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Background 

Alas ng Bayan is a collaborative project organized by the Institute for Climate and Sustainable 
Cities (ICSC), the Constantino Foundation, and 350.org Pilipinas, to raise awareness about the 
intersections between women, history, memory, climate change, and citizenship. 
 
The project seeks to introduce and inject history and feminism as fundamental elements in the 
way young people respond to the worsening state of national forgetting and the climate crisis. 
The Alas ng Bayan exhibit intends to mobilize sectors not normally active in the climate debate 
by offering new notions of citizenship and nationalism responsive to the multiple emergencies 
we face today. Viewers of the paintings and those who listen to the lectures that accompany the 
exhibit will not fail to sense parallels between the lives of the women depicted and current topics 
under intense public debate, such as violence against women, LGBTQ+ rights, extrajudicial 
killings, global warming, and national sovereignty. 
 
The Alas ng Bayan exhibit is composed of five paintings depicting individually the heroes Gregoria 
"Oriang" de Jesus, Apolonia Catra, Remedios “Kumander Liwayway” Gomez-Paraiso, Lorena 
Barros, and Gloria Capitan. The dimension of each painting is 17 x 24 inches. 

 

Project Timeline 

The project will be launched on heroes month, November 2019, and will end the last day of March 
2020, which marks the month when international women’s day is celebrated (every 08 March).  
 
There will be a one-day opening launch in the Constantino Foundation's Linangan gallery on 
November 23, after which the paintings move to participating universities and institutions. The 
Alas ng Bayan paintings go back on display at the Linangan in April to mark the centennial birth 
anniversary of the writer and historian Letizia Roxas Constantino on April 9, 2020. 
 

Aesthetic Concept: Alas and Five Aces 

Alas ng Bayan is about five remarkable Filipinas who resisted national oppression, social injustice, 
and false gender normatives at different junctures of Philippine history. 
 
As the artworks deal with historical truths and the surreal, the Alas ng Bayan paintings were 
rendered in the style of Tarot cards or sakla, the card game used often in urban areas, many times 
in working class neighborhoods and during funeral wakes. Early in its history, the Tarot was used 
as playing cards by noble families in Italy. It was in the nineteenth-century that the Tarot card 
was linked to witchcraft and religion. Spiritual and esoteric groups have since considered the 
Tarot a body of knowledge compromising different archetypal images that cross linguistic, 
cultural, geographical, and temporal barriers. 
 
Like the Tarot, the Alas ng Bayan paintings mirror similar mysticism while provoking its viewers 
to engage, if not decode, subtle symbolisms placed throughout the images. Alas is a local word for 
ace, a card that in most games is ranked as the highest, e.g. the ace of diamonds. It connotes a 
winning card or a secret advantage, for instance, "an ace up one's sleeve." As an adjective, its 
synonyms are excellent, outstanding, masterly, virtuoso, and first-rate. As a noun, an ace is 
equivalent to a champion, a doyen, an expert, and a master. 
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Can a normal card game have five aces? There are only four suits in typical poker games: 
diamonds, hearts, clubs, and spades. Aces with all four suits in one hand are called cuadro de alas 
(a winning hand bested only by the rare Royal Flush). Yet the Alas ng Bayan paintings convey a 
fifth suit, suggesting women and heroism as notions that refuse to be contained by conventional 
definitions. A quinta de alas suit seems absurd even as a linguistic Creole contrivance. But the 
framing seems apt; we live in interesting times when more and more young people, especially 
young women weary of corrosive machismo, refuse to play by the rules, openly choosing to resist 
and defeat toxic masculinity. 
 
In Latin numerals as well, quinta is the female equivalent of quintus, which translates to “fifth”. 
Quinta is an anomaly. It's etymology is linked to quinta essentia which translates as the fifth 
element and is where the word quintessential comes from. Some discussions link quinta to pre-
atomic theory where four "known" elements or essences are identified — Earth, Air, Fire and 
Water — in addition to a putative fifth element, quinta essentia. The fifth element was believed to 
be superior to the other elements, and so, "quintessential" has come to mean something that is 
superior. The fifth element was believed to be more subtle, permeating the fabric of things and 
was thought to be more difficult to find or to isolate. This is why the word quintessential is used 
often today to describe the essence of things nearing perfection. In this light, Oriang, Apolonia, 
Liwayway, Lorena, and Gloria are without any doubt quintessential to Philippine history. 

