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Phonological System of Medieval Manipuri

Abstract

Manipuri is one of the oldest languages of TibetorBan Languages family, spoken in
Manipur, a north-eastern state of India. Manipws la long history of its own of about 2000
years old history. Manipuri was written in its oweript, Meetei Mayek But it was replaced by
Bengali script in the late f9and early part of 2 century. Oldest record of the written
document in Manipuri is traced back as early a8 ddntury. But during the reign of King
Garibniwaz, most of the written documents were bdown publicly. Then some of the oldest
books in Manipuri were rewritten during his peridslo while trying to study the historical
reconstruction of Manipuri, we face a lot of prabke A few scholars already made attempt to

study the history of Manipuri. Still nobody has teh a comprehensive history of Manipuri. In
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this paper | have tried to study the phonologitalcture of Manipuri during the period of King
Garibniwaz, so callethedieval periodn the history of Manipuri.

Conversion to Hinduism

During the reign of King Garibniwaz, an importanistbrical episode took place.
Conversion to Hinduism and burning down of Manipugnuscripts took place. During the same
period Hindu-religion based art and literature wereouraged. Books related to new state
religion were written in this period, mostly traagld from Sanskrit and Bengali. These incidents

influenced a lot of people in Manipur and these adluenced Manipuri language.
Introduction

Manipuri (Meeiteilon) belongs to the Sino-Tibetamduage family. Dr. G. A. Grierson
(1904) placed Manipuri with Kuki-Chin-Naga group agslistinct group on its own, named as
“Meithei” in his Linguistic Survey of India vol.-Ill part-1ll . But Robert Shafer (1974) placed
Manipuri under Kukish section of Burmic Division 8ino-Tibetan language family as distinct
language. Paul Benedict (1972) classification pwtnMuri in the Kuki Naga sub-group of
Kachin group. Burling (2003) put it as a separaite-group of Kachin group.

Manipuri is the only Tibeto-Burman Language spokeiNorth-East India which has its
own indigenous script. G.A. Grierson remarked Maithei (Meeiteilon) is the chief language of
Manipur Valley and has apparently had a long arependent development. Manipuris are
mentioned in the Shan chronicles as early as 777 gkBbably owing to the fact that it had
developed into a literary language, and also becthesr form of speech gave the impression of
possessing a peculiarly archaic character.

Manipur Valley and Meithei Clans

Manipur Valley is the core region where distinctManipuri culture and way of life took
shape. The valley of Manipur was divided into srkallgdoms under the rule of distinct groups
of people particularly the noted seven clan dyeassuch as Mangang (Ningthouja), Luwang,
Khuman, Moirang, Angom, Chenglei and Khaba-Ngamaong these clans and other smaller

groups Mangang clan emerges as the most powerfugeadually merged with other clans by

Language in Indiawww.languageinindia.cofSSN 1930-2940.4:4 April 2014
Takhellambam Debachand Singh
Phonological System of Medieval Manipuri

<56-68>



subjugating the other clans to form a nation-skaimvn as Meithei by the end of 17th century.
The present Manipuri Language evolved out of thditional Meitei language, the speech of the
politically dominant group of Manipur.

Initial Contact with Indo-Aryan Languages and Loss of Royal Patronage for Meithei
Script

First contact between Manipuri and Indo-Aryan Laages is traced back to".&entury
during the regime of Meidingu Kiyamba (1467-1508uring his reign, Hindu Brahmins
migrated into Manipur and they became a part oftdeiociety. But it is only in the reign of
Meidingu Charairongba (1697-1709), Meidingu Chamagba was formally initiated to
Hinduism. Meetei Mayek(the indigenous script of Manipuri) lost its royahtronage. Many
scripture and historical documents written in Medfiayek were burnt down publicly. Later
Bengali script was adopted for the official and jpulse. Due to the adoption of Vaishnavism
(Hinduism), there were changes in many dimensiélyresent Manipuri vocabulary is quite
different in forms from the archaic vocabulary. Mamords were added to Meitei lexicon from
Hindi, Sanskrit and Bengali, etc.

