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Creatures Of Philippine Lower Mythology: A
Deep Dive Into The Enchanted World Of
Aswangs, Diwatas, And More

The Philippines, an archipelago of over 7,600 islands, is not only rich in
biodiversity but also in folklore. The Creatures Of Philippine Lower
Mythology form a vibrant and complex tapestry that has been woven into
the daily lives of Filipinos for centuries. Unlike the gods and goddesses of
the higher pantheon, these beings are the spirits, monsters, and enchanted
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entities that inhabit the forests, seas, rivers, and even the homes of the
common people. They are the guardians of nature, the tricksters of the
night, and the embodiments of human fears and hopes. This article explores
the fascinating world of these mythological beings, shedding light on their
origins, characteristics, and enduring legacy in modern Philippine culture.

To truly understand the Filipino psyche, one must look beyond the surface of
modern life and into the shadowy realm of Philippine lower mythology.
These stories are not mere bedtime tales; they are a reflection of the
country's pre-colonial beliefs, a complex blend of animism, ancestor
worship, and later, influences from Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity. The
creatures are often deeply tied to specific locations or natural phenomena,
serving as moral compasses and cautionary figures. From the shapeshifting
aswang to the elusive tikbalang, the creatures of Philippine lower
mythology continue to captivate, terrify, and educate generations of
Filipinos.
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Understanding the Hierarchy: What Is "Lower
Mythology"?

In the study of Philippine folklore, a distinction is often made between the
"high" gods (like Bathala, the supreme god of the Tagalogs) and the "lower"
deities or spirits. The creatures of Philippine lower mythology belong to
this second tier. They are not all-powerful creators but rather localized
spirits, monsters, and elemental beings who interact directly with humans.
This category includes everything from nature spirits (diwatas) to
malevolent undead (aswang) and giant guardians of the forest (kapre).

These entities are often more feared and more relevant to daily life than the
distant high gods. A farmer is more likely to make an offering to the diwata
of the field for a good harvest than to pray to Bathala for the same blessing.
Similarly, a fisherman would know the rituals to appease the spirit of the
sea. This direct, personal relationship with the supernatural world is the
cornerstone of Philippine lower mythology.
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The Aswang: The Shapeshifter Supreme

No discussion of Philippine lower mythology is complete without the
aswang. This is perhaps the most famous and feared creature in the country.
The aswang is not a single type of monster but rather a general term for a
variety of evil, shapeshifting beings. They are often described as human by
day and monstrous by night, preying on the sick, the pregnant, and the
unwary. The aswang is a versatile figure, often blamed for unexplained
illnesses, miscarriages, and sudden deaths.

Different regions have specific variations. The manananggal, for example,
is a type of aswang that can sever its upper torso from its lower half to fly
through the night, trailing its entrails behind it. It preys on pregnant
women, using a long, thread-like tongue to suck the life from the fetus. The
wakwak is similar, often associated with the sound of its wings, which is
considered an omen of death. The sigbin is a more dog-like creature that
follows the commands of its master, often used to harm enemies or steal
livestock.



Creatures Of Philippine Lower Mythology

These creatures are not just monsters; they serve as social controls. Stories
of the aswang warn against walking alone at night, trusting strangers too
easily, and neglecting the community's welfare. The fear of the aswang is so
ingrained that even today, accusations of being an aswang can ruin a
person's reputation and life.

The Tikbalang: The Trickster of the Woods

The tikbalang is one of the most iconic creatures of Philippine lower
mythology. Described as a tall, thin creature with a horse's head and the
body of a man, its most distinctive feature is its extremely long legs that
allow it to tower over trees. The tikbalang is the guardian of the forest and
known to play tricks on travelers. It is the classic "lost in the woods" culprit,
often leading hikers astray by making the path seem to repeat or by
distorting their sense of direction.

According to folklore, the tikbalang can be appeased. Travelers are advised
to turn their shirts inside out to break its spell, or to ask for permission
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before entering its territory. In some stories, the tikbalang can be tamed
and becomes a loyal, if intimidating, companion. Its hair is said to have
magical properties, and owning a hair from a tikbalang's mane is believed to
bring good luck.

The tikbalang represents the wild, untamed nature of the forest. It is a
reminder to respect nature and to be humble when entering its domain.
Unlike the purely malevolent aswang, the tikbalang is more of a mischievous
guardian than a murderer, though it can be dangerous if provoked.

The Kapre: The Giant Guardian of the Trees

Sitting high atop a balete or acacia tree, smoking a massive pipe, is the
kapre. This giant, dark-skinned, hairy being is another prominent figure in
Philippine lower mythology. The kapre is generally considered a solitary
creature that stays hidden, but its presence is often felt through the strong
smell of tobacco smoke. It is a guardian of the forest and is particularly
associated with large, old trees.
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The kapre is not inherently evil, though it can be territorial. Stories tell of
the kapre playing pranks on people, such as throwing stones or making loud
noises. It is also known to practice a form of "invisibility," making itself
unseen to most people. Those with a pure heart or those born with a "third
eye" (called silahis or kasilahan in some dialects) are said to be able to see
the kapre.

