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Forum Editor’s Note: 

 

Partial financial support for the project was provided by Inha University, as well as the authors’ 

home institutions, specifically Manuel L. Quezon University and the University of the Philippines 

(UP). The Asian Cinema Studies Society provided a venue for reworking early drafts of these 

articles, with Julia Lesage and Chuck Kleinhans giving helpful pointers and encouragement; the 

authors acknowledge the cooperation of Gina Marchetti and Natalie Siu-Lam Wong of the 

University of Hong Kong. The editor is grateful to Marilou Diaz-Abaya and Ricardo Lee for 

providing additional insights into Pinoy multicharacter film productions; Violeda A. Umali, 

Director of the UP Research Dissemination and Utilization Office, for helping round out a list of 

reviewers; Theo Pie and Rochit Tañedo for providing crucial liaison functions; and Melanie Joy 

C. Garduño and Rowena Raganit for assisting with earlier data gathering and analyses. 

 

From the several exchanges I had with the authors who contributed to the current forum, one 

common response was how Manila by Night, more than three decades since its completion, has 

maintained an ability to startle and amuse – not so much in the original sense that the typically 

humorless martial-law “interim” military censors perceived it, but in the more appropriately 

postmodernist manner of proving impossible to pin down for a once-and-for-all evaluation. All 

to the good, we (as far as I hoped I could speak for everyone) concluded: as the first and way-

overdue intensive single-title inspection in Philippine film scholarship, the present forum would 

have performed its historical function by proffering a model for other future studies to emulate, 

improve on, even reject if necessary.1 

 

 From the beginning, Manila by Night had been fraught with crises of identity. It was 

proposed and completed in 1979, the same year that Ishmael Bernal (Figure 1) first devised 

stylistically similar but structurally simpler exercises for his long-term producer up to that point, 

Jesse Ejercito. It was submitted in early 1980 to the Interim Board of Censors for Motion 

Pictures for a screening permit but was slapped instead with an outright ban – as rare then as 

approvals with cuts and deletions were common. After the Berlin International Film Festival 

director-general, Moritz 
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deHadeln, determined that it was good enough to compete (agreeing with local and foreign 

observers that it had the strongest chance to win top prize), Bernal and Regal Films made 

representations with First Lady Imelda Marcos, preparing a print with a voiced-over epilogue 

that described how the major characters either were punished or had reformed, but to no avail. 

Á



 

DeHadeln issued statements denouncing the Marcos dictatorship’s hypocrisy regarding its self-

proclaimed benevolent authoritarianism vis-à-vis the reality of its censorship policies. The film 

was approved for local release with its title changed (to City after Dark) and a record-length 

four-page listing of cuts and deletions.2 

 

 Five years later, after the assassination of opposition senator Benigno S. Aquino, Jr. had 

the regime desperate for indubitable proof of its democratic credentials, the government’s film 

agency, Experimental Cinema of the Philippines, acquired an uncensored print for an exclusive 

run at the Manila Film Center, thus containing not just the integral version’s release but also its 

profits. Other versions of the film also appeared in various video formats: an arbitrarily 

shortened two-hour cut on Betamax, an integral version missing two scenes (the first sauna-

parlor quarrel scene and the toilet pick-up scene) on VHS, and the epilogue-laced “for Madame’s 

eyes only” version (shown during the MFC premiere) on DVD. 

 

 The standard cinephile query may be raised at this point: Was there ever a “director’s 

cut” of Manila by Night? The closest possible official answer would be the DVD version – minus 

the awkwardly inserted and narrated epilogue – which is the basis of the “script” that appears in 

the literary section of this journal issue. (Again, another unstable referent: the movie had no real 

[shooting] script to speak of, although the finished product, after being properly transcribed, 

would of course yield a Manila by Night screenplay.) The fuller answer to the director’s-cut 

question would be the narrative shared by Bernal when he and I were finalizing the transcription 

(Figure 2) and I was completing an English-language German subtitler’s guide (a now-lost 

transliteration, not meant for publication). He remarked how he had responded to Moritz 

deHadeln’s news about the movie’s inclusion in the Berlinale by offering to recut and rescore the 

film; he suggested trimming the portions that critics would later find excessive – the sex scenes 

as well as the draggy/druggie bayside frolic. He mentioned that the films of Lino Brocka had 

been similarly revised in preparation for their screenings at the Cannes Film Festival; but to his 

surprise, deHadeln insisted on screening for the festival audience and judges “exactly what the 

Filipino audience will be seeing.” 

