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Introduction
Manipur has a total geographical area of 22,327 square kilometers and is located on the Himalaya-

Purvanchal arm between 92 ̊58’E to 94 ̊45’E longitude and 23 ̊50’ N to 25 ̊42’N  latitude (see Figure 1). 
The state has borders with Myanmar on the east, the Cachar Hills of Assam on the west, Nagaland on 
the north, and the Chin Hills of Myanmar and Mizoram on the south. 

North East India is home to a wide variety of ethnic groups, each with their own cultural identity 
and distinctiveness. It is possible to see the cultural development of both metal and stone implements, 
as well as the adoption of a cultural growth mechanism in response to different ecological systems. 
Under the same ecological and economic conditions, the variations are pronounced and contrasted.

According to Ashraf (2010), ancient assemblages of material culture are similar to archaeological 
“black boxes,” which are static records of the activities of the people involved. He contends that, 
despite its possibly similar geo-cultural plane, Northeast India is distinguished by cultural variation and 
continuity. Thus, iron artifacts, including the traditional form of the iron-dao (long-bladed knife), may 
be utilized as an “index fossil” representative of the ethnic groups that employed these tools. Generally, 
daos are multipurpose long-bladed knives. However, in this study, the focus is on one particular type of 

“Lai thang”: a product of  the culmination of  the Meitei 
religion, technology, and its environment

Pakhangba consolidated seven clans during the establishment of the Ningthouja dynasty 
in 33 AD, resulting in the present Meitei. The deity Khamlangba is associated with the 
discovery of iron. The legend about his search for iron has meticulously been written down in 
the Puyas (a sacred text of Meitei written with archaic Meitei scripts using indigenous paper 
and ink). And the Meitei has been associated with iron smelting since time immemorial. The 
dating of iron-bearing slag indicates a date of around 400 AD. This paper discusses a special 
type of thang (dao, a long-bladed knife) called Lai thang. They are symbolic of ancient kings 
or deities or are used for ritualistic purposes. An Attempt has been made to understand the 
historical significance of these daos as well as the mode of acquisition and measurement. In the 
process, a variety of Lai thangs are documented and artifact-based interviews are conducted. 
The study concludes that the so-called Lai thangs are a product of deeply rooted people’s faith 
and belief in Sanamahism, a traditional practice of worshipping ancestors and deities that 
adapted to its technology and surrounding environment. Therefore, material culture also 
reflects religious faith and belief.
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dao called Lai thang, which can be used as an index fossil for Meitei.

On the account of metallurgy in Manipur, the Meitei are the sole producers of iron, and their deity, 
“Khamlangba,” is associated with the discovery of iron. The Puya (a sacred old text) mentioned his quest 
for iron in the ancient land of Takhel (the state of Tripura referred by Manipuris), his marriage with a 
Takhel princess, and finally his return to Imphal and his departure for different parts of Manipur in the 
hope of finding iron ore. It also mentioned his settlement at Keraching and the founding of Kakching’s 
iron smelter colony. Kakching’s agrarian development has been greatly impacted by the development of 
iron technology. As a result of its rich food production and rice cultivation, Kakching has been named 
the “granary of Manipur” (Gourachandra, 1997). The other tribes traded crude iron or iron products 
with the Meitei. The blacksmiths of the Naga village got their raw metal from either the valley trader or 
Lois (the name of a caste) in Kakching (Hodson, 1911).

The historical record mentions that iron deposits were discovered in this region by King Khuiyok 
Tompok (154 A.D.–264 A.D.) on a visit to Kakching. A recent study based on OSL(Optically Stimulated 
Luminescence) and TL (Thermoluminescene) dating at an iron smelting site Tumu ching of Kakching, 
Manipur indicates an age of 1600 ± 80 years. The dating of iron-bearing slag indicates a date of around 
400 AD (Sheikh, Acharya, and Gartia, 2010).

The Objectives of  the Study
•	 Documentation of different types of the Meitei’s Lai thang;
•	 To understand the significance and the mode of acquiring these implements.

Materials and Methods
An artifact-based interview was carried out for the collection of primary data. Books and journals 

were concerned and visited museums to observe different implements. The implements were measured 
and recorded using instruments such as scales, measuring tapes, electronic weighing machines, sliding 
calipers, and cameras.

