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Hindu gods. The clearest indication of the former is in the use of 

vegetarian foods and flower offerings. There are two examples of the 

first, both mentioning offerings of rice: (CK for 1775 p. 301 and for 

1797 p. 429). The other case is more striking: here the traditional 

practice of drinking wine has been replaced by the drinking of flower 

water:-

'On 6th day, Wednesday, of Wakching, pledges were taken before 

Grandfather Pakhangba ... by drinking the flower water of 

Pakhangba. • (CK for 1792 p. 393) 

Hindu forms of worship were clearly replacing those aspects of the 

traditional cultus which were thought to be repugnant to Hindu piety. 

Those occasions which refer to the traditional lai in conjunction 

with the Hindu gods are significant in showing the degree of integration 

of traditional elements into Manipuri Hinduism. The most remarkable 

allusions to the lai Pakhangba and Sanamahi all take the same form. 

One example of this almost stereotyped language will suffice: 

'In l 769 sak. on the 7th day of Poinu, Tuesday, blood descended 

before Sri Govinda. On the 8th day, Wednesday, blood descended 

before Lainingthou Sanamahi' ( CK p. 281). 

This peculiar phrase is repeated elsewhere. On the 28th day of the 

same month in the same year blood descended again before Govinda, while 

in 1773 all three gods, Govinda, Pakhangba and Sanamahi were involved 

(CK p. 306). Pakhangba is mentioned in this connection on at least two 

other occasions (CK for 1774 p. 310 and for 1810 p. 475). 

What is the meaning of this peculiar phrase, 'blood descended'? 

The Manipuri i taba implies literally 'blood fell, descended 1 , or, more 

loosely, 'to bleed, to let blood fall'. It is also used in a technical 

sense, of the male, to mean 'to leave issue, to have progeny'. In the 

case of the lai the phrase was used when a new representation of the 
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god was made whenever a clan split up. T'he new representation of the 

clan god would be taken by the breakaway party, and the lai concerned 

would be said to i taie, 'bleed, have progeny'. There can be little 

doubt that this is the meaning of the phrase in the passages above. 

What we have to do with here is a proliferation of images, both Hindu 

and Meitei. For our purposes however the significant point is the 

very close conjunction between the lai and Govinda. Both sets of 

deities are now worshipped side by side, without their respective 

origins being stressed. A conflict between Hindu gods and Meitei ~ 

was now no longer felt; two originally quite distinct sets of gods 

have been merged into a generally accepted Manipuri Hindu pantheon. 

The religion of Manipur in this period managed to draw effectively 

from both traditions, and to fuse them into a workable synthesis. 

The newer faith had not eradicated the ancient gods, nor (except in 

a very limited sense) had it identified Meitei lai with Hindu gods. 

It had preserved those lai which were seen to be of basic importance 

in the culture of the people, and had placed side by side with them 

Radha 
Govinda,/Chaitanya and a host of other Hindu deities. In this way 

the religious traditions of Manipur had been preserved while at the 

same time adopting the tenets of Chaitanyaite Vaish7avism. 

(c) The Synthesis 

How are we to describe such a synthesis? It can hardly now 

be denied that the Manipuris are Hindus - although, as we have tried 

to show, theirs is a type of Hinduism rather different from that met 

with elsewhere in India, in which the ancient faith and festivals 

play an important role. How to define the religion of Manipur was a 

question which vexed the earlier British observers, and was the subject 
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of a spirited exchange between Shakespear and Hodson. 12 The latter 

(1911:97) describes Manipuri religion as 'animism', a description with 

which Shakespear found it impossible to agree. Shakespear cites the 

devotion to K::ish';la among the people, the learnedness of many of the 

Brahmins, and the zeal for cow protection as ample evidence that the 

Manipuris merited the title 'Hindu'. (1913:451). Hodson defended him-

self in a brief note which was published in the same volume of Folklore 

as Shakespear's article (1913: 409ff). He claimed the authority of 

McCulloch for his views. 13 McCulloch had in fact cited (1859; 17-18) 

as evidence that the Hinduism of the Meiteis was superficial, the 

abandon of the worshippers at the Lai Haraoba, the fact that children 

up to the age of ten or twelve did not observe Hindu food restrictions 

and the lack of respect shown to Brahmins. He also refers to the 

absence of child marriage and sati, and the authority of the raja, rather 

than the Brahmins in (indiscriminately) giving the sacred thread. 

