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Creatures of Philippine Lower Mythology by Maximo D. Ramos provides a fascinating
glimpse into the rich and diverse mythological creatures that inhabit the folklore of the
Philippines. These beings, often mysterious and supernatural, reflect the cultural beliefs,
fears, and values of Filipino communities long before the arrival of Western influences. In
this article, we will explore some of the most intriguing creatures documented in Ramos’
work, their characteristics, origins, and significance within Philippine mythology.

Understanding Philippine Lower Mythology

Philippine mythology is a complex tapestry of stories and legends passed down through
generations. It is generally categorized into three layers: upper, middle, and lower
mythology. The lower mythology, which Ramos extensively studied, encompasses creatures
and spirits that dwell in the supernatural realm, often interacting with humans in ways that
are both helpful and harmful. These creatures are typically associated with natural features
such as forests, mountains, lakes, and caves. They serve as cautionary tales, explanations
for natural phenomena, or embodiments of cultural values. Maximo D. Ramos, a renowned
Filipino folklorist, dedicated significant effort to cataloging and analyzing these
mythological beings, thereby preserving an essential part of Filipino heritage.

Major Creatures of Philippine Lower Mythology

Ramos identified numerous creatures within the lower mythology, each with unique traits
and stories. Here, we focus on some of the most prominent and culturally significant.

1. Tikbalang

Origin and Description

The Tikbalang is perhaps one of the most recognizable creatures in Philippine folklore.
Described as a tall, humanoid being with disproportionate limbs, often with an animalistic
head—commonly that of a horse—it is said to lurk in forests and mountains.

Characteristics and Behavior

- Mischievous and sometimes malicious, Tikbalangs are known to play pranks on travelers. -



They can lead people astray, causing them to become lost in the woods. - Some tales
suggest they have the ability to shape-shift and become invisible. - To ward off Tikbalangs,
Filipinos often carry a piece of rice, which they supposedly dislike, or wear their hats
backward.

Cultural Significance

The Tikbalang symbolizes the wild and unpredictable nature of the forest. It also serves as
a reminder to travelers to be cautious and respectful of nature.

2. Kapre

Origin and Description

The Kapre is a giant, often depicted as a tall, dark, and hairy creature that dwells in large
trees, especially balete trees. Known for its calm demeanor, the Kapre is often associated
with smoke and fire.

Characteristics and Behavior

- Usually depicted as smoking cigars or pipes. - It is considered a guardian spirit of the
forest and sometimes a protector of travelers. - Kapres are believed to be solitary beings
who prefer the darkness of the forest canopy. - They can be both benign and mischievous,
sometimes playing pranks or warning humans of danger.

Cultural Significance

The Kapre embodies the mysterious and sacred aspect of nature. Its presence reflects the
Filipino respect for the forest and its spirits.

3. Aswang

Origin and Description

The Aswang is perhaps the most feared creature in Philippine mythology. It is a shape-
shifting monster, often depicted as a woman by day and a creature of horror by night, with
various forms including a vampire, witch, or ghoul.

Characteristics and Behavior

- Known for preying on humans, especially pregnant women and children. - Feeds on blood
or flesh, depending on regional variations. - Can transform into animals like dogs, cats, or
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birds to hide or stalk victims. - Has the ability to fly, often depicted with bat-like wings.

Cultural Significance

The Aswang symbolizes societal fears and moral lessons about trust, community vigilance,
and the dangers lurking within society. It remains a popular subject in Filipino horror
stories and films.

4. Tiyanak

Origin and Description

The Tiyanak is a vampiric creature that appears as a crying baby or infant, luring
unsuspecting victims into danger.

Characteristics and Behavior

- Transforms into a monstrous creature when approached. - Known for its shrill cries that
attract people, especially those traveling alone at night. - Capable of flight and possesses
supernatural strength.

Cultural Significance

The Tiyanak reflects fears of the unknown and the dangers of the wilderness, as well as the
importance of vigilance when traveling at night.

5. Dwende

Origin and Description

Dwende are small, elf-like spirits believed to inhabit homes, farms, and natural features like
trees and caves.

