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Abstract

The 20th-century migration of Manipuri dance from the sacred Mandap to the secular proscenium stage
transformed a collective ritual into an individualized art form. Yet, the solo genre remains structurally
underdeveloped compared to the highly codified group traditions of Raas Leela and Sankirtana. Despite
Guru Thiyam Tarunkumar's pivotal role in addressing this developmental gap, his choreographic legacy
remains underexamined in contemporary solo dance discourse. This paper explores the solo genre's
structural deficiencies by examining Tarunkumar's compositional and pedagogical innovations. Through
qualitative content analysis of his 1964 treatise Manipuri Nritya Praveshika and semi-structured oral
history interviews with senior disciples N. Tiken Singh and Yaikhom Hemanta, this study categorizes
Tarunkumar's works into four distinct formats: Bhakti-oriented narratives, stage-adapted narratives,
folk-inspired themes, and experimental improvisations. The research finds that Tarunkumar's four
choreographic formats established a modular system enabling soloists to transition from devotional
interiority to narrative clarity, demonstrating that his body-conditioning methodology directly addressed
the technical exposure inherent in solo performance. By investigating these mid-20th-century
innovations, this paper reveals that Tarunkumar did not provide a fully codified framework but rather
generated generative ideas for using the body to explore movement—offering contemporary
practitioners creative pathways to evolve further the Manipuri solo dance genre as an autonomous,
expressive tradition.
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Introduction

The historical trajectory of Manipuri dance is defined by a complex transition from the sacred ritual
circle to the proscenium stage. Historically, the form’s aesthetic and spiritual identity was rooted in the
collective, embodied by the Lai Haraoba and the Raas Leela. However, the 20th century necessitated a
radical reconfiguration of this vocabulary to suit the individual performer. This shift was not merely a
reduction in the number of participants; it was a fundamental transformation that demanded a new
relationship between the body, the rhythmic space, and the spectator.

While solo performances have become a staple of contemporary dance festivals, the genre remains in a
state of developmental flux. In this context, a "gap" refers to the absence of a fully developed,
autonomous form. Unlike other Indian classical traditions that possess a rigorous, individualized
pedagogical framework such as the Margam in Bharatanatyam—the Manipuri solo genre is frequently
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treated as a fragmented adaptation of group-oriented repertoire. It currently lacks a codified grammar

and a dedicated structural sequence designed specifically to exploit the soloist’s technical and expressive

potential. Without this systematic foundation, the solo form remains "underdeveloped," existing as a

shadow of the collective tradition rather than a mature form in its own right.

To bridge this gap, this study examines the mid-20th-century contributions of Guru Thiyam Tarunkumar

(1912-1989). Tarunkumar is a critical figure because he did not view solo dance as a mere theatrical

convenience. Instead, he approached it as a distinct creative laboratory. His work represents an early,

systematic effort to:

a) Systematize Pedagogy: Transforming traditional movement into a rigorous body-conditioning
methodology.

b) Expand Thematic Scope: Diversifying the solo repertoire by integrating folk, tribal, and
experimental narratives into the classical framework.

By analyzing Tarunkumar’s compositions, this paper argues that his legacy provides the essential

blueprints required to transform the current underdeveloped state of the solo genre into a fully realized,

systematic form.

Research Objectives

1. To trace the transition of movement from the communal Mandap (temple) to the individual
proscenium stage.

2. To categorize and analyze Tarunkumar’s compositions as models for technical and expressive solo
development.

3. To examine Tarunkumar’s body-conditioning and integrated training methods in shaping the
autonomous Manipuri solo performer.

4. To evaluate the role of his pedagogical treatise, Manipuri Nritya Praveshika, in addressing the
contemporary lack of a codified solo training system.

Historical background

The origins of Manipuri dance are rooted in the creation myths of the Meitei people, where dance is
understood as a fundamental principle of creation. According to the Leishemlon Puya Leithak Leikharol,
during the creation of the Earth by Atiya Sidaba, destructive forces threatened its existence. To prevent
this, Atinga Guru Sidaba created Nongthangleima, who danced before Harapa (Konjin Tuthokpa) and
diverted his destructive intent, allowing creation to continue. Based on this belief, Nongthangleima is
regarded as the first dancer in the Manipuri dance tradition, establishing a close connection between
dance, creation, and the divine.

