0254 / 0255 / 0247 / 1246 / Madang rim – NAUSHAWNG

One of the most enjoyable aspects of a manau for those attending was the chance to participate in the dance that took place within the dancing circle or naura. Although a traditional gumchying gumsa manau was a festival held by the chief on his own family line’s behalf, it became more expansive by the need for that chief to display his generosity by inviting all in the vicinity to attend. It is the non-exclusive, participatory nature of the manau that has been emphasised in modern interpretations of the event making it an effective symbol of the unity of all the recognised Kachin groups.

The naura was a sanctified area that had been purified and empowered by a recitation known as naura majai before dancing could commence [see section on Manau]. When the area for the naura had been cleared in front of the house, the joiwa would sit at the entrance and recite the genealogy of the manau host’s family, citing the names of all those who had held the manau before him. However, when the manau was due to begin and the manau posts had been installed, a number of dances would be performed, which were not open to all. Photograph 0255 depicts a group of elders who would typically be enacting the story of how the manau ground was prepared and the posts cut and painted; photograph 0247 depicts a group of young men who have painted themselves and carry guns with which to scare evil spirits away from the naura before the general dancing commenced.

The general dances would be lead by a naushawng (photograph 254). In Jinghpaw custom two lines of dancers would be formed, one following the naushawng and the other following his assistant. The dance steps were easy to follow, the dancers holding their arms slightly out to the side and moving them rhythmically. In one Lachik tradition, there is a story that the dance was learned from observing fish swimming but amongst the Jinghpaw that it was learned from birds who were dancing the manau around a banyan tree in celebration of the tree’s abundance of delicious fruit. Photograph 1246 shows Nung dancing style, which is renowned for widely outstretched arms and movements that have an even stronger resemblance to flying birds. The myth that how to hold a manau was learned from birds also influences the costume of the naushawng. One tradition holds that the naushawng amongst the birds was a species of hornbill known as the Kingbird, which has a very long and troublesome tail. This is why the naushawng’s hat is decorated with long feathers and frequently a hornbill’s head may be attached to the front (see 1246).

Each dance at a manau would typically last 2-3 hours, dependent on the number of dancers who had to follow in line, and would be repeated twice a day over the typical four day period of the festival. The naushawng would lead but at times the dancers would divide into smaller groups to produce four or more spiral patterns simultaneously, called naupa pa. The dance patterns at a Jinghpaw manau on the whole reflected the designs on the manau posts, the posts themselves and the patterns on the manau drum. The dance would start from the manau host’s house and entry into the naura would enact mythic contact with Mu nats or symbolism of wealth, sut, that was desired by holding the festival. This entry to the naura has been Chrisitianised in some cases to replicate the pattern of a Christian crucifix and the naushawng may hold a crucifix instead of a sword.

There are many different reasons for holding manau, which are given as titles for the festival – kumran manau are held when families separate, in Kutkai in the first decades of the century hkalum or welcome manau were even held whenever the British Governor visited; but the two most frequently held were sut manau to bring wealth and prosperity and padaung manau, which were held after a victorious battle. In a padaung manau dancers would hold swords upright but as all Jinghpaw manau were inherently to entertain the sut bringing spirit Madai who loves dancing (see ‘Madai’), the reason for holding the manau did not very much affect the structure of its component parts. Photograph shows dancers at a padaung manau called by the British administration in northern Shan State (exact date and place unknown but such manau were common practice before the influence of the missionaries seemed to make this engagement and apparent encouragement of animist practices unacceptable – see ‘Slave Release’). The dancers are holding madang or kahtan bamboo (see ‘Bamboo’) topped by decorative wood shavings, tsawm sut, ready to dance in one of the manau’s discrete sections, sometimes called madang rim. This is one of the main points of the manau at which the manau host receives blessings of sut. The bamboos are cut, blessed and adorned in the jungle with chanting by a dumsa. After returning from the jungle, the dancers dance in the naura as usual and then hand the bamboos to the manau host upon leaving the arena.