 
The Paintings  
 
The works of art cover five Filipinas each of whom lived in different historical periods. They have 
been chosen as subjects as they are a good mix of women across generations, across key periods 
in our history, across different acts of resistance, and across a range of popularity, meaning, from 
the well-known to the unknown. 

 
Gregoria "Oriang" de Jesus (09 May 1875-15 March 1943) helped organize, 
grow and mobilize the the revolutionary secret society known as the Kataas-
taasan, Kagalang-galangang Katipunan ng mga Anak ng Bayan together with 
her husband, the great hero Andres Bonifacio. Known as Lakambini, Oriang 
was deeply involved in the revolutionary war from around the time of the 
Katipunan’s founding in 1892 until the open uprising of 1896 and beyond. 
The Katipunan threw off the yoke of Spanish colonialism and gave birth by 
1899 to Asia's first, though short-lived, Republic which, shortly after, was 
crushed by the boot of US imperialism. Wrote Oriang, "I had no fear of facing 
danger, not even death itself, whenever I accompanied the soldiers in the 

battle, impelled as I was then by no other desire than to see unfurled the flag of an 
independent Philippines, and I was present in and witnessed many encounters. I was 
considered a soldier, and to be true, I learned how to ride, to shoot a rifle, and to 
manipulate other weapons ... without tasting food for the whole day, to drink dirty water 
from mud-holes or the sap of vines." From Oriang's direct experience and from edicts 
issued by the Katipunan, the leaders of the Philippine revolution against Spain were 
pioneers in the way they located violence against women at the center of the struggle for 
national liberation. Oriang worked closely with Emilio Jacinto and Macario Sakay. Of the 
latter, she said, "I know that he helped greatly the Katipunan. Macario Sakay was a true 
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patriot." Oriang was an ordinary person who acted like a giant by advancing the cause of 
national freedom. 
 
Painting notes 
 
What explains the words in this painting? Did you know that Oriang's second husband, Julio 
Nakpil, a national hero, musical composer and one of the most respected leaders of the 
Katipunan, used "Giliw" as his alias? Oriang's words are a constant reminder to all about a 
basic cosmic truth that many often forget: "Fear history, for it respects no secrets." 
 
Behind Oriang is a forest, through which a river flows and which paradoxically appears to 
come to a full stop. Perhaps it is the artist's statement concerning the continuities and 
discontinuities of history and memory? Oriang appears relaxed in the painting while leaning 
on a red pillow draped with crimson fabric. Yet she holds aloft a saber. Why did the artist 
place a heart-shaped symbol beneath the hero, and what is the script at its center? What 
does it mean? Why did the artist paint in the foreground a fence, which provides little 
obstruction? In her autobiography, Oriang recalls her disposition while helping throw off 
the colonizer's yoke: she always took sides. She was no fencesitter, for sure. 
 

Apolonia Catra (Died: March 05, 1905) is the only named woman officer in 
the armed forces of General Macario Sakay, President of the Tagalog 
Republic, under the command of Lt. Col. Lucio de Vega. There is scant 
mention of her in historical accounts; even her date of birth is unknown.  She 
was killed in combat on March 5, 1905, during the Philippine-American War. 
Theodore Roosevelt, then the US president, declared the end of Philippine-
American hostilities in July 1902 even though the revolutionary war to 
overthrow foreign occupation raged on over an endless decade. The struggle 
was led by the likes of Sakay who, through brazen American duplicity, was 
captured in 1906 and hanged a year later by US troops. Apolonia is one of 

many historical ciphers in Philippine history: she is the only woman in the Alas ng Bayan 
series without a known portrait or photo. The artist John Earhard Guarin chose to depict 
as her likeness a young Nora Aunor. The Washington State newspaper Evening Statesman 
reported in 1905 that Catra "was surprised in the mountains and refused to surrender." 
Like Sakay and others who fought under his leadership, Apolonia was branded a bandit 
by US authorities. In a 1968 study by the Ohio State University scholar George Yarrington 
Coats, Apolonia was described in a way that brings to mind current LGBT debates and 
issues surrounding extrajudicial killings (EJKs): "She dressed in men's clothing and was 
well known for her cruelty and reckless courage." High praise coming from a US academic. 
 
