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The Last Bakunawa

(A translation/rewriting of “Ang Huling Bakunawa”)

WHEN DATU RABAT followed where Guangling’s finger pointed, it ended where
the ocean heaved as it gushed out the slow-moving bakunawa, seen at last after
three nights and three days of tireless search with the Chinese merchant.

The village chief from his starboard was tensely scrutinizing the merchant.
While the merchant in his own junk was marveling at the titanic beast, Rabat
worried himself with thoughts of pirate attacks snatching from him this moment
he has long lived for. To protect their shoreline, he completed a week ago the three-
floored sentry tower with a genuine bronze swivel cannon mounted on top while
also sending mercenaries to go for the Iranun. But since this brood of pirates was
also a big clan of jellyfish he could never totally liquidate unless he could also turn
the sea to dry land, he had to bribe the devils not to enter his territory and to
plunder instead other territories. And because this was not enough, he needed
to be on alert always, for in this capacity of his to protect his guest lies his future
goodwill with the One who sits at the center, as the guest was also the emissary of
that same One who sits at the center.

It was midday, and the sun was above the horizon, but as the world was so young
then, nobody would have believed that it is the earth that orbits around the sun and
never the other way around. This very sun, the cosmic center, chose to linger to
gloat at the gigantic fish as the creature tried once more to propel itself heavenward.
The sun and the bakunawa have long had bad blood between them. Even Rabat was
displeased with the way the sun had placed itself over the merchant’s junk, for just
a moment ago, the sun’s rays were shooting from the edges of the neighboring sails,
and now, this sudden gloom from above as those sails overshadowed his own boat.

He ordered his oarsmen to speed up with their rowing for they must move
alongside the junk. He needed to see through his guest’s every move, even the
smallest of gestures. He spoke Binisaya. He also knew Kiniray-a, Hiligaynon,
Sulog, Subanon, and was prepared to speak Tagalog if that could earn for him
his counterpart’s trust. But aside from words that describe how things are very
expensive and not so expensive, the foreigner seemed not to know much Tagalog.
How to close the language gap? An interpreter would have done the work. But
he did not know where to find one. In what market-place from what island could
he have purchased an adept polyglot slave? And even if he found one, he would
know better than depend on any slave. He himself must strive to speak the visitor’s



language. He must learn it. To earn familiarity. He would also learn the calligraphy
that looked to him like stick insects. But it would take some time before he could
catch all those insects and place them inside his head. For now, he needed to trust
his own instinct. This was how he was able to read Guangling’s ardent desire as
the merchant pointed at the bakunawa like a famished guest standing before a
pot of boiled rice. Did his guest want the bakunawa for lunch? What if he misread
the man? But he had heard a lot about this man and of its kind from his advisers.
He was told that people from the center are keen on eating all culinary curiosities
served on their tables. Cow testicles boiled in jasmine. Elephant trunk sliced ever so
thinly and stewed in thick brown sauce. Serpent liver marinated in wine. A young
monkey’s foot, especially the soft parts between the toes, pickled with ginger. And
not just any sort of ginger, but those that weep like babies when uprooted and send
those who hear their cries to their deaths. So what meat could he therefore offer to
satisfy the adventurous taste of his guest?

There is grace and brashness to the bakunawa’s movement as it tries to assail the
sun, burdened as it is by the weight of its own body, a moving island of obsidian
rock in the middle of the ocean. Its underside, exposed in its upturn, is covered
with moss, barnacles, and bivalves of several kinds. Its dorsal fin extends through
the top of its head. A pair of caudal fins propels its movement from behind. It has
been called bakunawa by most fisherfolk in this side of the world, though some also
call this creature bongansiso for it resembles a whale. Some say it is the serpent
tandayag because of its elongated body. But because of the span of its head and the
length and sharpness of its fangs, it has also been thought of as a hybrid dragon-
shark sarimao. In its flight mid-air, it fell back too soon into the abyss, creating a
storm surge, sending waves that fluttered the merchant’s junk and the Datu’s prau.

The sun merely scowled back at the futile attempt. Know your place, it counselled
its long-time enemy. The bakunawa, however, soon resurfaced. It is the last of
its kind so it must not concede. It will not leave this world without putting even
the half of it in darkness. It will propel itself a notch higher than it has reached
before. The struggle to eclipse a towering limit is perhaps what made the bakunawa
more admirable in the eyes of Guangling, that is, if the merchant had understood
the graceful movements of the great fish as it turned anxious. For who can truly
understand the bakunawa? Stand from afar and be amazed. Those are the only
things a human like him can do. He had been to Baktria, Sumatra, Mangalore, and
other city ports around the world in pursuit of trade. Aside from being a man of
commerce, he had named islands and collected tributes in the name of Huang-di,
the Supreme Son of Heaven, Ruler of the Middle Kingdom and its tributaries. He
had seen the gigantic white python of Burma and had even heard it sing at night.
He had touched the horn of a rhinoceros after it was drugged to sleep by the King



of Mali. None compares with the gigantic fish he first spotted trailing his junk as he
was navigating his way to the port of Himamaylan.

