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An outstanding feature of the mdlgenous Meitei rehgxon, which
is still prevalent among the Meiteis, is the worship of Sanamahi
as a household and public God along with Leimaren, Phunga, the
Apokpa of the Yek s (Ancestors of the clans), the Naikei-Ngakpas
(Protectors of the Directions) etc. This is generally known as
Sanamahi religion. The origin of Sanamahi is still shrouded in
mystery.

This paper makes an attempt to give the origin and dcvelop-
ment of Sanamahi religion, as far as possible. In our oplmon, the
cult might have been probably originated at a much earlier
In Hayi Chak, which is the earliest of the four Chak (Jug or Era),
namely Hayi, Hayalangba, Khumung and Korning Chak of which the
first three are considered to be the period before the Christian re-
ckoning, Sanamahi was worshipped as the Sun-god.! ‘ngthou
Kangba Kangkhan of Leishangthem Salai,? a king, who reigned in
in the Hayi Chak introduced Sanamahi worship.® Ningthou
Kangba worshipped the stone image of Sanamahi in a temple on
the top of a hill.*  Another reference to the worship of Sanamahi
in'the Hayi Chak is given in Shakok Lamlel ; it is stated that ‘In
the Hayi Chak, the worship of the Absolute was the path of the
faith and the Absolute was Sapamahi.® In Hayalangba Chak,
Sanamahi was worshipped under the name Achibg.* The reference
to the worship of Sanamahi in the Xonmma Chak (in the Christian
era) is given in ‘Ningthourol Sheireng.? that ‘Sanamahi appeared
in the dream of all the people and told them to worship Him for
their prosperity and also instructed Kangle! Piba (Chief of the Ning-
thouja clan), Nongda Lairen Pakhangba to cast bell- metal coins
as His symbol and allow the people to worship it (coin) in their
Sanamahi Kachin, the south-western corner of the main room of
Meitei house. On this basis, it may be supposed that the present
worship of Sanamahi in the Sanamahi Kachin of every Meitei liouse
might have continued from the time of Nongda Lairen Pakhangba,



the chief of the Ningthouja clan, who ruled over the central portion
of the Manipur Valley with its capital at Kangla, the present area
occupied by the Fourth Assam Rifles, in the first century A.D., re-
presenting Him by a bell-metal coin which is placed on a shelf
made of bamboo.

Now, it may be pressnmed from the above refqences that in
the early period, the worship of Sanamahi was confined to a parti-
cular clan. The king of the Khuman principality did not worship
Sanamahi until the Khuman were completely subjugated.® Whe-
ther Sanamahi was a deity of the Ningthoyj Clan or pot, His wor-
ship spread through the whole of the Meitei Confederacy? The
penetration of Sanamahi cult into the other clans might have been
facilitated by the subjgation and annexation of the dlﬂ'erent prin-
crpahues in the valley, which was started by Nongda,Lau'en Pakhgn-
gba'® in the first century A.D and more or less completed, exclp-
ding Moirang, by Kyamba in the 15th century A.D.% This breaks
up the traditional Clan-centred society of the Meiteis and thus the
ties of kinship lost their force. As a result of it, new rel;tloqs were
to be established in a broader framework based upon a sense ¢ of
cultural upiformity. The new form of society caused by ¢!
in the political system and the social life of the people was reﬂected
in religious thought and in the structure of the rehgrous sys;en;s
The apex of these changes in all aspects of society is seen in the Meitei
myth of creation of the Universe, in which Sanamahi. occupied, a
distinct position and was regarded as the incarnation of the Suprente-
God, and also as the creator of the earth, creatures, plants and mgn.
With it, the Apokpa of the Yeks,"® the ancestors of the clans, and
the Maikei Ngakpa, the protectors of the Directions, namely Kau-
bru Marjing, Wangbren, Thangjing etc receded into the hackgrogpd
and became His alljes. The story of the creation of the Universe
is given in Leithak Leikharol, Leishemlon, Wakoklon Thilel Salai
Amailon Pukok Pyya etc and also represented in dance form in t,he
Lal Haragba, the ancestral ritual, which is, according to espea.r
the pleasmg of the God. The ritual consists solely in reeollecnng
the past and mawaymahngxt present by meansofaventqble
dramatic representation of the creaticn of cgrth, creatures,
plants and men The maibee, officiants or conductresses Qr prie-
stesses are the actresses playing the role. They put the mythjcal
history of Sanamahi into ‘Jagoc or dance. It is doubtful w
any other form of Jagoi in the world exists for the same
purpose as the ‘Jagoi d.ocs" . Such developments con;n'buted
a good deal to the propagation of Sanamahi religion.
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The inftiative towards the assimilation of ancestral cults of the
other clans to that of Sanamahi might have been taken as early &s
the 15th century A.D. by some progressive maickou, Pandits or
learned men to form a common religion and culture ; but the sti-
mulus might have also come from the need of the political unity
and cultural uniformity caused by the threat of the Burmese after
the annexation of the major portion of Kabaw valley and the in-
vasion from Cachar.'® To restore the social equilibrium after the
subjugation of the various clans in the Manipur Valley and to
establish the sanctity of the Meitei way of life, Sanamahi had to be
|dennﬁed with the Supreme God in the Meitei myth of creation.
Thus the creation myth might have been composed and revised
time to time accoding to a precise plan for a set purpose. Undoub-
tedly the work played a formidable role in propagating the Sanamahi
religion among the people of various clans. It served as a highly
effective weapon for removing clan or regional segregation and
unifying ihe Melten Kingdom under the leadership of the Ningthouja
kings. -

