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bhakti, ritual, aesthetics, Jagoi Ras is a living cultural tradition that integrates devotion, ritual practice, aesthetic
community, bhangi pareng, expression, and community participation within Manipuri Vaisnava sociery. Extending
Gaudiya Vaisnavism beyond performance, it functions as a contemplative discipline in which the dancer assumes the

dual role of devotee and medium, while the community collectively engages in a shared sacred
experience. In this context, performance becomes transformative, aligning with Schechner’s
concept of “restored behavior,” where embodied repetition elevates vitual into lived spirituality.
The Bhangi Pareng sequences — Achouba, Gopi Vrindavan, and Khurumba - serve as
structured expressions of meditative devotion, guiding performers toward spiritual inwardness.
At the same time, the potloi costume and associated ritual practices reinforce communal values
of purity, humility, and discipline. Within the theological framework of Gaudiya Vaisnavism,
Jagoi Ras articulates madhura-rasa as both aesthetic experience and collective devotion, with
the dance pavilion experienced as a shared sacred Vindiavana. Sustained through communal
participation, ritual continuity, and intergenerational transmission, Jagoi Ras actively shapes
the cultural and religious consciousness of Manipuri Vaisnava society. Methodologically, this
study employs an interpretive approach that combines textual analysis with performance-based
observation conducted at the ritual sites where Jagoi Ras is performed.

Introduction

The Manipuri Ras lila, locally known as Jagoi Ris, is among the most spiritually profound and
aesthetically refined dance traditions in India. It developed as a unique expression of devotion to Krishna,
deeply rooted in the theology of Gaudiya Vaisnavism. The tradition was formally established in the late
eighteenth century during the reign of Maharaja Bhagyachandra (1764-1798), who adopted Gaudiya
Vaisnavism as the state religion. Under his patronage, Jagoi Ras was introduced as a sacred mode of
Krishna worship in Manipur.

Although Maharaja Bhagyachandra is regarded as the pioneering figure who conceptualized the
foundational structure of Jagoi Ras — including its choreography, codified gestures, musical compositions,
costume design, and ritual framework — the tradition continued to evolve after his reign. Subsequent
rulers such as Maharaja Chandrakirti (1850-1885) and Maharaja Churachand (1891-1941) contributed
significantly to its refinement and expansion, enabling its transformation into a mature classical form
with both spiritual depth and aesthetic sophistication.

Please cite this article as: Devi, L. S., Singh, S. R., Jagoi Ras: A Sacred Synthesis of Ritual, Bhakti, Aesthetics, and Community Experience -
Antrocom J. of Anthropology 22-1 (Summer 2026) pp. 293-302.



294

Devi, L. S., Singh, S. R. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 22 n. 1 (Summer 2026) 293-302

Devi (2024:7) argues that Jagoi Ras embodies “a distinctive creative synthesis of the s /il tradition
of the Indian mainland with the indigenous ritual and aesthetic elements of Manipuri culture.” Through
the incorporation of local movement vocabularies, traditional melodies, and ritual practices — particularly
those associated with Lai Haraoba — Rds /il was reinterpreted in Manipur as Jagoi Ras. This synthesis
preserves the theological core of Gaudiya devotion while embedding it within the cultural ethos of the
region.

The tradition emphasizes the soul’s relationship with Krishna, particularly in the devotional mood of
the gopis of Vrindavana, who represent the highest form of selfless love and surrender. Jagoi Ras is based
on chapters 29-33 of the tenth skandha of the Srimad Bhagavatam, known as the Rasaparicadhyayi,
which narrates the divine dance of Krishna with the gopis, symbolizing the union of the human soul with
the divine.

Over time, Jagoi Ras developed into five principal forms: Maha Ris, Kunja Ras, Basanta Ras, Nitya
Ras,and Diva Ris. Each form is associated with specific ritual occasions and expresses adistinct devotional
mood. Kunja Ris is performed during the full moon of Ashwin, Maha Rais during Kartika, Basanta Ras
during Chaitra, while Nitya Ras may be performed on various auspicious occasions. Diva Rds is unique
in being performed during the daytime.

