Movement and shadows, The Myrkur

Introduction
The Myrkur live in the northern lands where snow is plentiful in winter and greenery rises in spring and summer. The days are long in summer and dark in winter. A nomadic people, they wander along the path they have done so for hundreds of years following herds of animals that provide food, remembering where food may come with the new spring and where food may be hidden in the cold winter. Never stagnant, always moving, these people have unique culture and unique customs that I have been grateful to learn these past years. This is a brief account of some experiences and knowledge which was shared by the people of the Noget region; these people refer to themselves as the Myrkur native to this ancestral land.

First arriving was a scary and exciting prospect; I knew I had to be walking a lot considering the fact that the Myrkur were a nomadic walking society that I was going to be living with for a couple of years. I was anxious about meeting new people and being in a strange land, and whether anybody would even like me or I would spend the years as a stranger, huddling in the outskirts of society. Perhaps it was my disposition or just generally his temperament, but I managed to attract the attention of one of the more socially outgoing members of the group. I learned later that it was decided, apparently by the community before I had arrived, that I should have some sort of overlooking watcher who would take care of me and make sure I did not fall behind. This watcher was called Fisk, and was generally a jovial chap who was very interested to talk about himself and the Myrkur people. Though he was not the only one I gained familiarity with, he was certainly the first who stuck by me and made sure I did not act like a fool all the time. 

Little shadows (Små Folk) 
One of the earliest things I have noticed about the people I was living among was their unusual calm and relaxing demeanour around their own beliefs about their religion. Through many different conversations I gleaned that there were certainly gods, even multiple gods, and they do have names, for example of course En and the thunder god Lyn with his angry violent tendencies, and the Lady of Spring with her gifting kisses upon the end of the winter. Most of the gods are not what we would call kind, and nor would the people here agree that they were kind. The unkind and destructive nature of the gods of the Myrkur is similarly shown in the gods of the Semai (Dentan 2008).
The people rather, left the gods and said that they were mean old spirits that did not care for small people and would not listen. My friend Fisk, who had stuck by me through a lot of things and explained so many more, delightedly laughed as he usually does, patted me on the back and gleefully nudged me in the side and said 
‘Would you care for some ants on the ground with their own little lives? I don’t think so. Perhaps a little pity if you step on them, but in truth you are not interested and you would not listen to the cries and pleas. So why would the big spirits listen to us, they have better things to do like making the rain, the flowers, and the snow’. 
This sentiment seemed to be echoed among many of the people, that big gods were there but were not to be asked or to be paid attention to. But then I asked, who you dance for then? why the celebrations, why do you not like dark places and find some black things like a burnt cauldron unlucky? And I wondered at the many different small superstitions and rituals, who were they for? The resounding answer from everybody that I witnessed and heard was ‘the little shadows’. 
According to the whisper’s sayings and beliefs of the Myrkur people in the dark places in the world or in the shadowy corners of the hut even in the night. There are spirits or beings that can inflict ill will harm or play bad joke on the unsuspecting people. This sentiment of fearing the dark or black things, can also be seen in the many references of black events or dark cataclysms in the Semai Peoples beliefs about their gods (Dentan 2008).

Preparations for Celebration
After a few months of living among the people and getting to know them, I was finally encouraged to join in one of the traditional festivals on the summer Solstice. This festival would continue for very long time, usually around about three days, and was one of the bigger celebrations to happen during the year; the other one being Winter Solstice, although the group had many small festivals and parties and tended to encourage these activities even if it was not a special occasion, any excuse would do if the group was able. 
Though celebrations are frequent there can be different reasons why a party or gathering might occur. The group in itself could decide that the mood is low due to group standing still for too long and letting the shadow fester in them, or perhaps even the children can demand a gathering for similar or other reasons. Perhaps, like the one I was attending, it was also a yearly festival demanded by the season’s height; either the shadows had gathered in winter and the days were consumed by darkness and there was little light, or like the first one I attended which was a summer festival celebrating the bright days and short nights. Almost all of these parties, besides the ones that lasted for a few days, were purposely prepared so that the height of the activities would be either at dawn or dusk when the shadows were long and twisting, so that the partygoers, when dancing around, could make great shapes from the images of their own shadows. Though there was also a different type of festival which took place at night, this was usually celebrated during winter when there was more time during the darkness. People would usually collect big bonfires as they would always do, and in this instance dance around making shapes from the light of the fire, in a circle around the flames.  

