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Sustainable Preservation

Archival Fragility: Philippine Cinema and the Challenge of

Bliss Cua Lim*
Visiting Research Fellow CSEAS

he urgency of Philippine cinema’s archival situation is well-

recognized: it is estimated that only 37% of domestically-
produced films survive (3,000 titles from approximately 8,000
works) since the introduction of the cinematograph in 1897.
Only a handful of feature-length Filipino films from the pre-war
era remain: Tunay na Ina [True Mother], Pakiusap [Pleal, Giliw Ko
[My Beloved] (Photo 1) — all from 1938 — and Zamboanga
(1936), a "lost” film discovered at the US. Library of Congress
some years ago.' As of 2005, only one nitrate film print survives,
Ibong Adarna (1941). (Photo 2)? The fragility of the Philippine
audiovisual archive is all the more ironic when we consider that
the Philippines, in partnership with Australia’s National Film
and Sound Archive (NFSA), pioneered Southeast Asian media
archiving initiatives in the early 1990s.? Since outpaced by its

SEA neighbors, the Philippines, an early pioneer of the regional
archive movement in Southeast Asia, would become a late
implementer of the archive dream, waiting another 15 years
before its own national film archive was set up in 2011. Meas-
ured against the 116-year span of our country’s AV history, state-
funded national film archives have existed in the Philippines for
less than a decade.

Research on Philippine cinema is thus circumscribed by the
acute temporal pressures of archival crisis. A dearth of funding,
a lack of political will, and the deterioration of media storage
formats conspire against a dwindling number of films. The first
national film archive ever funded by the state, the Film Archives
of the Philippines (FAP), was established by the Marcos govern-
ment in 1982 and shuttered shortly after the regime’s ouster in

NEACTTEEOINGA L
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Photo 1: Mila del Sol and Fernando Poe star in the romantic musical comedy, Giliw Ko [My Beloved, dir. Carlos Vander Tolosa, 1939].
Photo 2: Fred Cortes in Ibong Adarna [Adarna Bird, dir. Vicente Salumbides and Manuel Conde, 1941], Philippine cinema’s only surviving nitrate film print.
Photo 3: An image from Genghis Khan [dir. Manuel Conde, 1950] is featured on the cover of the National Film Archives of the Philippines’first annual report, for

2011-2012.

*Associate Professor of Film and Media Studies and Visual Studies, University of California, Irvine
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1986." Not until 2002 did the Philippine government legislate
the creation of another Philippine film archive under the incipi-
ent Film Development Council of the Philippines (FDCP);” but
this one-line archival mandate was left unrealized for almost a
decade, until the founding of a new National Film Archive of
the Philippines (NFAP) in 2011 (Photo 3).° Credit is due to cur-
rent Chair Briccio Santos for being the first leader of the FDCP
to act on their archival mandate, and to the NFAP’s recently-
appointed Head, Benedict “Bono” Olgado, for prioritizing the
long-term sustainability of the recently established national
film archive.

The historic and long-awaited establishment of a new na-
tional film archive, and the promising pledge of support from
the French government,” however, have not entirely delivered
Philippine film history from its predicament. The new National
Film Archive is currently housed in an interim facility; a perma-
nent archive is still in the planning stages, and its fate is depen-
dent on firm political will and generous funding. The NFAP has
prioritized building up its collection, aided by a presidential
decree, Administrative Order 262 The NFAP's transitory archival
storage in facility in Cubao now holds about 11,300 elements,
36% on celluloid and 47% on analog videotape. The three
vaults at the Cubao facility, one of which is set aside for high-
risk audiovisual materials in advanced stages of deterioration,
boast round the clock environmental controls. The rapid growth
of the NFAP collection — they are already at 70% capacity —
means that new acquisitions are far outpacing the NFAP staff’s
capacity to accession them in a timely manner. If the NFAP is
serious about its declared goal of becoming “a sustainable in-
stitution that will preserve these materials for generations to
come,” then the number of qualified archivists must grow as
quickly as the NFAP collection grows.

