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Dance in India has a rich and vital tradition dating back
to ancient times. Excavations, inscriptions, chronicles,
genealogies of kings and artists, literary sources,
sculpture and painting of different periods provide
extensive evidence on dance. Myths and legends also
support the view that dance had a significant place in the
religious and social life of the Indian people. However, it
is not easy to trace the precise history and evolution of
the various dances known as the ‘art’ or ‘classical’ forms
popular today.

In literature, the first references come from the Vedas where
dance and music have their roots. A more consistent history
of dance can be reconstructed from the epics, the several
puranas and the rich body of dramatic and poetic literature
known as the nataka and the kavya in Sanskrit. A related
development was the evolution of classical Sanskrit drama
which was an amalgam of the spoken word, gestures and
mime, choreography, stylised movement and music. From
the 12th century to the 19th century there were many
regional forms called the musical play or sangeet-nataka.
Contemporary classical dance forms are known to have
evolved out of these musical plays.

Excavations have brought to light a bronze statuette from
Mohenjodaro and a broken torso from Harappa (dating back to
2500—1500 B.C.). These are suggestive of dance poses. The
latter has been identified as the precursor of the Nataraja pose
commonly identified with dancing Shiva.

The earliest treatise on dance available to us is Bharat Muni’s
Natya Shastra, the source book of the art of drama, dance
and music. It is generally accepted that the date of the work
is between the 2nd century B.C.—2nd century A.D. The Natya
Shastrais also known as the fifth Veda. According to the author,
he has evolved this Veda by taking words from the Rig Veda,
music from the Sama Veda, gestures from the Yajur Veda and
emotions from the Atharva Veda. There is also a legend that
Brahma himself wrote the Natya Veda, which has over 36000
verses.

In terms of the classical tradition formulated in the Natya Shastra,
dance and music are an inextricable part of drama. The art of
natya carries in it all these constituents and the actor is himself
the dancer and the singer, the performer combined all the three
functions. With the passage of time, however, dance weaned itself
away from natya and attained the status of an independent and
specialised art, marking the beginning of the ‘art’ dance in India.

As per the ancient treatises, dance is considered as having
three aspects : natya, nritya and nritta. Natya highlights the
dramatic element and most dance forms do not give emphasis
to this aspect today with the exception of dance-drama forms
like Kathakali. Nritya is essentially expressional, performed
specifically to convey the meaning of a theme or idea. Nritta on
the other hand, is pure dance where body movements do not
express any mood (bhava), nor do they convey any meaning. To
present nritya and natya effectively, a dancer should be trained
to communicate the navarasas. These are: love (shringar),
mirth (hasya), compassion (karuna), valour (veer), anger
(raudra), fear (bhaya), disgust (bibhatsa), wonder (adbhuta)
and peace (shanta).
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An ancient classification followed in all styles is of Tandava and
Lasya. Tandava, the masculine, is heroic, bold and vigorous.
Lasya, the feminine is soft, lyrical and graceful. Abhinaya,
broadly means expression. This is achieved through angika, the
body and limbs; vachika, song and speech; aharya, costume
and adornment; and satvika, moods and emotions.

Bharata and Nandikesvara, the two main authorities conceive
of dance as an art which uses the human body as a vehicle
of expression. The major human units of the body (anga) are
identified as the head, torso, the upper and lower limbs, and the
minor human parts (upangas), as all parts of the face ranging
from the eyebrow to the chin and the other minor joints.

Two further aspects of natya are the modes of
presentation and the style. There are two modes
of presentation, namely the Natyadharmi, which
is the formalised presentation of theatre and the
Lokadharmi sometimes translated as folk, realistic,
naturalistic or regional. The style or vrittis are classified
into kaiseki, the deft lyrical more suited to convey the
lasya aspects, the Arbati, the energetic masculine, the
Satawati, often used while depicting the rasas and the
Bharati, the literary content.

Nurtured for centuries, dance in India has evolved in different parts
of the country its own distinct style, taking on the culture of that
particular region, each acquiring its own flavour. Consequently,
a number of major styles of ‘art’ dance are known to us today,
like Bharatnatyam, Kathakali, Kuchipudi, Kathak, Manipuri and
Odissi. Then there are regional variations, the dances of rural and
tribal areas, which range from simple, joyous celebrations of the
seasons, harvest or birth of a child to dances for the propitiation
of demons or for invoking spirits. Today, there is also a whole new
body of modern experimental dance.
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Manipuri Dance

Manipuri, one of the main styles of Indian “Art” or “Classical” dances
originated in the picturesque and secluded State of Manipur in
the north-eastern corner of India. Because of its geographical
location, the people of Manipur have been protected from outside
influences, and this region has been able to retain its unique
traditional culture.

