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Ras Mandap of the Govindji temple, lmphal, where
Sakhis dance round the images of Srikrishna and Radha.



While one Sakhi dances tIle Ras others await tlwir turn squattillg inside their stiff mId cololl~{rjl skirts.



Tile Ras dallce, witll Srikrishlla, Radha and thegopis.



Left:
Dne of the hundreds of
Umang Lais, or
shrines of native deities,
before which the
Lai Haraoba dance is
peiformed.

Below:

The Lai Haraoba
procession is headed by
musicians, drummers,
and maibas and maibis­
priests and
priestesses professing
the old Meithei religion.



Carriers of sacred emblems, Jans, vessels, parasols and banners
comprise an essential part oj the Lai Haraoba pageant.

The ancient gods oj the Meitheis are propitiated through the MaibiJagoi,
danced by projessionals whose tradition israther likethatof thedevadasis.



Above: The Lai Haraoba uSIIally commences late in the afternoon and continues tiII the early night. The
proceedin,,?s go onfor days together. Below: The rear of the Lai Haraoba procession is composed of young
,,?irls who arrange themselves according to age, in diminishing order. Right: Pena, string-and-bow instrument,

peculiar to Manipur, an essential to the Lai Haraoba accompaniment.





Left:
Khamba Thoibi, a dance
based on the celebrated
lovers of that name in
Manipur legend.

Below:
In another version eif the
Lai Haraoba, men dressed
as ancient warriors and
women asprincesses dance
together.



Above: The Sanlecertan, a ritual in
dance and song, is pe~formed on all
occasions of rel~gious s~nificance,

sudi as birth, marriage, death alld
Shradha. .

Right: The Kartal Cholom, a part
of Sanleeertan, is danced with:
;ymbals in the hands.
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ThePIIIIg Cholot«, a part of theSankccrtan, danced witha drum, bya single dancer or by I1SI/1I1I1Y

as a hl/ndred performers.
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Nestling securely in the fond embrace of the nlgged ridges that demarcate
the Indo-Burma border Oil one side and the Assam Hills Districts OIl theother,
the tiny State of Manipur has, through the ages, evolved andpreserved its own
distinct traditiolis of art and culture, inelllding a variety of dances and related
rituals, which collectil'ely go under the name of'ManiptlTi Dance'. Dance
andmusic verily run in the blood ofthe Manipuri people, and it is rare, indeed,
to find a Manlpuri who cannot dance orsitlg.

TheManipuris have always been a simple and all intenselydevout people,
content to live ill a world of their oum. They have a rich lore of legend and
mythology, and this includes a number of stories which refiect thepeople's 10Vt

for dance alld music. Song alld dance are, infact, so inextricably woven into the
pattern of their life that the Maniputis regard themselves as hal'ing descended
from the Gandharuas, the. celestial musicians anddancers.

The very origin of their dance is ascribed by the Manipuris to celebrated
deities. Legend has it that once, when LordKrishna was enjoying the mystic
'Ras' dance in the company of his beloved Radha and other milkmaids, Lord
Siva and his consort Parvati happened to see this performance. Delighted,
Siva and Parvati decided to arrange a similar entertainment for themselves.
Siva went out in search ofa suitable place, and finally selected Manipur, and it is
here thatheandParvati performed and enjoyed their 'Ras' dance.

Countless centuries later, the same dance was perfomled again, but this
time by two mortals, Prince Khamba andPrincess Thoibi, believed by theMani­
puris to be the incarnations of Siva andParvati respectively. Thisdance came
to be known as 'Lai Haraoba', which is themost ancient dance oj Manipur,

performed to this day.

Theprincipal dances ofManipur today are the 'Ras' dances. The tradi­
tion of these dances bega1l early in the I8th century, but they attained maturity
andperfection onlyaboutforty years later, during thetime ofKingBhagyacham{ra,
agreat lover andpatron of the arts. There are four main types of'Ras' namely
'Maharas', 'Kunjaras', 'Vasantaras' and 'Nityaras' but there are also certain
off-shoots, such as 'Nartak' and'Nrirya', The Ras dances allpertain toLord
Krishna andalltheperfomlers are women andgirls, except in thecase ofKrishna
who is sometimes impersonated by a young boy. Closely related to the 'Ras'

dances are the 'Parengs' which are generally perfonned at the beginning of a



'Ras'. There are several kinds of 'Parengs', the more popular ones being
'Brihdaban Pareng' alld 'Bhangi Pareng', aud the themes of all of them

revolve rOlllld Krishna.

The different dances are i;lte1lded to be pe~forl/led at d~[ferent times in the
year, and in Manipur such peiformances invariably take place ill the 'Nat

Mandap', a dance hall annexed to practically ellery temple in the State. The

costume of thedancers is colotl1:Jizl andglittcring in the extreme. whilc Krishlla

.,?CIleralIy appears ill a yellow dhoti and wearing various ornaments. andgarlands
(if}lolvers and a crown bedizcned with peacock feathers, his companions-Rad/Ill

atld the milkmaids - wear red or green bulging skirts studded with bits of
mirror, dark velvet blouses and ,fiimsy, translucent white veils which COller the
[ace.

The 'Ras' dances of Manipur arc cssetltially lyrical, and they allhall(
extremely gracejill and liquid, ellell sinuous, movements, coupled with soft alld

light steps ill which the heel practically never touches down. The dancers for
the most partsway to the sides or spin at one place, with the hands close to the
sides with effortless ease and with a mote or less fixed, belligll, angelic ex­

pression 011 the face. The central figure of the dance is, of course, Krishna,
alld as his companions dance round him they oJtell take poses and positions

fvhicll give the ~[fect of well-composed tableaux. Like the dance, theaccompany­
illg music, too, is 10llg-drawll alld languorous.

Next to the 'Ras', the important dance oj Manipur is the 'Lai Haraoba'.

TlJe main peiformance of 'Lai Haraoba' takes place in April or May every

year, ill the village of Moitano, hallowed by its association with the immortal
lovers Khamba alld Thoibi, to whom rejerence has already been made.

wte« performed in the traditional manner, the 'Lai Haraoba' can be
described asall elaborate ritual punctuated with various dances. The performances
generally take place 011 the village greens alld in [ron: of the shrines oj local,
animistic gods. Every day, from abont three in the 4temooll till Sfl1ldOIVII,

met! and womell, yOll1lg and old, dance together, and the entire celebration may

last tell days, orevenmore. The male dancers appear dressed asancient warriors,
while the females don the attire oj the temple priestesses of Maniput.. In its
actual rendering, the 'Lai Haraoba' attempts, in a vagueilnd rambling manner,

to ll1ifold and re-enact the story of the creation of the world, and this it does
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through a series of loose-knit movements anddances, some of which are symbolic,
some suggestive, and some even lewed or ludicrous.

Apart from the 'Ras' and 'Lai Haraoba', the Manipuri dance also
incorporates certain numbers, known as 'Cholorns', which are quite vigorous
and which often display quick and sharp movements of the body and dexterous
footwork. Important in this category are the 'Mridanga Cholom' ioliidt is

perjormed by several men, all of whom dance together andplay the drum as
they dance, and the 'Kartal Cholorn', in which a number of mel/ or women

dance together, all the while showing the pattems of rhythm by striking small
tasselled cymbals which they hold in their hands.

Prof. Mohall Khokar. At presellt Special Officer for Dance at the Sangeet Natak Akademi.
See •Sangeet Natak" 1.