Hodson is in agreement with McCulloch over the laxity of Manipuri 

Hinduism: 

'It is difficult to estimate the precise effect of Hinduism on 

the civilization of the people, for to the outward observer they 

seem to have adopted only the festivals, the outward ritual, the 

12 Shakespear was Political Agent from 1905-8 and again from 1909-14. 
Hodson spent rather less time in Manipur as a chhota sahib only. He 
was apparently of a rather fiery Irish temperament which did not 
always commend him to the indigenous population. His book was published 
after he had left Manipur and had taken up a lectureship in anthropology. 
While it contains some useful information it is not always accurate in 
details, and has been responsible for perpetuating the erroneous spelling 
1Meithei 1 for Meitei. 

13 Col. John McCulloch was Political Agent from 1844-62 and 1863-7 (not 
27 years as stated by Hodson), McCulloch showed a very acute interest 
in Manipur, wrote the erudite Account of the Valley of Munnipore and 
spoke Manipuri fluently. He married a Manipuri lady and eventually 
retired to Shillong with the rank of Colonel. 
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caste marks, and the exclusiveness of Hinduism while all unmind­

ful of the spirit and inward essentials. 1 (1910:96) 

It seems inconsistent for him to continue, after having delineated these 

outward marks of Manipuri Hinduism: 

1 In Manipur, where Hinduism is a mark of respectability, it is 

never safe to rely on what men tell of their religion; the only 

test is to ascertain what they do, and by this test we are 

justified in holdi.ng them still to be animists.' (1910:97) 

This looks self-contradictory, if it is precisely these outward forms -

presumably 1what they do 1 -which characterise their Hinduism. Hodson's 

point seems to be that Manipuri religion was Hindu in form only, not 

in doctrine and learning. In this respect he may well have been 

partially correct, although the large amount of literature in Manipuri 

seeking to support Hindu beliefs and practices would suggest that there 

was, even at the beginning of the twentieth century, a reasonably able 

literary movement on the orthodox Hindu side. He is again no doubt 

right in claiming that Manipuri Hinduism was more outward and ritual­

istic than philosophical (1913:520-l), but in this it was probably no 

different from Hinduism elsewhere in India. If it is accepted that 

Hinduism (as any world religion) modifies itself in different regions, 

then there can be no serious objection in describing Meitei religion 

as Hinduism. It is certain that the term 'animism', however defined, 

describes neither the original religion of Manipur nor its present 

brand of Hinduism. There are certainly places where Manipuri Vais~avism 

differs from the main stream of calssical Hinduism, and some of these 

have already been mentioned- the position of women, the absence of sati, 

the relative ease of divorce and so on. But these are social aspects 

which are scarcely sufficient to deny to the Manipuris the name of Hindu. 

The cardinal aspects of Vaishnavism are clear and evident, such as the 
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primacy of the worship of Krishna and Radha and the religious fervour 

during kirtans and festivals. What we have in Manipur is the synthesis 

of two faiths, which has taken place gradually, as we have seen, over 

a fairly long period of time. Aspects of the traditional religion have 

fallen away in this process, just as certain aspects of classical 

Hinduism have never gained full acceptance. The result is an amalgam, 

in which the peculiar cultural and religious genius of the Meiteis has 

helped to shape the kind of Vaishnavism which is now dominant. Hinduism 

in Manipur is not a mere veneer, as Hodson seems to suggest; it has been 

fully integrated in Manipuri religion as an essential factor in the faith 

and life of the people. The fusion of the two religious traditions has 

been well summed up by S.K. Chatterji: 

'Manipur Hinduism gradually became a synthesis of the old Meithei 

religion with its gods and goddesses and myths, its own legends 

and traditions, its social customs and usages, and its priest 

and ceremonials, and of Brahmanical Hinduism with its special 

worship of Radha and Krishna.' (1950-288) • 
It is this synthesis which is today the essence of the religion of 

Manipur. 