The origin of Manipuri dance can be traced back to ancient times
that go beyond recorded history. The dance in Manipur is associated
with ritual and traditional festivals, there are legendary references to
the dances of Shiva and Parvati and other gods and goddesses who
created the universe.

Lai Haraoba is one of the main festivals still performed in Manipur
which has its roots in the pre-Vaishnavite period. Lai Haraoba is
the earliest form of dance which forms the basis of all stylised
dances in Manipur. Literally meaning — the merry-making of the
gods, it is performed as a ceremonial offering of song and dance.
The principal performers are the maibas and maibis (priests and
priestesses) who re-enact the theme of the creation of the world.

With the arrival of Vaishnavism in the 15th century A.D, new
compositions based on episodes from the life of Radha and
Krishna were gradually introduced. It was in the reign of King
Bhagyachandra that the popular Ras Leela dances of Manipur
originated. It is said, that this 18th century philosopher king
conceived this complete dance form along with its unique costume
and music in a dream. Under successive rulers, new leelas, and
rhythmic and melodic compositions were introduced.

Manipuri dance has a large repertoire, however, the most popular
forms are the Ras, the Sankirtana and the Thang-ta. There are
five principal Ras dances of which four are linked with specific
seasons, while the fifth can be presented at any time of the year.
In Manipuri Ras, the main characters are Radha, Krishna and
the gopis. The themes often depict the pangs of separation of
the gopis and Radha from Krishna. The parengs or pure dance
sequences performed in the Ras Leela dances follow the specific
rhythmic patterns and body movements, which are traditionally
handed down. The Ras costume consists of a richly embroidered
stiff skirt which extends to the feet. A short fine white muslin skirt is
worn over it. A dark coloured velvet blouse covers the upper part of
the body and a traditional white veil is worn over a special hair-do
which falls gracefully over the face. Krishna wears a yellow dhoti, a
dark velvet jacket and a crown of peacock feathers. The jewellery
is very delicate and the designs are unique to the region.

The Kirtan form of congregational singing accompanies the dance
which is known as Sankirtana in Manipur. The male dancers play
the Pung and Kartal while dancing. The masculine aspect of dance
— the Choloms are a part of the Sankirtana tradition.The Pung and
Kartal choloms are performed at all social and religious festivals.

The martial dancers of Manipur — the Thang-ta, have their origins in
the days when man’s survival depended on his ability to defend himself
from wild animals. Today, Manipur has an evolved and sophisticated

repertoire of martial dances, the dancers use swords, spears and
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shields. Real fight scenes between the dancers show an extensive
training and control of the body.

Manipuri dance incorporates both the tandava and lasya and
ranges from the most vigorous masculine to the subdued and
graceful feminine. Generally known for its lyrical and graceful
movements, Manipuri dance has an elusive quality. In keeping
with the subtleness of the style, Manipuri abhinaya does not play
up the mukhabhinaya very much — the facial expressions are
natural and not exaggerated — sarvangabhinaya, or the use of
the whole body to convey a certain rasa, is its forte.

The rhythmic complexities are usually overlooked as the dancers
do not wear ankle bells to stamp out the rhythms in a theatrical
display, as this interferes with the delicate body movements.
However, Manipuri dance and music has a highly evolved fala
system.

The Manipuri classical style of singing is called Nat — very
different from both north and south Indian music, this style is
immediately recognizable with its high pitched open throated
rendering with particular type of trills and modulations. The main
musical instrument is the Pung or the Manipuri classical drum.
There are also many other kinds of drums used in Manipuri
dance and music. The Pena, a stringed instrument is used in Lai
Haraoba and Pena singing. Various kinds of cymbals are used
in Sankirtana and Ras. The flute is also used to accompany
vocal singing.

The Ashtapadis of Jayadeva’'s Geeta Govinda are very popular
and are sung and danced in Manipur with great religious fervour.