 

 DeHadeln’s position was admirable, and Bernal acknowledged as much then. Yet one 

effect of it is that at present, for better or worse, we have no definitive Manila by Night version 

other than the one he had cut for commercial release – before it was further butchered by local 

moralists, for whom he had no further regard beyond utter contempt. 
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Figure 1. Standard publicity shot of Ishmael Bernal. (Mowelfund Film Institute Archive, used 

with permission) 

 

Six Perspectives 

 

The articles in the forum demonstrate the huge difficulty of determining what exactly Manila by 

Night, or even Ishmael Bernal, represents. Bayani Santos, Jr.’s “Bernal as Auteur” argues that in 

relation to his public demeanor, Bernal’s familial persona departed in some ways – deferential, 

respectful, appreciative of tradition, selectively conservative even in terms of his leftist 

inclinations. At the same time it explains how such a potentially intimidating set of domestic 

circumstances actually provided him with an unusually privileged foundation for a career as film 

auteur: Bernal was so casually yet excessively gifted because the large clan in which he had 

matured (and to which he returned, toward the end of his life) was, almost to a person, artistically 

ambitious, unapologetically urbane, socially transgressive, and willing to accept the financial 

instabilities that their choices entailed.3 

 

 The next article, “Film Plastics in Manila by Night,” attempts to explain why the movie’s 

most heavily panned element, its technical surface, deserves a different set of evaluative 

measures rather than the standard terms of polish now de rigueur in film schools all over the 

world. Although discussions of the movie’s award-worthiness were originally compounded by 

the release print’s heavily mangled condition, its losses in the technical categories of the 

Philippine film critics circle’s prizes (including, amazingly, for direction4) were regarded as 

objective aesthetic judgments then and have persisted to the present. The article tracks Bernal’s 

training and continuing interest in ethnographic cinema, and suggests that he had 
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Figure 2. First page of the original transcription of Manila by Night, with corrections by and a 

note from Ishmael Bernal. 

 

arrived at a “look” for his films during this period via a synthesis of his preference for narrative 

complexities (exemplified in the multicharacter format) and his prescription that the Philippines’ 

Third Cinema challenge may best be served by documentary stylistics. 

 

 With “The Long Take,” Patrick D. Flores initiates a bravura close reading, previously 

unattempted in Philippine film criticism, of a seemingly throwaway sequence in Manila by 

Night: the real-time stroll (with corresponding meandering dialogue) down Misericordia, the 

seedy red-light street in Manila Chinatown. Rather than the obsessive shot-by-shot analysis 

popularized by Raymond Bellour (in The Analysis of Film), the article reconsiders the opposition 

between montage and the long take in order to interrogate the possibilities of an apparently 

useless device’s effectiveness as textual passage or interval. Similar sequences in other 

Philippine productions provide a means of further evaluating what the author cogently describes 

as “the ‘political’ as a procedure of truth in time and space.” 

 

 In “To Conform or Not to Conform,” Libay Linsangan Cantor performs an equivalent 

close reading – of a character this time, rather than of a sequence. In a movie crammed with all 

kinds of urban Others, she zeroes in on the Otherest of them all: a woman, vagrant whenever she 

shows up onscreen (without even a daytime or household scene for her to appear in), engaging in 

the criminalized activity of drug dealing, cross-dressed all the way down to her underwear, 

helplessly in love with another woman – whom she pimps to her clients, and who betrays her in 

the end. Even her name, Kano (clipped from “Amerikano”), denotes a liminal existence: as a 

rural migrant, materializing from the (now-terminated) US naval base, possibly one of the so-

called “GI [government-issue] babies” fathered by servicemen with some of the native residents 

(including sex workers), teasingly described by her 
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girlfriend as a fugitive who fled to Manila to avoid getting busted. Cantor inspects the 

intersection of the character with the lesbian construct in Philippine society, with Kano as one of 

the rare instances of a presence that has been largely invisible in cultural texts. 
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 Rolando B. Tolentino’s comprehensively titled “Marcos, Brocka, Bernal, City Films, and 

the Contestation for Imagery of Nation” takes the collection in a different direction, away from 

increasingly detailed formal analyses toward comparative textual studies, naming all the 

elements instantaneously for the readers’ convenience. In the present instance, Bernal is seen to 

triangulate the conventional historical narrative of the Marcos couple exploiting popular culture 

as their way of demonstrating the absence of authoritarian repression and Lino Brocka 

challenging their account by asserting a contrary version of Philippine reality. Since film was the 

venue whereby the Marcoses opted to showcase their claims, Brocka was almost reflexively the 

go-to person for corrective disclaimers about the regime, with his 1975 city film, Maynila: Sa 

mga Kuko ng Liwanag, embodying the basic tenets of his anti-dictatorship politics. Tolentino 

situates Manila by Night, after configuring it as Bernal’s city-film contribution, in the context of 

the mortal struggle between the regime and the progressive artists that Brocka had opted to 

represent. 

 

 In the final article, “Manila by Night as Thirdspace,” Patrick F. Campos takes a different 

tack by deploying recent theoretical paradigms on urban spaces, specifically those of Edward 

Soja, and finds (perhaps unsurprisingly, in the end) that Bernal’s film-text accommodates and 

even enhances the sophisticated terms of these conceptual updates. The film, Campos asserts at 

one point, “is a reclamation of panorama – [similar to the technocrat’s] in its desire for legibility 

and aesthetic pleasure…. [Though unlike] the blindness of the walker … the film projects the 

vision of a process.” Via the article, Campos re-enacts in scholarly terms the same process of re-

envisionment that Bernal unleashed on film observers in 1980, and that students of cinema still 

find themselves grappling with even up to the present. 