Painting notes 
 
What might be behind the title of the painting? Can you recognize the symbols on Apolonia 
Catra's chair? What does it mean? Is it an amulet? Who might have worn it? Why is there a 
name on the back rest? Whose name is it? What might explain the lone bird painted in the 
horizon? What is the real story behind the seemingly 'regionalistic' emblem behind 
Apolonia? Questions abound. 
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No photos exist to indicate what Apolonia Catra might have looked like. Why did the artist 
use a young Nora Aunor as his model? Do you agree with his choice? Who else should he have 
considered as his peg? If you had painted Apolonia, what elements would you have 
integrated based on George Yarrington Coats description of her in his unpublished thesis on 
the Philippine Constabulary? Why do think there is so little material about women heroes in 
our country's history? Gregoria de Jesus once said: "Remember always the sacred teachings 
of our heroes who sacrificed their lives for love of country." How would you choose to 
remember Apolonia Catra? 
 

Remedios Gomez-Paraiso (July 12 1918-May 15, 2014) was a guerilla who 
fought the Japanese occupation of the Philippines during World War II under 
the alias Kumander Liwayway. She was an officer of the Hukbong Bayan laban 
sa Hapon or Hukbalahap. Kumander Liwayway was a fearless Filipina known 
for riding headlong into battle astride a horse, pistol in hand and wearing red 
lipstick. She led divisions spanning Pampanga, Tarlac, and Zambales and was 
one of the most trusted officers of Huk Supremo Luis Taruc. Liwayway 
believed she would return to civilian life after the defeat of the Japanese 
fascist forces. But the Cold War had just begun. Under instructions from US 
officers, the Philippine Constabulary hunted down Huk forces with 

murderous zeal and Liwayway was once more forced to fight from the mountains, this 
time as an officer of the Hukbong Mapagpalaya ng Bayan (HMB) of the Partido Komunista 
ng Pilipinas (PKP-1938). The journalist Tonette Orejas quotes Paraiso saying, “One of the 
things I am fighting for in the Huk movement is the right to be myself,” in response to 
comrades who criticized her for wearing makeup and appearing feminine. Liwayway 
brought up her grandchildren and great grandchildren, who affectionately called her 
"Mommy" and "Mommylola" respectively. 
 
Painting notes 
 
What is the strange headgear on top of the stick by the side of the hero? What does it 
symbolize? What explains the lone bird in the horizon? What explains the presence of a 
guitar in the painting? The carving at the back of Kumander Liwayway is the artist's way of 
showing the craftsmanship of Pampanga. Even though, at great cost, they helped repulse the 
imperial forces of Japan, Remedios Gomez-Paraiso and her comrades were hunted down and 
forced again to fight from the mountains soon after Japan's surrender. Why? What new 
cause did Kumander Liwayway come to champion, and how did the term "Huk" evolve? 
 
The fierce courage of Kumander Liwayway during wartime was well known. She was feared 
by Japanese soldiers and the Philippine armed forces. Yet few know the extent to which she 
was also intensely embraced by her loved ones, judging by the way her children, 
grandchildren, and great grandchildren, received her motherly affection and the incredible 
caring she showered on her family. 
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Maria Lorena Barros (March 18, 1948-March 24, 1976) was the founding 
chair of Malayang Kilusan ng Bagong Kababaihan or MAKIBAKA. Laurie, as 
her mother called her, went underground soon after the declaration of 
Martial Law. She was a writer and a student of history, a daughter, wife, and 
mother, a warrior and a poet. The Bantayog ng mga Bayani writes, "[f]rom 
early childhood, Barros showed keen intelligence, a searching mind and 
precocious social awareness, nurtured by her mother Alicia Morelos. The 
latter, granddaughter of a Katipunero and herself a member of the 
Hukbalahap guerrilla resistance, would become her daughter’s closest friend 

and confidant." Laurie graduated from the University of the Philippines in 1970 with a 
degree in anthropology. "[S]he was someone who refused to be confined to the 
stereotypical image of a student activist, or a feminist activist. She did not repress her 
natural charm and kindheartedness." As an activist determined to advance the cause of 
national democracy while resisting military rule and the illegitimate Marcos government, 
Laurie joined the underground to fight the tyrannical dictatorship. In March 1976, she 
"was seriously wounded in an armed encounter with soldiers in ... Mauban, Quezon... 
Medical treatment was promised by her captors if she would cooperate with them, but 
she said she would rather die for her beliefs. She was shot in the nape. She was 28 years 
old." 
 