Besides the Ras and other leelas, each stage in one’s life
is celebrated with Sankirtana performances — child birth,
upanayanam, wedding and shradha are all occasions for singing
and dancing in Manipur. The whole community participates as
song and dance form part of daily life expressions.
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The Cultural Packages on dance and the suggested activities aim

at familiarising the students with :

— the grammar and technique of body movement of different
styles of Indian dance.

— dance as a vehicle for communication.

— the range of dance vocabulary and how closely it is related to
real life — through stories of kings, super-humans or animals
and flowers.

— the study of the historical evolution of dance forms through
literary and visual sources.

A few activities have been suggested, however, there is scope
for using the illustrations in this package in a variety of teaching
and learning situations. The teachers are requested to use these
in as many school disciplines as possible. They are also advised
to invite dancers to the school for practical demonstration in
music and dance. Students may be taught small dance pieces,
if possible, for them to have a first-hand experience of rhythm,
music and expression through body movement.

1. All classical dance forms in India revolve mainly around
themes from mythology and nature. Stories about gods
and goddesses, the origin of the earth, different aspects
of nature, etc. are selected from myth and legend and
then communicated through dance. The students may be
asked to choose important deities, natural forms or real life
situations which they have seen in dance, as for example,
— Shiva, Vishnu, Ganesh, Parvati, Durga, Saraswati.

— important rivers, sacred trees, flowers with symbolic
messages or wearing ornaments.

They may then be asked to collect all the mythological
stories and legends connected with each. For example :

— how Ganesh got the head of an elephant?

— what was the outcome of the churning of the oceans?

— legends linked with the lotus flower etc.

Reference from books, interviews with senior citizens, the
observation of traditional customs and rituals can be done
in various ways to gather information.

This exercise will help the students widen their knowledge.
The material can be exhibited on the bulletin board and
made into a project book for later reference.

2. Periodic excursions may be organised to temples and
museums so that children may be exposed to sculpture
and painting. Those specifically related to dance should be
studied in detail. The students should be encouraged to note
down various aspects regarding each work of art — facial
expressions, mudras, postures, costumes, dance formations
and even the surroundings and environment.

Students from the senior school may be asked to make a
study of the relationship between the dance form and specific
items of sculpture and painting. A folder with photographs,
pictures, observations and comments may be prepared.
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(Pictures from this package may be used similarly in the
class room before organising an excursion in order to
make the students familiar with the forms).

Students may be asked to make large drawings or
collect pictures of all the different mudras or symbolic
actions used in the dance form they have seen. A large
board may be prepared with traditional decorations.
Under each mudra or pictorial representation, they may
be asked to write its name and meaning and what it is
used for. Senior students can add the Sahitya or verses
of the songs where the mudra/action is used. An attempt
should be made to project the use of the same mudra /
action in different situations.

Facial expression — Abhinaya, forms an important part
of dance. The teacher should explain the nine rasas to
the students. The details of explanation can vary with
each age group.

Aninteresting informal game can follow this. The students
can be asked to mime a mood in a self-created situation
or story. The rest of the class may be asked to interpret
the story and name the rasa that it portrays. Bhaya or fear
can be depicted at length, for example, a child trapped
in a dangerous situation in a dark and gloomy forest with
a fearsome animal chasing him. Simple movements and
prominent expressions can reflect the mood.

The teacher can encourage the students to improve
their rhythm and tala by organising simple activities.
The students should be asked to prepare charts
where the beats of the rhythmic pattern are visually
represented using attractive motifs. Different motifs
should be used for each different time cycle. (A key can
be made to explain the value of the symbols shown in
the chart).

More experienced students may be given another
graded activity. Each student may be allotted a fixed
number of time bars and be asked to create rhythmic
patterns within the given time frame, using various
permutations and combinations of speeds and rhythm.
This activity will bring out the inherent creativity and
develop precision and concentration.

The teacher may give the students a project topic, such
as 'Dance in daily life'. The students may be asked to
observe the actions and expressions of the people around
them. Students can then compile a list of scientific dance
movements that are akin to those in daily life and trace
their origin in every day actions and mannerisms. The
students must be made to realize that art forms and real
life are closely linked to each other. Infact, they may be
asked to pick out a few common gestures and convert
them into aesthetic dance movements, using their
imagination.