These forms are performed in several Vaisnava temples across Manipur, including Bijoy Govinda,
Ramji Prabhu, Gopinatha, Madanmohan, Advaita Prabhu, Nityananda, Bangshibadan, and Anuprabhu
(in Nabadwip). Performances are often held both within temple premises and in open spaces where
temporary mandaps (pavilions) are constructed.

A distinctive feature of Jagoi Ras at the Shri Shri Govindaji Temple is the absence of human performers
portraying Krishna and Radha. Their presence is symbolized by consecrated idols placed at the center of
the 7dsa mandal on the sacred bhadra chakra. The Gopi perform in circular formations around these idols,
expressing devotion through controlled and meditative movements. In contrast, performances in other
temples may include human representations of Krishna and Radha, incorporating greater theatricality
and narrative expression.

From an anthropological perspective, Jagoi Ras can be understood as a complex cultural system in
which ritual, performance, and belief intersect to produce and sustain a shared worldview within Meitei
Vaishnavite society. Rather than functioning merely as a classical dance form, it operates as embodied
cultural knowledge that transmits religious values, social norms, and collective memory across generations.
The tradition exemplifies what performance theorists identify as “restored behavior,” in which codified
actions are repeated within a ritual frame, allowing participants to step outside ordinary social roles and
enter a sacred, symbolic domain.

This dance tradition also illustrates the anthropological concept of liminality, as articulated in ritual
studies, and functions as a form of intangible cultural heritage that encodes indigenous knowledge
systems, particularly through its integration of local ritual practices such as Lai Haraoba with Gaudiya
Vaisnava theology. This synthesis demonstrates the adaptive capacity of culture, in which external religious
influences are localized and reinterpreted within existing frameworks of meaning. Anthropologically,
this process may be viewed as cultural syncretism, through which the Meitei community negotiates its
identity by harmonizingindigenous traditions with broader pan-Indian religious currents. The movement
vocabulary, musical structures, and costume design all serve as semiotic systems that communicate layered
meanings, ranging from theological concepts to social ideals of femininity, modesty, and discipline.

This study explores the ritual practices and philosophical foundations that shape Jagoi Ras as a visual
and embodied expression of divine love. It examines how the form harmonizes body, mind, and spirit,
transforming performance into a mode of spiritual realization.
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Ritual Practice and Spirituality in Jagoi Ras

Jagoi Ris incorporates elaborate ritual practices at every stage, from preparation and training to
performance and conclusion. These practices transform the dance into an act of worship, reflecting cultural
values of purity, discipline, and devotion. Preparation for Jagoi Ras at the Shri Shri Govindaji Temple
unfolds as an extended ritual process that combines devotion with disciplined artistic training. For the
women selected to portray the gopis, this period is not merely rehearsal but a spiritual undertaking guided
by the rdsdhari, or dance master. The process begins with the selection of an auspicious day determined
by the panji shanglakpa, a priest who consults the Manipuri lunar calendar. On the first day, participants
gather at the 7isa mandap (temple pavilion) to perform the pasichadevata pija, invoking Vishnu, Shiva,
Ganesha, Surya, and Durga. This ritual sanctifies the performance space and marks the beginning of the
preparatory phase.

Rehearsals focus on chali, the fundamental movement vocabulary of Manipuri dance, and are
conducted daily under the supervision of the risdhari. Each movement is conceived as an act of seva, or
devotional service. Participants maintain modest dress and disciplined conduct throughout this period.

Musical accompaniment, including the pung and mandila, is gradually incorporated. Each rehearsal
begins and ends with gestures of respect toward the guru and musicians, reinforcing the sacred nature of
the practice.

On the eve of the performance, the ritual of Lai Barton Houba is conducted. The risdbari blesses the
participants, acknowledging them as embodiments of the Gopis of Vrindavan. Offerings of guru daksina
are made, and participants partake in prasidam. From this point onward, they observe a strict vegetarian
diet and undertake v7aza, including fasting, as part of their spiritual discipline.