' ADDITIONAL NOTE ON THE WORSHIP OF SIVA AND DURGA IN MANIPUR 

In the main body of our historical survey of the development of 

religion in Manipur we have dealt primarily with the rise of Vaishnavism 

in the state. There were also other aspects of Hinduism which affected 

Manipur at various stages during its religious history and which today 

are of some importance. The most significant of these is the worship 

of Siva and of his consort. Some Manipuri scholars have laid great 

emphasis on the place of Siva and Durga in the Manipuri tradition and 

have claimed that the worship of these deities was very ancient. A 
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prominent Manipuri writer, E. Nilakanta Singh, thus suggests: 

'The pre-historic period of Manipur proves the wide prevalence 

of Shaivism and Tantric cults. On many a hill top there remain 

still Shiva lingas, whom people on special occasions, worship and 

pray to. The Manipuri equivalent of god is lai which is a 

corrupt form of Linga.' (1961:30)* 

Similarly certain aspects of Manipuri mythology seem to give an important 

place to Siva. Some of these legends show a marked tendency to identify 

Siva and Durga with traditional gods. One of these is discussed at length 

by S.K. Chatterji (1950:223ff.; and 1962:37-8). According to this account 

Siva and Uma descended to Manipur on Nongmaijing hill, and then selected 

' some particular hill areas for their abode. Siva is, on this account, 

credited with having introduced the Ras into Manipur. Having seen the 

' Ras of Krishna and the gopis, Siva and Uma sought a suitable place where -- . . 
they too could perform the dance. Koubru hill (the abode of a traditional 

lai) was decided upon, but found to be too wet. So the land was dried 

up by the agency of Krishna himself and then, at the very dawn of creation, 

sanctified by the dance of Siva and Uma. This legend, which is very 

popular in Manipur, seeks to trace the origin of the Ras back to the 

Siva, the Lord of the Dance, and to justify the claim that Saivism was 

introduced into Manipur at a very early date. 

The legend as it now stands gives the appearance of being of a 

comparatively late date. It must have arisen later than the beginning 

of the Vaishnavite period in view of the reference to the Ras of Krishna --- . 
and the gopis. Such an allusion would have been impossible before the 

time of Garib Niwaz. Furthermore the legend in question identifies the 

* The etymology would not, we believe, be acceptable to philologists. 
Although the word lai can also mean 'genital organs'. 
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~ 

newly-arrived Siva with the ancestral culture hero Poireiton, which 

looks like a later conflation of distinct traditions. Nowhere is this 

~ 

identification made outside the Saivite corpus of legends, and Poireiton 

is so un-Saivite a figure that the identification is almost certainly 

~ 

primarily concerned with justifying a claim that Siva is as ancient a 

deity in Manipur as was Pakhangba. The choice of Nongmaijing as the 

~ 

place of the descent of Siva is evidently an attempt to identify him 

with Nongpok Ningthou, the romantic hero-god of Meitei mythology, whose 

headquarters was originally Nongmaijing. These attempts to associate 

~ 

Siva with ancient figures in Meitei pre-history are probably evidence 

~ 

that the protagonists of Saivite religion at the time when the legends 

in question were compiled were attempting to establish a very ancient 

pedigree for Siva worship. If however the legends themselves are not 

earlier than the beginning of the eighteenth century we are not 

justified in taking them as proof that Saivism was well established 

earlier than this date"; 

We have discussed earlier in this thesis the evidence produced 

by Yumjao Singh with respect to Saivism and Durga worship. The Phayeng 

Copper Plate affords us evidence that there was an attempt to resuscitate 

the worship of these deities during the reign of Chandra Kirti, and we 

shall see that it was certainly during his reign that festivals were 

introduced in honour of Siva. The stone conch of Mahadev, if Yumjao 1s 

dating of the Shagok shading is correct here, would be rather earlier, 

during the period of Charai Rongba. There is certainly evidence, as 

we shall see, of temples to Kali being erected at this period. If we 

accept Yumjao at this point Siva worship came in at first about the 

same time, and thus Vaishgavism, Saivism and Kali worship entered 

Manipur all during the same period. However the bulk of the evidence 

for Saivism is of a much later date, and the allusion to the conch of 
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Mahadev in the book Shagok"sb.ading should perhaps be treated with some 

reserve. 