During important religious and social festivals, the
students may be asked to compose short dances
depicting — the relevance of the festival, for example,
birth of Jesus, Lord Buddha, the Nativity play, the story of
Holika and the manner in which the festival is celebrated.
These dances may be presented at the school assembly
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on the day of the festival. This activity will make the students
aware of how the concept of goodness and truth permeates all
religions.

In order to discover the creativity of the students, the teacher
must involve them in interesting activities related to life,
in general. The teacher may therefore distribute carefully
selected topics on relevant issues from newspapers and
magazines, for example,

— the necessity for peace

— the futility of violence

— social inequalities

— national integration

— conservation of the environment

Groups of 10 to 15 students may be asked to form tableaux
in an appealing and effective manner. The planning and
designing of the tableaux should be done by the student
group themselves. The aim of the activity is to create
awareness among the students and use their artistic talent.
These tableaux may be presented on national days or on
sports day.

A thematic dance ballet can be prepared for the school
annual day celebrations or any other function. The teachers
can work together and organise a show involving 400-500
students. Themes of topical interest like conservation
of nature and culture, literacy, hunger and poverty, the
problems of slum-dwellers, etc. may be enacted. Such a
mammoth production will reach out to the school and the
community as well.

Lists of dancers, their styles of dance, the institutions where
they work, the academies of dance, books on dance-forms,
magazines/journals on the subject, may be compiled. This
may be an ongoing programme in which additional information
can be noted every year.

Nowadays, dance festivals are conducted regularly in all
the major cities of the country. In recent years, the temples
of Khajuraho, Chidambaram, Konark, etc. have risen as
centres for important Dance festivals. The Spic Macay
festival reaches even the students of schools in small
towns. Extensive reporting is done in all newspapers. The
students should be asked to collect newspaper cuttings,
study them and keep a record for future reference. Names
of artists and famous accompanists, information regarding
rare or special items in the performances and interesting
comments on tala, bhava and abhinaya may be collected
and studied.

Another very important activity must be organised for the
students. In order to awaken in them an interest in all the
other classical and folk dance-forms, the students must be
encouraged to compare other dances with the style they
are familiar with.

By studying all the packages on dance prepared by CCRT, a
variety of activities may be organised. In addition, exhibitions
with pictures, charts, costumes, musical instruments, and
books can be arranged to widen the knowledge of the students
regarding Indian dance forms.
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1. Khuning Kauthokpa

Khuning Kauthokpa is a typical stance of Manipuri dance.
One foot is placed forward with the toe raised, the right knee
is slightly bent which enables the weight of the body to be
distributed equally.
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2. Chali

Steps and body movements of the chali are used in many
dance compositions. The basic hand, body and foot
movements of Manipuri dance are taught in the chali.
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3. Bhangi Pareng

The pareng is known as garlands of movements. There
are five such parengs or garlands of compositions, two in
tandava and three in lasya. Here a gopi is seen in the pose
of Krishna playing the flute. The rasleela as performed in
Manipuri is said to have originated about 200 years ago.
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4. Bhangi Pareng
This picture shows another movement from bhangi pareng.
Gopis make a human chain around Radha and Krishna. The
left hand is placed on the other gopi’s shoulder, the dancer
uses the right hand for soft, graceful gestures.

Withideh Wid Ta WiTeIoT g Centre for Cultural Resources and Training







AT =

Manipuri Dance

5. Wel ST
T I hI I FI TH ST AT A S HT T Fh IR
YR ¥ F&A a1 <1 Ghel {1 81 W W Tkl w1 <A e |
%l T B gH H @ T B

5. Plucking flowers

Plucking of flowers can be depicted in many ways with one
hand or both hands. The dancer is seen plucking flowers
with both hands in this picture.
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6. Abud

Aspects of nature are described through hand gestures and
abhinaya. In traditional Manipuri dance, specific names are
not given to gestures depicting subtle concepts such as a
bud, though the gesture used here is known as mukula.
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7. Applying chandan

Application of sandal paste is part of shringara or
ornamentation ofthe body. Indian literature is full of description
of various aspects of shringara. Here is a Manipuri dance
representation of applying sandal paste on the arms.
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8. Kundala

In all traditional dances, there are many ways of depicting
the wearing of ornaments. Here the dancer is seen putting
on earrings with both hands.
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9. Looking

