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Untitled (Black Bulo!
with Skuli), 2012,

is made of fiberglass
resin and charcoal.
Opposite: into

the Woods 2,2012,
includes recycled
paper and rubbings
of traditional Filipino
carved-wood objects.

AS HIS AUCTION PRICES CONTINUE
TO SKYROCKET, FILIPINO ARTIST
RONALD VENTURA LOOKS TO MAKE
CONNECTIONS ACROSS CULTURES
BY SONIA KOLESNIKOV-JESSOP

LIKEMANY EMERGING ARTISTS, early in hiscareer Ronald Ventura tended to
selleverything he produced. Now that his reputation is irmly established and he
isdreaming ofone day setting upa contemporaryartmuseum in Manila, the
39-year-old auction star has found himselfin the unenviable position of going
back tocollectors to buy back key pieces.

Ventura hasseen the aucrion prices for his recent work soar in the past few
years. The 2011 Grayground—alarge-scale graphite, oil,and acrylic painting
of horses in the midst of battle—wassold thatsame year to a phone bidder
atSotheby’s Hong Kong for $1.1 million, the highestauction price recorded for
acontemporary Southeast Asian painting atthe time. Yetthe Filipino artist
says he wasstunned to find out how much some of his older works had
appreciated. “A couple of years ago, I was looking fora good drawing that I had
done. Mostof my drawingsare usually covered in paint, but I was looking fora
drawingthatwasn’t. When I found outthe price  wasshocked. I couldn’t believe
it. It was rotimes more than theoriginal gallery price,” he said, hislaugh
underscoring his mixed emortionsat the steep price increase.

Theartisthaslearned hislesson. He says he now keepsoneartwork fromevery
soloexhibition. Arthe rate his piecesareselling, he should. In his latest show,
“Recyclables,” held arthe Singapore Tyler PrintInstitute, 7o percent of the works
weresold by the morning of the opening. Ventura’s plantosetupaprivate museumto
present hisown works, as wellas the collection of Filipinocontemporaryart
he hasslowlyaccumulated, islittle morethan a hope for the future, “maybeinthree
to four years' time.” For now, heremainstight-lipped aboutthe “other” Filipino
artists he has beencollecting. “Idon"twanttomake any [otherartists] jealous...
butldobuyalot. Therearealotofgoodartistsin Manila,” hequipped while
relaxinginthe privateexhibition roomof the Singapore Tyler Print Institute (STPI).

A few hours later, atthe show’s opening reception, Venturaappearedina
black T-shirtwith a black jacket by Maison Martin Margicla,alabel known for
its understated approach. Buthe had paired these simple items with white
jeans he had hand-painted withanelaborare, graffiti-like design. The contrasting
fashion statementisa reflection of the artist’s personality: behind hisquiet,






€ € ACTUALLY THERE IS NO SUCH THING
AS NEW. WE JUST DISCOVER SOMETHING BY
LOOKING AT IT A DIFFERENT WAY.9 9

Ventura with his
sculpture Colored
Anatomy, 2012, in
his “Watching the

Watchmen" exhibition
in Manila. Opposite,
top: Cloud, 2012, pen
and ink on fabric;
below, Untitled
(White Plain), 2012.

soft-spoken demeanor lurksan edgier side
that Ventura lets loose in hisartworks.

Ventura loves nothingmorethanto
subvert familiarcartoon figures,such as
Mickey Mouse ora dwarf from Snow White,
givingthema “new reality” withthe help
ofaskulloragasmask. Theartisthasrisento
prominenceon the Asiancontemporaryart
scene withcomplex, layered works that
juxtapose unexpected images, often rather
dark—internal organs with flowersand
butterflies, oraclownandagas mask—
alwaysrendered withexquisite
draughtsmanship. Heisknown for mixing
differentstyles, suchashyperrealismand
Surrealism,cartoonsand graffiti.

Importantly, Ventura hasa provenability
tosurprise viewers (and collectors) by
offering new works thatincorporate familiar
images, using differentmediumsor fresh
layering tocreate intricate compositions that
remainidentifiably “Ventura” while
nudgingtheenvelopealitt le furthereach
time. “Actually thereisnosuchthingasnew.
We just discover something by lookingatita
different way,” he muses.