Further evidence for Saivite worship has been seen in the many 

stones on hill tops which are the objects of worship. E. Nilakanta 

Singh (1961:30) describes these as lingas. This is not entirely obvious, 

for in shape many of these stones do not necessarily resemble the linga, 

and in any case some mother goddesses are known to have had stone pillars 

erected in their honour, which could ~uite easily be mistaken for phallic 

emblems (Bhattacharya 1961:60). Further, in view of the importance of 

stones in the pre-Hindu period, the presumption is that these hill top 

stones were not originally regarded as lingas, although as Saivite 

religion progressed they could easily have come to be regarded as such 

by later generations. 

Another approach to the problem of the date of the introduction 

of Siva and Durga worship into Manipur is through the festivals. As 

we have seen, each of these Hindu gods has a festival in his or her 

honour. Siva is worshipped at Baruni, a festival which seems to have 

been imported into Manipur from Bengal. According to the Census Report 

(1961:10) Baruni is not an indigenous festival: it was introduced 

during the reign of Chandra Kirti, who also commissioned the construction 

of the shrine of Siva on Nongmaijing. We also know from the CK that 

temples of Siva were built about this time (CK for 1766 sak. p. 262). 

These facts, taken in conjunction with the probable dating of the 

Saivite Phayeng plates, gives us a strong presumption that Chandra Kirti 

actively encouraged the cult of Siva. 

Durga worship seems to be rather older than that of Siva. Here 

however there are difficulties of identification. There is little 

evidence of the early presence of a Mother Goddess in Manipur, such as 
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the fierce deities of Bengal and Assam. 14 The present festival of Durga 

PUja has, as we have seen, both a household and a public aspect, and 

orthodox households today worship Durga on the 7th day of each month. 

The main temple of Durga has an interesting history. It is situated at 

Hiyanthang, about six miles south of Imphal. Originally this was a 

shrine of a local lai, with the influence of Hinduism she became associated 

with Durga. In contrast to many representations of Durga, the attributes 

of the goddess of Hiyangthang are peace and graciousness. In one prayer 

offered to her the worshippers request: 

10 Mother, thou art merciful. Be gracious and forgive our sins. 

Drive away passions and desires that destroy the purity and 

calmness of our heart. Through thy profuse grace may we live in 

peace. 1 (quoted in Census 1961:18) 

The problem in dating the appearance of the Durga cult in Manipur is one 

of identification: when did the Hiyangthang lairembi become regarded 

as Durga, the spouse of Siva? 

~ 

There is some documentary evidence for the advent of Siva and 

Durga worship in the Chronicles. Kali worship was evidently present 

at the beginning of the Hindu period. In Charai Rongba's reign a Kali 

temple was begun (1629 sak.) which collapsed the following year. It 

was rebuilt and dedicated by the champion of Vais~avism, Garib Niwaz, 

and dedicated in 1638. Kali therefore evidently had a place in 

Manipur fairly early in the eighteenth century. It is clear that at 

this stage she was not identified with the goddess Panthoibi, for the 

latter appears as a separate and still Meitei deity in 1630 sak., and 

later. Nor does the identification appear in the influential book 

Panthoibi Khongul. 

