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The above pictures all show the crowds at Namhkyek manau, held in the 1920s (the precise date of this event is uncertain). A manau was a great event and their infrequency added to the anticipation and enjoyment of those attending. Green captions photograph 250 as ‘Two ladies wearing the latest fashions at the manau’ – this was a time for dressing up and enjoying oneself as these tall, silk head-dresses in Palaung style show. One of the most important ideas behind the celebration is that of an entire community stepping together in unison to a compulsive rhythm in an easy-to-follow dance. Manau comes from the verb nau, to step. Stepping and dancing together in this way implies a conglomeration of people and this kind of gathering accords with Jinghpaw concepts of social development. It is no coincidence that the main points of Jinghpaw migration history, marked by a gathering of clans, are always reflected by dancing the manau. 

Within any story or myth there is invariably some mention of the manau, often as the setting at which plans hatched over many years finally to come to fruition, truths are outed or identities uncovered. The manau sets the scene for the emergence of rivalries between lineages, it is the symbol by which family groups separate and form new lines and it was also the occasion at which humans danced and feasted with their nats before the divisions between man and the spirit world were more firmly drawn. Both nats and animals were believed to be as fervent manau goers as human beings and, indeed, it was originally from birds that the dance was learned, according to Jinghpaw myth.

One reason why the manau provides such an excellent setting for key events in storytelling relates to Jinghpaw ideas of human character. Many Jinghpaw stories concern the conflicting interests of two opposed categories of human beings - the dominant La Jahku Ni, or Nine Brothers, and the subordinate Ja Hkrai Ma, a poor orphan boy who represents all those who are insecure and physically, psychologically or socially inferior. The La Jahku Ni constantly watch the Ja Hkrai Ma to make sure that he never gains any advantage and, if any opportunity should arise, they will endeavour to seize it from him, by force if necessary. However, the Ja Hkrai Ma always has a chance to overcome his suppression, although but this is usually presented as a once in a lifetime opportunity. The importance of the chance explains why so often in Jinghpaw stories the action may take many years to unfold. In this case, the occasion of a manau, held possibly every three years, provides the ideal dramatic setting for such moments to present themselves. 

One of the most famous stories of this kind, which has many variants, relates how the daughter of the powerful Mu Lashe nat secretly married a human being. Forced by her unwitting family also to marry a son of the Mu Nu family, her dauma, she refused to speak for three years. Her Mu Nu husband held a manau to restore her spirits, unbeknownst to him that she had made a pact with her human husband that he should wait patiently for such an event and she would then use the opportunity to have her Mu Nu husband killed. The story relates how a silent Mudi Shayi waited for the  human to arrive by standing at the house post, looking out over the manau ground. He had been instructed to make a brilliantly patterned coat from the hides of many animals and that he should wear it to identify himself to her. Mudi Shayi knew that her Mu Nu husband would desire to be the best dressed man at the manau and would exchange his chief’s robe for the new coat. She would then demand that anyone wearing animal skins should be killed, claiming not to know that it was her husband. As her human husband would be wearing the chief’s robe he could then automatically take her as his wife. In photograph 251 one can imagine the scene, just before the action starts. The tall manau posts stand opposite the large house post adorned with buffalo horns. Mudi Shayi could be standing there, watching the crowd and eyeing the new arrivals coming down the hill near the house – waiting silently for her lover and for the plot she had planned to be put into effect.

