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The long view to the work of Nap Jamir II, rara avis

Nap Jamir II is the rare photographer with a Conceptual Art bent. He is indeed (unless I am smacked with evidence otherwise) 
the only one such artist in the last forty-some years in the Philippines. This seems an outsized claim, sure, but one I am happy 
to make.  

During the advent in 1970’s Manila of contemporary art, I had a perhaps ingénue hope that a few other photographers 
might have relished exposing the structure of the medium. More, I thought it might be—to use the period word—cool, if 
photographers did not so much make images, but contrived deliberate marks disclosing the riggings of the photographic 
imagination under construction. As things transpired since, it was wishful thinking. Filipino photographers to the last man and 
woman have been visual story-tellers of a humanistic disposition—including those who affect painterly manipulation. And those 
whose stunning images propose the genius of photography and photographer, are of course masters of narrative. In this field, 
Jamir is the odd man out. He does not do stunning; never has. He will not narrate.

Except for the still photographs of 1970’s Baguio by the erudite filmmaker Jose Antonio “Butch” Perez—whose iconoclastic 
attitude towards photography’s trends demands more than a no d here—Jamir has been singular in his attentiveness to 
photography itself. The medium’s limitations, idiosyncrasies, predispositions, and normativities are his object, which he 
probes with a curiosity that also seems detached, impersonal. Even when his person enters the frame—often to be made to 
disappear—he is not self-referential. The bo dy is not “captured” after the fashion of photographic predation that a young Susan 
Sontag already critiqued during that perio d.  T/his and other bo dies are, rather, conjured or materialized, as in fact the emulsion 
on photographic paper and light sensitive silver halide on 120 mm or 35 mm film strips brush against light molecules that 
bounced from off here and there. Jamir’s photographs are conceptualized as traces of light grazing surfaces.

Yet to assert so seems heavy-handed. Jamir works with a consistent lightness of touch. He is subtle about how he leaves 
evidence of his reconnoiterings into photography, on the physical object that photographs are; and hopefully on the spectral 
presences that photographs become in the minds of viewers. It is clear as I write about this absence of bravura gestures, that 
his perhaps inadvertent challenge to a writer is also singular: to try to convey Conceptualism sans grand statement-making. His 
nimbleness around the character of photography demands muted articulation. Since his attentiveness to the medium is by no 
means that of a scholar probing data, nor of a connoisseur’s scrutiny of technique, it does not seem appropriate for any written 
response to his photographs to be sophistic or intellectually hard.

Jamir’s Conceptual Art work is best described through the unusual register of sincerity: as the craft of thinking via making, and, 
vice-versa, photographic making as thinking about photographic making. If the description sounds vaguely dated, it is because 
the earnest predilection for anatomizing institutions and artistic, political, and scientific work took a strong aesthetic turn during 
the same 1970’s when Jamir and peers developed a youthful taste for the techniques of interrogation. They happened by 
Conceptual Art when a mutinous spirit was normal, but philosophical grounding was exotic.

His bo dy of work remains aligned with the Conceptual Art trajectory of institutional criticism. This constancy is useful to 
acknowledge vis à vis the meta-tenacity of auto-criticism in contemporary art, which has been in place from the moment, half a 
century ago, when American and European artists mounted strikes against the sterility and deterritorializing mo dernity inhabiting 
the white cube (albeit, how long ago this sounds!); the ways of seeing and thinking following undetected infrastructure (albeit, 
how undetected these constructions remain); and technologies of representation that operate as these technologies were wired 
to be (albeit, how easily capital keeps re-appropriating these technologies). Jamir—creature of the margins of mid-20th century 
global contestation when he commenced photographing photography with the mindset of a skeptic—arrives at the 21st century 
possessed of the DNA, as it were, of postmo dernity. 
 
When Susan Sontag’s series of essays in The New York Times was published as “On Photography” (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
1977), it compelled the more contrary of aspiring writers, photographers, and culture specialists, even in peripheral zones like Manila, to 
venture to find positions outside mainstream taste and thought. Sontag is mentioned in relation to Jamir specifically because of his work 
that cannot be appropriated into the predatory language that has been persistently part of photographic practices since the invention of 
photography.
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Filipinos observing artmaking in the 1970’s will recall Raymundo R. Albano, Acting Director of the Cultural Center of the 
Philippines Art Museum during this period, staging mock-heroic interruptions into the space of the grand and gorgeous CCP 
building; and performing alpha dog to a small menagerie that called itself the avante garde, which notably included Jamir. In 
hindsight, it was Jamir’s interruptions into the CCP space that ought capture the strange combination of gentleness and spunk 
of that time. Jamir took photographs of small rectangles of CCP space—a 1:1 35mm analog photograph of, among others, the 
agglomerated concrete of the building walls, or a part of the paneling, and so forth—printed these with neither enlargement 
(called “blow up” then!) nor cropping, and pasted these on the same parts whose photographs were taken. The works were all 
over the CCP. But the photographs were inconspicuous; the work, about as evanescent as art can be. Only a handful noticed. 
Zero recall, I daresay.