The first major film project undertaken by the NFAP, the res-
toration and repatriation of Manuel Conde’s 1950 film Genghis
Khan, was completed last year. Other ambitious restoration
projects are underway, notably Maynila sa mga Kuko ng Liwanag
[Manila in the Claws of Neon], the 1975 film by Lino Brocka that
heralded the dawn of what Joel David calls “the Second Golden
Age” of Philippine Cinema.'” A new dynamism is palpable in
Philippine film archiving, but to understand the continuing ur-
gency of a full realization of the Philippines’ archival mandate,
we need to go back to what happened in the long years before
the establishment of the NFAP.

The dismantling of the first FAP after 1986, and the eventual
opening of a new NFAP in 2011, left an institutional vacuum, a
yawning 25-year gap that has been filled with terrible stories.
Filipino film historian Clodualdo “Doy” del Mundo Jr. recounts
that in 1994, LVN, a major studio in the forties and fifties, decid-
ed to discard films by other production companies that had
long remained unclaimed in its storage vaults. Only a handful
of production outfits retrieved their films upon being notified
of the purge; the rest of the films — over a thousand rusting
cans of celluloid comprising 72 titles — were dumped in the
studio’s open basketball court, exposed to months of sun and
rain.'' The desperation that seized Filipino film and media archi-

vists in the 1990s, in the absence of a national archive, led to an
era of cooperation and collaboration in a decentralized archival
advocacy among the largest remaining AV archives in the
country. These stakeholders were composed of ‘government
and academic institutions,” chief among them the Cultural
Center of the Philippines (CCP), the Philippine Information
Agency (PIA), the University of the Philippines Film Institute
(UPFI), and the National Commission on Culture and the Arts
(NCCA), which funded several collaborative restoration projects.
Among the “private and industry-based institutions,” the sig-
nificant players are the Mowelfund Film Institute, the film
studios, LVN Pictures and Sampaguita Pictures, and the broad-
casting corporation, ABS-CBN, which has the premiere tem-
perature-controlled archival storage facility in the Philippines,
though being part of a commercial TV network inevitably con-
strains the nature of their archival efforts.'” The third group of
stakeholders include nongovernmental organizations and pri-
vate individuals; in this category, the most important organiza-
tion by far is SOFIA, the Society of Filipino Archivists for Film,
which has functioned as the lead nongovernmental “coordinat-
ing body” in media preservation and restoration projects to
date.”

Galvanized by the disastrous emptying of LVN's storage
vaults, SOFIA in 1994 authored a “draft of a Master Plan to save
the Philippines’ Film Heritage! Three initiatives introduced by
the “Master Plan” are highlighted here. First, the creation of a
systematic inventory or “master list” of surviving Filipino films;
second, the reproduction and restoration of 20 designated
masterpieces of Philippine cinema; and third, the dream of
establishing a national audiovisual archive." As to the first task,
an unpublished master inventory was drafted in 2005, a ground-
breaking effort undertaken by SOFIA and the NCCA. Between
2002 to 2005, three seasoned archivists engaged in a painstak-
ing reel-by-reel and tape by tape inspection of the various
media formats of existing archival holdings in the Philippines:
“35mm, 16mm, Super-8; Betacam, Betamax, VHS, S-VHS, U-matic,
disc"® The master inventory lists 3,738 titles in various condi-
tions ranging from excellent to good to “vinegar syndrome 2-3",
plus a number of unlabeled reels in an advanced state of decay.
Of the second task of restoration and reproduction of canonical
Philippine films: 14 of 20 films prioritized for restoration in 1997
due to their "high heritage value,” have been restored to date.
The third part of the plan sketched by SOFIA, the establishment
of a permanent archival storage facility, has still not been real-
ized. Within the next four years, the NFAP hopes to build a per-
manent archival storage facility, possibly in Tagaytay, but that
will be dependent on firm political will and generous funding.'®

For Jacques Derrida, archives come into being from the privi-
leged melding of place, medial substrate, and the “authority” of
the “law”" In contrast to Derrida’s formulation, archives have
emphatically not been the place were the law meets the medi-
al substrate for most of Philippine history, given the state’s
negligence towards film archiving. | am writing of this now on
the brink of change: the national film archives of the Philippines
was finally established last year, and the state is playing a newly
active role after 26 years of indifference.

