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The Jinghpaw have a saying that all a newly married couple require for their life together is a length of bamboo. From it cups and containers can be made to carry water and serve liquor, a green segment placed near a fire can be used to cook rice and curry and, most importantly for the newly weds, the broad base of the bamboo can serve as a pillow at night. Of all the plants used by the Kachin groups, bamboo is the most versatile and its use has been honed to a remarkable degree to take every advantage of the great multitude of varieties with their differing qualities of size, strength and durability. The largest, wara, is perfect for carrying water from springs and for making htinglan containers from which water is repeatedly poured in offerings to the spirits – any guest who has journeyed to a Kachin house, be they human or spirit, must be offered water to cool them from their journey, and liquor and food too if they are welcome guests. Photograph 1070 shows containers for holding liquor and betel, which would be offered when giving a warmer welcome.  The smallest bamboo, summa, is used for smoothing over paddy fields after the seeds have been sown. This bamboo has a far spreading root system so it is often used as a symbol of fertility and prosperity in oral recitations. The mayu would give a spear made from this bamboo, or the similar kahtan (see below), to the dauma at a wedding as a sign that both groups would prosper and multiply from the union. [See Sadan Cords & Connections in Publications List for later development of ideas around this issue.] Photograph 287 shows bamboo piled up in a Kachin village in Northern Shan State, ready to be put to use in house building, nat altar construction, or to be split and used to tie leaf packets. 

Photograph 306 shows the communal labour of house construction in a Zaiwa village. Here one sees the great number of bamboos supporting the roof and almost everything would be constructed from bamboo, bar the houseposts. In the oral history Ja Tawng Ningchyin, the great hero Ja Tawng proves his superhuman strength by carrying 30 wara bamboos upon his shoulders to construct the roof of his house. Furthermore, the Mu nats and humans engaged in a mythic competition of might to see which side could pull a bamboo flooring joist from under a house. The bamboos which form the support for the floor, have a special significance in the symbolism of Jinghpaw gumchying gumsa society. Lying across the front of a chief’s house on the guest entrance side, the npan, would be a large beam carved with a hornbill’s head. In recitations of the joiwa dumsa this beam is praised for its great patience in bearing the constant movement and vibrations of the bamboos whose tips rest against it. The multiplicity of bamboos which work in unison in the house are controlled and united upon contact with the hornbill beam and this works as a metaphor for the ideal village community under its chief.

Yet bamboo is also to be feared when it blossoms and bears fruit, which takes place every 30 years or so. Some village elders would calculate their age by the number of times on which they had seen the bamboo fruit, but their memory was frequently tragic as the arrival of the fruit could herald a rice famine. The fruit would cause the number of rats to multiply and these would  then attack the paddy stores. The last major rice famine of this kind took place in Sumprabum district in 1977 [as of 1999].

The Shaman Bamboo

Photograph 1056 shows divination taking place with a bamboo called kahtan when in everyday use but called shaman when used for divination. The diviner, or ningwawt, is seated on the left holding a long piece of shaman, and his assistant is examining and verifying the ningwawt’s reading of the fibres that have protruded from the segment which split with a popping sound when heated in the fire. The fire has been made of laja wood which is used for making altars to Madai and is thus of the highest ritual status. [See also Hpauhkang Naw Mangbru documentation for details.]
There would usually be a number of competent diviners in a village and Kachin people would consult them on any occasion when a decision had to be made or the cause of some misfortune or illness explained. Illnesses would be allayed by making an offering to the correct spirit, but which spirit this was and the offerings they desired could only be determined by divination which could be carried out in many ways - using the twisted leaves of the shaba or aubergine plant, throwing eggs to determine the direction of a funeral site, examining the tassles of a bag when choosing a wife for one’s son or tasting the rice beer of the new bride when predicting the likely success of the match. However, the highest form of divination was that using the shaman. 

Divination would take place in a public area and the ningwawt would always confirm his findings with at least one other person. On important matters such as which family member should make the final offering to the spirit of the deceased at a funeral, the whole process could take many hours. A series of questions would be asked (‘Should it be Ma Naw?’ ‘Should it be Ma Tu?’ and so on) and a new segment would have to be popped and interpreted for each question.

The Jinghpaw mythic origin of the shaman tells of an old woman diviner who was humiliated by an inaccurate prediction from her divining stone. She hurled the stone aside in disgust but sparks flew from where it fell touching a cluster of kahtan bamboo and thus imparting its powers to the plant. The shaman is considered as having a life or breath in each segment and of possessing the wisdom of Mahtum Mahta, the collective name for the higher level spirits. The Jinghpaw verb for this possession is shung ai, also used to describe the relationship of the myihtoi and the joiwa dumsa to the spirits and which was employed in Christian translation as exorcism. A good deal of time is spent by the ningwawt before divination encouraging the shaman to co-operate and give up its deepest truths. It is reminded that it has been an ally of man for many centuries and has the power to control men’s lives through its revelations. Its beauty is lauded – how straight and how perfect (there must be no holes in the segment for its life will have escaped through them making it useless for divination), and how it had been cut at the optimum moment according to the cycle of the moon to ensure the correct amount of sap, not too wet and not too dry. Only after this praising and honouring has taken place will the ningwawt place the bamboo in the fire, segment by segment. As the lady in the picture listening so attentively demonstrates, the revelation was a serious matter and one could only hope that the demands of the spirits were not too great for, even if one delayed making the desired offerings, one could not ultimately escape the ningwawt’s findings.