Hauling its recollection into the present exhibition of Jamir, circa 2018, serves only one purpose. I take Jamir’s present 
exhibition as opportunity to sound a plea for space in art and society for criticality that is not vociferous; that is deeply intelligent 
and absent of arrogance; that is Conceptual Art more in the spirit of Joseph Kosuth instead of, say, Judy Chicago. Space 
enough of course for that range. But not, I offer, for the vivid and stagey to overdetermine all art space. 

While I describe Jamir’s Conceptualism as vintage 1970s,  vintage is not a downside. When he made a horizontal, rectangular, 
pastel-colorized nude photograph of obese actor a few years ago, he composed by disassembly—by an almost tender tearing 
of the photographic paper; and framed the two-part assemblage as a neat and nearly seamless-looking whole. The early Jamir 
is the recent Jamir then, although the skills are profoundly developed now. His restraint in image-making is a sharper critique 
of image than he managed as a young photographer. Nevertheless the explorations facilitated today by a dexterity enhanced 
by decades in advertising and filmmaking, preserve an apparently stubborn proclivity towards, well, the gentle tearing at—and 
of—things. There haven’t been enough gentle anarchists yet. In the arts, especially in photography, I am truly elated that Jamir 
stayed the course. 

Marian Pastor Roces
12 September 2018
Metropolitan Manila

Marian Pastor Roces, independent curator and critic, writes on cities, clothing, museums, international art exhibitions, and 
politics. She is published internationally. She heads TAO INC, a corporation that has specialized in curatorial work to establish 
museums, make exhibitions, support urban planners, since 1998.
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Auto Retrato no. 3 
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag paper 

48 x 196 cm
1974

These series of self-portraits or “Auto-Retratos” were my first photographs shown in an art gallery. At that that, I was 
beginning to shoot experimental films in the 70s. I essentially wanted my photographs to reflect my passion for film. 
I came across the works of an American photographer Duane Michals and that inspired me to shoot these series. 
They were shot with 35mm and 120mm cameras.

These series are the only surviving set of a series of three “Auto Retrtatos”.

Exhibited at: ‘Otherwise Photography’, CCP Small Gallery, 1974
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Photo booth strips series 
42 x 31.5 cm each (3 artworks) 

Mixed media 
1974

I wanted to challenge the rigidity of 
the process of making ID pictures. I 
felt that I could use the machine to 
create art images. By using mirrors, 
I was able to make photos that 
showed the outside of the booth 
and by covering the booth’s light 
source, I was able to shoot using 
candles and flashlights for lights.

These series are the only surviving 
sets.  

Exhibited at ‘Otherwise 
Photography’, CCP Small Gallery, 
1974
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Triptych Collage
65.5 x 50 cm ( 3 artworks)
Mixed media 
1981

This triptych came about when I started including found images and words into my work. I became fascinated 
with the written word as a compliment to the art process. 

This was part of three triptychs produced.

Exhibited at ‘Otherwise Photography II”, CCP, Main Gallery, 1981
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Alaala
Monoprint white ink printed on pina paper

30.5 x 46 cm
1975

These set of four prints were part of my One-man show at the CCP Small Gallery entitled 
PRINTINGS. These came about when I found out that the mimeo-stencil machine or 
Risograph could scan photographs and produce photo stencil negatives.

By using a printmaking machine, I used white ink to make these white-on-white images.
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This was my first attempt at street photography and where else to start but in the city that nurtured Atget, Brassai 
and Cartier-Bresson. 

I forgot my clear glasses and was wearing my sunglasses all the time, thus my perception of the city was dark. And 
so, I shot dark images or what the French called “Le Nuit Americaine”, a cinema technique for shooting day-for-night 
sequences.

It was sacrilegious, but I left my Leica and used a Nikon slr and a Minox EL pocket camera.