It was like looking into the eye of the storm. The encounter was both perilous
and humbling as it declared his life in this world to be a mere drop of water in
the vast ocean. And how supple were its movements as it swam along with the
tides! He asked the natives of that island about the apparition. They told him that
a warrior had been swallowed alive by this beauty. The warrior went to that part
of the sea to catch tuna as the poor fellow believed tunas to be most delectable in
Himamaylan and, therefore, a worthy present for his bride-to-be. It was just his bad
luck that what awaited him was not tuna but another fish who find warriors, often
celebrated in epic cycles, to be the most delectable in Himamaylan.

The merchant Guangling sighed upon hearing this story as he stroked up and
down his beard that reached down his chest. Perhaps he did not understand the story
at all, or he truly understood it, and this made the bakunawa even more admirable
for him. He had heard of the cannibalistic ways of these people. Barbarians from
this region believe that a person’s life force is found inside the liver. So to digest
the enemy’s liver is also to digest its life force and to absorb it to one’s own. He
wondered how many vigorous warriors and how much life force had the bakunawa
already digested inside. All of them gathered inside the leviathan’s belly, a living
tomb for all these fighters, a burial ground for nobilities. What great honor to be
buried inside that hallowed vessel. But greater honor awaits the one who can finally
consume the funerary being! The image of the bakunawa floating inside a bowl of
steaming soup suddenly crossed his mind, but only for split second, because he
was also quick to check himself, mortified by such shameful imagining.

For two years, he has been coming to Himamaylan. Each time he returns to his
hometown in Hunan, a niece he had adopted and whose care he had given to his
spinster sister waited for him at the harbor. Aside from the souvenirs he brings as
presents, he would also have with him all the stories of his travels, mostly about the
gigantic fish. The child would be infected by his fervor. Everything she heard from
her uncle she treasured inside her very young mind. No woman has ever seen the
kingdoms in the East, but Mei Li had decided she would never let her feet be bound
like other girls her age. Instead, she promised herself that she, too, will travel very
far to reach that place where her uncle saw the bakunawa.

Again, he sighed. More deeply this time. Now he has returned to this place and
the one he desired to meet most did not fail him. He will spend his time alone
tonight in his junk. If the sea will grant him respite, he will ruminate on the harmony
of might and beauty found in this demon god of the briny deep. He will use Han
Yi's poem, “Proclamation to the Crocodile,” as his model. But in the poem he is



going to write, instead of driving out the creature from the city, the poet will entice
it to live forever in Yangtze, if Yangtze proves to be a suitable home.

He sighed for the third time. His eyes cannot hide the joy he wanted to contain.
Datu Rabat was also pleased, seeing how his guest has been made very happy.

When the waves calmed, the chief’s men jumped up and down hollering with
excitement. For they, too, saw how the sea monster, the creature that almost
toppled their boat, was gathering momentum as it sets for another leap. Only it got
distracted by their ruckus and, sensitive to noise, it dived instead into the deep, not
to be seen again by Guangling, most probably not this year. He turned with disdain
to where the ruckus was coming from. There was Datu Rabat, waving at him.

The following day, the merchant’s junk departed from Himamaylan to sail back
to where the center of the world is supposedly found. While the merchant is at
sea still composing his poem, the Datu of Himamaylan will not waste a single
moment as he prepares for the merchant’s next visit. For he decided to honor
Guangling’s request when the man pointed at the creature. You point at it, I cook
it. He himself has long been curious of what the bakunawa might taste like. Many
harvests ago, when for the first time he sampled a bongansiso, that was when the
receding tide stranded in their shore a whale as large as a caracoa and his father
was then the benevolent ruler of their village. The unbearable stench had reached
even neighboring villages, which forced all of them to work together to carve its
flesh and sun-dry it on their rooftops. They feasted on dried bongansiso for one
whole month. How can he forget that goat tallow taste?

Amandiwing protested. Amandiwing, the babaylan, the priest-shaman of their
village, also Rabat’s oldest and wisest adviser. “The bakunawa should be left in
peace,” the old man said. “Troubling the creature will cause friction among village
chiefs. Which may even start a war”

“But this is the best way to show the Emperor our high regard,” the obstinate
Datu reasoned. “It will be easier for us to merit certain favors once the Emperor
turns to us with great consideration.”

“What certain favors? You are obsessed with these things, you are behaving as
if Huang-di’s dog ready to lick Huang-di’s --” the babaylan stopped as he realized
that he was already severely describing for Rabat the flaw in the Datu’s being, if one
could really call it a flaw. For Amandiwing also understands that Rabat’s dominion
in the kingdom of Himamaylan is relatively small and, therefore, the need to be
quick was also real. Stretching Himamaylan’s shoreline are seventeen estuaries
with a datu in every one of them. Only those datus from the villages of Tayasan,



Ayungon, Bindoy, Amlan, and Sibulan recognize Rabat’s authority, and only
because Rabat holds Himamaylan’s entrepot to the center of the world. Other datus
believed their own livestock and tillage are sufficient for them to sustain wealth and
prestige, unlike Rabat who understands the untold wealth the port can still gain
for them. Only once had the Datu inspected the inside of a merchant ship and he
had spent so many sleepless nights since. It had become the constant details of his
sad but sweet yearnings those images of porcelain jars and wine carafes made of
bronze and silver; those piles of tiger, leopard, and bear skin, and shafts of peacock
feather and other birds of paradise, those tortoise carapace some as wide as the
back of a water buffalo, those elephant horns and deer antlers, those parrots that
speak Mandarin, Arabic, and Hindu; those bracelets and necklaces with beads of
crystal, gems, jade, human teeth, and marbles; rolls of silk; hauls of garlic, onion,
saffron threads, peppercorn, nutmeg, cinnamon bars, honey, salt, basil leaves, and
mushrooms; perfumes of camphor, jasmine, incense, and myrrh. But of all the
goods found inside the floating emporium, he coveted most those blue porcelain
jars. If only he could find a way to limit its trade so these precious ones would never
have to land in the hands of other principalities.