On the day of the performance, the women undergo ritual purification through a sacred bath and
engage in silent spiritual preparation. The dressing ceremony is observed with profound reverence, as each
element of the costume holds symbolic and ritual significance, transforming the dancers into consecrated
vessels of the divine presence.

As evening falls, the grand procession begins with the idols of Radha and Krishna being brought out
from the temple on a palanquin. Within the Rds mandap, the idols are believed to embody the Divine
presence, transforming the space into a living Vrzdavana. The idols of Radha and Krishna are surrounded

by the Gopis during the Jagoi Ras performance at the Shri Shri Govindaji Temple.

In his chapter titled “Manipur Ras” in the first souvenir of the Jawaharlal Nehru Manipur Dance
Academy, Akesana Rajkumar (1964:49-51) provides a detailed account of the ritual practices associated
with Jagoi Ras in local Vaisnava temples of Manipur. These rituals structure the performance as a sacred
act, encompassing preparatory, performative, and concluding phases.

At an auspicious time determined by ritual prescriptions, all necessary items for the p#ja are arranged.
These include the ghot for ghot pija, the pung (drum), the written exercise book of the Rds, and other
ritual objects. All participants assemble, including performers enacting Krishna and Radha, the makok

chingbi (lead gop), other gopis, the rasdhari (dance guru), and the sutradhari (singer).

The ritual process formally begins with the performance of sarnkalpa by a Brahmin priest, during which
the gotra (lineage) of the sponsoring family is invoked. After this, the structured process of learning and
rehearsing Jagoi Ras begins.

During the rehearsal period, performers maintain ritual discipline and regularly visit temples such as
Shri Shri Govindaji and Nityananda on auspicious days. These visits are made to seek divine blessings and
to ensure the accuracy and sanctity of the performance.
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On the day before the performance, the ritual of Barton Houba is conducted as a ceremonial act of
invitation. This ritual involves the arangpham (organizer) and all participants. The first offering is made
to Shri Shri Govinda, signifying the invocation of divine presence. Next, the ritual of boriba is performed,
in which the performers offer tokens of gratitude to the 7sdhbari in recognition of his instruction and
guidance.

Following this, the characters of Radha and Krishna take their positions at the center of the 7isa
mandal, standing in yugal riipa (the divine couple form), while the gopis form circular patterns around
them. During this stage of the ritual, Barton is first offered to Radha and Krishna and then to each of the
gopis. From the moment Barton is offered, all performers observe ritual discipline, including abstaining
from fish and undertaking vraza.

At sunset on the same day, each performer prepares offerings to the household deity, Sanamahi,
according to their means. These offerings typically include chubi (processed sugarcane juice), chempak
(flattened rice), kabok (sweetened puffed rice), milk, various sweets, and a fire lamp, which remains lit
until the conclusion of the Jagoi Ras. This ritual act seeks divine blessings for the successful and sanctified
completion of the performance.

At midnight, further offerings, including dhup (incense), a fire lamp, betel leaves and nuts, and flowers,
are placed at the base of the f#/asi plant in the courtyard. During this ritual, Barton is extended to the
guardian deities of the directions as well as to ancestral spirits, inviting their presence and blessings upon

the Jagoi Ras.

On the day of the performance, the dancers wear freshly cleaned garments and assemble in a
consecrated space. They then adorn themselves in traditional costumes known as potloi. Koktumbi potloi
and jhapa potloi constitute the costumes of Radha and Gopz, while the natavaravesa constitutes Krishna’s
costume. These costumes are prepared according to indigenous aesthetic conventions. The potloi setpi,
responsible for dressing the performers, also observes ritual purity through dietary restrictions and
vrata. After the costumes are worn, a Brahmin priest performs ghot paja for pratika, a symbolic act of
purification intended to cleanse the body and absolve ritual impurity. In this context, Richard Schechner
(1985: 36) conceptualizes such ritualized preparation as “restored behavior,” where performers engage
in repeated, codified actions that are detached from ordinary life and re-enacted within a sacred frame.