 

That Open Ending 

 

Each article creates its own version of Bernal and his film(s), with occasionally wide-enough 

divergences that suggest that film and filmmaker might have been different things to as many 

people, but were more likely capable of holding contradictory traits in the same body. Yet half of 

the pieces dwell on the same property that made Manila by Night unfinished, in a manner of 

speaking: an open ending, hanging with admirable perversity at the close of a text that seemed to 

suggest definitive positions and directions (and provoked exactly those responses in the cultural 

establishment), as if to caution its evaluators to keep returning to its previous statements and to 

reconsider whether any reading can be made with 
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finality. Deconstructive methods in criticism and the arts became prevalent in Philippine popular 

culture several years later, after the Marcoses had been ousted by the 1986 people-power 

uprising. Yet here was a technique, one among several, that may be seen as serving a similar 

function. 

 

 That may also have been an assurance bequeathed by the movie: that it can continue 

engendering productive dialogue, just as it has in the current exercise, where generally like-

minded people (all Filipinos, all scholars, all studying film) find different messages, values, and 

intentions in the text and realize that, amid their strongest convictions, other views that challenge 

their own also make just as much sense. Manila by Night has proved difficult for people, 
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Filipinos and foreigners alike, to hold close to their hearts the way that many other Filipino (and 

Third Cinema) films allow. The present forum may or may not change that state of affairs, but if 

it makes the film and its effects more comprehensible, then its goal will have been met. 

 

Notes 

 

 1 While I was proofreading my contribution to the first complete draft of the first anthology 

of the local critics organization, the editor showed me how one of the chapters was 

intended to be a folio on an earlier Ishmael Bernal movie, Nunal sa Tubig, which several 

members had written on and argued about in print. The exchanges were highly informed 

and passionate, but when the book came out, it contained only the meta-critical report 

written by Bienvenido Lumbera. It may be possible, in a future study, to trace how some 

of the issues that had divided the local critical community in this earlier film sample, 

where even the people who expressed strong reservations nevertheless acknowledged the 

film’s superiority, carried over during the release of Manila by Night. 

 

 2 I had tried to retrieve a copy of the original censors permit but, as of 1999, the new office 

(Board of Review for Motion Pictures and Television) could only provide a two-page 

consolidated version. This last available permit certificate (Figure 3) was made out to 

Regal Films by the acting secretary of the Interim Board of Censors for Motion Pictures; 

a date of approval (different presumably from date of issue) was given as 14 November 

1980, but the original four-page permit, also typewritten but with smaller margins, could 

no longer be found except in the memory of people who had seen it. The two-page 

release does not indicate a whole lot of other originally censored details; for example, an 

entire sequence, where a gay character follows his object of desire into a rest room in 

order to proposition him, was described as “the toilet pick-up scene” and deleted in the 

original local release, but is not included in the current list. (As of 2012, the present 

office does not even have such a file anymore. It had turned over its records – including 

its collection of publicity materials approved for release – to the archives of the Movie 

Workers Welfare Fund [Mowelfund] Film 
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  Institute, which holds a total of four stills and one poster of Manila by Night/City after 

Dark.) 
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Figure 3. Copy of the IBCMP permit for City after Dark (censored title of Manila by 

Night), ca. 1999. 

 

 3 Santos’s source material, a biographical study of Bernal (his uncle), contained a powerful 

first-hand account of the last moments of the director. After much back-and-forth 

between us, I determined (and advised him accordingly) that if the episode were included 

in the present article, it would overpower the discussion and detract from the focus on 

Bernal’s auteurist origins. Santos’s book-length study will be finalized and published in a 

still-to-be-specified future time. 

 

 4 In my first year as member of the Filipino film critics circle, I was witness to and 

participant in the turbulence that marked discussions of the film. Following rules for 

qualification, only the censored version, City after Dark, could be considered for awards. 

I belonged to a minority that insisted on recognizing only Manila by Night, effectively 

the preview (test-audience) version, as an exceptional case, as a symbolic rejection of 

film censorship. The mangled condition of the official release rendered it incapable of 

meeting acceptable technical standards, and accounted in large measure for Ishmael 

Bernal’s loss in the category for direction. Bernal was gracious about accepting his 

trophies for screenplay and film, even joking during the televised ceremony about how 

the producer, “Mother” Lily Monteverde, deserved the fullest thanks “for having the 

money” for the project. Yet tabloid accounts presently reported how a recent critics’ 

award winner complained to friends that, among other things, his most vital achievement 

had been overlooked. During the organization’s post-awards assessment, the chair, 

Bienvenido Lumbera, said that Bernal had sent him a note for the group, admitting his 

statements and apologizing for them. Further discussions with Bernal and other 

practitioners, partly as research for my dissertation, led me to conclude that (in my 

specific instance) awards would be irrelevant to the practice of Third Cinema criticism 

and scholarship. 
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