Ventura admits to loving contradictions
and multiple realities, mixing the pretty
and the grim, the funand the gruesome. “It’s
really my intention. [ wantto producean
image thatgrabs you,and after that,asyou
look atthedetails, it will tell you more,”
he says. “Ilikethe juxtaposition ofa skull
image with blooming flowers. The skull
isasymbol of deathyetit’sasymbolthatisin
awayimmortal.... [find thiscontradiction
fascinating.”

He believeseach exhibition should be
prepared forits specific venue,asthis helps
himconnect with viewersaround the
world. “Ifeel it’simportanttobuilda bridge
between my culture and thatof where I'm
showing. I'mreally lookingatbuildinga
connection. Ifyouarriveatafriend'sortryto
talk to someone new, you havetoaddress
thatspecific person.”

For hisrecent “Fiesta Carnival” exhibition
atPrimoMarella Galleryin Milan, Ventura
found inspiration inthe amusement park
ofhischildhood, a place his parents used to
take him and hissiblings on weekendsand
holidays. This memory wasthe starting point
fora connection between the Filipinoand
Europeanculturesofcarnivals.

Promptingdiscourse aboutenvironmental
concernsisalsoimportanttotheartist. For
“Recyclables,” Ventura took hiscue from
Singapore’s rapid expansion, which threatens
its tropical flora, usingittoreflectonthe
need for more recycling. “We cannotdeny



what’shappeninginourenvironment;there
isalorofdepletion,and a lotmoretocome.
Sorecyclinginnatureisimportant,” he
argues. Pointing to hisinstallation Broccoli
Cloud, 2012,aseaof sprouting green
clouds reminiscent of nuclear detonations,
headds, “I wish instead of wars we were
explodinggreenery everywhere.”

With hisSTPIworks, Ventura approaches
the recyclingconcept fromdifferentangles.
He notonly usesrecycled paper, buthis “Into
the Woods” series incorporates rubbings of
traditional Filipino carved-wood panelsand
furniture. Reprocessing these images, asheso
often doesin his practice, Ventura created
paper trees made from casts of these salvaged
wooden pieces—a symbol, he says, of how
artcancome fullcircle. Animal shapesand
human facesare fused into the trees’ branches
and trunks, reflecting the life forces asso-
ciated with nature.

Venturaiscurrently workingonanewsolo
show for Galerie Perrotinin Hong Kong,
where he planstoshow his firstshaped-canvas
series. Therearealsoplans fora 2014 mini-
retrospective of sortsin Lugano, which will
include aselection of works held by European
collectors as well as pieces from his recent
“Watching the Watchmen” exhibitionatthe
Jorge B, Vargas Museumin Manila.

“The Lugano museumiscollectingarti-
facts from the northern partofthe Philippines,
sothereisareal connection here with

‘Wartching the Watchmen,”” explains
Ventura. “That’s very interesting tome.”
Ventura wasinspired by the bulol,a
wooden ricegod found inthe northern
Philippines, which symbolizes wealthand
protection. (The bulolstandsguardin
granaries.) Ventura gave the indigenousicon
acontemporary feel, transforming his
figuresintotoylikeanimecharacterscastin
resin, revealing sinew, muscle, and bone,
tattooing them with images of Christ,
skulls,and tribal patterns, or morphing
them into Pinocchio-like figures with

long pointed noses.

“Whenever Itravel abroad, Ialways visit
museumsand contemporary galleries.
Therearcalotofbig, iconicimages,and lask
myself: WhatcanIdoto bringsomething
outof mycountry? Andthefirstthingthat
cametomind, when [ talked about sculpture,
wasthebulol. Itisreally iconictomeand
it's never been touched by Western influence.
Sol'veuseditasanidealisticfigure.
Leonardo Da Vinci had the Vitruvian Man
astheideal form of the human being; the
bulol’sanatomy ismy idealized work.”

Ventura hasalwaysstressed he’snot
interested in the hoopla that hassurrounded
the price of his worksatauction. But
headmitsithasgiven him international
recognition,and a voice. Now, he
wants to use that voice to promote broader
Filipino culture internationally. &
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