14 For a survey of 
Bhattacharya 1971. 
there is no animal 

the subject of the Mother Goddess in India see 
Unlike the Bengali Kali and the Assamese Kamakhya 

sacrifice to the Manipuri goddess. 
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We have seen that a good deal of the evidence for Siva worship 

emanates from the reign of Chandra K1rti; this period also seems to have 

marked an increased importance in the status of Durga. By 1777 (CK 

p. 327) the Hiyangthang lairembi had become identified with Durga and 

was receiving the Hindu puja of the milk of one hundred and eight cows. 

Some years later a Durga temple was erected at Jiri (CK for 1790 p. 379). 

By this time then Durga worship was well established, and had taken over 

the traditional Mother Goddess cult. We know for certain that the 

Hiyanthang lairembi became known as Kamakhya prior to this (CK for 1765 

p. 260) and it is therefore probable that we have to reckon with a 

progressive development. First the traditional lai became identified 

with the Assamese Kamakhya, then subsequently was identified with Durga. 

The reign of Chandra Kirti seems to be the most likely time when the 

latter step took place. The question of Panthoibi 1 s identification 

with Durga is much more recent, and the motives behind it are very 

obscure. There is little similarity between the romantic legendary 

~ 

figure of Meitei mythology and the spouse of Siva. However since 

Panthoibi did become the greatest goddess in the Meitei pantheon the 

move to identify her with Durga has perhaps taken place on this score 

alone. It should be stressed however that this identification is very 

recent. It had not fully taken place in 1913 when Shakespear published 

his article on the religion of Manipur (Shakespear 1913:433). It can 

be regarded as the result of the forcible attempt to Hinduize Manipuri 

traditional gods which has characterized the writings of the late 

Atombapu Sharma. The conflation of Siva with Nongpok Ningthou is still 

unaccepted by the majority of the Meitei. 15 

15 The representations identifying Panthoibi with Durga and 
Nongpok Ningthou in the temple of Atombapu Sharma, found in 
(1967: plate V), are of very recent manufacture. 

~ 

Siva with 
Chatterji 
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The material available to us does not permit us to conclude that 

Saivism and Durga worship are any older than Vais~avism in Manipur. 

It may tentatively be suggested that Durga worship was introduced late 

in the reign of Charai Rongba and the goddess was subsequently conflated 

with the Hiyangthang lairembi. Siva worship entered at a rather later 

date. If the evidence has been understood rightly it was during the 

long reign of Chandra Kirti, during the nineteenth century, that these 

deities were given strong royal patronage and thus attained more wide-

spread popularity. 
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edited). Impha1. 
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Singh, N. Kulachandra 1951. Fouoibi Khurumnaba. Imphal. 
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Singh, N. Khelachandra 1971. 'Kangla. 1 Ritu: 37-41. 
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Miyat (supplements C.K., containing record of royal actions not recorded 

in the C.K.). 

Nongpok Haram (Migration from the East). 
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Glossary of Manipuri Terms. 

apokpa 

barti 

chang 

cheithaba 

ching 

hanjaba (fem. 
hanjabi) 

hao 

heibi 

heikru 

hingchabi 

hongba 

ihaifu 

ishaifu 

jagoi 

kangla 

kabok 

khayom 

khurumba 

konyai 

lai 

Lai Haraoba 

lainingthou 

laipham 

ancestor or progenitor 

cotton fibre wrapped around short sticks and soaked 
in ghee 

1) the bodyguard of the hitongba, crew leader in 
the boat race. 

2) odd numbers 

1) the oracle for the year 
2) the man after whom the year is named 

hill 

court official 

hill man 

medlar, tree with a small fruit resembling an apple 

small edible fruit, emblica officialis. 

witch, vampire 

to dedicate 

earthen pot joined by a thread to the leiyom as 
used at Lai Haraoba 

pot used for carrying water from the place of ikouba 
at the Lai Haraoba 

dance 

the area of the old palace 

puffed rice 

packet consisting of seven layers of banana leaf 
containing rice, egg and langthrei buds, tied with 
ba~boo strips. 

