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I f you’ve heard tales of your friends’ holidays to 
Manipur, chances are you’ve heard of its lush 
surroundings, scenic beauty, great food and 
warm, friendly locals. But there are a number of 

facets about this northeastern state that many are 
still not familiar with. 

Which is why I landed in its capital, Imphal, eager 
to uncover these fascinating features of Manipur...

TEXT ANANYA BAHL

Facing page: An artiste plays the role of Lord Krishna in a Vasant Ras performance.

CULTURE
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CULTURE XMAS SPECIAL

PONY TALES
Till some time ago, Manipuri 
ponies, one of the five Indian horse 
breeds – the others being Marwari, 
Kathiawari, Spiti, Bhutia and 
Zanskari – were an almost-forgotten 
legacy. Left to fend for themselves 
in Imphal’s urban hullabaloo, they 
were spotted by L Somi Roy, a New 
York-based film curator who was on 
one of his regular visits to his home 
city. He championed the cause of 
this convex-faced, tough-hoofed, 
short, and hardy family by reviving 
the polo tradition in the state 
through his organisation, Hun-tré! 

Historically, Manipur is 
entrenched in equine culture. Here, 
horses were important for war, 
religion, rituals and sport, but never 
used for mundane activities such 
as drawing carriages and domestic 
duties. Medieval manuscripts such 
as Cheitharol Kumbaba document 
the first polo match organised by 
Nongda Lairen Pakhangba, the God 
King and ruler of Manipur, to 33 
AD. Drawing from the state’s Meitei 
religion, the game has its own god, 
Lord Marjing, from whose clipped 
wings the Manipuri pony is said to 
have been born. 

Manipur is credited as being the 
birthplace of modern polo. In the 
mid-1800s, British military officials 

Captain Robert Stewart and Major Gen. Joe Sherer 
spotted the locals in Silchar, Assam, play a unique 
game which they could only describe as ‘hockey on 
horseback’. The game soon spread far and appeared 
in Malta in 1868, England in 1869, Ireland in 1870, 
Argentina in 1872 and Australia in 1874.

Today, with the efforts of people such as Roy, the 
game has been revitalised. Thousands throng Imphal’s 
Mapal Kangjeibung, which is the world’s oldest polo 
ground to watch matches every year during polo 
season that lasts from end of November till March 
and sees participation from the United States Polo 
Association as well. 

What works for the game is its egalitarian nature. 
Most families own at least one pony and you don’t 
have to be rich to play it. Your beloved equine, a few 
friends and a sporting spirit are all that you need for a 
good game. 

Above: Mapal 
Kangjeibung is  
the world’s oldest 
polo ground.
Right: In Manipur 
women star in all 
things sports and arts.
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Clockwise from 
left: There is always 
room for some fruit 
cake!; Snack on a 
few Linzer cookies 
with warm tea; Crispy 
and delicious rose 
cookies complete the 
Christmas meal.

CULTURE

MUST SEE/DO

Located an hour and a half from 
Imphal is Loktak Lake, a natural 
wonder known for its phumdis or 
floating biomass islands where you 
can explore fishing villages and 
spot the endangered sangai in the 
world's only floating park, Keibul 
Lamjao National Park. Adventure 
enthusiasts can sign up for various 
adrenaline-pumping activities with 
the Manipur Mountaineering & 
Trekking Association. 

In Imphal, you can visit the grand 
Kangla Fort, express gratitude at 
the Shree Govindaji and Hiyanthang 
Lairembi temples, and dig  
into a delectable fish thali at  
Luxmi Kitchen in the Wahengbam 
Leikai area. 

Things to shop: Manipur is famous 
for its black pottery also called 
Longpi Hamlei – decorative items 
and utensils made from weathered 
and serpentine rock. You can also 
shop for handicrafts – including 
mats, cushions, lamps, baskets and 
hats – made from kauna, a type of 
reed that grows in the region. 

Manipur is popular for its textiles 
such as moirang phee saris and 
phanek sarongs that are woven on 
loin looms. 

A must-visit is the Khwairamband 
Bazaar in Imphal which is wholly 
owned and operated by women, 
and offers everything from daily 
groceries to jewellery and clothing.