Painting notes 
 
What explains the title of this painting? Can you identify the four circular logos surrounding 
Lorena? Why do you think the artist chose white as the color of the hero's toga, and what 
might the symbols in the fabric mean? What do fruits, or grapes, in Tarot symbolism 
represent? What does the mountain behind the Oblation stand for? Questions abound. Find 
out more about the rich, haunting, inspiring and textured life of Lorena Barros from the book 
by Pauline Mari Hernando, Lorena: Isang Tulambuhay, published by the University of the 
Philippines Press.  

 
Gloria Capitan (March 28, 1959-July 1, 2016) was an anti-coal activist and 
human rights defender affiliated with the Coal-Free Bataan Movement. She 
was a former president of the Samahan ng Nagkakaisang Mamamayan ng 
Lucanin, a community-based organization that campaigned actively against 
the development of a coal plant and open coal storage facility in Barangay  
Lucanin, Mariveles, Bataan. Known for her physical strength and mental 
discipline, she would construct wooden houses using her own hands. She was 
known throughout her community as a fierce yet caring, fearless and hands-
on leader ready to call out and resist environmental and social injustice. She 

was a woman made powerful by her conviction and obstinate refusal to accept a future 
devastated by dirty energy and greedy corporations. Gloria was assassinated in her own 
videoke cantina by two unidentified gunmen on July 01, 2016, the very day President 
Duterte was sworn into office. Her death was the first recorded extrajudicial killing under 
the Duterte administration. Gloria was known for her fortitude against adversity. She 
received many threats, but nonetheless continued to actively participate in and lead 
campaigns up to the time of her death. As she used to say, “Titigil lang ako ‘pag pikit na 
ang mata ko! Ano pa ba ang magagawa ko e patay na ako. Hindi ito para sa akin, kundi 
para sa mga apo ko, masakit ang loob ko kapag nakikita ko silang nagkakasakit”. 

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100035509457647&__tn__=K-R&eid=ARDoKTU67aIdHGWUw16yVF3evhN1_ErcXF1JYIqmdmTz9okIT0v27S5VNhBqVDnLUF5dqvBenEXyNJX1&fref=mentions
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Painting notes 
 
Do you recognise the machine behind Gloria Capitan? What is the facility billowing filthy 
smoke behind the hero? The black cat in the foreground seems to pay homage to Théophile 
Steinlen's 1896 poster for an entertainment establishment in the bohemian district of 
Montmartre in Paris, the Le Chat Noir. What explains the title of the painting, and why is it 
spelled differently? 

  
 

The Artist 

John Erhard P. Guarin (24 July 1993) is a Filipino painter, poet, and hip-hop recording artist 

from Tondo, Manila. He pursued a Bachelor’s Degree of Fine Arts in Visual Communication in 

Eulogio Amang Rodriguez Institute of Science and Technology (EARIST). He began painting at the 

age of 13 in the streets of Manila. By the age of 24, he started volunteering as an artist for 350.org. 

It was not until 2017 that he accepted commissions to create art for different religious networks 

and organizations. From there, he began to develop his career as a professional painter, crafting 

his works using mainly oil on canvas.  

 

About the Organizers  

Institute for Climate and Sustainable Cities 
The Institute for Climate and Sustainable Cities (ICSC) is an international non-government group 
advancing fair climate policy and low carbon, climate-resilient development. Based in the 
Philippines, it is engaged with the wider international climate and energy policy arena, 
particularly in Asia. It is recognized for its role in helping advance effective global climate action 
and the Paris climate agreement. 
  
Constantino Foundation 
The Constantino Foundation is dedicated to advancing the idea of a usable history, where lessons 
from the past become active elements of the present. The foundation was established to advance 
a singular idea: in order to shape the future, the past must play an active role in the present. This 
is the key to creating and mobilising an informed and involved Filipino citizenry. It was originally 
named the Foundation for Nationalist Studies by its founders: Renato Constantino (March 10, 
1919-September 15, 1999) and Letizia Roxas Constantino (April 9, 1920-June 27, 2016). 
 
350.org Pilipinas 
350.org is building a global grassroots climate movement that can hold our leaders accountable 
to the realities of science and the principles of justice. 350.org Pilipinas is a local network of 
volunteers supporting the Philippine climate movement. 
  
 
 
 

https://icsc.ngo/
https://www.facebook.com/constantinofoundation/
https://350.org/
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