Subsequently, the rituals of abbishek and sankalpa are performed. Upon their completion, the
participants prepare for the jazra (ritual procession), which begins after observing kbenpham, the
determination of an auspicious moment for proceeding to the 7isa mandal. From this point onward,
performers maintain strict ritual purity and avoid physical contact with others until the completion of
the Ras. As Schechner (1985: 37) further argues, such disciplined repetition and adherence to ritual
codes exemplify restored behavior, wherein the body becomes a medium for transmitting inherited
cultural and spiritual knowledge through performance.

After the performance, the 7sa mandal is not entered until it has undergone ritual purification. The
flowers used during the performance and the dust from the performance space are carefully collected
and preserved. This sacred substance, known as 7ds dbuli, is believed to embody the sanctity of Goloka
Vrndavana, the divine realm associated with Krishna’s eternal /i/a. Its use in anta (funerary rites) is
understood to invoke divine presence and facilitate spiritual liberation. Schechner (1985: 38) notes that
restored behavior often extends beyond the immediate performance event, continuing to carry symbolic
and ritual significance within broader social and cultural practices.

At the conclusion of the Jagoi Ris, the dancers remove their potloi without physical contact with
others and perform a ritual bath before returning home. At daybreak, all participants gather for Gopi
bhojan, a communal feast marking the completion of the ritual offering. Within this tradition, it is
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widely believed that those who enact the roles of Krishna, Radha, and the gopis are recipients of divine
grace and accrue punya (spiritual merit). In Schechner’s (1985: 36-38) formulation, such performances
demonstrate how restored behavior enables performers to transcend their everyday identities and assume
sacred roles, thereby transforming ritual enactment into a deeply embodied and meaningful spiritual
experience.

Rés performers in local temples, especially those portraying Radha and Krishna, are typically children
between seven and eight years old. They symbolize purity and innocence, remaining untouched by
sin and maya. Within the ritual framework, they are regarded as embodiments of the original divine
personas, participating in the transcendental play of #itya-/ila. The performance, which retains elements
of pre-Hindu ritual traditions, presents these child performers as sacred figures who re-enact the divine
narrative of the 74s /il during specific religious occasions.

A distinctive feature of Manipuri Gaudiya Vaisnava practice is reflected in the linguistic expression
associated with attending the performance. Devotees do not say “Jagoi Ras yenglushi” (let us go to watch
Jagoi Ras); instead, they say “Jagoi Ris khurummusi” (let us go to partake in the devotional worship of
Jagoi Ras). This shift in expression reveals an understanding of the performance as an act of worship
rather than entertainment.

Furthermore, local Vaisnava practitioners perceive the ritual performance space (Rasmandali), whether
a courtyard or a temporary mzandap, as the sacred geography of Vrndavana itself. The site is thus ritually
transformed into V7ajabhiimi, the divine realm where Radha and Krishna enact their cosmic dance with
the Gopis. During the performance, strict ritual regulations prohibit entry into the central arena, thereby
preserving its sanctity as a consecrated space.

Another defining characteristic of Jagoi Rds is its contemplative devotional orientation. The dancers,
immersed in an intense emotional state of divine love for Krishna, do not face the audience directly.
This deliberate avoidance reflects both spiritual absorption and detachment from worldly spectatorship,
reinforcing the inward and devotional nature of the performance.

During the preparatory phase, students offer prayers and vows to the Rasdbari (dance teacher), seeking
guidance and the successtul enactment of the Radha—Krishna lila, thereby reaffirming the Guru—gisya
tradition. However, on the day of the performance, this relationship undergoes a symbolic reversal. The
Rasdhari offers prayers to the young performers, acknowledging them as manifestations of Radha and
Krishna from Goloka Vrndavana. Similarly, the parents of the child performers offer reverence to their
children, recognizing their temporary embodiment of the divine. This ritual inversion highlights the
theological significance of innocence and purity within the tradition.