ART OF SWORD AND SPEAR
I head to Irilbung in East Imphal to 
witness the Manipuri martial art, 
Thang-Ta, or Huyen Lallong as it is 
known traditionally, in all its glory. 
The thang (sword) and ta (spear) 
are the primary weapons of this 
martial art. Thang-Ta is associated 
with legends of gods being 
converted into these weapons. An 
exponent of the art, Gurumayum 
Gourakishor Sharma established the 
Huyen Lallong Manipur Thang-
Ta Cultural Association in 1958. 
His work for the promotion and 
preservation of this art form earned 
him a Padma Shri in 2009. Upon his 
death, his son Biseshwor Sharma 
assumed the mantle. The martial art 
is not only combative in nature but 
also deeply rooted in mythology. 

It is an austere art and those 
who practise it must live a life of 
discipline, courage and ethics. 

In the past, native chieftains 
engaged in battles with their 
neighbours, particularly the 
Burmese. Today, Thang-Ta has 
been kept alive by gurus passing 
on their knowledge to the shishyas 
(disciples). It is a combination of 
steps, stances, gaits, breathing 
techniques and meditation. An 
unarmed Thang-Ta is called Sarit-
Sarat and is usually taught to 
students after they have mastered 
the art of sword fighting. Some 
moves from the art have also been 
included in traditional dances such 
as Lai Haraoba and Nat Sankirtana. 

What unfolds before my eyes is 
a battle unlike any other. First up 

This page: Thang-
Ta combines 
steps, stances, 
gaits, breathing 
techniques and 
meditation.
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Before the performance dancers put 
painstaking effort into their make-up and 
costume (some of which is stitched on the 
dancers on the spot!). Radha and the gopikas 
wear stiff, round outfits called potlois. Krishna 
represents the sun and is dressed in orange, 
Radha stands for Mother Earth and her attire is 
almost-fully green while the gopikas represent 
the planets by wearing red. 

STRENGTH OF A WOMAN
In Manipur women play an important role in 
the arts and society. Whether she is performing 
Vasant Ras (sometimes the role of Lord Krishna 
is played by a woman), or is the gutsy Thang-Ta 
warrior, or a player of India’s only international 
women’s polo tournament that was held here – 
they’re all feisty and fabulous! 

GETTING THERE

Jet Airways operates daily flights to 
Imphal from Kolkata and Guwahati. 

ACCOMMODATION

Imphal offers options to suit every 
budget. The Classic Grande  
stands out in the luxury segment 
while Hotel Imphal is good value 
for money. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

Log on to 
www.manipurtourism.gov.in

 QUICK FACTS

is Thang-Chungoi Yannaba which is 
essentially sword-fighting between 
two warriors. The atmosphere is 
electric as sparks fly when the two 
swords collide. This is followed 
by Thang-Ta Chainaba in which a 
spearman and swordsman perform 
Ta Khousarol (art of spear dance) 
and Thanghairol (art of swordplay). I 
hold my breath during Thabi Kakpa 
in which a blind-folded artiste cuts a 
piece of cucumber that’s placed on 
the belly of another person. But the 
star event for me was Thang Ahum 
Yannaba in which one girl takes 
on two boys in a sword fight! The 
evening ends with a group sword 
dance, Thang Apunba Haiba.

DANCE, DANCE, DANCE
My trip ends on a high note as I get 
a chance to watch Vasant Ras, the 
Manipuri version of Raas Leela. The 
dance form is an amalgamation of 
the Meitei religion and Vaishnavism, 
one of the major traditions within 
Hinduism, and depicts the love 
story of Lord Krishna and Radha 
along with many dancing gopikas. 
Gliding, serene, almost-meditative 
movements are the hallmarks of this 
dance which is regarded as a tribute 
to Mother Earth. The dancers move 
in a circular pattern and most of 
their mudras are circular as well – a 
direct reflection of the planetary 
movements. Krishna playfully dances 
with Radha and the gopikas on a full 
moon night, aided by a mesmerising 
female voice crooning lyrical 
translations of the Geet Govinda. 

Left: Circular mudras  
and gliding movements  
are the hallmark of 
Vasant Ras. 
Below: The rituals, 
costumes, and weapons 
in Thang-Ta are followed 
as mentioned in the 
scriptures.
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