Result and Discussion
In Meitei, Lai means the deity and thang means the sword. Thus, Lai thangs are the swords that 

have symbolic meaning related to the creators, deities, or those used by the ancient kings or those used 
for ritualistic purposes. As a result, it is necessary to first introduce the Meitei belief on the origin of 
swords and spears, as well as brief information on the implements associated with various deities. These 
Lai thang, however, are mentioned in Puya without any shape or form of these implements. In this 
study, however, it includes only those Lai thangs which are physically available. Thus, the form and 
shape as well as measurements of some of these implements can be recorded. In all, as many as fifty 
implements were recorded, but only nine implements are included in this paper. Second, the Lai thangs 
are discussed, particularly Figures 3–10, as well as their significance and method of acquisition. 

Yek-salai thangs: These are the swords that represent the seven clans of Meitei (Figure 2). They are 
compulsory for the rituals of worshipping ancestors. As a result, the Thang-ta is not just a weapon of 
war but holds a deep spiritual significance for Meitei. From left to right, they represent the Yek-salai 
of 1. Kha-Nganba 2. Luwang 3. Angom 4. Mangang (Ningthouja) 5. Moirang 6. Khuman 7. Sarang 
Leishangthem (Chenglei). The names of these swords are given in Table 1, and their measurements are 
restricted to these seven swords displayed at the People Museum Kakching. 

Lai thang: These are the swords that people offer to deities (Figure 3–10). The founder of the 
museum, M. Gourachandra, had an opportunity and made a replica from the original one, which is now 
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displayed at the People Museum Kakching. Since they are replicated, most of them in rough condition, 
and they failed to record minute details of the blade, such as the nature of beveling, the thickness, and 
weight. Despite the fact that the length and shape of these swords are identical to the original. When 
offering to the deities, some of these swords are grounded and some are not (Gourachandra 2017). 
Many of these swords, which were once in temple possession, have been lost, and those that remain are 
kept in sacred and public domain. 

The Meitei believed that the origin of swords, spears, and other implements originated with the 
creation of humanity. As a great number of Puyas (ancient manuscripts) of Meitei mention, the swords 
and spears were created at the mythical time of the creation of the earth. Some may find this absurd 
because most people consider myth to be fiction in the sense that it’s unreliable. In their minds, myths 
are eternal. But myth’s timelessness is an important aspect of what makes it a reality, unshakable for 
the people who carry it. The myth’s cosmic world defines the reality of the people who are its bearers. 
Despite being invented by man, Thang (sword), Ta (spear) and other implements had to be firmly placed 
in the mythological realm because Meitei attribute all their creations to the heroes of their primordial 
time who are revered as their forefathers.

The lore of Pudin tells us how the Thang and Ta were created from the limbs and bones of Tin 
Sidaba (Pakhangba 33 AD). 1  The long blades (Thangsang Kabak Thang) grew from the parts of the 
body. Tarung-Thang (an ancient type of sword) emerged from the right shoulder. He turned his ribs 
into another sword - Thang Kairempa Khutphangton. Hands and fingers turned into smaller blades 
known as Singtup Sangai. The Naklu Maiphangton Apik is a particular bone turned into a kitchen 
knife, the Heijrang. Eventually, Tin Sidaba’s teeth became the iron axe. The fingers develop into arrows. 
While performing Thengou (the first dance, made up of a combination of martial arts movements),  
Pakhangba held a sword called Tubi Cheirong-Hainaba Thang-Kaklen Yashaba. So the sword itself has 
been treated as Pakhangba by the Meitei community.

In another lore, Thanglon Thangchat Puya, Tin Sidaba’s teeth turned into an axe called Chakhapa.  
Ngaite ngamba, a grandson of Tin Sidaba,  was caught up and died in a Sara Lu (a fish trap ). Various 
parts of the body are turned into many forms of swords and weapons such as Chakot (part of the body) 
turned into Thangchou (a commonly used dao). The limbs of Tin Sidaba called Yupang, gave birth to 
what is now known as Ta , also called Khangsu-Ta (spear). This particular spear, i.e., Khangsu-Ta, was also 
used by Poireiton, the ancient Manipuri rulers who migrated from the Shan country (Singh K. M., 2006).

Pakhangba consolidated seven clans during the establishment of the Ningthouja dynasty in 33 AD, 
resulting in the present Meitei. In the Pakhangba Phambal   Puya, it is mentioned that Pakhangba 
organised and instructed to produce different kinds of implements required for the development of his 
kingdom. The deity Khamlangba (who lived there during the reign of Pakhangba) was depicted in a 
puya called Khamlangba khunkumlon, which describes his search for iron ore (Devi, 2016).

