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Manuel Ocampo is that artist who makes you think you have to be 
quite clever to catch all his multi- layered references in his complex 
collaged works of art. From ‘Cuzco School’ religious iconography of 
saints and angels, which already contains a level of syncretism that blends 
Spanish and Flemish Mannerist and Baroque styles with indigenous 
traditions, to cartoonish modern signage such as Angry Birds and 
assorted images including aliens, teeth, sausages, eyes, geometric shapes, 
flowers and swastikas, Ideological Mash-Up/Remix, Ocampo’s aptly 
titled solo exhibition at STPI, draws upon its unique paper-making 
and print capabilities to produce a visually resonant and psychologically 
charged new series of works that continue to challenge taboos, question 
the inherent meaning of signs, and lace humour with socio-political 
commentary. In this exhibition, Ocampo showcases his exploration of a 
range of techniques, encompassing lithography, collography, etching (see 
Image 2), collage, screen-print, and sometimes a combination thereof.

 Ocampo’s prominence began with his first solo in Los Angeles in 
1988, cemented internationally by his participation in Documenta IX 
(1992) -- where he caused quite a stir with his paintings containing 
‘swastika’ symbols -- as well as multiple participations in the Venice 
Biennale (1993, 2001 and more recently, in 2017).  Born in Metro Manila, 
Philippines in 1965, he moved to California in 1985, residing first in Los 
Angeles (1985-1994), with an interim period in Spain thereafter, and 
subsequently living in San Francisco (1999-2005). During the period 
of the 1990s, as mentioned, Ocampo’s works generated backlash and 
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Cover photo. Virtue Signalling On The Bully Pulpit pt. 5, 2019, 
Stitched-on hand-painted collages, screenprint and acrylic on canvas, 

Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI.
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Image 2. The Meeting, 2018, Etching and relief on paper, 38.6 x 60.2 cm. Photo courtesy of 
Manuel Ocampo and STPI.
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controversy, particularly those that employed Catholic iconography (for 
example, the crucifix) or ‘swastikas’ in what can be described as dark, 
chaotic clashes with images of racial and political oppression (for example, 
hooded figures recalling Ku Klux Klan members). From inception, 
his intention was to challenge the way we invest certain symbols with 
meaning that sometimes occludes or erases the history of these symbols. 
Iconic works from this period are Las Plagas (1989), I Killed History 
(1993), and Once Again First in the World (1993).  In 2005, he moved 
back to Manila and has been based there ever since. 

The two largest works in this exhibition, titled If All You Are Is A 
Nail Then Everything Looks Like 
A Hammer, Versions 1 and 2 (see 
Images 3 and 4), feature an assemblage 
of geometric shapes and Ocampo’s 
frequent motifs of birds, eyes and 
crucifixes layered on top of images of 
uniformed figures screen-printed on 
canvas that Ocampo found from a 
World War II uniform catalogue. He 
likened this mash-up to ‘the busy streets 
of Manila’, where disparate elements 
canter cheek by jowl with conflicting 
ideologies, and the artist interrogates, 
tongue-in-cheek style, his own agency 
as ‘cultural scavenger’ via the presence 
of the vulture. 

Works such as On a Witch Hunt, 
The Road to Hell is Paved With 
Good Intentions (see Image 5), and 
To Remain Pious The Priest Must 
Reveal New Sins may carry some of 
the more formal properties of painting 
in terms of colour, form, visual flatness 
and gestural expression; however, 
Ocampo’s process of collography and 
use of collage are designed to push the 
boundaries of painting. The fact that 
depth measurements are given for these 
paintings points to its three-dimensional 

nature; perhaps ‘paintings’ isn’t the right word for these works of art. 
Likewise, collography is a print-making method in which materials are 
applied to a rigid substrate such as paperboard or wood and then inked 
onto the canvas or paper. In the above-mentioned works, a three-tier 
layering process is involved: Ocampo first laid down a background of 
bluish-green and ochre hues, then layered on images of angels, saints and 
martyrs, and finally, super-imposed on top his usual artistic vocabulary of 
skulls, flowers, sausages, serpents, Goyaesque devils, just to name a few. 
A couple of the works were hung up high in the gallery to simulate the 
act of looking up in church at religious paintings (see installation Image 
12). Ocampo further augments this experience with a painted ‘chapel 
archway’ of purple words rendered in three languages – Chinese, Tamil, 
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Image 3. If All You Are Is A Nail Then Everything Looks Like A Hammer, Version 1, 2019. Screenprint, relief cast paper, hand-painted and screen-painted flags on canvas, Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI
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Image 3. If All You Are Is A Nail Then Everything Looks Like A Hammer, Version 1, 2019. Screenprint, relief cast paper, hand-painted and screen-painted flags on canvas, Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI
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Image 4. If All You Are Is A Nail Then Everything Looks Like A Hammer, Version 2, 2019. Screenprint, relief cast paper, hand-painted and screen-painted flags on canvas, Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI
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Image 4. If All You Are Is A Nail Then Everything Looks Like A Hammer, Version 2, 2019. Screenprint, relief cast paper, hand-painted and screen-painted flags on canvas, Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI
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Image 5. Manuel Ocampo, The Road to Hell Is Paved With Good Intentions, 
2018. Collography and screenprint on paper, 156 x 123 x 7 cm. Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI.
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Image 6 The painted ‘chapel archway’, photo courtesy of Elaine Chiew.. 
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Malay – as a textual tribute to his artist residency at STPI in Singapore 
(see Image 7). Consistent with his wacky humour, the name of the purple 
paint is Deep Faith, which contains another layer of irony.  