Characteristics and Behavior

- Usually benevolent but can be mischievous or vengeful if disrespected. - They are believed
to bring good luck or misfortune depending on how they are treated. - Offerings and rituals
are performed to honor these spirits.

Cultural Significance

Dwende embody the Filipino respect for nature spirits and the importance of harmony with
the environment.



Other Notable Creatures in Philippine Lower Mythology

Beyond the major creatures discussed above, Ramos’ work highlights numerous other
beings, each with unique stories and cultural importance.

Manananggal: A deadly, flying, vampiric woman that separates her upper body at night1.
to hunt pregnant women.
Sigbin: A creature resembling a dog with long ears and a hanging tail, believed to come2.
out at night to steal children or livestock.
Berbalang: A ghoul or vampire-like creature that feeds on the dead, often associated3.
with graveyards.
Multo: The Filipino term for ghosts or spirits of the dead, often believed to haunt4.
specific locations or individuals.

The Role of Creatures in Filipino Culture

Philippine mythological creatures serve various functions within the culture: - Moral
Lessons: Many stories about these beings teach values such as respect for nature,
community vigilance, and moral conduct. - Cultural Identity: These creatures are integral
to Filipino folklore, festivals, and rituals, reinforcing cultural identity and heritage. -
Explanation of Natural Phenomena: Mythical beings often serve as explanations for
mysterious natural occurrences or disasters. - Entertainment and Horror: They continue to
inspire stories, films, and performances that entertain and frighten audiences.

Preservation and Modern Interpretations

Maximo D. Ramos’ meticulous documentation of these mythological creatures has helped
preserve Philippine folklore amidst modernization. Today, these beings are featured in
literature, movies, and popular culture, adapting to contemporary storytelling while
maintaining their cultural roots. However, the beliefs in these creatures vary across
regions and communities, with some viewing them as mere legends, while others still hold
spiritual significance.

Conclusion

The creatures of Philippine lower mythology, as detailed by Maximo D. Ramos, offer a
captivating window into the Filipino worldview, showcasing a universe filled with
supernatural beings that embody the fears, hopes, and morals of the people. From the
mischievous Tikbalang to the frightening Aswang, these creatures continue to live in the
collective consciousness, enriching the cultural tapestry of the Philippines. Understanding
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and appreciating these mythological beings not only honors Filipino heritage but also
fosters a deeper respect for the stories that shape the nation’s identity.

Creatures of Philippine Lower Mythology by Maximo D. Ramos: An In-Depth Examination
Philippine mythology, rich with vibrant tales and enigmatic beings, offers a compelling
window into the diverse cultural tapestry of the archipelago. Among the many treasures of
this mythic universe are the creatures of Philippine lower mythology, a category that
encompasses the mysterious, often elusive entities residing in the liminal spaces between
the human world and the supernatural. Maximo D. Ramos’s seminal work, Creatures of
Philippine Lower Mythology, provides a comprehensive and scholarly exploration of these
beings, elevating local folklore from mere stories to valuable cultural artifacts. This article
aims to critically review and analyze Ramos’s contributions, examining the depth, scope,
and cultural significance of these mythic creatures.

Understanding Philippine Lower Mythology: Context and
Significance

Before delving into the specifics of Ramos’s catalog, it is essential to contextualize what
constitutes Philippine lower mythology. Unlike the higher deities and celestial beings,
lower mythological creatures typically inhabit the wilderness, waterways, and other liminal
spaces. They often embody the mysterious, the dangerous, or the morally instructive
aspects of folklore. In Philippine culture, these beings serve multiple social functions: they
are cautionary figures, guardians of nature, or embodiments of the unknown forces that
shape human existence. Their stories reflect the community’s relationship with the
environment, social order, and spirituality. Ramos’s work is significant because it
systematically documents these creatures, offering detailed descriptions, origins, and their
roles within the broader mythological framework. His approach combines anthropological
rigor with a deep respect for the oral traditions, contributing to the preservation and
scholarly understanding of this facet of Philippine culture.