to bow down, worship 

gold and silver coins 

god, deity 

the festival of 'pleasing the god 1 

god-king: applied to both gods and kings 

an area sacred to the lai 



lairembi, lairema 

laisang 

lalup 

leiyom 

maiba 

maibi 

maikei-ngakpa 

mayang 

naktha 

ningthou 

nonglaoba 

pan a 

pena 

phanek 

piba 

sagei 

sageilai 
(yumjaolai) 

salai 

sel 

tairen 

thabal chongba 

thouniba 

umang lai 

yaosang 

yek 

yumsengba 
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goddess, female lai 

shrine 

forced labour system 

three layers of banana leaves containing langthrei 
buds as used in Lai Haraoba 

priest 

priestess 

gods who guard the directions 

westerner 

left side of the verandah in a Meitei house 

king 

lit. shouting for rain; used of the cultic shouting 
of abuse 

division of the people into four groups for 
administrative purposes 

one stringed fiddle played at Lai Haraoba and 
other festivals 

ankle-length skirt consisting of two pieces of 
material joined lengthwise, often with elaborate 
embroidery. 

eldest or chief male of the sagei 

clan, group bearing the same family name 

lai (male and female) of the sagei 

yek 

bell-metal coin 

plant, cedrela toona 

dance in which the participants join hands in a 
circle; lit. dancing by moonlight 

to appease 

lit. forest deity, used of lai in wider sense 

1) Meitei festival which coincides with Holi 
2) small hut burnt at this festival 

the seven divisions of Manipuri society, roughly 
equivalent to tribes 

purification rite after childbirth. 



Khaniba-Thoibi dance with Penakhongba (Publicity Dept", Government of Manipur) 
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Moirang Haraoba at Thangjing Temple (Publicity Dept., Government of Manipur) 





Cheithaba (The incoming and the outgoing Cheithaba) 
(See Chapter 3) 















Maibi uttering the taibao (oracles); offerings shown before the Maibi at a Laiharaoba 
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The grove of the Konthoujam Lairembi (Umang Lai) 

(photographer - K. Ibohal Sharma of X Studio, Imphal) 
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p .. 2,. n~ 2 read nch:-.iptsr ~:.! (o) p$ 139 .. u 

p .. 3. n. 7 re:J.d 11 Cha.pt;::.:r 7 not:-;;; 3 Pa 10..J~ 11 

p .. 3 n~ :~i road "chapter 5 note 4 p. ~::3 .. 11 

p,. 3 .. n .. 'J f\?.i.ld 11 cila.pter 9 note; 3.:~ p. 15( n 

P~ 4 .. n,. 1D read uchapt:Jr 4 (a) P~ '70~ 11 
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p. 20. line 2j read Puro.nic for Pun.1ni2 
·-~"------~.~~--· 

p. '"):• line C.:...<-'. ,3 rso.d ho .. 1rth for heat 
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p. 72 
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p.. 01. line 4 rDod ~i.~E?!}.E?,b~:-}If .. for :Jangoi·,:sh.:tng 

p. [; 1 last line rc-J.cl ~]~·~J:~~ r-~ar hciba 

p ~ C4. last line :rudd ~::!3Jl:~~!~?L for hci.nun::J 

p. 89, linos 1-.) and '1:.-: Y\::Llcl .~~r:t.::.:_~:~.~g~~~· for Kinatrunb,.l 

p ~ 90 1ino 17 r-uad '~!?J:!~::'..J.:. for thourin 
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p ~ 97, l3st lin8 dGlcts dovvn 

p. 99 n. 5 insort 19 .. 4 
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p. 11-_j note 3 line 1 rDad it for in 
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p. 132:; a line 5 (heading) road (pJ for (c) 

p, 130 notG 43 line 2 rsad 1940-7 f:Jr n.d. 
·~~----~~ 

p. 139 line 17 read !:Si.~E=~ for :<hug a mba 
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p. 170, line 24 road srq.~0ll~ for aroddha 
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p. 173. line 18 road P=~if~!Y for pruific3tory 
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p. 193, line 9 re3d 1971 for 1961 
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p. 198~ DandGkar ref·erencG 1 ro:.1d pages 23/·-345 for 237-45 
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