Exhibited at PARIS SHOTS Penguin Café Gallery
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Rue Rivoli 1978
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag paper

46 x 50.5 cm
2018

Blvd Raispail 1978 
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag paper

46 x 50.5 cm
2018
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Rue de Mont Thabor 1978
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag paper
46 x 50.5 cm
2018

Jardin de Tuileries 1978
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag paper
46 x 50.5 cm
2018
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In 1980, Neal Oshima and 
I put up a photography & 
design studio called Shadow 
Visual Design Group. We 
started shooting print ads, 
calendars, brochures and 
annual reports.
And so, for the next twenty 
or so years, I was swallowed 
by the world of commerce 
and art making became a 
secondary pursuit. 

These images finally came 
up to my expectations and 
gave me the courage to 
start exhibiting again. They 
were shot with a 120mm film 
camera and was digitally 
scanned. 
 
They were initially shown 
at Lumiere, Neal Oshima’s 
photography gallery.

Exhibited at TORSO Lumiere 
Café Gallery, 2006

Torso I
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag 
paper
75.5 x 56 cm
2006
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Torso II
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle 
rag paper
75.5 x 56 cm
2006

Torso III
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle 
rag paper
75.5 x 56 cm
2006
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Recto-verso
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag paper
106.5 x 63 cm each (diptych)
2010 

This diptych was my attempt at flipping the image to create a playing card effect. I had started to tear my images 
already and this was a little more difficult to work on. I had to go up the 2nd floor walkway of my house and look 
down to view the work as I tore them.

Exhibited at 25th Asian International Art Exposition, Mongolian National Modern Art Gallery, 2011



32 33

As I continued with the torso series, I began to tear 
them to produce layers that would change the singular 
image and create a denser one. Seeing torn posters 
on walls gave me the idea.

Torso 2014
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag 
paper
68 x 52.5 cm
2018

Torso #10
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag 
paper
68 x 52.5 cm
2017

Torso 2014
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle rag 
paper
68 x 52.5 cm
2018
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These are shots documenting my impressions of these cities. Again, they are shot day-for-
night. They won’t pass for reportage, my photojournalist friends will attest to that.

These were shot with a digital point-and-shoot camera.

Exhibited at sNAPshots series 01 SYDNEY 1951 Café Gallery, 2010
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Sydney Opera House 2011
Archival inkjet print on 
Hahnemühle rag paper
46 x 51 cm
2018

Ho Chi Minh Post Office 2011
Archival inkjet print on 
Hahmühle rag paper
46 x 51 cm
2018
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Mount Fuji Shoreline 2011
Archival inkjet print on 
Hahnemühle rag paper
46 x 51 cm
2018

Absolute World 2011
Archival inkjet print on 
Hahnemühle rag paper
46 x 51 cm
2018
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Ho Chi Minh Cafe 2011
Archival inkjet print on 
Hahnemühle rag paper
46 x 51 cm
2018

Asakusa Buddhist Temple 2011
Archival inkjet print on 
Hahnemühle rag paper
46 x 51 cm
2018
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This work is a collaboration between me and Celin Cristobal, writer/editor/singer. This was a 
submission in the CCP show entitled CHROMATEXT, curated by the writer Krip Yuson and the visual 
artist Jean-Marie Syjuco.

Stages/Voyage
Hand-torn photographs with text printed on a 

torn page from a vintage journal
58 x 78 cm



44 45

These two contact prints were 
included in Rogue Magazine’s 
special The Art issue featuring 
photography. 

They got Neal Oshima, Wyg 
Tysman, Bien Bautista, Pancho 
Escaler and me to produce our own 
visions of hell in interpreting Dante 
Alighieri’s epic The Divine Comedy 
and they gave us four rolls of 
120mm film to record it.

Mine was printed as contact prints.

Published in Rogue Magazine 
Photography Issue 2015

“Dante’s Inferno”
Archival inkjet print on 
Hahnemühle rag paper
75 x 55.5 cm each (diptych)
2018
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The three images were included in Rogue Magazine’s special 
The Art issue featuring photography. 

They got Neal Oshima, Wyg Tysman, Bien Bautista, Pancho 
Escaler and me to produce our own visions of hell in 
interpreting Dante Alighieri’s epic The Divine Comedy and they 
gave us four rolls of 120mm film to record it.
 
Mine was printed as contact prints.

Dante’s Inferno (1)
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle 
rag paper
75 x 56 cm
2018

Dante’s Inferno (2)
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle 
rag paper
75 x 56 cm
2018

Dante’s Inferno (3)
Archival inkjet print on Hahnemühle 
rag paper
75 x 56 cm
2018
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