In some tales, the kapre can be friendly and even fall in love with humans,
though these relationships rarely end well. The kapre is a symbol of the
ancient, primal forest, a guardian that existed long before humans. The
reverence for the kapre translates into a cultural respect for old trees and
natural habitats.

Water Spirits: Guardians of the Deep

The Philippines, being an archipelago, has a rich tradition of water spirits.
These creatures of Philippine lower mythology inhabit the seas, rivers,

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Efrain & Best ¢ Explore the unseen. * Page
7



lakes, and even wells.
The Sirena and the Siyokoy

Perhaps the most famous water spirit is the sirena (the Philippine
mermaid). Unlike the Western mermaid who is often a romantic figure, the
Philippine sirena can be both beautiful and dangerous. She has the upper
body of a woman and the tail of a fish. She is often seen combing her long
hair and singing a haunting melody that lures fishermen to their doom. The
siyokoy is the male counterpart, a merman with scaly, greenish skin and
webbed feet. Siyokoys are often described as more aggressive, dragging
people under the water to drown.

These water spirits are treated with great respect. Fishermen perform
rituals before going out to sea, offering coins or food to ensure a safe
journey and a bountiful catch. The sirena and siyokoy are powerful forces of
nature that must be appeased.
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The Kataw and the Ugkoy

In the Visayas region, the kataw is a more benevolent water spirit, often
described as a guardian of the sea. They are beautiful, with fair skin and
golden hair. In contrast, the ugkoy is a more grotesque creature, often
appearing as a deformed fish or a half-human, half-fish being that is truly
hideous to look at. These variations show how localized and diverse the
creatures of Philippine lower mythology truly are.

Duwende and Nuno sa Punso: The Little
People

Not all creatures of Philippine lower mythology are giants or monsters.
Some are small, mischievous, and live very close to humans. The duwende
(dwarf or goblin) is a classic example. They are small, old-looking beings
that often live in termite mounds, anthills, or under large rocks. The nuno
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(punso).

The nuno is highly territorial. Destroying its home or even just urinating on
its mound can incur its wrath, which is often manifested as swelling of the
legs or a sudden illness. The only cure is to ask for forgiveness and offer
food or a small token. The nuno sa punso is a powerful symbol of the
importance of respecting every part of the natural landscape, no matter how
small or insignificant it may seem. It teaches children (and adults) to be
mindful of their surroundings and to treat nature with courtesy.

Ghosts and Restless Spirits: The Multo

Multo is the general term for a ghost in the Philippines. While not as specific
as the other creatures, the multo is a fundamental part of Philippine lower
mythology. These are the spirits of the dead who, for various reasons,
cannot move on to the afterlife. They are often tied to the place where they
died or to unresolved business.
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Common types of multo include the white lady (a ghost in a white dress,
often seen on roads or in schools) and the headless apparition. The belief in
multo is so pervasive that many Filipinos perform novenas and other rituals
for the dead to ensure their soul finds peace. The fear of multo is a more
direct, personal fear of death and the unknown. It reinforces the strong
Catholic and animist belief in the afterlife and the importance of a proper
burial and remembrance.

Regional Variations: A Mosaic of Beliefs

One of the most fascinating aspects of creatures of Philippine lower
mythology is how they vary from region to region. An aswang in the Bicol
region might have different traits than one in the Visayas. In some areas,
the wakwak is a distinct creature; in others, it is simply another name for
an aswang.

In the Cordillera region, the ibong adarna is a mythical bird with magical
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powers, though it is more of a high epic than a lower myth. In Mindanao, the
pulang atong is a dog-like creature that guards the forest. These regional
differences highlight the incredible adaptability of folklore. Each community
adds its local flavor, its specific fears, and its unique landscape into the
stories. This makes the Philippine lower mythology a living, breathing
tradition that is constantly evolving.

Modern Interpretations and Cultural
Significance

In the 21st century, the creatures of Philippine lower mythology have
found new life. They are no longer just the subject of whispered stories
around a campfire. They are now the protagonists of major motion pictures,
television series, and video games. Films like "The Aswang Phenomenon,"
"Shake, Rattle & Roll," and The "Tikbalang" episode of popular anthologies
have brought these creatures into the mainstream.
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This modern resurgence is important for several reasons. First, it keeps the
folklore alive for younger generations who might otherwise be disconnected
from their cultural roots. Second, it provides a unique branding for
Philippine pop culture on the global stage. While vampires and werewolves
are universal, the aswang and the tikbalang are uniquely Filipino. They are
a source of national pride and cultural identity.

Furthermore, these creatures serve as a powerful metaphor for modern
issues. The aswang can be seen as a symbol of corruption—something that
appears normal on the outside but is parasitic and destructive on the inside.
The tikbalang represents the chaos and unpredictability of nature in an age
of climate change. The nuno sa punso is a reminder to
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