Sharing is caring
As mentioned previously the individuals of the Myrkur group are nomadic, keeping very little besides perhaps trinkets that they could carry, and what was truly necessary. The camps were built out of the natural terrain and materials could be left there to return to where they came from, and anything that they gathered could be left as well, which is similar to the Semai who built their houses and huts out of materials of the Forest. Being a nomadic people and having little to own can also be seen in the Ju/hoansi (Edo 2009, Draper 1999).
In fact, the notion of ownership itself was quite different to the typical definition of ownership. There were no houses that were passed down, nor specific titles, nor jobs, through generations. Almost everything was shared through the group; everything that was gathered was not gathered for the individual but for the group. This ties back into their belief that all things, including another person, animal, or even plant, were made of En. En is the primal being that created the world from their flesh; this being was described as animalistic in nature and usually with no gender. To put it simply, in the Myrkur minds all things belong to En and En belongs to all things, as they were the same body. Animal, tree, and humans should all be respected as you would respect yourself. The idea of one being gave life or is the power of life could be similarly seen in the Semai, as their first genderless God is the energy of life (Thambiah 2018).
There are also other reasons why an individual perhaps might not even hold onto something for very long. An example of this I remember quite clearly: walking along I noticed one of the women of the group holding a necklace between her fingers and looking at it mournfully. The necklace was made of some sort of bone beading and corded string. My curious self was surprised that she had such a object, and I asked her the significance of the item. She explained to me that one of the children that she had borne called Blomst had died at the cusp of adulthood. Therefore, as one of the customs that one could do to mourn the individual she had taken a lock of hair and wound it into a necklace, for her to remember and mourn the lost individual. The tradition of carrying around an individual family member’s human remains could be echoed in the Onge, who carried around the skulls of their parents (Mukerjee 2003). Though the occasion was sad it was an interesting viewpoint to see that to mourn another an individual could take a piece of the other person and weave it into something that they could carry on them that was light and small. What made this even more interesting was that a few weeks later I saw that distinct necklace again, but on a different person. At first, I hesitated that it was the same necklace and wondered whether it was just the same design that was used for all mourning necklaces, but still decided to enquire. The one that had the necklace was Hund and was one of Blomst’s cluster (Kaos) mates (siblings) and so was very close to Blomst. I found out that it was indeed the same necklace as the birth mother of Blomst. I was confused as it was surprising that she would give up such a precious object to somebody else. He explained it to me like this: “I asked for the necklace because I wished to mourn and remember Blomst as well” and so he enlightened me to the fact that even something that may be considered personal could be shared among the group, and that it was not uncommon for the group to share the special item of mourning. Why would the entire group not wish to mourn someone that is lost, and the emotion was also something to be shared among the group, like the item. The sharing of necklaces and bracelets around the group is mirrored in the Kula tradition, in going around the islands sharing necklaces and shells, seemingly with no other value than gaining status (Malinowski 1922).  

I would not keep it! 
[bookmark: _Hlk74569144]‘I would not keep it’ is a term I heard quite a lot from the individuals among the Myrkur people. Rarely did they keep anything since they were nomadic and did not require much, apart from the essentials. Besides this being a practical decision considering the fact that they could only carry a certain amount it was also spiritually influenced. As mentioned before the Myrkur were not inclined to favour dark stagnant places which could cause illness and suffering. For these are where the Små Folk hide, especially the ones that are powerful and can cause these infections. This meant that most things that turned black, like a pot covered in soot, were regarded as bad luck and had to be cleaned. But also things that were stagnant were regarded as bad luck or were encouraging bad spirits to enter them. This meant that most items were passed around frequently, although on occasion a piece of clothing or walking stick or something personal could perhaps be kept for longer periods of time. But it was generally good will and good-natured to encourage giving others items or things. This movement created no space for shadows to grow strong and dark.