This narrative is significant for the solo genre because it identifies the individual dancer as the primary
agent of divine order. By regarding Nongthangleima as the "first dancer," the Meitei tradition provides a
foundational precedent for solo performance that predates the later emphasis on group-oriented rituals
(Adhikarimayum, 2014).

The mythic lineage of the Meitei people is ritually preserved and physically enacted through the Lai
Haraoba festival. Analytically, the festival functions as a living archive of Meitei civilization, extending
far beyond the parameters of mere performance. The 364 Khuthek (hand gestures) employed during the
ritual are profound semiotic markers; they do not merely prioritize aesthetic beauty but serve as a
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sophisticated encoding of functional communal knowledge. These gestures embody the essential history
of human labor—spanning planting, cultivation, weaving, and house construction etc.

In the structural development of the solo genre, the Lai Haraoba provides the raw movement vocabulary.
It offers the foundational "micro-movements" that pioneers like Thiyam Tarunkumar would later isolate
and adapt. By extracting these gestures from their collective ritual context and refining them for the
proscenium stage, composers were able to preserve the dance's soul while developing the technical
prowess needed for a solo performance.

The 18th-century reign of Rajarshi Bhagyachandra represents a critical period of aesthetic hybridization.
R.K. Achoubisana Singh (2014), in his article "Lai Haraoba amasung Raas Anigi Marakta Leinaba
Mari" from the souvenir Comprehensive Studies on Manipuri Naitom Jagoi (organized by FADAC,
Imphal), documents that Bhagyachandra integrated the indigenous movements of the Lai Haraoba with
Vaishnavite devotional fervor, thereby systematizing forms like Nata Sankirtana and Raas Leela.

This era transformed Manipuri dance into a form of ritual theatre. While these were largely group-
oriented traditions, they introduced a deep layer of philosophical symbolism and emotional complexity
(Rasa). This spiritual depth became the essential "interiority" required for a solo performer to sustain an
audience's attention without the visual spectacle of a large ensemble.

The transition from the communal Mandap to the secular proscenium stage in the 20th century marked a
significant shift in the performance context of Manipuri dance. Under the guidance of Guru Maisnam
Amubi Singh, the tradition was adapted for a spectator-based format, moving beyond its purely
ritualistic origins. This period in the mid-20th century provided the chronological momentum for the
emergence of a formal solo repertoire.

Through his professional association with figures like Uday Shankar, Guru Maisnam Amubi Singh
began to explore the technical possibilities of the individual body, culminating in the first formal solo
composition, Neelakaladalashyam (Chaliha, 2015). This was a foundational moment; it signaled a
departure from the group-oriented "Raas" tradition and established a new direction for the form. While
some items were created before this composition, they were never formally documented as the first
classical solo dance; this aspect is not covered in the present study, but a deeper research is needed to
examine those earlier works.

It was within this specific historical timeline that Thiyam Tarunkumar began his work. Building upon
the early experiments of Amubi Singh, Tarunkumar’s contributions as both a performer and a composer
became vital for filling the "evolutionary gap." His work sought to move the solo genre from these
initial stage adaptations toward a more systematic and technically rigorous discipline.

Guru Thiyam Tarunkumar: Systematic Pedagogy and Institutional Expansion

Guru Thiyam Tarunkumar Singh (1912-1989), the senior-most disciple of Padmashri Maibam Amubi
Singh, occupies a singular position in the history of Manipuri dance pedagogy. Entering the discipline at
the relatively late age of 26, Tarunkumar encountered significant physiological challenges in achieving
the technical precision required of the form (Tombi Singh, 2014). Analytically, this personal struggle
became the catalyst for a major pedagogical innovation: the development of structured body-
conditioning exercises. By addressing the "gap" in traditional training methods, Tarunkumar shifted the
mode of transmission from a purely observational, oral tradition to a systematic, physical methodology
designed to prepare the dancer’s body for the rigors of solo performance.
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Tarunkumar’s approach signaled a departure from the compartmentalized training of past. He advocated
for an integrated training system, positing that a dancer’s technical mastery is incomplete without a
profound comprehension of its musical foundations. This holistic philosophy required the practitioner to
possess simultaneous expertise in Punglon (drum patterns), Taal (rthythm), and Esei (lyrics). This effort
toward formalization is most clearly seen in his 1964 treatise, Manipuri Nritya Praveshika, which
represents one of the earliest academic attempts to codify these integrated practices into a teachable
curriculum.