The origin of Meitei Yek or Salai (clan) has been mentioned in diverse sources. Pakhangba married 
seven divine girls ( Lai Nurah Taret ) and, by their union, had seven sons who became the clan’s 
ancestors (Singh L. B., 1987). On the contrary, Atombapu argued that Ashiba’s (Guru Shidaba) had 
seven children and they formed the seven clans of Meitei (Singh L. K., 2000). In addition, there were 
two popular myths. Guru Sidaba is said to have floated down a river in the form of a dead bull to test 
the intelligence of his sons. Guru Sidaba’s youngest son recognises that it is his father. Because of his 
intelligence, Guru Sidaba named his youngest son Pakhangba (Pa-father, Khangba-know), meaning 
a son who knows his father. The dead bull was then divided into seven parts and entitled to one Yek or 
Salai. Another myth claimed that seven clans were created from the seven days of the week.

1	  Pudin. undated and unpublished manuscript in the custody of Shri. N. Khelchandra Singh.
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The ancient Meitei King Nongpok Ningthou came to their rescue when there was a flood over the 
valley of the Meitrabak ( Manipur ). He drained out water from the southern hills. He let all the divine 
and human beings settle in the valley. He then chose eight tutelary deities and assigned them to guard 
the valley’s eight directions. All these deities were associated with different types of swords, while some 
were not able to be established (Singh L. K. 2000)(See Table 7).

The Ningthoural Thang puya mentioned different types of swords which were used as compulsory 
ritual items at the coronation of the King. The names were given to these swords and were not passed 
on to their descendants. Puya suggests that they were either buried or left behind (Devi, 2016). For 
example, Meidingu Khongtekcha’s two swords, Nuraphaba and Sampungngamba, were buried five 
cubits deep in Sorin Lok. Among Meidingu Thangbi Lanthaba’s two swords, Okti HaoThang was 
buried at Mongsangei, whereas Sumba Meirongba was buried at Thaoreijam.

Based on the Ningthouralgee- thang puya, these swords were made by local smiths using locally 
smelted iron while the shapes and forms of these weapons were associated with religious beliefs or 
inspired by natural objects like leaves of trees, bamboo, and plants, etc. 2 The preparation of such swords 
and spears imitating natural objects is also mentioned in Thanglon Thangchat puya and Niyat seikap 
puya (Gourachandra, 2017). Likewise, it is mentioned in the history of Indian swords that there have 
been two major types, one of which is leaf-shaped. In the Veda, the sword is called “pata,” for this 
Sanskrit word means both “leaf” and “sword,” and this figurative association is used to describe the 
shape of this blade in many different places in the world (Rawson, 1968).

On account of Lai thangs (Figure 3-10), the rationale for providing these dao tools to deities is 
investigated. It is discovered that the offerings were made to bring good fortune, to guard and cast away 
evil spirits, or as a gesture of demonstrating appreciation. At this point, we shall look into the culture 
in which the Meitei have held their religious beliefs and faith for millennia. Religious beliefs are a broad 
set of concepts and values that determine how members of a religious organization perceive the world 
around them. They describe religion as a cognitive element. Religious authorities, such as priests, imams, 
or shamans, teach these ideas to followers through official creeds and doctrines, as well as more informal 
lessons learnt through stories, songs, and myths.

Despite the fact that Hinduism is a relatively new religion that has been practiced for almost 300 years, 
they have not abandoned their traditional practice of worshipping their ancestors and local deities. Prior 
to the 18th century, the Meitei were animists, worshipping deities endowed with the characteristics of 
fire, water, wind, sun, moon, and other natural phenomena, which revivalists now call “Sanamahism”. 
Maiba (male shaman) or Maibi (female shaman) culture is a prominent aspect of Sanamahism. It 
is an animistic, faith-based tradition that is linked to folk beliefs and practices. According to Otojit, 
Manipur’s maibi culture is one of the shamanic varieties (Kshetrimayum, 2009). Shamanism is a term 
that encompasses a wide range of traditional beliefs and activities related to connection with the spirit 
realm. It is the most ancient kind of consciousness expansion.

According to popular belief, the shaman can speak with the spiritual realm and, using this superior 
power, may satisfy one’s requirements, including fortune telling. As a result, Maiba and Maibi are 
frequently used to access this energy, power, vision, healing, and creativity. The shaman requested that 
a dao (a specific shape and form) be offered to a specific deity, either to bring good fortune or to protect 
from evil. The shape and form of these dao are guided as they speak to the spiritual realm. Following 
their advice, folks offer a variety of dao with this belief. Thus, till date, Meitei holds to these beliefs and 
practices this old tradition as and when required. However, it may be said that the number of offerings 
has been decreasing over the years.