Broadly, two crucial questions are posed by this moment
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when a newly established NFAP is reaching out to its constitu-
ents for support and collaboration. The first question concerns
the decades-long audiovisual archival vacuum from which the
country is just emerging. As we know, there have to date only
been two national film archives in the Philippines: the short-
lived archive Film Archives of the Philippines (FAP) during the
Marcos era; and the new NFAP established in 2011. What are
the consequences we're living with from those 25 gap years,
that long interval during which the country was without a
national film archive?

NFAP Head Benedict “Bono” Olgado’s response to this
question emphasizes the tragic loss of not only countless films
but also information about them. This loss of continuity is
‘manifested in weak paper trails, unknown rights issues, un-
known locations of films’ as well as the erosion of public
support and momentum for film preservation.'® Another im-
portant consequence of the long archival vacuum is that the
archival advocacy for film became both decentralized and
privatized. The state’s abdication of its responsibility to film
history meant that a handful of private collectors stepped into
the breach. We owe a debt of gratitude to such private collec-
tors, but a tension is inherent between the individual collector’s
impulse to privatization vis-a-vis the NFAP’s stated objective of
an archive that provides “permanent access” under the steward-
ship of the state. How this deep tension between decentralized
privatization and state centralization plays out remains to be
seen.

We are on the brink of change: the NFAP has finally been
established, and the state is playing a newly active role after
25 vyears of indifference. What are the consequences of this
sudden shift from state indifference to a government that has
now taken the helm of the Philippine archiving movement?

As FDCP Chair Briccio Santos remarked, the long years of
state indifference means that people’s willingness to work with
the government can sometimes be “laced with suspicion,®
especially because the last administration keenly interested in
Philippine cinema was the Marcos regime. The need for trust
and good working relationships among an archive’s constitu-
ency is as real as the need for a permanent archival facility to
house our films. The state archive’s constituency, as Ray
Edmondson defines it, are the stakeholders, friends and sup-
porters who will “defend the archive when it’s threatened”
but also serve as a “constructive critic,'a necessary counterbal-
ance that keeps an archive "honest and in touch with its sup-
porters’® Trust is also a temporal issue, an issue of time, as
Edmondson notes in his statement on sustainability: "Archives
are inherently permanent entities ... government instrumentalities
come and go, but archives have to go on forever”'

There is an inherent tension, as Edmondson notes, between
archival permanency and the shorter cycles of government
appointments. As a recent article by del Mundo in the Philip-
pine Daily Inquirer points out, film archive initiatives in the
Philippines have historically been extremely susceptible to
changes in administration; projects prioritized by the FDCP un-
der one leadership may not continued by the next presidential
appointee.” Yet the extremely long-term temporality of real
archiving — which extends beyond a single person’s lifetime
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— contrasts strongly with the short-term cycles of term ap-
pointments for key government posts related to film. If the
NFAP is to realize its goal of “sustainable preservation,” then it
must wrestle with these temporal contradictions.

How to ensure the NFAP's sustainability? To its credit, the
NFAP is tackling this question head on. The answer is likely to
be multi-pronged, a combination of a legislative agenda that
secures a Republic Act that amplifies the FDCP's archival
mandate and guarantees continuity and funding for the
archive; fiscal and staffing strategies that gain plantilla [perma-
nent government staffing positions] to ensure that the archive
has qualified people to run its operations; partnerships with
the private sector or bilateral agreements with international
partners to provide funding and other forms of support, and
to induce the state to maintain a certain “national composure”
where the archives are concerned.®

As Derrida observes, an archive is never an “assured” concept.
It is, rather, a “question of a response, of a promise and of a
responsibility for tomorrow. The archive: if we want to know
what that will have meant, we will only know in times to
come!” We will only know what the Philippine audiovisual
archive will have meant in times to come. This is not a failure
of Philippine archiving, but only indexes, in a more overt form,
the always-in-process character of all archives in their struggle
against the twin processes of obsolescence and remembrance,
ephemerality and sustainability.
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