0248 / 0244 / 0172 / 0321 – SACRIFICE

In Jinghpaw traditional culture a great deal of time and wealth was expended in making offerings to spirits of all kinds. The ritual was expensive not only because of the cost of the animal and other items to be offered but also because a number of knowledgeable people would be needed to perform the act on one’s behalf. The main players were the dumsa (photograph 0248) who would chant, the hkinjawng who would cut up the offering, prepare packets and ensure that the hkung-ri (photograph 0244) had been properly constructed, and the hpunlum (who could be a man or a woman) who was responsible for preparing the cooking equipment, water, fire and so on. All of these would require payment and this would typically include a ritually determined portion of the beast sacrificed as well as other items such as textiles or a gong as well as alcohol and opium.

Two structures would usually be required for a sacrifice – a hkung-ri or altar, of which many can be seen in photograph 0172, on which would be placed the packet offerings, and a wudang or sacrificial cross against which the animal to be killed would be tied. Pigs and chickens would usually be suspended from the hkung-ri in specially made coarse weave bamboo carrying baskets rather than tied to a wudang. All the bamboo water containers and bamboos for cooking would be specially made on the day and separate cooking fires would be constructed as there was never to be any confusion between that which was the preserve of the spirits and that which was for human use. A great deal of attention had to paid to the construction of altars and wudang to ensure that they were correct in every particular for the spirit concerned, but just as important was the attention given to details such as the number of bamboo strips that should be tied around leaves on altars, around bamboo containers or when wrapping leaf packets, the direction in which they pointed and the number of knots. Any mistakes would have a negative effect on the offering making the whole ritual a highly technical event. Photograph 0248 shows four bamboo strips holding a leaf to the side uprights of the wudang and this would have been done according to local custom. These customs were particularly open to regional variation and were frequently the cause of arguments between ritual officials if they were called from different villages. If mistakes were made, heavy compensation would have to be paid.

Wudang and hkung-ri were of many different types but were locally specific for each nat. The different kinds of wudang all seem to have been based on either a diagonally intersecting cross, a variant of which can be seen in photograph 0244, or a horizontal and perpendicular cross as in 0248. It would be an impossible task to enumerate all the variations. The wudang and hkung-ri would be left to deteriorate naturally after the sacrifice.

A Jinghpaw offering was very lengthy and, when preparation time is taken into account, would occupy at least the best part of a day. Fortunately, those requesting the offering would not have to give the dumsa and hkinjawng a great deal of attention whilst the offering was taking place and most people simply kept on with their daily activities. This is one reason why so little of the joiwa dumsa language appears to have penetrated into daily usage and seems to have been only dimly understood by most people.

The format of an offering followed a characteristic pattern. The dumsa would partake of a ritualised dialogue with the spirit, asking it to give its blessing and leave without further trouble. The spirit would ask what it would be given in return and the dumsa would offer the live animal, ginger, water, alcohol, dried fish, textiles or whatever might be appropriate. The quality of the offerings would be lauded and the spirit would be asked to give a blessing of equal value and beauty. It was in their ability to make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear when addressing the spirits that a dumsa’s ability was to a great extent judged. The spirit would accept the offering but state that it was being presented in an unnatural form – it would be impossible to take a living being into the realm of the spirits. The dumsa would agree that the spirit could take the nsa, the breath or life essence of the animal, but that it must grab it as soon as the animal was killed. No nsa must go astray and none of the smell of the offering when being cooked should spread to contaminate the villagers and bring a negative effect. In agreeing to this, the spirit must give a blessing in return. At this point the dumsa would turn to the animal to be offered and would inform it that it was the duty of animals to give their lives to help humans (see ‘Medicine’) but that it would be able to join the many other pigs / buffaloes / chickens which the nat already possessed in its pig enclosure / buffalo swamp / chicken coop. 

When this chant had finished, the dumsa would throw the tsamat onto the wudang if one had been used and might sprinkle rice or rice powder on the animal if appropriate. Rice or rice powder was sprinkled as a recovery medicine to be used in the realm of the spirits and a tsamat was a length of bamboo splits, knotted and bundled together such as can be seen tied to the central upright post in 0244. When extended, a tsamat resembled a bamboo rope that was sometimes used to scare birds away from a cultivated field. It seems to have had a similar connotation when used in spirit offerings. There were always presumed to be a whole host of avaricious nats lurking around any offering being made, attracted by the tune of the dumsa and the smell of the fire. There was always a concern that they might grab the life of the offering before the spirit for which it was intended, thus causing a negative effect. The tsamat would be continually waved by the dumsa who would warn the unwelcome nats that it would deform them if they touched it.  A little blood from the animal would be placed in a bamboo container near the carcass and these nats would be instructed only to be interested in that. 

When this section was complete, the animal would be killed in a ritually determined fashion and leaves would be laid upon the ground around the animal in readiness to receive the body. As photograph 0244 shows, the most common way of killing bovine creatures was for a spear to be thrust into the heart from the right side above the thigh. Immediately the hkinjawng would take charge, sometimes so quickly that the animal was not completely dead, and would remove small sections of the animal’s skin and internal organs which would be grilled in a specially prepared shinghkrau fire. This was done to keep the spirit happy while awaiting the fully prepared packet offerings and to make sure that the nsa was speedily grabbed with no mishaps. When this offering had been prepared, the dumsa would chant again to present it to the nat. At the same time, larger sections of the carcass would be carefully cut up and wrapped in packet leaves by the hkinjawng, with a little blood and rice powder as necessary. These were for the final offering at which point the dumsa would chant one last time before the hkung-ri to offer up the packets. Upon accepting this offering, the spirit would be expected to leave its blessing and then to depart, fully satisfied. 

In the case of some larger animals, the skulls would be attached to the wudang or hkung-ri after the sacrifice which would indicate how many and which kind of animals had been offered. In the case of a chief, the skulls of buffaloes could be attached to the house-post and a skull the size of that shown in 0321 would have brought great prestige upon the house owner. In attempts to recontextualise and Christianise Jinghpaw animist culture, the cross of Christ’s self-sacrifice has been presented as a continuum from the animist wudang.