Beyond pedagogy, Tarunkumar was a pivotal figure in the spatial expansion of Manipuri dance. His
career path reflects a conscious effort to introduce the form to diverse in an authentic manner. Serving as
the dance director at Bombay Talkies and establishing the Tarunkumar Dance Academy in Lahore
(1943), he pioneered institutional presence of Manipuri dance outside its regional borders. His
subsequent founding of the Rajarshi Bhagyachandra Natya Kala Mandir in West Bengal and his tenure
as a guru at the Uday Shankar India Cultural Centre (from 1960) solidified his role as a bridge between
the traditional Guru-Shishya lineage and modern institutional frameworks. (Tombi Singh, 2014)
Through this intersection of systematic training and global outreach, Tarunkumar developed a well-
rounded approach that ensured the "underdeveloped" solo form had both the technical rigor and the
institutional support required to survive in the modern era.

Critical Analysis of Choreographic Formats

N. Tiken Singh, in his oral history interview, identified four distinct typologies in Guru Thiyam
Tarunkumar's compositions. Each represents a strategic negotiation between the preservation of the
Manipuri dance vocabulary and the necessity of structural innovation for the solo performer (Tiken
Singh,).

1. The Bhakti- oriented narratives: Rhythmic Rigor and Devotional Interiority

The first format remains anchored in Bhakti Rasa, drawing heavily from the aesthetics of Raas Leela and
Nata Sankirtana. These compositions demonstrate how the solo performer can sustain the spiritual
intensity of a collective ritual through individual technical mastery.

Ye Sakhi: Based on the poetry Rai Basanta in Brajaboli, this piece focuses on the descriptive praise of
Shri Krishna’s beauty. By using Tanchap, Dui Theka, and Chali, Tarunkumar emphasises the
synchronisation between the dancer’s torso and the Punglon. This allows the soloist to demonstrate
technical restraint while maintaining a profound expressive depth.

Kanu Kalindi: Derived from the Kalpataru, this work employs Pancham, Tanchap, and Chali. The use of
rhythmic variation here reinforces the devotional mood, proving that the solo form can achieve
complexity through traditional metric cycles.

Krishna Nartan: This composition synthesizes movements from multiple Raas traditions—Maha Raas,
Kunja Raas, Basanta Raas, and Nitya Raas. It foregrounds a more dynamic, masculine (Tandava) quality
of movement. The dominant use of Brahma Taal emphasizes a strong rhythmic alignment between
footwork and percussion, showcasing the soloist's stamina and precision.

Dekho Sakhi: While aligned with the devotional framework of Ye Sakhi, this piece centers on the lyrical
praise of Krishna. It reconfigures the aesthetic tradition of the Raas for a standalone performer, ensuring
that the "interiority" to the devotee is visible and engaging for a proscenium audience.

2. Stage Adapted narratives: The Proscenium Transition

The second format represents a shift toward theatricality and visual symmetry. Compositions like Drau-
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padi Swayamvar (set to the music of Horen Ghosh) exemplify the transition from ritual space to the
stage. While the work retains traditional elements like Teentaal and Chali, it presents a duet-based
structure derived from the Mahabharata. The choreography is restructured to prioritize visual balance
and narrative clarity, suggesting a conscious effort to adapt Manipuri movement for a "gaze-oriented"
audience.

3. Folk inspired themes:

Tarunkumar’s third format expands the thematic boundaries of the classical form by engaging with
Manipur’s diverse folk and tribal heritage. In Naga Sikari, he incorporates rhythmic patterns and
dramatic gestures derived from indigenous folk traditions. This is a significant expressive expansion; it
proves that the Manipuri solo genre is not restricted to Vaishnavite themes but can accommodate a
broader identity. By integrating these vigorous, mimetic elements, Tarunkumar gave the soloist a
broader range of physical dynamics.

4. Experimental improvisation: Hybridity and Modernity

The fourth format reflects a move toward stylistic hybridity. In works like the Kite Dance, Tarunkumar
retains the Meitei Pung but introduces rhythmic and melodic structures from light classical or popular
music. This format acts as a creative laboratory, testing the elasticity of the traditional form. Analytically,
these works represent an attempt to make Manipuri dance accessible to wider audiences by using secular,
relatable themes while maintaining foundational rhythmic integrity.

