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A NOTE ON 
JAMMING AND 
RIFFS:  
YIELDING THE 
SOLO SPOT

 Much too much is still 

made of how artists 

supposedly march to 

the beat of their own 

drums.  And it does not help that the most laughable, overly 

heroic tales make them out as exceptional beings emerging out of 

nowhere, mythically launched out of obscurity by sheer will and 

talent.  Dealing with the narratives around a National Artist such 

as Cesar Legaspi makes wading through the overstatements 

particularly delicate because the rhetoric is expectedly laced with 

claims to the bragging rights of the nation itself. 

But certainly visible traces of modest beginnings and tangents 

become evident when poking through the literature and the 

artist’s archive, where the impact of Legaspi’s social mooring and 

filial enabling grow easily apparent.  He happened to be sickly as a 

child and was kept indoors, at one point having to be tutored 

extensively by a sibling to catch up with missed schooldays.  His 

bookkeeper father would bring home for him pencil stubs and 

crumpled paper, so drawing became his solace.  As a young 

gradeschooler at Washington Elementary School, Legaspi’s school 

hero was a young boy named Carlos Punzalan who was so deft at 

chalk drawing that he cornered the privileged task of embellishing 

the school boards, his work staying up for weeks on end.  Legaspi 

successfully nagged his parents to put him through art classes at 

the UP School of Fine Arts then in Manila where he was to meet 

yet another idol, Carlos “Botong” Francisco.

Critic-biographer and artist-peer Alfredo Roces quotes Legaspi:  

“Whenever a student was in difficulty, Botong’s aid would be 

solicited. Always willing to help, Botong would go over the 

student’s work, and within five minutes other students would flock 

around him to watch.(I was always one of those.)”, Cesar revealed.   

UP put him in touch with more senior students including Botong 

and Galo Ocampo, the latter engaging him as an assistant for 

murals and even set design.   Having shifted from painting to 

commercial art, Legaspi went on to work as an ad man through 

the late 1960s, but it was on the seminal year of 1938 when a 

casual encounter with Hernando “Nanding” Ocampo turned 

Legaspi back to painting with conviction.

Legaspi:  “Nanding had an enormous influence on me.  When I 

met him, I knew very little about painting, except for the few 

books I had read and what I learned from school (which was not 

very much).  He began to force-feed me with what he himself was 

reading.  And he was a voracious reader.  He also had a very 

strong personality and had a large influence on my character 

development.”  

Roces writes of how from the late 

1930s onward, a symbiotic rela-

tionship developed between 

artists and writers during the 

nascent state of Philippine mod-

ernism. He elaborates:  “He 

(Legaspi) met Hernando ‘Nand-

ing’ Ocampo, who introduced 

Cesar to writer friends, mostly 

fellow Veronicans, among them 

Franz Arcellana (who was recipi-

ent of the National Artist Award in Literature in the same year as 

Legaspi).  There were occasional get-togethers at each other’s 

homes, where talk about art was lively.  (Cesar recalls:  “I was in 

awe of all those people he brought around.”  Nanding would 

regale him with talk about such writers as Proust.”  His ties with 

Ocampo and other artists across creative fields of the period 
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weathered the war and logically led to a widening sphere of 

friendships including the elastic circle of artists, critics, collectors 

who would make up the weekly Saturday Group of Artists meet-

ings which began at a place called Taza de Oro.   

In many ways, 

this desire to 

meet up with 

fellow artists 

continued what 

seemed to be a 

very patent 

desire for 

self-education 

among Legaspi’s 

generation.  

Having done his 

early art studies 

in UP which kept to an atelier mode of teaching (hands-on, no 

lectures or classes on other subjects such as literature or history, 

or even the humanities. The method of instruction did not encour-

age too much thinking.), writes Roces. By the 1970s, early interac-

tions mostly done with the Saturday Group of Artists were largely 

about painting that was off the cuff, improvisatory and interactive 

as the call and response phrases of jazz and the contemporary 

dueling that now happens frequently in dance and rap where 

participants are challenged to think on their feet.  The patent 

difference in the visual exchanges are they are arguably more 

genteel than frenzied as their more performative dance-move-

ment parallels usually end up as. With the iterations being imagin-

ably endless, the offered phrase on the visual plane can come 

across as taunt or a beckoning to converse. The range of respons-

es is broad, boding a risk of negation, a playing up of an unintend-

ed pivot, overlaying, scumbling, a shifting of line and shape would 

constitute only some of the endless options. For the studio artist 

habitually holed up in isolation, the staging might be a way to 

extend territory, to at least temporarily straddle the space which  

other bodies, minds and souls occupy and lay claim upon albeit 

fleetingly.  

And so while drawing and his early painting were spheres Legaspi 

could reasonably claim as singular labor, a wearing down of 

authorial boundaries came on the horizon with the interaction and 

collaborative projects he engaged in from the 1970s onward.  

