm fronds used on Palm Sunday
pamahiin – beliefs, customs
pamanhikam – traditional courting, asking parents for their daughter in marriage
panata – solemn vow, especially of sacrifice or penitence; the vows of a religious
pangako – ‘my own panata’
pang-kontra – a charm for protection from bad spirits e.g. palms blessed on Palm Sunday
pasyon – life story of Jesus in vernacular verse, may also include the Creation
pataraka – wooden rattle used in church when bells are forbidden
Pilipino – official national language of the Philippines, similar to Tagalog (one of several major language among the Philippine’s many islands)
po – form of respectful address to superiors and older people, e.g. parents, teachers, elderly relatives and people of influence
poblacion – official town centre, usually made up of several barangays
pugután – the beheading of Longinus
pulutan – ‘wife of the beer’, snacks eaten while drinking beer or other alcohol
putong – blessing/thanksgiving ritual dance and song to honour birthdays etc
R
recamadera – part owner or caretaker of the image or statue of a saint
S
Salubong – Holy Monday and Easter Sunday ritual meetings of Christ and his Mother
Samahan – association or organisation e.g. Samahang Moryones
San Isidore Labrador – St. Isidore the Labourer, the parish church in Mogpog. Elsewhere it is often spelled Isidro. He was a Spanish farm labourer known for his kindness to the poor, and died a martyr’s death in 1130; the patron saint of farmers
santo – statue or figure of a saint or of Jesus
santol – native soft wood (Sandaricum koetjape) used for carving masks, ornaments etc
senakulo – religious play depicting the Passion of Christ. Other spellings include sinakulo, cenacula or cinakulo. Its origin is the Latin word cenaculum, the upper room in a Roman house; where Jesus and his disciples held the Last Supper
suman – rice cake cooked in banana leaf
sungka – a game of moving shells between hollows cut into a wooden board
T
tapayan – large earthenware jar for storing water
tawak – infusion of roots consumed on Black Friday to protect from snake/insect bites
tiangi – public market
tryke – three-wheeled bicycle with a canopied seat built onto the back, popular public transport everywhere but especially in small towns and rural areas
tsismis – gossip
tuba – alcoholic drink made from fermented nectar of the immature coconut flower
tubong (Mogpog) – blessing/thanksgiving ceremony of dance and song for birthdays etc
tukil – hollow bamboo tube used to carry tuba
tulisang dagat – ‘Moro’ (Muslim) pirates
turbante – head-dress worn with and incorporating the Moryon mask
U
uling – charcoal made from burning coconut shell
utang na loob – a debt of gratitude (loob refers to the soul or inner being of a person) the exchange of such obligations binds people together
V
Via Cruzes – religious procession re-enacting the Stations of the Cross, especially the walk to Calvary and Crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth
visita – small chapel where there is no resident priest
Appendix 3: Extracts from the Pasyon Including the Last Prayer of Longinus
These extracts are taken from the 1882 edition of the pasyon translated into English by Rene B. Javellana S. J., in “Casaysayan nang Pasiong Mahal ni Jesucristong Panginoon Natin na Sucat Ipag-alab nang Puso nang Sinomang Babasa.” (1988) published by Ateneo de Manila University Press, Manila.
The Command of the Jews that the Legs of the Executed Ones be Crushed
2077. The deceivers
who had crucified Christ said:
“Go now.” they said,
“you break
the legs of those three deceivers.”
2078. Those commanded
left and went right away
to Calvary, their destination.
When they arrived, they saw
the two thieves are still alive.
2079. They then crushed
the legs of those two.
Here was the beginning
of Dimas’s receiving
rest for his soul.
2080. They did not touch
the body of Jesus
since they noticed
that it was not breathing at all
being truly dead.
2081. But most strange
now and something to wonder about:
why did vigorous Longinus
pierce the side
of Christ who was already dead?