The bakunawa was their only hope. “It will be served to welcome our guest,
Rabat declared.

“How on earth are you going to do that?” asked his most trusted adviser.

Just how indeed. Plans already abound inside Rabat’s head. He would hire
fifty cooks. And if fifty was not enough, he would hire more from other villages.
Thinking of these cooks, he began to wonder why there are datus that lead warriors
to war but no datu to lead the kitchen helpers. Feasts are as important as wars.

As host, he himself would take part at every phase of the preparation. After
butchering the bakunawa, he would wisely distribute its meat to his circle of friends,
relatives, and supporters. To the older datus he would share portions of the heart,
liver, and lungs. To the younger datus, he would grant portions of the belly parts
as well as the innards. To his wife and his wife’s family he would reserve the loin.
To his own relatives, the back fat. To the freemen of his village, he would parcel
out the ribs. The slaves would receive blood. The gills would go to the cats, civets,
and dogs. To the old timers who would certainly use their age as advantage, for he
expected them to be the earliest to come for their rightful shares, to them would
go the cartilage. To himself, he would award the bones along with the fins. As a
memorial to his great catch, he would use these remains to frame his own house,
his own torogan, when he extends it from its span of twenty arms to forty.



He would also be on hand when they skin the bakunawa. Slowly they would
take it out from the snare and lay it gently on the ground. If it died from flailing,
they would have to pierce its chest and let its blood pour through large number of
bronze jars. They would put a handful of rice inside each jar to thicken the blood
to make blood stew for later. He would remind himself to follow this procedure
carefully for it is said that blood contains essence. To finally skin the animal, they
would need to pour hot water on it with an entire river to boil. Using the sharpest
knives, they need to be gentle with the furry parts as with the scaly parts so as not
to wound it, which might cause its skin to blacken. Once skinned, it could now
be chopped to pieces. Those pieces would have to be doused with running water,
either in a flowing river or rough sea to make sure no blood or dirt remained.

To make the bakunawa the center of the feast, they would serve it as a smoked
dish called tapa, for in special occasions as this, even undecided guests from far
away kingdoms will certainly make the long journey for a taste of tapang bakunawa.
To prepare, slice the bakunawa’s meat thinly and place it inside a large basket and
seal, then let it soak in a fast-flowing river the whole day to clean it of all blood
and stench. The following day, meat soaked in the river should be scrubbed free
of inert shrimps that got stuck in it along with the vegetation that has grown from
it overnight. The meat inside the sealed basket will be transferred to the sea to be
brined for one week. After that, it is sun-dried and smoked in slow fire using only
the apitong wood as coal.

The smoked meat can be mixed as the main ingredient to another great dish
called laswa. To prepare laswang bakunawa, wash a basketful of fresh young taro
leaves, put in boiling water along with slices of the smoked meat. Serve with boiled
rice cooked below ground. The tapa can also be cooked on top of the boiled rice
mixed with turmeric and onion leeks, and since they live near the sea, it would be
good to use saltwater for boiling.

Beheading the bakunawa is a delicate task. The brain must also contain essence
so its soup should be served exclusively to the honored guests. This meaty head can
be stewed with coconut milk, roasted, or marinated in palm vinegar. The last one
is the best option for it is the surest way to preserve the essence. Serve it face up so
the guest could easily draw out the brain. Serve it with roasted cassavas, taros, and
sweet plantains. Serve it with coconut wine of the first palm sap.

Yes. This is the way to do it. He shall serve this in a feast that will surpass the
one given by the Datu of Bukidnon to a visiting khan where one hundred cows and
one hundred chickens were said to be butchered. That feast lasted for five weeks.
His would last for seven weeks. To begin the event, he would offer sacrifices of pigs,
buffalos, poultries, and jars of precious rice wine to Maguayan, so the god who



rules the watery kingdom shall not bear him any grudge for killing the bakunawa. It
would also be the perfect occasion for him to display his own collection of ceramics
reserved only for such grand rituals.

In every table, he would assign a watchperson ready to thrash those who will not
finish their food and drinks. Because no one would be allowed to stop until they
vomit and pass out from overeating or until the whole feast is over. At the end of
the celebration, he would reward with gold rings the guest who consumed the most.
Everyone will remember his feast for a long time to come. His royal guests will find
it impossible to reciprocate his indulgence, putting them forever in his debt. Even
Guangling will be so grateful that he cannot but mention his name to the Great
Huang-di, making it inevitable for the Supreme Son of Heaven to invite him to
visit his court in the Forbidden City, to bestow on him the honor of becoming the
Emperor’s most trusted servant in T’ien-hsia, the Land Under the Firmament.

