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The  me trical romance  Florante at Laura by Francis co Baltaz ar (1788–186 2) is  a unique  cas e  in the  his tory of
Philippine  lite rature  and publis hing . It holds  the  dis tinction of be ing  the  only poe m publis he d in the  country
that has  not g one  out of print s ince  its  firs t publication, that has  be e n trans late d into various  local and
fore ig n lang uag e s , and that continue s  to  be  re ad to  this  day. Baltaz ar, popularly known as  Balag tas , has
be e n haile d as  the  g re ate s t of Tag alog  poe ts  and his  Florante at Laura acclaime d as  a mas te rpie ce .  But
be yond lite rary me rit, what has  e ns ure d the  s urvival of both poe t and poe m throug h the  ye ars  is  the  g re at
his torical, s ocial, and cultural value  the y have  be e n g rante d.

The  poe m was  writte n while  Balag tas  was  s e rving  time  in a Manila pris on, be g inning  around 1835 or 1836 , and
publis he d in 1838 a e r his  re le as e . It compris e s  39 9  monorhyming  dode cas yllabic  quatrains  in Tag alog , and
its  orig inal full title  is  Pinagdaanang Buhay ni Florante at ni Laura sa kahariang Albania, kinuha sa madlang "cuadro
historico" o pinturang nagsasabi sa mga nangyayari nang unang panahon sa imperio ng Grecia at tinula ng isang
matuwain sa bersong Tagalog (The  His tory of Florante  and Laura in the  King dom of Albania, bas e d on various
"his torical s ce ne s " or portraits  re lating  e ve nts  in ancie nt time s  in the  G re e k Empire  and writte n by one  who
de lig hts  in Tag alog  ve rs e ). The  poe m is , as  one  critic  put it, "romantic  and lyrical in ins piration, s ocial in
inte nt, and alle g orical in conce ption."

At one  le ve l, and as  its  title  s ug g e s ts , Florante at Laura is  a love  s tory. Balag tas  dre w from the  lite rary
tradition of courtly love  in fas hioning  [End P a g e  13 1] Florante  as  the  s u e ring  love r, Laura as  the  be autiful
be love d, and the ir love  impe de d by powe rful force s . At the  time  of the  poe m's  writing , Balag tas  was  hims e lf
an unfortunate  s uitor, impris one d on fals e  charg e s  by a rich and influe ntial rival. Howe ve r, he  appare ntly s e t
out to  do more  with the  poe m than me re ly g ive  e xpre s s ion to  his  mis fortune s  in romance . He  indicate d othe r
le ve ls  of me aning  in his  pre face , "S a Babas a Nito" (To the  Re ade r):

Kung  s a big lang  ting i'y bubot at mas aklap
palibhas a'y hilaw at mura ang  balat,
ng uni't kung  namnamin ang  s a lamang  las ap,
mas as arapan din ang  babas ang  pantas .

(At a g lance , this  may look unripe  and s our,
be caus e  its  rind is  s till g re e n and immature ,
but whe n s avoure d, the  tas te  of its  me at
will be  e njoye d e ve n by the  dis criminating  re ade r.)

Balag tas  was  thoug ht to  have  e mploye d e le me nts  far re move d from nine te e nth-ce ntury Philippine  s ocie ty
to g e t his  poe m pas t the  s trict ce ns ors hip of the  g ove rnme nt and the  Church. Thus  his  fantas tic  characte rs
and s e tting s  have  be e n re g arde d as  s ymbolic, and Florante at Laura has  come  to  be  re ad cons e que ntly as  a
s tirring  pie ce  of patriotis m—a de piction of the  s u e ring s  of the  Filipino pe ople  unde r the  oppre s s ive
S panis h colonial re g ime .

Balag tas  is  now a Filipino he ro and Florante at Laura one  of the  country's  s acre d te xts . It was  the  long ing  for
and imag ining  of a Philippine  nation that e ng e nde re d the  s e cular canoniz ation of the  poe t and his  poe m.
This  is  e vide nt not only in the  his torical de ve lopme nts  that e s tablis he d, ce le brate d, and pre s e rve d
Balag tas  and Florante at Laura as  part of the  national he ritag e  of the  Philippine s , but als o  in the  printe d
ve rs ions  of the  poe m the ms e lve s , which dis play this  nationalis t s e ntime nt at work. Many volume s  have
alre ady be e n writte n on the  poe t and the  poe m; howe ve r, ve ry little  atte ntion has  be e n paid to  Florante at
Laura's  his tory as  a book. This  s tudy s e e ks  to  addre s s  s uch a g ap in s cholars hip. Pre mis e d on the  conce pt
of the  book as  a cultural artifact and its  life  cycle —publis hing , manufacture , dis tribution, re ce ption, and
s urvival—influe nce d by political, s ocial, inte lle ctual, and comme rcial factors , it e xplore s  how Florante at
Laura has  s urvive d in its  printe d form.

This  s tudy s urve ys  the  publis hing  his tory of...
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