2082. But this was the command
and will of God
that from Jesus’ side
should flow
those seven sacraments.
2083. Thus, when that sacred side of his
was wounded
blood and water flowed forth
that washed away all
our sins.
2084. This is the stream and preordained fount
from which gushes forth
most attractive mercy
and unspeakable grace
of God who allowed himself to be downtrodden
The Command of the Jews to Guard the Burial Place of Our Lord Jesus Christ
2159. Although the judge and Pharisees
had permitted
Joseph and Nicodemus
to bury Jesus,
they had taunt and insult.
2160. Thus when this our Lord
had been buried,
the treacherous Jews
discussed secretly
what ought to be done.
2161. They said, “Let us have
the corpse’s tomb guarded
it might be that all those disciples
will steal it from the grave
and announce that it has risen.”
2162. Those Pharisees
concurred on the choice
that the captain
of the military guard
should be the hero Longinus.
2163. Then they had him summoned -
vigorous Longinus -
and they told him that
the reason they chose him
was that he was a known expert.
2164. Those two soldiers
called Longinus
that they should go before Pilate
who said, “Guard
the corpse of that abject man.
2165. “He might rise from the grave
and live again
you must cover it all up
and do not make any noise about it
to any man, whoever he may be.”
2166. Longinus’ reply
to the judge and Pharisees:
“Yes, I obey
the will and command
to watch and guard.”
2167. Longinus set forth
so that he would arrive early
and then left
bringing soldiers with him
at the place they had to guard.
2168. All were armed.
They entered the garden
went straight to the tomb
of the wise Jesus Christ
where they stood guard.
2169. On the stone cover
of Jesus’ grave
the soldiers sat.
Their joy was boundless
as they sat guarding.
2170. Till the morning
of the day, third in number,
of their vigil
then without warning
they witnessed a miracle.
The Resurrection of Our Lord Jesus Christ
(verses 2171-2187 omitted)
2188. The sun at the east
was dawning and rising
when the Saviour of all
came out of the grave.
This was the resurrection.
2189. Brilliance without compare
body exceedingly beautiful
full of light,
of this victorious fighter
the Second Person.
2190. When his body
had left the grave,
the guards there
were confused and fell down
hit the ground and collapsed.
2191. An angel descended
sat on the stone cover
brilliance most attractive
whom no one faint of heart
could look at.
2192. The Lord Jesus Christ
won indeed
and he defeated all
the greedy and traitors,
his enemy: the devil.
2193. While the soldiers
were sitting guard
the hero Longinus
was changed and converted
when he saw this.
2194. His soul
was filled with fear and it trembled;
he thought, remembered
quickly he believed
in Jesus the Lord Father.
2195. When they had come
to their senses,
quickly they agreed
to cover it all up
and not announce it.
2196. The hero Longinus
did not agree or follow.
Into the town, he entered quickly:
he came before and approached
the scribes and Pharisees.
2197. What he said
to the leaders:
“honorable ones,
that corpse of Jesus
now has come back to life.
2198. “We who stood guard
fell to our faces
out of great weakness
because of the exceeding brilliance
of that body of Jesus.
2199. “All this I declare,
believe in
for it is the truth.
A while ago at daybreak,
he came out of the tomb.”
2200. When those scoundrels
understood those words
of Longinus’ news,
they were disturbed presently
and lost their composure.
2201. They thought
and considered it good
that they go straight
to Longinus and the other
soldiers, his companions.
2202. “We,” they said, “who have gathered here
are all leaders.
We firmly promise
gold, silver wealth,
office and power.
2203. “Know for sure that we will give
whatever you ask
only keep this a secret,
do not tell
anyone whatever he may be.”
2204. The other soldiers
were traitors and schemers
their hearts were confused
at such promises,
they consented, said yes.
2205. But that Longinus,
captain with a sincere heart,
was not moved a bit
by the promise and gift
of those Pharisees.
