0242 / 0248 / 1420 / 1293 / 1019 A Jinghpaw Kachin wedding, passing through the reeds – Kumba

The kumba elephant grass (Mussaenda glabra, List of Trees, Herbs & Principal Climbers, Rangoon, 1961, p.464) is one of the most important plants in the ritual of the Jinghpaw joiwa dumsa. The mythic origin of the plant in the ‘Creation Story’ is that it grew from the umbilical cord of Hpan Wa Ningsang Chye Wa Ningchyang, the omniscient being and namer of created things who was born to Chyanun & Woishun, the first life sources. 

Kumba is used in many joiwa dumsa rituals. At times the dumsa may hold it in his hand (see 0242 & 0248) whilst chanting, repeatedly tapping the bunch of leaves on the floor or gently moving it in the air. At the beginning of a recitation, when the spirit is being summoned to the dumsa’s location, the kumba is a means of helping the spirit identify the correct place ensuring that it will not go astray, potentially causing problems. The kumba may be tapped on the ground during the recitation as a sign to the spirit that it should drink water. When walking to the wudang offering posts in preparation for a sacrifice (see 0242 / 0248) the kumba serves to protect the dumsa and to purify the area of unwelcome spirits. It is this concept of purification and renewal, therefore, that seems key on most occasions when the kumba is used. Other examples of this include that all those who have returned from the grave site on the final day of a funeral after the spirit has been sent away might have to walk through bunches of kumba implanted in the ground. It is also used on any occasion when a maraw is being expelled. These spirits act upon the common talk of many and bring negative effects upon the subject of the talk. Thus, a man holding a great manau is likely to arouse a maraw because of all the people talking about him and an offering would have to be made. The most famous Jinghpaw occasion at which an offering to a maraw is made, however, is a wedding [see section on Lanyi]. The bride must walk through two rows of kumba leaves, which lead to the entrance of her dauma’s house. Upon passing the kumba, kumba shalai, the wedding rituals are completed. This ritual has a very deep significance for a woman’s status for, even if she were to marry another man, she would never again be allowed to pass the kumba leaves in this way. Frequently a live chicken would be placed on the bride’s head whilst she walked through the grass in offering to the spirit of births, Bubai. Thus, by this ceremony, all the negative associations attached to the woman from when she was unmarried are removed at the same time as her fertility within the new home is blessed. 

It is not clear to which nat an offering is being made in pictures 1293 & 1420, nor the circumstances of the offering. It could be that the group is travelling from place to place as they are by a riverside. It was common practice for Jinghpaw fighters in particular to leave behind kumba leaves at their rest stops after making offerings to the spirit of fighting, Sawa. This was of particular importance in the popular history of the Tsumhka Duwa Chyau Hpa Naw. This figure is rather enigmatic in the extant historical record appearing to most closely resemble the leader of the Hawsaing Rebellion of 1884 as detailed in the Burma Gazetteer, Myitkyina District (1960, Rangoon, pp.22-23). In the Kachin telling of the tale the story goes that he was imprisoned by a Shan Chaofa after being accused of massacring the inhabitants of Gwihtu village in the Triangle. He proved his innocence by stating that the ‘Investigation Committee’ would find no Kumba leaves left by his men on either the east or the west routes to the village. Afterwards, the Shan Chaofa and the Tsumhka Duwa made an offering to the Maraw to remove the negative effects of the false accusation.

One final, very important use of the kumba is in instituting a category of kahpu kanau. This part of the marriage triangle (mayu – dauma – kahpu kanau) often gets overlooked but is very important in the daily lives of Kachin people and can itself be divided into different categories. Kumba jun hpunau is one of the deepest affinal relationships that can be forged as it is deemed to last into perpetuity making the two parties as close as blood brothers. If there has been a longstanding blood feud between two families, the conclusive resolution may be confirmed through a ceremony in which kumba leaves are implanted in front of the house. The intestines and internal organs of a chicken and pig are very thoroughly cleaned and cooked and shared. A similar ceremony can also reconfirm a mayu – dauma relationship that has lain dormant with no inter-marriage having taking place for some generations.

Below is a version of the Jinghpaw myth of the origin of the kumba shalai at a wedding. In it, one can clearly see the association the kumba has with purification:

In the ancient past Ninggawn Wa Shawa Nang was the first groom and Dinggung Nang Majan was the first bride and they had a son called Jawa Rum Joi. When Jawa Rum Joi grew up into adolescence, he began to copy his friend’s habits and acquired courage and bravery. He became full grown and strong. At this time, his parents decided that they should begin to search for a wife for him as he was ready to be shot like a stone musket. They decided to look to their mayu group. They knew that the dragon lady, Num Raw Num Ja Koi was in her maidenhood. They had seen her on the back of her father and in the lap of her mother and now, she was a young woman. A messenger was chosen who was shot like an arrow to his target. The bride’s party gave word that they would give their daughter in marriage and the dauma party made preparations to ask for the bride to be handed over. They chose representatives to ask for the bride and offered the inquiry dowry. When all the dowries had been given, the bride left her parents’ house to go to the groom’s family. 

When her party reached the Mali Lunghtung cliffs at the edge of the Mali Hka River, Num Raw Ma Ja Koi declared that, as she was a dragon lady, it was too difficult for her to climb the slippery rocks. Her representatives then suspended a ladder over the edge of the cliffs so that she could climb. Still it was difficult for her so they tied kumba leaves around her and pulled her up the ladder to the top of the cliffs. (See photograph 1019.)

When she reached the top of the cliffs and was away from the water, the crowd waiting for her realised that she had the overpoweringly strong smell of a dragon. She passed through some leaves of the hpunja and chying lap plants and she lost some of the odour, which rubbed off on the leaves and gave them the smell they have today. Next, she passed through some bangya plants, and the smell lessened to some extent. Next, she passed through shaban, chyingling and jing mawng leaves and the smell almost disappeared. Finally, she came to stand outside the representative of the dauma’s house and she passed through some kumba leaves. Now the smell completely disappeared and that is why the kumba leaf has no smell today. 