If only he could turn back time, back when Rabat was still young and he could
easily thump him on the head. That would have been very satisfying. “What if after
going through all these, your most precious merchant will not deign to humor you
with his presence?”

“He will come back.” Ah, yes, he will come back even if only for this one thing.

“But what if he won’t? What if his lord prevents him? Or if he comes back, what
if disaster bars him along the way, heaven forbid?”

Rabat’s eyes gleamed before offering his answer. “Then I myself will have to
travel the lands of the Middle Kingdom and present in person the head of the
bakunawa to the Emperor and prostrate myself before him nine times, no, not nine
but ten times on the ground!”

“But how on earth will you capture that thing?”

To answer, Rabat entrusted a band of seasoned fishermen to serve as lookouts,
to learn what the great fish feeds on, if a parent is still siring it, if it is a male or a
female, if it has a mate, and above all, if it has any weakness no matter how trifle.
To every information they could give, five bushels of rice, and five baskets of sweet
potatoes, violet tubers, and a bunch of bananas called “todlong binukot” or “lady’s
finger” awaited them as reward.

Consulting the stars, he would have the most auspicious day to lead the attack.
While waiting for that day, he would choose for himself the fastest and sturdiest
outrigger with a double-ended hull. He would prepare a fleet largely set for this



mission. He would hire the most able seafarers, that small tribe of people, the Lutao,
to lead his fleet. Some of them may even be pirates themselves. Their captain, the
panglima, he could already see as someone wearing a Bengal turban and a scarf, the
kind usually worn by Turkish pirates, so at first he would take him for a real Turkish
pirate. But he would not be dependent on him for the Datu must lead his own prau.

He could already see himself leaving his house. He would instruct his wife to
always keep their doors open while he is at sea to entice the spirit of the fish to
come in. Everyone who sees them marching toward the shore would think they
are bound for war. In launching their fleet, they would have carriers who would
bring their outriggers on their shoulders until they reached the wooden runners.
The sailors would have to scramble into their boats and paddle beyond the breaker
where they would stop to offer libation to the god Maguayan before raising the
mast and sail. For three days and three nights they would search through the ocean
and only on the fourth day would they spot their target pursuing a speckled whale.
The bakunawa charging its prey with its snout, its pounding throws away the poor
creature. As final blow, the bigger monster would lash at it even further with its
double tail, ripping its body in two. It would snatch and gorge on the head part
and then the rear. A frenzy of sharks with their acute smell for blood would come
to gather for they are the ghouls of the sea — counterparts of the folkloric aswang,
busaw, alok, balbal, sigbin, kakag, onglo, oko, wakwak, ik-ik, and mantiw of dry
land. All the sharks the sea and its deep dark places could belch out were here. But
this boundless horde, once they see the feeding giant, will scuttle back to those
deep dark places. Witnessing all these, Rabat’s crew would fall in silence. Slowly
and quietly, they would take down the sails. Deeply troubled, some of them may
even have to take a leak from the sides of their boats before going back to their
companions where they could all call to the great god Maguayan.

Rabat could already picture completely in his mind his confrontation with the
beast.

“At last,” he would say to his men once they were all done with their prayers,
“now we can prove if what they all say about the bakunawa is true!” A signal for
them to row with great speed to lock down on their target. They would approach
the bakunawa from the sides to avoid being rammed or struck by its tail. Once
they get proper aim, they would shoot their harpoons around the monster’s dorsal
fins, these harpoons with ropes tied off on the end and a spot just above the head
for inverted retrieval. But how can they pierce that thick mound? And even if they
succeed, how were they to withstand once the monster pulls their boats in circles?

Dread would overcome them once they figured out the bakunawa’s intention
to propel itself toward the sun, with them and the entire fleet to trail behind as



deadweight. At first, the crew would not believe that they were being pulled away
from the sea, but in the sudden shared realization of their situation, and in the
absence of any anchorage, all of them would have to huddle together toward the
stern in the hope that their warm bodies closely packed can somehow push their
boat back to the sea. But before the bakunawa had even started moving, they would
also come to realize the bigger destruction awaiting them once the monster dashed
back to the ocean with them still attached to it. No boat would be spared. The crew
would have to cut all the ropes free. Rabat knew that no one will listen to him should
he prevent them from doing so. Because these men would still prefer survival. The
crew from other boats would follow suit. Some would be successful in breaking
themselves free in time. The unfortunate ones would go with the bakunawa as it
leaps to the sun and falls back into the sea, and they would be carried straight to the
bottom of the ocean where the stability of each boat would be tested. Some would
have their mast bent more than once. Some would have their outriggers, hulls,
and ballast shattered, and the broken parts washed ashore as splinters beyond
recognition. Only the ropes and harpoons still attached to the monster would float
back as the monster rose to the surface. Freed from any impediments, it would
deliver another assault against the sun. And this was just the beginning.