. Nonetheless, under the royal patronage of Lammgthou Kha-
gemba in the {6th and the 17th century A.D., Sanamahi cult reached
the climax of its popularity. It is believed that the son of Laining-
thou Khagemba was the incarnation of Sanamahi and His bell-metal
image was installed in a temple at Wangoi about 10 miles from
Imphal and publicly worhipped. We have reference of this in Kha-
gemba Lang,ex," a religious text of the Meiteis. The summary
of the story is given below.

‘Lainingthou Khagemba was a staunch devotee of Sanamahi.
As such, Sanamahi was pleased to incarnate Himself as the son of
Khagemba, Sana Wapihan. When Sana Wapihan was cight, he
died, because He was destined to be so in His human incarnation.
Sanamahi had a Will that His father, Khagemba should cast Hxs
bell-metal image and house it in a temple for public worship. In
order to convey His Will to His father, He communicated it (Will)
to Thoinu Ahongbi, a widow of Wangoi, who was spinning the cotton
thread at dead of night, through the sound of the spinning wheel.
The next day Thoinu Ahongbi went to the palace and aocordmgly
conveyed the message of Sanamahi to Khagemba. Khagemba
could not believe it. Then Sanamahi called at the house of Leisha-
ngthem Khomma of Wangoi, while the latter was deeply meditating
upon Chingu Sidaba (Sanamahi) and suddenly appeared before him
and expressed the same will to be conveyed to His father. As
Khagemba could not believe the message brought to him by Leisha-

13



ngthem Khomma, for the second time, a voice from Heaven anno-
unced the willand asked him to keep a bodysize mirror atan appointed
place and to see His shadow on the mirror at the dawn of the follo-
wing day. Khagemba did everything accordingly and saw his son
onthe mirror. Now, he was convinced of the will. Then, Khagemba
cast a bell-metal image of his son, Sana Wapihan (Sanamahi) and
constructed a temple at Wangoi where He was publicly worshipped’.

This bears the testimony to the growing popularity and prestige
of Sanamahi religion which spread from one end of the valley to
another ; and it enjoyed full support of the common people irres-
pective of clan, the Maichou (learned men) and the members of the
royal family”” as shown by the reaction against the breaking of the
bell-metal image,® of Sanamahi, mentioned above, in the 18th
century A.D. by a Hindu missionary. However, it was again cast
and the temple was shifted, according to His will, to the present
Manipur Rifles’ ground."

Initially Sanamahi was a deity of a particular clan. Later on,
He was developed into a Supreme God, and beliefs and practices
around Him became the religion of the State before the 18th century
AD. Thus in Manipur, particularly, in the valley, Sanamahi reli-
gion solved the problem of political disunity, which was caused by
the subjugation of the various clans and the annexation of their prin-
cipalities, through Sanamahi myths and legends, by accommodating
polytheism within the framework of monotheism, and ultimately
it served as a powerful integrating force.
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