0162 / 1017 / 0179 – Madai

The Madai nat was one of the most powerful spirits of the upper pantheon collectively known as Mahtum Mahta, all of whom were created by Chyanun and Woishun, the original life sources. Madai was not the most powerful spirit. That was generally believed to have been the Mu Sinlap thunder spirit, but Madai was the most generous in dispensing fabulous wealth. Although all the higher spirits were bestowers of sut, wealth derived from both prosperity and fecundity, it was Madai who was known specifically for an abundance of riches, particularly amongst the Hkahku Jinghpaw. One hkringdat, (the ‘address’ where the spirit is deemed to reside), attributed to Madai is the confluence of the Sut (wealth) and Gam (luck, good fortune) Rivers, with the implication being that Madai controlled the distribution of such blessings.

In fact, although Madai is typically spoken of as being in the singular, there was more than one. The most important were twins born of the same umbilical cord, Ga Madai or Earth Madai who resided in the earth, and Lamu Madai, Sky Madai who resided in the heavens. Offerings to the Lamu Madai had to be placed on an altar that would usually be constructed inside the chief’s house; those for Ga Madai would be buried in the ground. The most famous festival at which offerings would be made to Madai was the manau, and the right of a Jinghpaw chief to hold this festival was derived from his possession of a Madai altar in his house. The chief’s house, as the abode of the Madai fireplace and altar, was therefore ritually considered the main receptacle of sut into the village. A string would be tied from the manau posts to the Madai altar in the house so that all the sut derived from the dancing could fall directly inside the chief’s abode. The manau was presented as a dance for the entertainment of Madai on its visit to the manau host’s home – the spirit loved to dance and such joyful entertainment would entice it to be as generous with his bequests as possible.

Such offerings should in theory be the preserve of the lineage head of a chiefly clan and were justified by the myth of the marriage of the common ancestor of the Jinghpaw chiefly clans to the daughter of the Madai nat, Madai Hpraw Nga. The Madai nats were therefore the mayu of these human chiefs and those few humans who could claim descent as their dauma were obliged to pay their respects to them, just as commoners should all respect their mayu to receive their blessings in ordinary life. This relationship also helps explain the link between the chiefs and the shadip (see 0179). The resting spirit of Chyanun may be considered the mother of the chief’s mayu – the yuji, the mayu’s mayu family – the marriage relationship to be respected most of all. When a chief gave permission to another person, even a wealthy commoner, to construct a Madai altar and hold a manau, the ritual was replete with symbolism that one would find when two families were linked by marriage, including a sharung dowry return gift from the chief to the person taking the Madai.

Pictures 0162 and 1017 are interesting for the brief glimpse they give into the politico-religious complexities of offering to the Madai in any one area. 0162 shows Htingnan Kumja Duwa’s house front with what Green states is a Madai altar outside, in addition to the one inside and that this was common amongst Hkahku chiefs. In terms of Jinghpaw ritual this kind of duplication is quite unnecessary and was most probably done to visibly reinforce the prestige of the chief. Significantly, the altar bears a strong resemblance to the Jan nat, or Sun nat altar that would often be found alongside manau posts. The Jan nat was a very powerful and even more profusely sut endowed spirit to whom chiefs and commoners alike could make offerings and this could be an attempt by Jinghpaw chiefs to lay claim to pre-eminent association with another important spirit. Leach has explained elsewhere how association with the Mu nats, who had a similar mayu – dauma relationship with commoners as Madai had with chiefs, was a powerful spiritual component in the armoury of those who rejected chiefly authority.

It is also untrue to state that Madai offerings were in reality the exclusive prerogative of the Jinghpaw chiefs, nor that holding a manau was restricted to those who offered to Madai. Green was quite certain that the Madai was originally a Hkahku Jinghpaw spirit and that ritual concerning Madai and the manau amongst the chiefs was the most elaborate of all. He details some of the variety of customs that actually existed - the Duleng, who have headmen but not chiefs, held manau; amongst the Lhaovo who had no hereditary chiefs, anyone of wealth could hold a manau but that offerings to Madai had been absorbed from the Hkahku; the Zaiwa performed a Hkahku ritual in respect of the Madai because many of their chiefs took lineage from the Jinghpaw Lahpai clan; the Nungs of the Nmai River basin had hereditary headmen, did not offer to Madai but did hold a form of manau. Green felt the Nung communities of the north-east Triangle, around the upper reaches of the Chyai River whom he calls Cis-Nmai Nungs, who were separated from other Nung by the Nmai-Mali divide and bordered on non-chiefly Duleng and chiefly Hkahku, had tended to absorb a lot of Hkahku ritual but had a system of headmen, not chiefs. Picture 1017 is of great interest in this respect because it depicts a Nung headman’s house, a man whom Green declared was particularly influential in the locality, with what is claimed to be a Madai altar standing very noticeably outside, as seen outside the houses of some Hkahku chiefs, as noted earlier. If the attribution is correct, then clearly this spirit and its relationship to other powerful spirits is of great importance in understanding the complexities of the balance of political power in specific localities.