Overview of Maximo D. Ramos’s Approach

Maximo D. Ramos’s Creatures of Philippine Lower Mythology is distinguished by its
meticulous research methodology. Ramos draws from a wide array of sources: oral
traditions, ethnographic accounts, historical texts, and comparative folklore studies. His
primary goal is to compile a definitive taxonomy of these entities, clarifying their
characteristics, origins, and cultural functions. The work is structured to introduce readers
to a broad spectrum of beings, categorized according to their habitat, nature, and social
roles. Ramos emphasizes the diversity of creatures across different ethnolinguistic groups,



acknowledging regional variations while seeking common themes. His approach is both
descriptive and analytical. He not only catalogs the creatures but also explores their
symbolic meanings and their relevance to contemporary cultural identity. Ramos’s
scholarship is rooted in respect for the indigenous belief systems, resisting reductionist
interpretations and instead highlighting the complexity of these mythic figures.

Key Creatures of Philippine Lower Mythology: An
Analytical Overview

In his comprehensive catalog, Ramos identifies numerous mythic beings, but a few
recurring categories stand out due to their prominence and cultural significance. These
include forest spirits, water dwellers, and subterranean entities. Below is an examination of
some of the most notable creatures, their attributes, and their roles within mythic
narratives.

1. The Tikbalang: The Forest Guardian

Description: The Tikbalang is perhaps the most iconic of Philippine lower myth creatures.
Described as a tall, humanoid figure with disproportionate limbs, often with a horse-like
head, glowing red eyes, and a tangled mane. Habitat: Forested areas, mountains, and
secluded wilderness. Cultural Role: Ramos notes that the Tikbalang functions as both a
guardian and a trickster. It is believed to lead travelers astray, causing them to become
lost, but can also be appeased or tamed through rituals. The creature embodies the
unpredictable and often dangerous aspects of nature. Symbolism: The Tikbalang represents
the chaos and mystery of the forest, serving as a reminder of humans’ limits within nature’s
domain.

2. The Kapre: The Enigmatic Tree Spirit

Description: A tall, dark, hairy humanoid figure often depicted smoking cigars and sitting
atop ancient trees. Habitat: Large trees in forests, particularly balete or acacia. Cultural
Role: Ramos interprets the Kapre as a guardian of the forest, sometimes playing pranks on
humans but generally protective. They are associated with fertility, good luck, and the
importance of respecting nature. Symbolism: The Kapre embodies the spirit of the ancient
woods, emphasizing reverence for nature and caution in wilderness encounters.

3. The Diwata: The Lesser Deity or Spirit

Description: While often categorized as higher spirits, Ramos discusses the Diwata as lower
mythological entities when they inhabit the natural features like springs, caves, or trees.
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Habitat: Natural features such as waterfalls, caves, and forests. Cultural Role: Often seen
as protectors of their domains, Diwatas can be benevolent or mischievous. They are
invoked in local rituals to ensure good harvests or protection. Symbolism: Diwatas
symbolize the sacredness of natural sites, illustrating the deep spirituality embedded in
Philippine ecology.

4. The Mangkukulam: The Spirit of Malice

Description: A malevolent entity or witch capable of casting spells, often associated with
the spirit world. Habitat: Often linked with particular locations but more a social archetype
than a creature per se. Cultural Role: Ramos emphasizes that the Mangkukulam is a
reflection of societal fears and conflicts. While not a creature in the traditional sense, its
mythic representation embodies the darker side of supernatural influence. Symbolism:
Represents the social anxieties surrounding maleficence and the importance of spiritual
protection.

5. Water Creatures: Sirens, Sea Serpents, and Water Nymphs

Description: Philippine waters are inhabited by a variety of beings, including the sirena
(mermaid), bakunawa (a large sea serpent or dragon), and mambabarang spirits associated
with water. Habitat: Lakes, rivers, seas, and underground water sources. Cultural Role:
These beings are often linked to themes of love, danger, and the mystical power of water.
For example, the sirena is both a seductress and a warning against the dangers of the sea.
Symbolism: Water creatures illustrate humanity’s awe of the ocean’s vastness and the
mysteries beneath its surface.