Grandparent, Parent, Sibling and Child
The family unit is mostly non-existent when it comes to the Myrkur people. A basic similarity that I might point out is that like resources, families are considered a part of the group. There is still quite a lot of independence for most offspring, more than we would expect from the Euro-American idea to raise children. 
Let’s perhaps start at the beginning. If a woman is pregnant she is encouraged to continue as normal, although with certain precautions later on in regard to physical activity. She is also encouraged not to spend too much time indoors and maximise her time outdoors, which is why most pregnancies are preferable during summer, but this is not easy to control, and therefore some people do regard it as being unlucky to have a newborn during winter. I wanted to ask and determine why a pregnant woman was encouraged to carry on as normal and especially be outside rather than in. I had a feeling it was something to do with the idea of stagnant darkness being unlucky and causing ill upon an individual. I managed to ask a few individuals who had either gone through this or were going through it why it was so important for them to stay outside and moving. As I suspected they all answered with something similar regarding the idea that being indoors was usually meaning being in darkness, which is where the small shadow folk sit and do mischief. If a pregnant woman who is already vulnerable due to the individual inside her sits in darkness for too long the Små Folk could cause her miscarriage or illness, or perhaps permanently damage the child before birth causing lifelong injury. If she is to be inside she must at least have a fire or some sort of light from the outside to break up the shadows of the room. The idea of moving and carrying on as normal is also encouraged, since stagnation is not a thing that the Myrkur see as being very wise and would only encourage dark spirits to enter and harm. For pregnant women who are more vulnerable this is extremely important. 
When a child is born they are usually cared for by their birth mother, though if the mother wishes to she may pass on this duty. Most if not all of the children are regarded as children of the group rather than the individual. And most adult males and females will take care of most children as if they were their own. The similarities between this group and a Kibbutz are somewhat similar regarding raising of children, to be group work done for all females (Lang 2011). 
The only difference is that the males are included in the Myrkur people and not just females in raising the children. Though it is not unusual to have some sort of link to your birth children or birthmother, it is more unusual to have a link with a male since it is regarded that males are not a part of the child creation process. However this does not mean that males are not just as caring or providing for the children, since it is a group responsibility. Children are coddled considerably from a young age until they are mostly able to run around and talk. By the age of around six or seven all of the children are gathered into groups that consist of individuals who are approximately the same age. These groups are called Kaos by the Myrkur people, and I will refer to them as such or sometimes ‘clusters’. All of the children regard everybody in the same Kaos as siblings; those above in age are elder siblings and those beneath are younger siblings. Those who are adults are considered as parents and those who are elders are considered as grandparents. The idea of a group having plenty of grandparents, parents and and children all who are not necessarily perhaps biologically linked is also echoed in the Mbuti (Mosk 1987).
Children are considered to be an adult when they have stopped growing. Though there is a teenage phase which happens when puberty hits this is considered a transitional phase to adulthood.  Even when most individuals can spend time by themselves when they become older, the ties of a Kaos are quite close. 

Are we partners?
The best way I can describe the idea of romantic, Platonic or any sort of relationship that occurred in the Myrkur people, perhaps from my perspective, was complicated or fluid. Let me explain what I mean by fluid. To the Myrkur people there was not much of a difference when it came to platonic or romantic, perhaps the only thing was physical attraction. And even then, relationships that that were considered romantic could have more of a platonic air to it and did not require sexual activities to still have the same value as some romantic relationships that did. 
Though there was a distinction between age, mostly they would stick to the same age group that they were born out of, perhaps going a little higher or lower, not more than one or two age groups. Therefore, most of the individuals that participated in quick flirtatious physical activities or more long lasting partnerships were usually either from the same cluster (Kaos) or were one above or below in the age. This meant that partners sexually and otherwise were only at most seven years apart. However, on occasion, for groups within the land of Noget to meet up for festivals was not uncommon and especially for younger adults to meet potential partners and intermingle. In the Mbuti such a group gathering can also be seen happening (Mosk 1987).
[bookmark: _Hlk74568064]Perhaps we should start at the beginning with young adults and wooing. From my perspective and from what I had been used to in my Euro-American upbringing there was usually set of people required for any sort of family; this was not the case in the Myrkur. As I had discussed with many of the individuals of the group the idea wasn’t the fact that one had a partner it was that one asked if somebody wanted to get together, and then if they want to, they did. Similarly, the Trobriand Islanders, according to Malinowski, were also very abrupt when asking for such things (Malinowski 1922).
If you did want a permanent partner you could perhaps ask the individual to be a partner. But even then, it does not have to be two people; it could perhaps be three or four or even more, though that was more unlikely. Most young adults and adults do not partner up, and marriage is not a common practice. There is also no limitation on what gender you could partner with. People are usually quite blunt and make their feelings known towards each other. 
If you do have a partner and want to display this partnership for the world to see, there are two ways to do this. You could make some sort of token, either a necklace or jewellery or even something practical like a hunting knife, something that your partner would be pleased by, and then they in return could make you something. These tokens would usually have some sort of meaning or symbolism carved into them to display what they were for, perhaps a bit like a Welsh love spoon to show that the individual would take time and care carve this item, and therefore take time and care for you. Similarly the images and symbolism of both the Welsh love spoon and this item can mean different things. When the carving and creation of these items were finished they would be a monthly or weekly exchange between the partners. This exchange ties into the idea that keeping an item is not good for you and causes bad luck or the shadows to link into the item, or yourself through said item, and therefore it would be frequently exchanged between the partners.
But this is not the only thing that can be done. Another form of display between partners is choosing one object. In this instance one of the individuals in the partnership would start off by carving perhaps something wooden or creating something that would take a long time, and then hand it to the other individual unfinished. The other partner would then carry-on carving or creating the item. This would continue either until the item was done, or to make the item more intricate, or until another item was picked. An example of this that I saw was a walking stick carried by one of the older women, who had been in a partnership with two other individuals for many years. They passed the walking stick between the three of them throughout the years, carving small images and symbols into the stick, leaving the stick with many intricate beautiful designs that displayed either events in their lives or wishes for their partnership. 