Nata Sankirtana in Jagoi Rais

Nata Sankirtana is an integral and foundational part of the Jagoi Ras tradition. Before the dance
begins, the performance of Nupa pala Nata Sankirtana is essential to establish a sanctified devotional
atmosphere. It serves as a ritual prelude (parvaranga), preparing both performers and audience for the
sacred enactment that follows.

This preliminary performance invokes the presence of Shri Gauranga and formally announces the
forthcoming Jagoi Ras. In this way, Jagoi Ras is not independent but is understood as an extension of
Nata Sankirtana, forming a continuous devotional sequence within the broader context of Manipuri
Vaisnava ritual practice.

At the heart of this tradition is the belief in Gauranga bhiva, the devotional orientation centered on
Shri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, who is venerated as the unified embodiment of Radha and Krishna. Within
this theological framework, he is understood as Krishna inwardly and Gauranga outwardly, representing
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the synthesis of divine love and devotional expression.

The musical compositions and 7dgas performed in Nata Sankirtana are carefully selected to match
the specific form of Jagoi Ris being enacted. This ensures that the appropriate bhiva (emotion) and rasa
(aesthetic flavor) are established from the beginning of the performance. The ritual opens with the Nupa
Pala, the male chorus group, singing introductory hymns that move from praising Gaurachandra to
depicting Krishna’s form, thus marking a spiritual transition into the Rds.

Next, the risdbari, accompanied by the sutradbaris (singers) and instrumentalists such as conch
players, offers devotional homage to Shri Govinda. This act of reverence is then extended in sequence to
the Nata Sankirtana tradition, to the Vaisnavas and Vaisnavis present in the 7dsmandal, and finally to
the arangpham (organizer of the performance).

All participants in the Jagoi Ras, including the rasdhari, sutradhari, and accompanying musicians,
first bow to the mandap mapu (owner of the ritual space), the assembled Vaisnava devotees, and the
Sankirtana ensemble. This collective gesture formally marks the commencement of the Jagoi Ras.

Since Jagoi Ras is conceived as an extension of Nata Sankirtana, a ritual exchange between the two
traditions takes place. In this process, the risdhari offers obeisance to the Sankirtana group and then to
the eshei hanba (lead singer). In return, the eshei hanba bows to the rasdbari and presents pana tanga
(betel leaf and nut), symbolizing the ceremonial transfer of song, known as eshei shinnaba. Afterward, all
participants proceed to the arangpham, offer their respects, and take their designated positions, marking
the formal beginning of the Jagoi Ras performance.

Bhangi Pareng in Jagoi Ras

One of the most beautiful and philosophical dimensions of this performance is the bhangi pareng
episode. Within Jagoi Ras, the three principal forms of bhangi pareng — achouba bhangi pareng, Gopi
Vrndavana bhangi pareng, and Khurumba bhangi pareng — constitute the core structural and expressive
components of the performance. These movement sequences serve as meditative embodiments of bhakti,
where each gesture and step transcends technical execution to express devotional consciousness. Their
deeper significance is illuminated by the theological writings of Rupa Goswami, particularly in works
such as Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu and Ujjvala-Nilamani, which elaborate on the aesthetics of madburya-
rasa, the divine love shared between Krishna and the Gopis.

In the Manipuri context, Jagoi Ras is not merely a classical dance form but a lived spiritual discipline
(sadhana). The performer assumes the role of a seeker (sidhaka), using movement as a medium for prayer
and inner realization. This practice is rooted in the philosophy of riganuga-bhakti, which follows the
model of ragatmika-bhakti - the spontaneous and unconditional devotion exemplified by the Gopis of
Vraja. According to Rupa Goswami, 7igatmikai-bhakti represents the natural and deeply affective love of
Krishna’s eternal companions in Goloka Vindavana, characterized by longing, intimacy, and complete
surrender, most profoundly embodied by Radha and her companions.

When devotees seck to emulate this mode of devotion, their practice becomes riganuga-bhakti, a
disciplined pursuit of divine love. In Jagoi Ris, particularly through the Bhangi Pareng sequences,
dancers internalize this devotional state. Their performance is not based on imitation (anukarana) but
on spiritual following (anusarana), which is the essence of raganugi-sidhana. Through this process,
movement becomes a vehicle for inner transformation and devotional absorption.