Unlike the pre-war murals which were much more calculated and 

less about spontaneous play, these at least in principle, were 

avenues to pry out space and time where egos could be whittled 

to some manifest extent.  The beginnings of an interaction are 

relatively mundane enough when the emptiness of the canvas is 

still stark, but once the pigment piles on, the next hand, eye and 

mind on board faces the prospect of ‘violating’ a surface already 

wrought with marked out form and enfleshed idea.  Such are the 

tensile points at which the chemistry gets much more visibly 

tested.  The presumed generosity of knowing when to give and to 

take summons the metaphor of a life having to navigate amidst 

other lives, and how this becomes fodder for engagements that 

may be utterly in sync or ultimately combustible.
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With Hernando Ocampo's death in 1978, Legaspi hesitantly took 

on the helm of the unwieldy Saturday Group, a motley assembly 

of individuals variably inclined toward art.  Unlike Ocampo who 

would tell wannabe painters to stick to writing, Legaspi's term 

was characterized by (sometimes critiqued for) the extreme 

accommodation shown.  Artists would come and go into the 

Saturday Group, some falling away because of changing priorities 

or because the group eventually relocated their base to Finale Art 

File, a much smaller and more exclusive venue as opposed to the 

their old haunt which afforded even rival gallery owners an oppor-

tunity to talk shop with artists, critics and hangers-on.  The Satur-

day Group itself was a curious mix.  In its earlier days it counted 

among its attendees Orlando Castillo, an artist who eventually 

went underground, Roces, a fierce Marcos critic, one-time political 

detainee Hernando Abaya, and of course on the other end of the 

spectrum were Arturo Luz, Rod Paras Perez, Hernando Ocampo, 

and Mauro Malang Santos who would variably be associated in 

Marcos’s administration and its projects.  It was the prevailing 

attitude of "art above all" which allowed this group to weather 

such potential crises such as the “tutti-frutti/Tupperware” sleight 

that got circulated along with unfavorable reviews they received 

for their individual or collective work.

As finished object, interactions could be hits or misses but always 

seemed to promise an interesting social experiment.  The play on 

media extended to Legaspi’s doing mosaics with his daughter 

Celeste, and tapestry with his wife, Vitaliana. Roces, Hernando 

Ocampo, and a number of other Saturday Group artists including 

Legaspi, introduced the idea of interaction but it did not always 

register positively across the board.  The now defunct Asiaweek 

describes it thus:  "some get-rich-quick artists dreamed up the 

idea of several painters taking turns at a single canvas, found 

buyers who could show off the signatures of several artists for the 

price of one."

Roces, who stands 

as Legaspi’s defacto 

biographer, hazards 

that it may have 

been these exercises 

that lay the ground 

for how in the late 

1980s, a drastic 

change in Legaspi's 

work process 

ensued. From initial-

ly painstakingly 

building up his canvases, he acquired the services of a regular 

assistant who was tasked with penciling in his ballpen studies 

onto canvas and painting on base colors.  On some exceptional 

occasions, he brought in three assistants simultaneously in order 

to work within a tight production schedule set by a corporate 

client.  This pivotal decision prompted him to seek counsel from 

Arturo Luz, Paras-Perez, Juvenal Sanso, and Austrian painter-con-

servator Helmut Zotter, who were all, except for Luz, generally 

against the idea.
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Their objections rested on points such as: risks in relation to 

authenticity especially since his assistant/s would have ready 

access to his materials, and the ethical question surrounding the 

delegation of his highly individualist and intuitive scumbling 

technique.  Roces mentions that Legaspi’s decision to push on 

with this mode of work may have been influenced by Cesar’s own 

experience while assisting Victorio Edades, Galo Ocampo, and 

Francisco in their pre-war murals.

Negotiating with ageing against the desire to still produce with 

gumption is something all artists essentially deal with.  Legaspi 

was visibly excited about this new working process which 

required him to assert control over each work after his assistant 

had put in the initial colors.This technical innovation addressed a 

deep-seated need and frustration which had set in in his later 

years.  Characteristic of this was one conversation he had with 

Zotter which went:  "you know Helmut, when I was younger I 

could do two nudes in one afternoon, now I can hardly finish one."  

When the Austrian replied that this was but natural, Legaspi 

replied angrily "it has nothing to do with age!", later on conceding 

with "Yes! But I'm still mad."  Apparently, he had been banking on 

his personal discipline if not physical strength to carry him 

through.  His taking on an assistant can be seen from various 

contending perspectives but for Legaspi himself it could very 

possibly have been an act of open defiance against time and 

death, reminiscent of another of his recurring images, the bad 

finger so prominently appearing mid-frame in his 1949 work The 

Idol, now in the Lopez Museum collection.  (ELR)

 1  Roces, Alfredo.  Legaspi:  The Making of a National Artist, p. 43.

 2 Roces, p. 54.

 3 Roces, p. 51.

 4  Roces, p. 41.
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