From the perspective of history, the developmen¥ahipuri language may be divided into
three periods. They are:

e 33-1709 AD: Early Period

e 1709- 1819 AD: Medieval Period

e 1819- Till date: Modern Period.
Medieval Manipuri

Medieval Manipuri is mainly influenced by the newdglopted religion both culturally
and linguistically. Therefore the official languagé the state gradually lost its prestige;
languages such as Sanskrit and Bengali gainedigeedflany religious or ritual ceremonies
were performed in these languages. The king wasedat favour to propagate the new religion.

As a consequence of this, numerous books writtesmient Manipuri were burnt down. New
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books were written based on Hindu religion and atsany Hindu religious books were

translated into Manipuri.

Although the religious faith of the King of Manipwras strong enough to influence the
Manipuri society towards the new religion, and malifferent religious and literary texts were
translated and transliterated into Manipuri, théivealiterary trend of Manipuri continued to
flourish. But they lost their prestige, however.tYieey carried their pursuits on their own ways.
In the medieval period, so, there were two differieinds of written text emerged, i.e. texts
written in ancient Manipuri with little influencef dengali and text which were strongly
influenced by Bengali, mostly related to Hindu g&ln. For example;Sanamahi Laikan,”
“Samsok Ngamba,” Chothe Thangwai Pakhangba,” TakhelNgamba,” Langlon,” “Awa
Ngamba,” “Phamlon,” etc. are written based on Manipuri history anduwal ideology. On the
other hand, there were a number of manuscriptsdiowhich were mainly translated from the
holy books of the Hindus, such as Mahabharata amtdyana. For exampleRamayan gi
Arnaya Kanda,” “Sunder Kanda,” “Langka Kanda,” “Ram Nongabg” “Birat Santhuplon,”
“Langoi Sagol Thabg” etc., are translated into Manipuri. Another kioflliterature we find in

this period is the story written in Manipuri basedhistory.

The general characteristic of the first kind oftsefound in this period is that these texts
were very much free from the loan words from otlerguages. These texts were inclined
towards the ancient language of Manipur. A few leanrds and phonemes were found in these
texts. But the second type of texts is full of lomards, since these texts were translated from
those literatures which are related to the newlgpéed religion of Manipur. Therefore many
Sanskrit and Bengali words were freely used indhtexts. For example, following lines are

from the ‘Ashwamedhd

“...Shree Krishna nam: hari hayahe shree guru thoikhosana khuya

thambal lei hakchang leida pakna hanna hanna khyaaR ke...”

In the above line we notice many loan words weeelfr used. Another contrasting

example is from Langthabalon”
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“...thang pi lanthapana yaosompika angom chanu leifkiaupika
yangkoisuga thongpam chanuka angoupa yimkhu chanhkamgta
khumanthem chanuka tarukma pannatana yaosompingykampa pok a.
angom chanu leima khupina sana eelenkhanpa pokaagkpi suna
sanarempa pok a. thongpam chanuna loichangampa golngoupa
yimkhu chanuna kwakpa thawanthapa pok a. thandgtamianthem
chanunalamyangmei pok a...”

In the later example we notice that it is free frlman words. But we see new phonemes
in the texts.

Phonology of Medieval Manipuri

There are six vowels, six diphthongs and fifteemsomants in Old Manipuri (H.
Binodkumar Sharma, 2006). During the period fromlyed5" century to late 19 century
Manipuri had added new phonemes and many loan vadsdsentered Manipuri. In the medieval
period, nine consonants were added to Manipuri ¢logical system. They are
/v/, %/, /d/, /v, g/, /g™, /jl, /i*/ and /r/ (H. Binodkumar Sharma). The phoneme of

Medieval Manipuri is given below.

Vowels
VOWELS
Front Central Back
Close 1 ‘\ u
c \ O
Mid s
\
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DIPTHONGS

ai, 9i, o0i, ui, du, au

CONSONANT

Plosives D ph b b | t th 1 d d |k k" g gh
Affricates c j jh

Nasals m n N

Laterals 1

Flap r

Fricatives S h

Approximant W y

DISTRIBUTION OF PHONEMES

VOWELS
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Initial Medial Final

/i/ /ita/  “my friend | /yimom/ “my /pari/ “my son”
(female)” daughter”

Je/ /timen/ “spare” /t"oukao e/ “forget his

duty”

/a/ /atunonki/ “for that | /lahan/ “a period of| /ita/ “my
day” time” friend(female)”

/o/ /ondenk"iba/ “to  go | /k"oynou/ “my /nak o/ “keep it”
back” friend(female)”