Power is a laugh
[bookmark: _Hlk74410954]There is no head person, King or Queen, there is no one in charge; decisions are made as a group. The people here believe that all things, including animal, human, forest, and even earth are created from the same being (En) and therefore there is none that are above the other for all are of the same body. It makes no sense to them that one individual would have higher status or elevation of another. The egalitarian way of dividing power is not just echoed in the Semai but also in the Ju/hoansi; both of these groups are the similar to Myrkur as when some decision or conflict arises it is mostly a group discussion that is held to decide the outcome (Edo 2009, Thambiah 2018, Wiessner 2004, Hitchcock 2003). Traditionally the Semai also had no great difference between gender power dynamics, this can also be seen in the lack of difference between genders’ power in the Myrkur (Edo 2009).

During all these years living amongst the Myrkur I observed many group decisions being taken and many instances of power dynamics changing and being reasserted. ‘Is power not a funny thing?’ one of members of the group said to me once I asked about the idea of power. And in truth I agree with them, especially since I was there and have had the time to experience and observe the dynamics of power in the Myrkur people. Like the Ju/hoansi that use humour to point out the ridiculousness of an individual who might try to elevate their status, the same is done in this group (Wiessner 2004, Knight 2012). Mocking and imitation and a good joke are powerful tools that the group uses to place power and influence over an individual. It is either usually the elders or the children that start a mocking joke and then eventually the group will join into this joke, and the hope is that the one who is being targeted will realise their fault and will blush and laugh with the group, dissipating all ill will and ill humour. It is not just in human to human power struggles that humour and laughter is used, but in regard to the scarier powerful spirits and gods, humour is also used. Though there are gods, amongst the community they are usually mocked as being foolish angry tyrants, not to be highly revered. Even the scary and dangerous small folk can be used in a funny story as a sort of trickster, and this is usually the way that most of the stories regarding spirits and humans go.  This levels the playing field for all individuals, including humans, gods, spirits, animals and even plants, emphasising that all are tricky and need bit of a laugh.

[bookmark: _Hlk74569897]Another unusual power dynamic I witnessed quite often was that of children, especially young children under the age of 12. It is primarily believed that children have a close tie and sensitivity to the Små Folk. Their word to demand a party to scare away the small folk or encourage ties between the group is taken very seriously and is usually acted upon. Most of the children can also find the Små Folk and are in danger of either encouraging the shadows to seep in or be taken. Therefore, most adults task the children to do active dancing and move around, encouraging play and joining in on many occasions. Perhaps it is also the reason why children are expected to stick together in groups of Kaos. But when it comes to the Små Folk and the children’s knowledge the adults take it seriously, and therefore the children have a small degree of power over the adults who usually take care of them, and hold most of the power. This unusual power dynamic can also be seen in the Mbuti whose children also have a degree of power over the adults (Mosk 1987). This is the opposite to the Semai who believe that elders have more spiritual power than children (Thambiah 2018).
A way to strengthen ties and equality among the group is also frequent partying, especially the ones in which healing is required. It is believed that the dangers of the world are best faced as a group together, so they may outnumber the shadows and survive the winter. 

Concluding thoughts
Though I have not described everything, I have described some things hopefully enough to give the reader images and an idea of what the Myrkur people value and what life is like for them. An egalitarian society in its group decision-making and its view on gender and other ideas, with loose defined lines when it comes to family, mostly regarding the family unit as the group itself.  These people do not regard items and ownership of possessions as necessary and have very few in general, sharing emotional, familial and economic ties to each other. There is a focus on the shadowy dark places in their beliefs, being that negative stagnation causes rotting within oneself and the outside. There is also a lot of laughter regarding each other and what are considered “mighty gods”. The people play close attention to the Små Folk instead of the big spirits, for the small folk can negatively harm them but also be scared away, and as well as causing mischief and trickery may produce a bit of a laugh.
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