Regional Variations and Cultural Significance

Ramos’s work highlights that while certain creatures are widespread, many are region-
specific, reflecting local beliefs, environments, and histories. For example: - The Bakunawa
is particularly prominent in Visayan mythology, believed to cause eclipses by swallowing
the moon. - The Tiyanak, a vampiric creature that mimics a crying baby, is more prevalent
in Luzon and Visayan tales. - The Sigbin, a creature said to walk backwards with its head
hanging between its legs, is rooted in Mindanao folklore. These regional variations
underscore the dynamic and adaptive nature of Philippine mythology. Ramos emphasizes
that understanding these differences is essential to appreciating the full scope of lower
mythology, as they mirror diverse cultural identities and ecological contexts.



Symbolic and Sociocultural Implications

Ramos’s analysis extends beyond mere description, probing into the symbolic meanings
and societal functions of these creatures. Key themes include: - Moral Lessons: Many
creatures embody moral virtues or vices, serving as cautionary figures to enforce social
norms. - Environmental Awareness: The association of beings like Tikbalang and Kapre
with natural sites underscores the importance of respecting nature. - Spiritual Beliefs:
These entities reinforce indigenous spiritual frameworks, often intertwined with animism
and ancestor worship. - Cultural Identity: The creatures serve as markers of regional
identity, differentiating local communities while also uniting them under shared mythic
themes. By documenting these functions, Ramos demonstrates how lower mythological
creatures are integral to the social fabric, influencing behaviors, rituals, and perceptions of
the environment.

Critical Evaluation of Ramos’s Contribution

Maximo D. Ramos’s Creatures of Philippine Lower Mythology is invaluable as a scholarly
resource. Its strengths include: - Comprehensive Coverage: The work covers a broad
spectrum of beings across various regions and cultures within the Philippines. -
Methodological Rigor: Ramos’s use of multiple sources and ethnographic accounts lends
credibility and depth. - Cultural Sensitivity: The author approaches the subject with
respect, avoiding dismissiveness or exoticism. - Integration of Symbolism: The analysis
goes beyond descriptions, offering insights into the cultural meanings. However, some
limitations include: - Static Categorization: The taxonomy may oversimplify the fluidity and
evolving nature of mythic beliefs. - Lack of Contemporary Perspectives: The work primarily
focuses on traditional accounts, with limited exploration of how these beliefs adapt in
modern contexts. - Potential Biases: As with any ethnographic work, some interpretations
may reflect the author’s perspectives more than the lived realities of local communities.
Despite these limitations, Ramos’s scholarship remains a foundational text for anyone
studying Philippine folklore and mythology.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Philippine Mythic
Creatures

Creatures of Philippine Lower Mythology by Maximo D. Ramos stands as a testament to the
rich, complex, and enduring mythic landscape of the Philippines. The creatures explored
within serve not only as fascinating entities in folklore but also as vital symbols of cultural
identity, environmental consciousness, and spiritual belief.
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Questions & Answers About creatures of philippine lower
mythology by maximo d ramos

N
o

Question Answer

1 What are some notable
creatures described in
Maximo D. Ramos's
'Creatures of Philippine
Lower Mythology'?

The book details various mythical creatures such as
the Aswang, Tiyanak, Kapre, Manananggal, and
Tikbalang, highlighting their characteristics and
cultural significance.

2 How does Ramos categorize
the creatures in Philippine
lower mythology?

Ramos classifies these creatures as supernatural
beings that are part of local folklore, often
considered as spirits, monsters, or mythical animals
that influence everyday life and beliefs.

3 What is the cultural
significance of creatures like
the Tiyanak and Aswang in
Philippine mythology?

These creatures serve as moral lessons or warnings,
embodying fears and societal values, and are often
used to explain mysterious or frightening events in
traditional communities.

4 According to Ramos, how do
Philippine lower mythical
creatures differ from those in
higher mythology?

Lower mythology creatures are typically more
localized, everyday spirits or monsters with specific
regional stories, whereas higher mythology involves
more divine beings and epic deities.

5 What impact has Ramos's
work had on the study of
Philippine folklore and
mythology?

Ramos's detailed documentation and analysis of
Philippine lower mythical creatures have
significantly contributed to the preservation,
understanding, and academic study of Filipino
folklore and cultural heritage.

mythical creatures, Philippine mythology, maximo d ramos, kapre, aswang, tikbalang,
diwata, duwende, manananggal, tiyanak
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