1503 / 1504 / 48 / 0750 – Myihtoi

In the Jinghpaw Bible, myihtoi has been translated as prophet and the translators made this association based upon their understanding of the people seen in this group of photographs. They are all myihtoi and are another medium by which the spirits may make their desires known, other than through the performance of divination.

A spirit would enter a myihtoi and would speak through him. Picture 1503 shows a myihtoi seated on his high platform, the hkinrawng, whilst his attendants sit below awaiting the words of the spirit which are spoken in spirit language different to everyday speech. A myihtoi could take on a number of roles – they could be the channel for one spirit who would in turn communicate with other spirits to find out their desires, or they could be the seat of a number of differing nats. They would also on occasion predict the future and were deemed to have healing powers. The powers of the myihtoi were not believed to accrue to that individual in everyday life, however. They could not be employed to inflict harm upon a victim. When folklore tells of individuals who desired this kind of action to be taken against an enemy, they would usually visit the plains to employ a person who had acquired skills through meditation or alchemy on the fringes of popular Buddhism. Malevolent personal power in a Jinghpaw community was encapsulated in the personage of the hpyi who was thought to have been possessed by a malicious nat or who had overly powerful personal numla (the personal spirits which accompany the living) and would have to be expelled from the village (see also gumlao). A myihtoi’s powers and spirit possession were considered only temporary. The ritual term for myihtoi is nat lahkum, the seat of the nat and the attendants are nat numbat. The idea conveyed is that the body of the myihtoi provides a temporary resting place for the nat whilst the attendants provide the same transitory succour and assistance to the spirit as a mother who supports her child in a blanket (hence numbat). Myihtoi, the everyday term, translates as ‘shining eyes’ and refers to the appearance of the medium whilst possessed.

A successful myihtoi would have considerable influence in his village. Green relates in his dissertation how a highly respected myihtoi in a Duleng village had revealed under possession that all unmarried girls should abstain from alcohol and that this was being rigidly adhered to – the only place in Green’s experience where this was apparent without missionary influence. In recent years the most famous myihtoi was Nmaw Wadang Naw who resided in the Triangle near Nbu Hkang, where Nga Shaga offered himself in sacrifice before returning to Mahtum Mahta after giving instruction on how humans should continue to communicate with the higher spirits. Nmaw Wadang Naw was everywhere protected by a tiger when he travelled and acted as myihtoi for Lamu Madai (see notes on Madai).

A myihtoi such as Nmaw Wadang Naw would have proved himself on many occasions and the test of a true myihtoi was typically whether he could climb up a ladder of sharpened swords to his hkinrawng. Pictures 1503 & 1504 were taken on an occasion when Green himself witnessed this spectacle. In 1504, the myihtoi is cutting his tongue with his sword as possession by the spirit becomes complete. In this case, possession was by the Jahtung nat who lives in jungles, is hideous in appearance and is greatly feared. That it was the Jahtung was evident from the screams and obscenities which took place upon possession. The sign of another feared and oft propitiated nat, Sawa, who died by loss of blood after an injury and who causes accidents, is presaged by the myihtoi making a loud sigh, as one who is deeply tired, and demands for large amounts of water to drink. 

0048 is of a Nung myihtoi. Green states that there were both male and female Nung myihtoi whom he refers to as tagir and razi respectively, although this would vary according to the local Nung dialect, of which there are many. 