Guru Tarunkumar Singh (1964:229) emphasizes the sacred significance of Bhangi within the Meitei
Jagoi tradition, stating that “Bhangi is seen as the building up of Shree Govinda’s image, and therefore,
it is considered a form of God.” This theological understanding requires that the training of bhangi be
conducted on auspicious occasions and accompanied by ritual practices. These include offerings such as
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ghot puja (a ritual involving a sacred pot), incense, lamps, cloth offerings, daksini (donation), and guru
puja (veneration of the teacher).

It is traditionally believed that any error in the execution of Bhangi during Jagoi Ris may have adverse
spiritual consequences for the performer, her family, and the Rais Mapu (the sponsoring family). Therefore,
any flawed segment of the performance is repeated in its entirety to preserve ritual purity and sanctity.

Once the bhangi pareng begins within the formal structure of Jagoi Ras, the audience remains fully
attentive. Movement within the performance space stops, and even sleeping children are awakened to
witness the unfolding ritual. This collective attentiveness underscores the perception of Jagoi Ras as a
sacred, meditative, and spiritually transformative experience rather than a mere spectacle.

The Spiritual Movement in Jagoi Rais

It is essential to explore the gestural aspects of this dance tradition. The gestural vocabulary of Jagoi
Rds embodies the core principles of bbakti-rasa, the aesthetic experience of divine devotion. Unlike many
other Indian classical dance traditions, Jagoi Ras deliberately avoids overt physical display. The dancers do
not make direct eye contact with the audience, do not expose their teeth, and all movements are governed
by the ethical and spiritual discipline of Chaitanya Vaisnavism. Each gesture is characterized by restraint,
and even the footwork remains silent. This silence holds both spiritual and cultural significance, as forceful
or loud bodily movement is traditionally considered inappropriate in Manipuri etiquette.

The subdued quality of movement reflects humility, inward focus, and devotional absorption,
transforming physical gesture into a medium for expressing divine emotion. A similar aesthetic principle
appears in Manipuri martial traditions, where practitioners land silently after dynamic movements,
demonstrating control and composure. In Jagoi Ras, each gesture, marked by grace, subtlety, and rhythmic
continuity, symbolizes the dedication of body, mind, and senses to the service of the Divine.

The controlled and gentle movement vocabulary communicates prem bhakti (divine love) through
inward expression rather than outward display. Delicate gestures, refined eye movements, and soft
rhythmic patterns serve as vehicles for devotional communication. This aesthetic restraint transforms the
dancer’s body into an instrument of offering, aligning both mental and sensory faculties with spiritual
purpose.

These performative principles reflect the philosophical tenets of Chaitanya Vaisnavism as reinterpreted
within the cultural context of Manipur. Jagoi Ras follows strict ritual codes and is performed only by
dancers trained from an early age under the supervision of a qualified Guru. Each performance serves as
a form of meditative worship, with movement unfolding in harmony with spiritual consciousness. The
aesthetic appeal of Jagoi Ras lies in its serenity, continuity, and the fluidity of its melodic bodily expression.

The concept of prem bhakti articulated in the Syimad Bhigavatam finds tangible realization in Jagoi
Rés. From beginning to end, the performance is an offering of devotion. Ritual observances extend beyond
the performance itself and are maintained even during rehearsals, where participants follow prescribed
religious disciplines. Within this framework, parents of child performers enacting Radha and Krishna
regard them not as ordinary individuals but as manifestations of the divine couple of Vrajabhami.

Beyond its aesthetic dimension, Jagoi Ras serves as a spiritual discipline. Its movements, especially in
the Bhangi Pareng sequences, function as moving meditation, with each step becominga prayer and each
gesture an expression of surrender to the Divine.