The news about Rabat’s intention spread far and wide. Datus from the kingdoms
of Sugbu, Mait, Bohol, and Hantik were greatly disturbed. It was said that these datus
have received visitations from the mysterious merfolk called kataos, who came in
the shape of talking manatees, warning them about how time will come when all
will bow before Rabat as the small-time datu of Himamaylan shall consolidate for
himself the strength of one thousand datus. Beware, for the moment Rabat takes
hold of the bakunawa, his rise to power begins. He will raid your kingdoms and the
villages of your kingdoms like a visiting plague of locusts. He will take away your
wives and your children and sell them as slaves. He will slay your warriors and leave
you destitute. Beware of Rabat. Beware of his intentions.

Before the moon has reached its fullness and before the swelling of the tide came,
except for the Datu of Sugbu who has been occupied with crises troubling his own
dominion, Datus from the kingdoms of Mait, Hantik, and Bohol sent envoys to the
house of Rabat.

“Be cautious of your dealings with them,” Amandiwing again reminded Rabat.
“Choose your words wisely, Amandiwing added as if talking to a child. His name
means “father of the diwing bird,” which suits him as the datu’s adoptive father
when Rabat’s own father died. To that day, he still needed to attend closely to
his ward because of the many perplexing views the young lord had with how the
world works. The Datu, on the one hand, understood the old man. Before facing
his guests, he thoroughly composed himself before his collection of precious jars,



confiding in his treasures, each one duly named according to their worth, function,
and shape—the ginings used as rice wine vessels; the abdans and the lumbangs
named for they are the biggest; the linopings with ears as handles and paint strokes
like pintado warriors covered with tattoos; the tall black tinampilaks who have
their own smaller versions called tuytuys; the little ones called kabos all in blue
and white; and his favorite, the one with spiraling pattern of dragons, where he
wished for his bones and ashes to be interred someday. This one could sell for
five gold rings, which could also buy for him one skilled bondservant. Each of
these precious ones were placed in their own ranked pedestals, which reminded
him what this meeting is all about. No matter how they try to appear or sound
indifferent, he knew how the neighboring kingdoms have been squabbling after
the same trade monopoly, each of them to his own maneuvers. Some have even
offered their binukot daughters, those women they have secluded in the hopes of
getting a higher dowry price. A mischance to them all as he was the only one who
has correctly divined what the merchant from the central land really wanted. There
was a time when raids and number of slaves obtained from these raids served as
measures of virtue. But times have changed. People got tired of war. Ownership of
the blue porcelain jars is now the new measure. The biggest collector is kindred to
the Supreme Son of Heaven. A sign of one’s great affluence; of one’s trading port
being more overflowing with possibilities; of someone having the real say. Now
they would know what real virtue is. Not the great bloodline. Not the farmlands
nor the vast number of forests cleared to become farmlands. What do you own and
what should you own? You own what the king of kings owns.

To greet his guests, Rabat treated them with a masticatory indulgence called
nganga—an assemblage of betel nuts, buyo leaves, tobacco, and lime powder.
The guests sat on the wooden flooring, chewing nganga as they rested from their
long journey. Rabat took this opportunity to impress them with his ceramics. He
placed before them a round porcelain jar that resembles a urinal for it is indeed
a urinal presently reused as spittoon. After their teeth and saliva have turned red
from chewing, the envoys presented Rabat with jars of pangasi rice wine. Rabat
in return served them smoked venison to go with the pangasi. Rabat also poured
them their drinks. Rabat poured the first cup to the ground, a libation to the demon
called yawa. While drinking, the envoys noticed that Rabat drank from his own
wine cup instead of drinking with them from a common drinking cup. The Datu
seemed to have a special fondness for this cup made of bronze with the character
1 etched on the side of its bowl. It was Guangling who gave this cup to him as a
gift. When he asked the merchant about its meaning, he was made to understand
that this character, which is read as ‘Te, means “inherent character, inner power,
integrity” all in one being. When he further asked what that means, the merchant
explained for almost half an hour, in words and gestures. Te is a warrior coming
home from a battle victorious. It is bringing home from a hunt the biggest boar. It



is the mariner’s reason for leaving his homeland. It is the white hair from a wise
adviser. It is the king’s ability to collect tax without coercion. It is the datu paying
all his yearly dues from the merchant he has borrowed from. Inherent character,
inner power, integrity, says his drinking cup. And he would not let others sip from
it, not even his guests.

The first one to talk was the envoy from Mait, who reminded them all about the
harmonious relationship they have been enjoying for such a long time. Except for
some skirmishes every now and then, there has never been any real war among
them, thanks to the coequality in power and prestige all datus have worked so
hard to maintain. None of them have sought superiority above all others, unlike
some overly ambitious datus from Maguindanao striving to become rajahs, these
unfortunate things they’ve been hearing about from that side of the world.

Rabat could not stand the gloating hypocrisies of this man talking, whose master
boasted about those ceramic jars from the central being offered first in Mait. That
windbag would often tell them: Those goods that have made it to your port were
actually the ones we have discarded. This, however, is the bitter truth. For if not in
Maynilad, the largest port in the north, merchant ships would often come instead
to Mait. Worse, if these merchant ships would never dock their port at all, forcing
them to trade instead with Mait to the great diminishment of their Te. But change
is coming. He would work hard to bring Himamaylan to every traveler’s map. He
could already see market stalls mounted along their shore, tended by merchants
from the center and even those of Maynilad, Sulu, and Burney, where one could
purchase slaves, crops, arms, silk, and strange contraptions never seen in other
kingdoms. He will change the rules. For we live here, this is where we were born,
and this is where we want to die, this is to be our center.