Ocampo jazzed up this exhibition with two other painted ‘visual 
tributes’ on the walls of STPI that offer a satirical take on Singapore. The 
sign that reads ‘Danger – Keep Out’ is a ubiquitous local construction 
warning sign one sees around Singapore; here, appropriated through its 
placement in an art gallery, the sign suggests a subtle political critique 
(see Image 7).

In true Ocampo style, another painted ‘tribute’ takes on the notion 
of abstraction within art history and using the same visual framework, 
‘mashes’ it with Singaporean cuisine to produce a humorous effect. 

Two works, entitled Micro-Monument To The Failed Liberation Of 
The World (see Image 8) and Monument to the Toxic Sublime (see 
Image 9), function almost like keys in a visual map of the exhibition. 
Within Ocampo’s illimitable arsenal of visual images, the ‘culture vulture’, 
as seen in his works such as Learning to Code pt 6 (Image 10), is one 
image he describes as having a particular affinity with, and it usually 
appears as a humorous collaged element on his canvasses. It signifies his 
status as a ‘perpetual expat’, splitting time as he does between America 
and the Philippines. It also suggests a teleological Deleuzian ‘line of 
flight’ between past and present, symbol and iterations of meaning, 
incorporating various branches of knowledge, be it history, philosophy, 
literature or critical theory. 

All these metonymic historical and cultural allusions borne by what 
Ocampo called ‘floating signifiers’ might come off as either too cerebral 
or satirical, but there is a personal dimension to Ocampo’s incorporation 
of these images. In selecting Cuzco School religious images sourced from 
a found auction catalogue for the paintings in this exhibition, Ocampo 
was not only referencing the history and cultural absorption of Catholic 
paintings in the Philippines, but also his own personal history of growing 
up Catholic, and feeling terrified by these images. Interestingly, as a college 
student, he faked Spanish colonial paintings under the direction of a 
Catholic priest, and the paintings were then sold as authentic originals to 
overseas collectors. In his talk at STPI, Ocampo further revealed that the 
recurrence of faeces and sausages as collaged elements on his paintings 
references his traumatic memory of witnessing his father’s struggle with 
colon cancer. The personal dimension invests Ocampo’s artworks with a 
psycho-social aspect that resonates with Ocampo’s wordy but evocative 
titles. 

What’s new in this exhibition is Ocampo’s exploration of all that STPI 
has to offer in terms of its paper-making and print techniques capabilities. 
In his work Sign Points Heterotopia (see Image 11), Ocampo painted on 
linen pulp paper, which has a wet absorbent texture, with Chinese ink, 
and Ocampo was happy with the way the ink soaked and spread. Also, 
for the first time, Ocampo sourced images from the internet, such as 
emojis and digital icons, and incorporated them into his works; a work in 
this vein is Trigger Warning: Your Ideas Don’t Have Rights (see Image 
13).
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Image 7. Installation view of painted wall with words, “Danger – Keep Out”. 
Photo courtesy of Elaine Chiew. 
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Image 8. Micro-monument To The Failed Liberation Of The World, 2019, Screenprint on canvas Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI
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Image 8. Micro-monument To The Failed Liberation Of The World, 2019, Screenprint on canvas Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI
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Image 9. Monument to the Toxic Sublime, 2019. Screen-printed and hand-printed collages
stitched on canvas. Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI
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Image 10.Learning to Code pt. 6, 2019. Stitched-on hand-painted collages,
screenprint and acrylic on canvas, 126 x 116 cm. Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI.
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Image 11. Sign Points Heterotopia, 2018. Chinese ink on STPI hand made paper. Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI
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12. Trigger Warning: Your Ideas Don’t Have Rights, 2018
Screenprint and archival print collage on handmade paper, Photo courtesy of the Manuel Ocampo and STPI

Fundamentally, Ocampo seems to be saying: if collaged art is essentially 
composed of structural layers, then so are signs. So are knowledge and 
ideologies. And so are paintings, composed as they are with layers of 
paint, and other things.  
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