2	  Ningthouralgee- thang puya. undated and unpublished manuscript in the custody of Shri. N. Khelchandra Singh.
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As mentioned above, during the investigation, the number of Lai thangs was around fifty, but only a 
few were unique in shape and form as presented in this paper. Some of these swords seem to imitate the 
form and shape of objects, such as leaves of plants, creatures, etc., and similar imitations are discussed 
above as well. Therefore, the so-called Lai thangs are the result of deeply rooted people’s faith and belief 
system, their technology, and environment.

Conclusion
Among the Meitei, the origin of iron is deeply rooted in mythology and is associated with the 

creation of the universe and humanity. The traditional practice of worshipping ancestors and deities, 
which revivalists now call “Sanamahism,” an animist form of religion, coped with human needs in the 
presence of technology and the environment. As a result, the manifestation of religious faith and belief 
can be seen in material culture.

As humans discovered the natural resources from the Earth’s surface, major innovations in the 
history of implements and weapons have evolved, including the adoption of different materials from 
stone and wood to different metals. And culture does not act independently of ecology, but rather it 
works in tune with the given environment where it originated and flourished. As a result, different styles 
of implements and weapons have been developed to counteract it, either to fit the environment, society, 
or religion involved, and as technology has advanced throughout history, the implements and weapons 
have changed with it.
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Tables
Table 1:  Name  of Seven Yek salai (clans) swords and their measurement of Figure 2

SL No. Seven Yek salai (clans) name Name of the swords Max. Breadth(cm) Max. Length(cm)

1 Kha-Nganba Lai thang chinnaiba 5.9 58.6

2  Luwang Tondumba 5.7 58.7

3  Angom Pukak thang 6.3 50.1

4  Mangang (Ningthouja) Chak thang 6.2 59.6

5 Moirang Yenba matok saba 7.2 54.2

6 Khuman Tonkakpa 6.6 57.2

7  Sarang Leishangthem (Chenglei) Khumthong thang 5.9 59.1

Table 2: Name of the Deities with  their swords

SL No. Name of  the Deities Direction Name of  the Swords

1 Lord Marjing North-Eastern corner Cheisu Thang used as walking stick

2 Lord Koubru North-Western corner Than Koiremba

3 Lord Asheeba (a) Thang-Kairemba and (b) Lukap-Thang.

4 Lord Atiya Father of sky ChapThang

5 Lord Poireiton Khangsu-Ta ( Spear )

6 Marjing unknown

7 Chingkhei-Ningthou North-East unknown

8 Nongpok Ningthou. East  ( Nongpok )  unknown

9 Irum Ningthou South East (Meiram ) unknown

10 Wangbren. South ( Makha Maikei ) unknown

Table 3: Measurements of Lai thangs (Figure 3-10)

SL No. Figure No. Max. Breadth (cm) Max. Length (cm) Weight (kg)

1 Figure 3 7.9 88.1 1.145

2 Figure 4 7. 3 74.4 .730

3 Figure 5 3.2 85.2 .360

4 Figure 6 5. 8 98.1 1.165

5 Figure 7 16 102.9 .700

6 Figure 8 10.9 56.1 .990

7 Figure 9 9.7 63. 8 1.310

8 Figure 10 8. 8 88. 8 1.385
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Pictures

Fig. 1 - Map of Manipur.

Fig. 2 - Yek Salai thang ( Source: People Museum Kakching).

Fig. 3 - Lai thang from Ibudhou Ithak Ningthou temple (Source: 
People Museum Kakching).

Fig. 4 - Lai thang (Lairembigee) from Sengmai Ningthou 
temple ( Source: People Museum Kakching).

Fig. 5 - Lai thang from Thanga chingningthou temple (Source: 
People Museum Kakching).

Fig. 6 - Lai thang from Ibudhou Ithak Ningthou temple 
(Source: People Museum Kakching)
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Fig. 7 - Lai thang from Sengmai Ningthou Lainingthou 
temple (Source: People Museum Kakching).

Fig. 8 - Lai thang from Ibudhou Nouhanlai temple (Source: People 
Museum Kakching).

Fig. 9 - Lai thang (unknown) (Source: People Museum 
Kakching)

Fig. 10 - Lai thang from Ibudhou Irum Ningthou temple 
(Source: People Museum Kakching)