/u/ /ungoinug/ “in my | /luren/ “head” /huimu/ “name of a
heart” person”

o/ /asaigei/ “a period of| /namda/ “in my | /pampa/ “tiger”
time” back”

Consonants
Initial Medial Final

/p/ /poirei/ “name of| /mopupyai/ “in  the | /mitkup/ “a moment
meetei” middle” of time”

/p"/ /pPeira/ “lap” /tanp"anba/ “to get”
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/b/

/bramha/ “name

of

Hindu GodBramhd

/yeaibi/ “soul”

/b"/ /bhakti/ “respect” /garb™a/ “womb”
/k/ /koloi/ “name” /korou/ “a day” /yemlak/ “between
the house”

/k"/ /kPoiyam/ “God” /nok"on/ “your leg”

/d/ /darsan/ “look” /nadairem/ “your
man/servant”

/d"/ /d"yan/ “meditation” | /rad"a/ “name of
person”

/g/ /gwa/ “betel nut” /yangoi/ “horse”

It/ /tapja/ “snake” /mak™uton/ “your ring | /ihut/ “in place of me”
finger”

/1t /t"oukaoba/ “to  forget| /nint"i/ “name of

your duty” river”

e/ /coinou/ “Gold” /pamaca/ “sons of
same father”

/il /jagoi/ “dance” /t"oujal/ “blessing” /jubaraj/ “prince”
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/m/

/masabi/ “her husband”

/leima/ “women/quee

/sinbum/ “whole

n” day/year”
/n/ /nophamba/ “to wait” | /pant"ou/ “father” /lan/ “war”
/y/ /mayokp™u/ “container | /monba/ “human /maloary/ “air”
keeping fish” being”
nn /lagmai/ “land /wapglen/ “time” /lahal/ “day  before
Luwang yesterday”
It/ /ram/ “name of Hindu| /mopari/ “his son”
GodRamd
/s/ /senbi/ “Meeteli /masin/ “number”
of Burmd
/h/ /haorei/ “direction”
/w/ /waplei/ “wine” /owagba/ “height”
ly/ /yaipi/ “soul” /mayim/ “his house” | /mohay/ “fruit”

All the vowel phonemes can occur in the initiaspion except the vowet/. For example:

/ita/ “my friend (female)”

/atunoyki/ “for that day”
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/ondenk"iba/ “to go back”
/ungoinuny/ “in my heart”
/asainei/ “a period of time”

Most consonant phonemes can occur in the initigitjpm. But some phonemes, mostly the
loan phoneme, can’t occur. They can be at thealngosition only with the loan words. For

example:

/bhakti/ “respect”

/darsan/ “look”

/d"yan/ “meditation”

/gwa/ “betel nut”

/jagoi/ “dance”

/ram/ “name of the Hindu Go®amd

The entire consonant phonemes can occur in iratid medial positions freely. But all of

them cannot occur in the final position. For examplthe consonant phoneme
pl, I, Ik/, /lm/, m/, ly/, /1/ and/y/ cannot occur in the final position. But the remagi

consonants can be at the final position.

/mitkup/ “a moment of time”
/yemlak/ “between houses”
/ihut/ “in place of me”

/jubaraj/ “prince”
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/sinbum/ “whole day/year”
/lan/ “war”

/malan/ “air”

/lahal/ “day before yesterday”

/mohay/ “fruit”

Phonotactic Rules of Medieval Manipuri

1. All the phonemes in Medieval Manipuri can occuefyein the medial position.

2. All the vowel phonemes can occur in the initialifos but vowel/e/ cannot occur in the
word initial position.

3. Most consonant phonemes can occur in the initigitppm. But the lone phoneme such as
/vl, 1d/, /d"/, /g/, /r/ occurs in initial position with lone words only

4. All the consonant phonemes cannot occur in thd faeaition. A few consonants can

occur in the final position. They atg/, /t/, /k/, /m/, /n/, /y/, /1/ and/y/.

Conclusion

This study is the preliminary study about the ratof the phonological system of
Medieval Manipuri. In this paper | have tried totlme the basic structure of the phonological
structure of that particular period with emphasistioe vowels and consonants of Manipuri and
their occurrence. | hope more research will presemiore elaborate picture of the phonological

structure of Medieval Phonological System.
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