The envoy from Mait continued with his speech when Rabat leapt at him and
punched him on the nose before spatting him on the face. “You halfwit! There is no
coequality among us!” the Datu roared at him. Thankfully, all this remained inside
the Datu’s head as he was still able to control himself. He saw his other self, sitting
beside him, giving him a tap on the back, telling him that his time has not yet come.
Though in his mind, he continued assaulting the guest with his sabre going in and
out of the man’s throat several times.

Next to speak is the envoy from Bohol. It was the speaker from Mait who laid
down the preliminaries, but it was the Boholano who declared their intention.
Straight away he told the Datu that they came to convince him to turn back whatever
designs he may have with the bakunawa. It is the child of the sea. Maguayan’s
favorite plaything. It is the sea, therefore, that you are trying to provoke. The sea
from whom we owe much for our lives.



Rabat noticed how his guests were so quick in finishing off the smoked venison.
Perhaps it was this glutton from Bohol who...

“What do you want with the bakunawa? Why are you so intent on capturing it?”
the Boholano asked while still munching scraps of the flakey meat.

Rabat finally brought down the cup he had been holding this entire time for fear
the three might also want to drink from it. “I'm not doing this for my sake only,” he
calmly began. At first, the guests were confused as to what the Datu meant by “this,’
if “this” referred to the Datu’s plan to catch the bakunawa or that beloved wine cup

of his. “This is for all of us who are living and still hope to live in the coming days”

The envoy from Bohol forced himself to swallow the last scraps of meat without
choking on his food. The two others sat dumbfounded, stupefied at Rabat’s face,
suddenly glowing like the haloed mien of an ancestral spirit waiting to be carved
on wood. They nearly forgot they were waiting for an answer when the Datu spoke
once again.

“The bakunawa lives in the sea but it is not of the sea in the same manner that
the lice that infest your head is in no way part of your head” The envoys began to
scratch their heads as Rabat remembered Amandiwing’s teachings on the good use
of analogy.

“But even the kataos were looking after the bakunawa’s well-being,” the envoy of
Mait rejoined. “And they sent us warnings”

“Yes. I heard your datus were visited by these creatures.”
“They visited the Datu of Mait”
“And the Datu of Bohol”

“Did they visit the Datu of Hantik?” Rabat waited for the concerned envoy to
answer but no response came.

“They did not. Not even in dreams did they visit your man, did they?” Rabat felt
pure elation for what he heard from his spy was true. “They did not come to visit
me either. So why were these visitations only for the chosen few? If these visitations
were even real” That last question was thrown at them like a handful of sawdust.
The three envoys started to argue among themselves. The envoys from Mait and
Bohol wanted to gang up on their companion who turned out to have no intent on
collaborating with them and had stayed silent about it until that moment.



“Not even a guppy came to visit us to deliver any oracle. I can't lie!” the envoy
from Hantik asserted himself.

“And if these kataos visited the datus of Mait and Bohol but never the datus of
Hantik and Himamaylan, does that mean the kataos don’t consider us coequal?”
Rabat added fuel to the fire. He did not wait for anyone to answer when he gave
the signal for his babaylan to enter. Amandiwing was wearing a black and white
robe made of silk and a long skirt woven with cotton and abaca. His headdress was
horned with deer antlers. In his feminine vestment, the aged babaylan seemed to
have regained his youth. The tattoos on his arm showed a crocodile chasing down
a wild rooster called labuyo and, on the other arm, the same labuyo clawing the
crocodile with sharp talons. He also sat down on the floor two arms span away
from the guests. Following him, three men also entered. The first was with a two-
stringed fretted boat-lute called kudyapi. The second was with a bamboo jaw harp
called subing. The third was with a bamboo drum called kalatong worn around
his waist. They sat down two arms span away from the babaylan. Very seldom do
these three musicians gather in one occasion. It was the kudyapi that sounded first,
followed by the subing and then the kalatong, when the babaylan started to chant:

Uhhhmmmm, ihoooooy. / Listen to me and listen well / if you want to know the
truth, / the truth about the bakunawa, / ihoooooooy! / The Great Makaptan, ruler
of the sky world, / in the beginning created thirteen balls of fire. / These balls of
fire called araw, / taking their turns / to light and warm this world called kalibotan.
/ But a brood of bakunawas from the sea / were drawn by the shining ones, / they
took off to snatch / those precious poor celestial beacons / sending the kalibotan to
pitch darkness, / heralding war, famine, and pestilence. / Hunt them down! / This
dragon brood! / The angry Makaptan decreed. / Many valiant warriors heeded
the call. / But the black ones called Agtas/the Agtas as old as the bakunawa, / they
were the only ones who know / what can lure the monsters / to walk on dry land
and climb Mount Kanlaon / to parch out and die on top of Mount Kanlaon. / Only
the Agta know. / They rid the land of the monsters. / But this secret they did not
reveal. / And to spite us for having taken over their lands, / these lands being their
ancestral domains, / they left the youngest bakunawa to survive / to be a scourge
to us in the coming days. / But in the meantime, ihoooooy! / Twelve of the thirteen
shining ones / have been consumed, alas, alas, / all gone forever from this world, /
and only one remained / the one, the surviving bakunawa is now seeking after. / If

it succeeds / if it succeeds, ihoooooy! / Kalibotan will be thrown to cold, darkness,
and blight.