Costume of Jagoi Ris as Embodiment of Bhakti

The costume used in Jagoi Ras, locally called porloi, is an essential part of its devotional and aesthetic
framework. Maharaja Bhagyachandra introduced two main types of costume: Natavaravesa, associated with
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Krishna, and koktumbi potloi, worn by Radha and the Gopis. During the reign of Maharaja Chandrakirti,
another variant, the jhapha potloi, was added to the tradition in the first half of the 20th century.

These costumes are crafted with meticulous attention to artistic detail and symbolic meaning. Their
visual splendor evokes bhava-bhakti, fostering an emotional and devotional response among spectators.
At the same time, their structural design reinforces the ethical principles of modesty and restraint central
to Vaisnava aesthetics.

The costume of Radha and the Gopis reflects ideals of purity and spiritual discipline. The head is
covered with a translucent veil (kok-khum), which partially conceals the face and signifies modesty and
detachment from worldly identity. The hair is arranged in a high knot reminiscent of ascetic practice,
symbolizing inner discipline and spiritual focus. The upper body is covered with thabak-yet, ensuring
modest presentation, while the lower garment (kumin) is a richly embroidered cylindrical skirt extending
to the calves.

The integration of costume and movement creates a unified aesthetic that avoids sensual display.
Instead, it produces an image of spiritual grace and purity. This deliberate absence of physical exhibition
affirms that bhakti-rasa in Manipuri Vaisnavism is rooted in prema bhakti, defined as selfless devotion
without personal desire or sensual gratification.

Through this visual and symbolic restraint, Jagoi Ras cultivates a state of detached devotion in both
performer and observer. The costume functions not merely as decorative attire but as a ritual medium
embodying the essence of bhakti as pure, humble, and transcendent love.

Inner Essence of Jagoi Ras

Jagoi Ris represents a distinctive expression of the bhakti-marga, emphasizing devotional worship
and spiritual discipline as paths to divine realization. It enacts the reciprocal experience of bhakti-rasa
between Krishna and the Gopis, presenting an earthly manifestation of the transcendental nitya-lila
(eternal divine play). Within this framework, the dance is understood as the expressive manifestation of
Para Brahman, the ultimate source of bliss (anandamaya) and aesthetic experience (rasa), identified with
Krishna as Rasaraja, the supreme enjoyer of rasa.

The theological foundation of this tradition is rooted in the Srimad Bhigavatam, particularly the
Rasaparicadhyayi (Book 10, chapters 29-33), which narrates the divine 74s /il as a means of guiding
devotees beyond the cycle of samsira. The experiential understanding of Jagoi Ras requires engagement
with both 7asa and bhava bhakti, as the aesthetic and emotional dimensions of devotion are inseparable.

Surchand Sharma (1982:19-24) highlights the conditional nature of experiencing bhakti-rasa,
comparing it to the necessity of specific natural conditions, such as moonlight for the blossoming of a lily,
to fully perceive aesthetic beauty. This analogy shows that devotional experience depends on appropriate
emotional and spiritual receptivity.

Within Vaisnava rasa $istra, bhava (emotion) and bhakti (devotion) are closely interconnected, as
genuine spiritual fulfillment arises through emotional engagement. The nine forms of devotion described
in the Srimad Bhdgavatam are traditionally embodied in Srimati Ridbika, regarded as bhavamayi, the
embodiment of devotional emotion.

The systematic interpretation of bbakti as rasa was first articulated by Rupa Goswami in Bhakti-
rasamyta-sindhu and Ujjvala-nilamani, marking a significant development in Indian aesthetic and
theological thought. Later theologians such as Visvanatha Cakravarti Thakura further elaborated this
framework, classifying bhakti into sadhana, bhava, and prema. Within sadhana bhakti, the distinction
between vaidhi and riaganugi modes emphasizes the latter as a path of contemplative and affective
devotion.
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Jagoi Ras aligns closely with raganugi bhakti, characterized by loving attachment to Krishna free from
self-centered motives. As a rdgamarga, it represents an advanced spiritual path that integrates music,
movement, and devotion into a unified expression of divine play (/ili kirtana).