Overall Analysis: Synthesizing the Solo Genre

Across these four choreographic formats, a cohesive and strategic compositional vision emerges. Guru
Thiyam Tarunkumar Singh did not merely create new dances; he engineered a framework to fill the
structural, technical, and rhythmic gaps that had left the Manipuri solo genre underdeveloped.
Historically, the Manipuri solo form lacked a standardized sequence or a "path" of progression. While
other Indian classical forms utilize a rigorous framework like the Margam to build a performance from
basic rhythm to complex narrative, early Manipuri solo attempts were often fragmented excerpts from
the Raas Leela. Tarunkumar addressed this structural gap by developing a diverse repertoire. His four
formats provided the soloist with a modular system: a dancer could move from the devotional interiority
of a Bhakti item to the narrative clarity of a semi-traditional work, and finally to the high-energy
dynamics of a folk-inspired piece. This created a complete "arc" for the solo performer, allowing for a
sustained and matured stage presence.

Beyond structure, Tarunkumar identified a critical technical gap in the soloist’s physical execution. In an
ensemble, the collective movement of the group can mask individual inconsistencies; however, the solo
stage exposes every lack of balance or precision. Tarunkumar’s systematic body-conditioning was the
mechanical solution to this exposure. By refining the "micro-movements" of his exercises—specifically
the Chali and the both-side Longlei Uplei—he ensured the solo body possessed the muscular memory
and stamina to maintain aesthetic "flow" without the safety net of a group.

Furthermore, he bridged the rhythmic gap where dancers were often passive participants following a
drummer. By insisting on an integrated mastery of Punglon (drum patterns) and Taal, he transformed the
soloist into a "perfect dancer." In works like Krishna Nartan, the soloist does not merely dance to the
rhythm but actively articulates the complex Brahma Taal through precise footwork, effectively turning
the solo body into a complete percussive instrument.
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Ultimately, Tarunkumar’s vision was to elevate the solo form to a broader platform without
compromising the "Meitei soul" of the tradition. His compositions represent a sophisticated negotiation
between preservation and innovation. By filling these gaps, he ensured that the soloist could engage both
a traditional Manipuri audience, which demands ritual authenticity, and a global proscenium audience,
which requires technical virtuosity and narrative clarity.

His work demonstrates that the "underdeveloped" solo form reaches its proper, fully developed state
through the combination of rigorous codification and creative expansion. Moving forward, it is the
responsibility of contemporary practitioners to continue filling these gaps, ensuring the solo genre
remains a vibrant and autonomous classical tradition.

Conclusion

The historical evolution of Manipuri dance from the sacred, communal rituals of the Mandap to the
individualized space of the modern proscenium stage represents a fundamental shift in both aesthetic
intent and technical execution. This study has argued that the perceived "underdeveloped" status of the
solo genre is not a permanent state but rather an evolutionary gap that necessitates systematic, rigorous
codification. Through the investigation of the life and work of Guru Thiyam Tarunkumar, it becomes
evident that the transition to a solo format requires more than a mere reduction in the number of dancers;
it demands a radical reconfiguration of the relationship between the body, the rthythm, and the spectator.
Tarunkumar’s legacy provides the essential structural blueprint for this transformation, beginning with
the ontological reclamation of the soloist as a primary agent of creation, as seen in the primordial myth
of Nongthangleima. By bridging the gap between traditional observational learning and modern
systematic pedagogy, Tarunkumar introduced a methodology of body conditioning that prepared the
individual performer for the physical exposure of the solo stage. His insistence on an integrated mastery
of Punglon, Taal, and Esei ensured that the soloist emerged as a self-sufficient artistic entity, capable of
maintaining the spiritual interiority of the Raas Leela while achieving the technical virtuosity required
for global platforms.

The categorization of his compositions into four distinct formats—ranging from the devotional Bhakti
archetypes to experimental narratives like the Kite Dance—further demonstrates his commitment to
expanding the expressive range of the form without diluting its Meitei soul. Ultimately, the work of
Thiyam Tarunkumar proves that a fully matured solo genre is achieved through the deliberate synthesis
of ritual authenticity and disciplined innovation. As contemporary practitioners, it is our responsibility to
build upon this foundational legacy, utilizing his pedagogical and choreographic frameworks to ensure
that Manipuri solo dance is recognized as an autonomous, codified, and profoundly powerful classical
tradition in its own right.
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