Then the babaylan stood up and walked three steps toward the guests. And in
the most woeful voice he could muster cried, “And if that happens, our world, like



in the ancient world of the first men, shall be forever covered in ice!” And here he
staggered. The musicians stopped playing.

“If that story is true, why is the sun still with us?” Rabat asked playing the devil’s
advocate.

To answer, the subing buzzed with overtones of accelerating pitch resembling
the cry of a young boar finding its way out of a trap. “Because his virtue is still
wanting,” the babaylan started once more as if he had just come back from the dead
only to answer the Datu’s query. “And this monster has not yet reached the proper
age” Then it was the kalatong’s turn to sound with ascending intensity. “But once
it has reached its time and attained its full dimension, ay! ay! Heaven forbid!” And
to underscore his last words, he gulped down his own excess of saliva, then ended
with the last beat from the kalatong.

All the envoys were shaking mad with fear after the performance. Rabat ended
their meeting with these words: “Bestow on me your blessing. For I, Rabat, will
gladly lay my life, to free our realm from this affliction. Once I've captured the
accursed being, I will present its tongue to the Datu of Mait, its double tail to the
Datu of Bohol, and its oil to the Datu of Hantik”

After saying so, the Datu ordered his servants to bring more food. This time,
the babaylan tried to enjoy the company of their guests while keeping their talks
to more mundane matters. Eating, drinking, music, and revelry continued until
sundown. When it was time for the guests to go, Rabat accompanied them back to
the harbor. Before bidding them farewell, he presented each envoy with rolls of silk,
abaca, aphrodisiac noodles made of the balinsasayaw bird’s nest, and slaves famed
for their dancing skills.

It was almost dark when Rabat returned to his house. He was surprised to see
Amandiwing sitting on the bamboo stairway with his ceremonial dress still on.

“There was something I forgot to tell those three,” the babaylan began. For the old
man, the hour for storytelling had not yet ended. It continued until that moment
even without the envoys for his audience. The Datu sat beside him to listen. “I
forgot to tell them about the moon. The bakunawa is also fond of eating the moon.
For it is nourished by both the sun and the moon. Do you understand what that
means?” The old man waited for the young Datu to answer. But Rabat seemed to
be taking his time.



“It is really time that the great beast consumes,” the babaylan at last answered his
own riddle. “Our time” He gulped down his own excess of saliva, not for emphasis
this time, for he seemed to be talking to himself with his own belated realizations.

“What is there to lose if that happens to be so?” the Datu asked, no longer caring
about what is real and what is made-up.

“The bakunawa will steal from us the beginnings, the passing away, and all
memories of them having occurred; of the appearances of the Ulalen and Moroporo
constellations together with the callings of the kahaw birds that mark for us the start
of the planting season. We will lose even the time when we prepare seedlings for
the planting season. The katparasan, kattaloto, katlawaan, and katkisiw trees will
flower no more. We will lose the season of dagankahuy where we do our clearing
of the forest, and the daganenan bulan when we stack the woods we gathered from
our clearings, and the elkilin when we burn those woods. We will not have the
inabuyan when the gentle southerly wind begins to blow. We will also lose those
constellations that signal for us the coming of rainy seasons: the Mortar, the Trap,
the Coconut, the Tadpole, and the Crab. We will not have time to sow the seeds.
The awaited harvest and the end of harvest will not come. Order will vanish. Only
forgetfulness will remain”

The two grew silent for a while. The babaylan was staring toward that other
world where time perhaps has long been inoperative. Rabat got on his feet when he
understood that the babaylan was done with his litany. He went inside the house
to retrieve something, and went outside once again. The babaylan was now waiting
for him downstairs, busy flicking away the gnats that were flying around his face.
The young village chief went to him and with two hands offered him the head of the
deer taken from the feast. The babaylan accepted it and walked several steps away
before throwing it back. The Datu caught it. Having immediately guessed what the
old man was trying to do, he playfully threw it back to the babaylan. And for a while
they continued this way, for the babaylan remembered the first time they played
catch with a head was with the head of an Iranun pirate, which they offered to the
great god Maguayan but only after they’ve grown tired of playing with it.



Glossary

1. bakunawa — a mythical monster that swallows the moon and is said to be the cause of eclipse

2. balinsasayaw — swiflet; its nest is much sought after for medicinal purposes

3. caracoa — a large, fast boat, distinct from other traditional Philippine sailing vessels in
that they were equipped with platforms for transporting warriors and for fighting at sea;
during peacetime, they were also used as trading ships

4. datu — a village chief

5. prau (also proa, prahu) — a type of sailing boat originating in Malaysia and Indonesia that
may be sailed with either end at the front, typically having a large triangular sail and an
outrigger



Notes on the Translation

“AngHuling Bakunawa” wasfirst published in LIKHAAN: The Journal of Contemporary

Philippine Literature, vol. 5 (2011). It was again published in Heights, vol. 66, no. 1
(2018) and then in the short story collection The Next Great Tagalog Novel at Iba
pang Kuwento (University of the Philippines Press, 2019). It is a historic fantasy
set in Himamaylan, a precolonial kingdom in Negros. It highlights the political
economy of the said chiefdom and its surrounding territories where Datu Rabat,
the protagonist of the narrative, aims to position himself as a big man in the Sino-
Southeast Asian maritime trade.