Looking at something from a distance is commonly shown
in narrative dance sequences. Here the dancer uses two
hands to remove a veil or curtain to get a clear view.
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10. Calling

In this picture you can see mother Yashoda calling child
Krishna to come to her. Vatsalya rasa is depicted here.
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11. Yashoda with Krishna

Vatsalya rasa is one of the important moods in classical
Vaishnavite literature where Krishna is depicted as a child.
Here mother Yashoda is seen holding child Krishna in her
arms.
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12. Remembering

The dancer is seen here using both her hands and
corresponding body, head and face position in a very
decorative combination to remember someone or a past
event. They are a variety of gestures and facial expressions
used for remembering.
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13. Abhisarika nayika
In this picture you see an Ahhisarika gopi going to meet
her beloved Krishna. She walks quietly and stealthily while
requesting her friends not to make any noise.
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14. Khandita nayika

Khandita nayika, a rejected beloved is angered at the late
coming of her lover and asks him to go away. The lyrical
quality of the Manipuri style is maintained, inspite of the
situation which demands show of anger.
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15. Yamuna

As the Manipuri dance style has a continuous flowing quality,
the gestures merge with body movement and very rarely
does one come across a static pose or a frozen image.
Here the hands and the body suggest the flowing of the river
Yamuna.
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16. Pichkari

In Vasant rasa, throwing of colour as in the festival of Holi
is a very important sequence. In this picture, a gopi is seen
showing the gesture for spraying coloured water with a
pichkari.
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17. Radha Krishna Yugal Roop

Here Radha and Krishna are depicted in a typical Manipuri
pose. Krishna is playing the flute and standing in a tribhanga,
a thrice bent body posture. Mark the placement of hands
and fingers playing the flute which are very different from
other styles. Radha is in a graceful stance suggesting
supplication.
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18. Lai Haraoba

Lai Haraobais aritualistic dance of the pre-Vaishnavite period
which is still prevalent in Manipur. The male dancers perform
vigorous movements, the choreography is very beautiful and
the female dancers gently and gracefully execute the lasya
aspect juxtaposed against the fandava poses. Notice the
traditional costumes and complicated headgears.
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19. Maibi Laiching Jagoi
This is a pre-Vaishnavite ritualistic dance. The maibis are

high priestesses in the Lai Haraoba festivals. Here two
maibis are seen peforming a ritualistic dance of invocation.
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20. Manipuri dance accompaniments

A Manipuri dance orchestra comprises two sutradharis or
singers, two drummers (pung players), a flautist and cymbal
players. In this picture you see three musicians - a drummer,
a cymbal and flute player.
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21. Kartal Cholom

Dancing with cymbals is an important part of the Manipuri
sankirtan tradition. Kartals are played while the cholom or
tandava (masculine) aspect of dance is executed by men.
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22. Pung Cholom

Dancing while playing the drum is a very unusual aspect
of the Manipuri tandava dance tradition. The drum or pung
forms a part of the Manipuri sankirtan. The position depicted
here is called thongkhong or bent knee position.
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23. Pung Cholom

The drum dances of Manipuri are an important part of the
Manipuri tandava tradition. The dancers perform vigorous
and intricate movements and pirouettes while playing the
drums. Here they are seen executing a complicated pirouette
above the ground.
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24. Thang-ta

Thang means sword and ta means spear. The sword and
spear dances of Manipur are part of the martial arts tradition
of the region. The body movement and choreography are
highly developed and stylised. Two dancers are seen in this
picture using swords and shields in a fighting scene.
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Manipuri Dance

. Khuning Kauthokpa

Khuning Kauthokpa is a typical stance of Manipuri
dance. One foot is placed forward with the toe raised,
the right knee is slightly bent which enables the
weight of the body to be distributed equally.

Chali

Steps and body movements of the chali are used in
many dance compositions. The basic hand, body and
foot movements of Manipuri dance are taught in the
chali.

Bhangi Pareng

The pareng is known as garlands of movements.
There are five such parengs or garlands of
compositions, two in tandava and three in lasya.
Here a gopi is seen in the pose of Krishna
playing the flute. The rasleela as performed in Manipuri
is said to have originated about 200 years ago.

Bhangi Pareng

This picture shows another movement from bhangi
pareng. Gopis make a human chain around Radha
and Krishna. The left hand is placed on the other
gopi’s shoulder, the dancer uses the right hand for
soft, graceful gestures.

