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llisin, Harvest Festival of Makotaay
Prayers, Thanks and Youth Training

Gangkou, known as Makotaay in Amis
language, is an Amis village in Hualian. It is
located bewteen rivers, mountains and the
Pacific Ocean. People from other villages or
fribes used to have an eye on this place as
it is perfect for farming, hunting and fishing.

In particular, when the Amis from Makotaay
went mountain hunting during the slack time on
the farms, they always had confronfation and
conflicts with the Taroko people (the Truku) and
the Bunun people (the Ewadan) who lived up
in the mountains.

One year, Makotaay was struck by
natural disasters, man-made crises, and crop
failures. When the villagers went hunting, they
encountered and got into a fight again with
people living in the mountains. The young men
from Makotaay killed the enemies and took
their heads back to the village for llisin. llisin is
an Amis ritual fo turn the soul of a human head
info a guardian spirit of the village. In the
ritual, the villagers prayed for good weather,
peace, safety and a good crop. Their prayers
were answered and the village enjoyed a
good harvest the following year. Since then,
Makotaay has been holding every year after
the harvest an annual llisin, which is now also
known as their harvest festival.

The Amis from Makotaay used to be slash-
and-burn farmers like many other indigenous
fribes in Taiwan. Their fields were usually on
hillsides outside the village. To protect the crop

from wild pigs, once the millet and rice come

06

info ear, all the young men from the village
had fo take tums patrolling their hillside fields
until the ripe crop was gathered. The harvest
was usually completed after the sunset. When
the young men returned with crop on their

backs and torches in their hands, the entire

village would gather to welcome them home
with celebrations and thank the ancestors for
the harvest. The annual ritual became a custom
and continues to be held today.

llisin is a grand sacred event. The young

men of the village have to work together fo

organise the festival and perform traditional
songs and dances during the ritual. llisin

is therefore not only a ritual fo thank the
ancestors, but also to prepare the young Amis
as a solid group of carriers of Makotaay
traditions into the future.@
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