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The Death of Old Odchas
——A Study on the Bontok Funeral Ceremony and Cosmology——

Toh Goba*

This paper focuses on the funeral ceremony of an
old man named Odchas, a Bontok who resided in
Mountain Province, Northern Luzon, the Philippines.
It details the process of the funeral ceremony, then
discusses the cosmology of the Bontok, which gives
order to the ritual process and kinship behaviors.

Although the Bontok believe in sorcery, they often
ascribe such misfortunes as accidental death,
epidemics, sterility, disease of livestock and crops,
landslide and fire to anmito or spiritual beings in
general. The Bontok have an elaborate system of
knowledge about anito, and their rituals for anito
consist of many taboos, rtual seclusion, animal
sacrifice, ritual head-hunting, mock fighting and
prayer [&H 1976; 1977; 1979].

Until recently, the Bontok practiced head-hunting,
which not only involves physical aggression between
different villages but is closely related to their belief in
supernatural beings. For example, fomdfag, the
spirits of beheaded enemies, are believed to cause a
number of misfortunes to the villagers. In the Bontok
system of belief, the living and the dead are not
always clearly distinguished. Anito are believed to be
present everywhere and to cause trouble or even to
possess people.

The death of a fellow villager, especially at the
hands of outsiders, is an occasion when the Bontok
disclose their inner feelings of agitation, fear, hatred
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and resentment. This is because the death is not a
single misfortune but rather the beginning of a battle
of head-hunting, as well as an omen of all kinds of
misfortunes. People are excited and proud when their
fellow villagers win a fight with people from another
village, for they believe it will bring fertility and
prosperity to their village.

In this light, their ways of dealing with sickness and
death can be regarded as part of the process in which
they classify and interpret misfortune in order to
recover fertility and prosperity.

Rituals are generally seen as a system of planned
and formalized symbolic activities. This is true of
animal sacrifice and recital of myth as performed by
the Bontok, in which the details of the ritual are
rigidly prescribed by the context. But this is not the
case with funerals. During the funeral ceremony,
people should observe a ritual holiday or té-er.

When the day is declared to be fé-er, the village is
closed and the whole community is cut off from the
outside world. A rainbow or a hawk flying over
residential space, both of which considered bad
omens, bring an immediate end to the ritual holiday.
Moreover, the fall of an object from a wall in the
house of deceased, the cracking of a hearth-stone, or
the dropping of unhusked rice from the winnowing
basket during a funeral ceremony are also bad omens
that need to be dealt with properly. Anifo sometimes
cause illness or possess villagers and cause them to
act strangely.

Such unexpected events during a funeral ceremony
may change the course of the ritual process. Thus,
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only the system of knowledge that classifies and
interprets these incidents and ways to deal with each
situation is fixed; the ritual process itself varies
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depending on what happens during the course of the
funeral ceremony.
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®1 Kby 7E8oAD e (19804F)

Baré4ngay" B T &t i35 5K L4
Bontoc Poblacion? 1,743 1,895 3,638 761 94
Bontoc ili 1,474 1,530 3,004 654 2,500
Tucucan 435 442 877 254 11,105
Maligcong 271 428 699 180 1,500
Guina-ang 671 730 1,401 331 1,860
Mainit 406 465 871 214 3,480
Dalican 565 404 969 176 955
Balili 108 88 196 56 605
Gonogon 368 313 681 195 768
Bayyo 273 287 560 150 5,777
Talubin 522 503 1,025 289 5,688
Samoki 598 761 1,359 302 1,577
Alab Oriente® 233 211 444 100 447
Alab Proper? 353 324 677 163 313
Caneo 171 177 348 109 2,941

= i 8,191 A 8,558 A 16,749\ 3,934F 39,610

Hectares

MyFr : National Census and Statistics Office, Bontoc, Mountain Province.
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