Aribam Chitreshwar Sharma (2006: iii-iv) describes Jagoi Ris as a contemplative devotional
practice in which advanced practitioners assume the inner disposition of sakhi-marnjari and seek refuge
in Bhagavan Sti Krsna. This process embodies 7asa-anubhava, the experiential realization of devotional
sentiment.

The theological classification of devotional rasas — Santa, Diisya, Sakhya, Vatsalya, and Madhura
— is attributed to the teachings of Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, with Madhura rasa regarded as the highest
because it expresses parakzya bhava, or transcendental love beyond social convention.

Atombapu Sharma (1961:137) further elucidates the distinction between the devotional attitudes
of Radhiki and Candrivali, describing madiyata (“you are mine”) and zadiyata (“I am yours”) as two
complementary modes of devotion. These distinctions are further refined through metaphors such as
madhusneha (honey-like love) and ghrtasneha (ghee-like love), illustrating qualitative differences in
devotional experience as elaborated in Ujjvala-nilamani (14:89-91).

Jagoi Ris seeks to embody these theological concepts through dance, gesture, rhythm, and musical
expression. Performers do not see themselves as mere artists but as vessels of 7asa, through whom the
divine love of the Gopis is re-enacted and experienced. Every aspect of the performance is directed toward
awakening devotion rather than providing entertainment.

The spectator, in turn, participates internally by engaging with the emotional states portrayed, thereby
entering the devotional experience. The performance thus becomes a spiritual journey, enabling the
realization of prema bhakti and dissolving the distinction between aesthetic experience and religious
devotion. According to Jiva Goswami, this state of prema bhakti surpasses even moksa, representing the
highest goal within Gaudiya Vaisnava theology.

Conclusion

From the foregoing discussion, Jagoi Ras can be understood as a living expression of Manipuri
spirituality that unites devotion, ritual practice, aesthetic refinement, and shared community experience.
It transcends the boundaries of stage performance and serves as a contemplative discipline in which
the dancer becomes both devotee and medium of sacred expression. In this context, performance is
not merely representational but transformative. As Richard Schechner (1985: 28) notes, performances
function as “restored behaviors,” shaped through repetition and training; in Jagoi Rdas, this embodied
discipline elevates ritual action into lived spiritual experience. Through its restrained movement, modest
costume, and rhythmic flow, the form gives tangible shape to bbakti-rasa, translating inner emotional
states (bhava) into collective acts of devotion (seva) shared by performers and the community.

The choreographic structures known as bhangi pareng chouba, Gopi Vrindavan, and kbhurumba
function as disciplined yet expressive modes of meditative devotion within Jagoi Ras. Each sequence
represents a gradual inward movement toward union with Krishna, rooted in the principles of raganuga-
bhakti. Through this process, the dancer’s body is not merely an instrument of performance but becomes
avessel of devotional awareness. Similarly, the po#/oi costume and its associated ritual disciplines cultivate
values of purity, humility, and inward focus, reinforcing the understanding of Jagoi Ras as a sacred offering
rather than a performative spectacle.

Within the theological framework of Gaudiya Vaisnavism, this dance tradition expresses madhura-rasa
as both an aesthetic experience and a lived devotional reality. In this context, performance and devotion
are inseparable, transforming artistic practice into antaranga-sidhand, an inner spiritual discipline. The
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pavilion, envisioned as Vndavana, becomes a shared sacred space where performers and participants
collectively experience the convergence of the human and the divine.

In this light, this temple-based dance tradition extends beyond the boundaries of dance and emerges
as a dynamic cultural system that integrates movement, music, and emotion with philosophical and
spiritual meaning. Its continuity depends not only on individual performers but also on the collective
participation of the community, whose beliefs, rituals, and shared experiences sustain its living presence.

Thus, Jagoi Ris may be understood as a sacred synthesis of bhakti, ritual, aesthetics, and community
experience. It does not simply represent tradition; it actively shapes and renews the cultural and religious
consciousness of Manipuri society. Through its intimate blending of devotion and collective practice, it
affirms the role of art as a vital medium through which communities express, preserve, and reimagine
their spiritual and cultural worlds.
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