Plucking flowers

Plucking of flowers can be depicted in many ways with
one hand or both hands. The dancer is seen plucking
flowers with both hands in this picture.

A bud

Aspects of nature are described through hand
gestures and abhinaya. In traditional Manipuri dance,
specific names are not given to gestures depicting
subtle concepts such as a bud, though the gesture
used here is known as mukula.

Applying chandan

Application of sandal paste is part of shringara or
ornamentation of the body. Indian literature is full of
description of various aspects of shringara. Here is
a Manipuri dance representation of applying sandal
paste on the arms.

Kundala

In all traditional dances, there are many ways of
depicting the wearing of ornaments. Here the dancer
is seen putting on earrings with both hands.

Looking

Looking at something from a distance is commonly
shown in narrative dance sequences. Here the dancer
uses two hands to remove a veil or curtain to get a
clear view.

Calling

In this picture you can see mother Yashoda calling child
Krishna to come to her. Vatsalya rasa is depicted
here.
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Yashoda with Krishna

Vatsalya rasa is one of the important moods in classical
Vaishnavite literature where Krishna is depicted as
a child. Here mother Yashoda is seen holding child
Krishna in her arms.

Remembering

The dancer is seen here using both her hands and
corresponding body, head and face position in a very
decorative combination to remember someone or a
past event. They are a variety of gestures and facial
expressions used for remembering.

Abhisarika nayika

InthispictureyouseeanAhhisarikagopigoingtomeether
beloved Krishna. She walks quietly and stealthily while
requesting her friends not to make any noise.

Khandita nayika

Khanditanayika,arejectedbelovedisangeredatthelate
coming of her lover and asks him to go away. The
lyrical quality of the Manipuri style is maintained,
inspite of the situation which demands show of
anger.

Yamuna

As the Manipuri dance style has a continuous flowing
quality, the gestures merge with body movement and
very rarely does one come across a static pose or a
frozen image. Here the hands and the body suggest
the flowing of the river Yamuna.

Pichkari

InVasantrasa,throwingofcolourasinthefestivalofHoliis
averyimportantsequence. Inthis picture, a gopiis seen
showing the gesture for spraying coloured water with a
pichkari.

Radha Krishna Yugal Roop

Here Radha and Krishna are depicted in a typical
Manipuri pose. Krishna is playing the flute and
standing in a tribhanga, a thrice bent body posture.
Mark the placement of hands and fingers playing the
flute which are very different from other styles. Radha
is in a graceful stance suggesting supplication.

Lai Haraoba
Lai Haraoba s a ritualistic dance of the pre-Vaishnavite

period which is still prevalent in Manipur.
The male dancers perform vigorous
movements, the choreography is very

beautiful and the female dancers gently and gracefully
execute the lasya aspect juxtaposed against the
tandava poses. Notice the traditional costumes and
complicated headgears.

Maibi Laiching Jagoi
This is a pre-Vaishnavite ritualistic dance. The maibis
are high priestesses in the Lai Haraoba festivals.

Here two maibis are seen peforming a ritualistic
dance of invocation.

Manipuri dance accompaniments

A Manipuri dance orchestra comprises two sutradharis
or singers, two drummers (pung players), a flautist
and cymbal players. In this picture you see three
musicians - a drummer, a cymbal and flute player.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Kartal Cholom

Dancingwithcymbalsisanimportantpartofthe Manipuri
sankirtantradition. Kartalsareplayedwhilethe cholomor
tandava (masculine) aspect of dance is executed by
men.

Pung Cholom

Dancing while playing the drum is a very unusual
aspect of the Manipuri tandava dance tradition. The
drum or pung forms a part of the Manipuri sankirtan.
The position depicted here is called thongkhong or
bent knee position.

Pung Cholom

ThedrumdancesofManipuriareanimportantpartofthe
Manipuri tandava tradition. The dancers perform
vigorous and intricate movements and pirouettes
while playing the drums. Here they are seen executing
a complicated pirouette above the ground.

Thang-ta

Thang means sword and ta means spear. The sword
and spear dances of Manipur are part of the martial
arts tradition of the region. The body movement and
choreography are highly developed and stylised. Two
dancers are seen in this picture using swords and
shields in a fighting scene.
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