2206. Thus, he turned his back
on earthly pleasures
he changed his ways
and truly recognised
God the Holy Lord.
2207. And so his answer
to the hollow hearted:
“Even if my breath
were cut short,
I shall announce this.
2208. “I shall tell
the crowd
here in the town
of the true resurrection
of the one you punished.”
2209. When Longinus who declared this
had spoken,
he left them then
and anyone he saw
was told the news.
2210. The hero Longinus
announced now
to the crowd and many people
that the Lord Jesus Christ
was truly risen.
2211. Because fortunate Longinus
would not consent,
the Pharisees, scribes
all felt anger
their hearts were almost rent.
2212. They ordered
the host of soldiers
to search for him carefully
wherever that heroic captain
would go.
2213. Thus, the persecuting soldiers
did not relent.
And Longinus
willingly had himself bound
by the treacherous hearts.
2214. He thought
in his own mind:
“God”, he said, “the holy one
allowed himself to be insulted, slapped
when he is sinless.
2215. “While I
a deceiver and schemer
who always sins,
why should I not bear
these their punishment?”
2216. Then he spoke
to the arresting traitors!
“Please, my friends,” he said,
“before you kill me,
listen a while.
2217. “I will count it a debt
to you gathered here
if you listen to me
since my death
cannot be avoided.”
2218. The violent soldiers
said yes and agreed
and fortunate Longinus
then declared
this was his statement:
2219. “My beloved,” he said,
“my intimate and companions
from the very beginning,
these my eyes were blind,
my heart and soul as well.
2220. “I knew nothing
of the road to righteousness
and all I saw
was crooked teachings,
our perverted deeds.
2221. “Since I pierced
Jesus’ side
blood and water gushed forth
know that these were able to cure
my stone blindness.
2222. “His precious blood
struck my eyes
and it healed them,
My blind soul
became bright; it could see.
2223. “And besides this
when we were guarding him
at the garden tomb
lo, when he emerged from the grave
his body was blindingly bright.
2224. “That was the beginning
of my confusion
thus now, my friends,
know surely that this faith
shall not change.
2225. “Even if the life of this body
be a thousand,
I will have them all killed
should you force me
to turn my back on him.”
2226. When he had spoken and pronounced
those sweet words,
good Longinus
looked up to heaven
and said these:
2227. “My Lord,” he said,
“God in Three Persons,
you are responsible
for adopting and taking
my life and soul.
2228. “Holy Father, unworthy though
it be, I offer respectfully
this soul and life
since you were the one
who gave it to me.
2229. “Firmly do I trust
in your precious grace
I repent now
and truly resolve
against all the sins I have committed.
2230. “Jesus, receive me.
Defend truly
my life which is about to end
since this my death
is for you.
2231. “Jesus, include this
in your passion and suffering
since you and no other
are always the foundation
and the glory of all.
2232. “Jesus, you alone
do I trust
who can uphold me
in whatever danger
that I will go through.
2233. “Jesus, Jesus, take
my soul that is about to go.
Be responsible
for adopting and protecting it
from all danger.
2234. And so when this Longinus
has offered
his soul to God,
he spoke sincerely
to the arresting soldiers.
2235. He said, “My beloved ones
who have been sent here
if it is your will,
remove the life
from this my earthly body.”
2236. When the loving Longinus
declared this
there, one traitor
drew presently
the blade weapon he carries.
2237. Straightway, he beheaded
that heroic captain.
That was the end
and the true death
of Longinus, the brave one.
2238. The happy angels
took then
his soul
and he found rest there
in life without end.
Lesson (Aral)
2239. We, all men,
should imitate him
bear all difficulty
that we might receive pardon
from God the Great King.
2240. Our soul and life,
let us offer to God
that we may partake of
the great joy
there in the heavenly kingdom.
2241. Imitate the endurance
of the goodly martyr
for which his soul, indeed,
reaped joy and gladness
in heaven filled with glory.
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