As a work of fiction heavily invested on this prehistoric worlding, it is both
highly informed by and takes inspiration from Laura Lee Junker’s book Raiding,
Trading, Feasting: The Political Economy of Philippine Chiefdoms (Ateneo de Manila
University Press, 2000) for it analyzes through ethno-archeological findings how
the Philippine chiefly elite dominates the said maritime trade through porcelain
jars procured and used as instruments of prestige and hegemony.

“The Last Bakunawa” is a self-translation of the said fictional work. Although the
practice of self-translation (what others have called auto-translation and bilingual
writing) has existed even before the Middle Ages—and its literary tradition has
long been established by writers like Samuel Beckett (French-English), James Joyce
(English-Italian), Italo Calvino (Italian-English), Karen Blixen (Danish-English),
Jorge Luis Borges (Spanish-English), Vladimir Nabokov (Russian-English), and
Rabindranath Tagore (Bengali-English)—there has been little or no account at
all of its practice in the Philippine literary scene. It is a neglected field but also a
conflicted one at the same time. Or maybe, its “conflictedness” is the reason why
it has been neglected by writers, translators, and researchers alike. Many writers
hesitate translating their own work, either because of their linguistic limitation or
because translation itself has been tied for the longest time to the notion of literary
recognition, for only works of significant value should be translated, and therefore,
self-translation could be nothing but self-promotion. So the more decent way
would always be to wait for a responsive other to initiate the translation project.

This could be true in some ways of perceiving what translations can do. On the
other hand, translation seen as an act of creating imbued with possibilities equal
to writing can also be exercised as an integral part of a writer’s creative process.
The modern author is (or should be) the person least beholden to the identity of
the original work and the faithfulness paid to such identity. For she knows that
it does not anymore profit her nor the work. A translator may diligently do the



work of translating another person’s work, but he usually frees himself from the
work of editing, most especially if the work he is translating is by someone dead
and famous. He would usually leave that kind of work of improvement out, but he
would also make sure that the reader understands that the shortcoming was not
his. The author-translator on the other hand is not restricted with issues of static
faithfulness, so the text stays fresh and open to fixing and even rewriting.

Translating the story “Ang Huling Bakunawa” into English became a test of the
work’s very rendering as it was probed with the second language’s kind of precision.
The translation sided more with clarity rather than ambiguity, with more tight
consistency of logic, and by doing so has involved certain alterations not only with
words but with meanings as well.

Like this passage in the original Filipino “Tanghaling tapat at patuloy na
umiikot ang araw sa palibot ng mundo. At palibhasa’y bata pa noon ang mundo,
iilang manlalayag pa lang ang nakatitiyak na bilog ito at hindi lapad gaya ng pag-
aakala ng mga karaniwang tao sa lupa” (Derain, LIKHAAN 4) translated here as
“It was midday, and the sun was above the horizon, but as the world was so young
then, nobody would have believed that it is the earth that orbits around the sun
and never the other way around” The alteration in meaning came in the second
sentence. In the original, it is the roundness of the earth that was being made alien
and strange, but, in the translation, it was the heliocentric model of the Copernican
Revolution that was deemed unimaginable. Though this detail does not change the
plot, but it improves the narration by making things more consistent with what
was happening at this particular juncture in the story — the sun being in the center
of the bakunawa’s attention and thereby the center of all things.

Another such alteration is seen at the end of the story where in the original it
says “Dahil naalala ng babaylan ang huling ulong dinala sa kaniya ng datu. Ulo
iyon ng isang kaaway” (Derain, LIKHAAN 19) and translated as “And for a while
they continued this way, for the babaylan remembered the first time they played
catch with a head was with the head of an Iranun pirate” The beheaded enemy in
the original was unnamed, which makes for an enigmatic take but also needlessly
ambiguous. The decision to name this enemy in the English translation designates
the Iranun, the Moro other, as the perfect human offering to the animist god
worshipped by the pagan characters. More importantly, it was a kind of serendipity
as it tied up in one stroke the story’s ending with the main character’s fear of pirate
attacks told in the beginning of the story.

The translation project also became a good occasion to reintegrate a four-page
description of the feast preparation previously excised to meet the publisher’s
word limit. The density of culinary details may not push the plot forward, but it



may instead slow down the reading pace. These details nevertheless are the more
considerable amusing part of the short story. As these are mainly actual details of
indigenous food preparation, their placement in the telling presents a Rabelaisian
manner of demoting the fantastic into the everyday gastric mundane while at the
same time highlighting the extent of the datu’s excess.

This work of fiction is above all an invitation to revisit the rich history of
our conflicted relationship with China, aggravated later by a series of colonial
experience and by the treasonous brokering of our own duplicitous politicians.
This present translation thus becomes an opportunity for a rereading of the work
as it is recontextualized in our present fight for our sovereignty over our islands in
the West Philippine Sea.
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