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Seducing the Rain God has quenched the long-drawn thirst for a collection of English translation of 

Bishnupriya Manipuri short stories, at long last. Much water has flowed down the Barak into the Bay 

of Bengal via the Surma-Meghna River System since the emergence of the Bishnupriya Manipuri 

literature in the river valleys. Bishnupriya Manipuri is enlisted as an endangered language by the 

UNESCO. The collection has fourteen stories. 

In 'Lilavati' author Smriti Kumar Sinha successfully depicts some aspects of 12th century Indian 

society when the writ of Astrologers ran. The story portrays an Astronomy-Astrology confrontation. 

The narrative in minutest detail is so vividly absorbing that the events in the story appear to have 

occurred in the north-eastern part of India. 

The author still goes left in the time-line to the advent of the Aryans into the Indian peninsula in 

search of newer pastures and as to how they destroyed the well-developed civilizations of Harappa 

and Mohen-jo-Daro, with his story 'The Reverse Veda'. The Aryans were fierce and nomadic 

warmongers, maybe that being the order of the day. The author treads a path trodden by famed 

Kannada novelist S.L. Bhairappa in his well-researched novel, 'Parva'. Each part of it could have been 

an independent short story. The story is quite readable. 

It is common to see a hen protesting the lifting off its eggs. In 'A Page from Mahabharata,' the authors 

draws a parallel between Kamsa's killing of Devaki's newborns in front of her and her husband 

Basudev and a couple lifting eggs right in front of the cock and the hen. The story is light reading yet 

conscience pricking. 

'Fish of a Dead River' is all about how an ideologically oriented youth becomes a corrupt official, its 

effect on his family life and his plight when he is stung by realization. In this story the author 

successfully combines elegance and expression of ideas through apt symbolism. The conversation 

between the corrupt official and his corrupt wife and between an experienced angler and a novice 
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official are full of symbolic representations. The corrupt official, pricked by his conscience, taking his 

cue from a big carp is essentially a logical suggestion from the author to stop the rot. A strong 

message that the author wants to get across is: if a carp can make its way to the surface of the water of 

the horseshoe lake daring the heavy blanket of algae standing as a barrier and leave behind a trail by 

creating a current in the stagnant water, why cannot a man get out of the gutter he has been in? The 

success of the writer in this story is: the symbolism like a vulture perching atop a kapok tree on the 

bank of the horseshoe lake where an experienced angler angling with a bait made of waste extracted 

from brewing country liquor, a carp making it to the water surface piercing a heavy blanket of algae 

and the like keep readers engaged more in what is left to be told than what is told. 

The 'Death of Carpenter Dhwaja' deals with the fast changes in taste in globalized Indian society. A 

three-word sentence 'tastes changed apace' used in the narrative is essentially where the soul of this 

story rests. The old and widower master-craftsman Dhwaja looks crestfallen when his timber home, 

his own creation that brings back sweet memories of his wife, is being dismantled to make way for an 

RCC structure by his son serving in the armed forces. 

The story 'Straitjacket' depicts the present-day lifestyle of racing against the clock, ignoring the 

surroundings and humanitarian aspects of life. The story depicts as to how various laws are reduced to 

straitjackets when they are implemented with scant regard to their inherent spirits. The author makes 

some pun in this story as well as in 'Tale of Cities'. In 'The Muse of a Modern Poet', the author deals 

about the petty rumblings between a modern poet who ignores traditional similes and metaphors and 

his emotional wife who feels ill at ease at his diction. Though the story based on urban life is in a 

lighter vein, it grasps the reader because of its jovial theme. 

The skill of the author is sharper in detailing rural life, its rituals as well as the social customs of the 

region, especially of the Bishnupriya Manipuri community. The first story, 'Flowers without 

Fragrance,' deals with an erstwhile Royal family 'reduced to rags from riches'. Golapsena Rajkumar, a 

penury-driven head of the family, can neither find work in the armed forces as he isn't properly 

educated as such families did not accord importance to education nor can till his farms as the royal 

sacred cow has been a roadblock for him. Forced to get some rice, he can't even spare a cluster of 

home-grown banana for his kids. This story is one in which the author criticizes the lack of work 

culture in society. 

The author's minutest detailing on a girl child's psychology in 'The Thirst of Mandila' has proved him 

as an insightful writer. Mandila, a motherless girl of six years, is brought up by her grandmother and 

aunt. She has been craving for mother's milk, her mouth waters whenever her aunt breastfeeds her 

baby and anticipates the aunt to breastfeed her too. As is common among young girls, she plays 

mother to her doll. One day she attempts to breastfeed the baby itself, instead of her doll. When the 

baby's tender lips fondle her flat chest a sensation of warmth, which she has been craving for, runs 

through her entire being. 

'God for a Night' describes in minutest details the preparations and rituals of holding a Rasaleela on 

Rasapoornima. This story depicts the socio-cultural and religious life of the basically agrarian 

Bishnupriya Manipuri community. 

 

The author makes an attempt to show the showdown between superstitions prevalent in society and 

modern science in the story 'In Search of an Immortalizing Herb'. Shankhaleima, an octogenarian 

woman, is an occultist. Her healing activities like appeasing tooth fairy, using supernatural powers 



while treating an infected person, firm belief in the presence of immortalizing herbs on the moon's 

surface etc., have made the story scale a height of its own. She is a good storyteller as well. The 

science teacher of her grandchildren mocks her, persuades her to be part of a moon mission so that she 

can bring the immortalizing herb to the earth. Who doesn't want to become young again? She 

succumbs to the idea and waits for the departure of the rocket. She is crestfallen when she comes to 

know of the mockery. The bottom line of the showdown between folk beliefs and modern science is 

the utterance made by Sefalka, the wife the of the science teacher: "Atoms and molecules don't 

constitute a community…A society is made up of human beings." It is an interesting story. 

Two important stories of the collection are 'Seducing the Rain God' and 'Chaudhury Gopalchan.' First 

one is based on a folksong of the community. It starts with a rainless monsoon in Khumolmati 

kingdom and rainmaker Sabi, a grass widow whose husband had gone to a war waged by the previous 

king of Khumolmati when their son was a toddler. She doesn't know whether she is a deserted woman 

or a widow. She, however, waits for her husband day in, day out. She is invited by the present king to 

seduce the rain god, Sorallel. The narrative of the process of appeasing the Rain God through secret 

rituals and dances by the nude women led by Sabi is quite absorbing. The pleadings of Sabi and the 

chorus to the rain god are quite appealing. Most commonly, the village folks are quite concentrated in 

their appeals to gods and goddesses. Almost similar but varied practices are seen among the rural 

folks in northern part of Karnataka too. After a long spell of heavy downpour, Sabi refuses to take any 

rewards from the king on the good ground that hers is a social service. She, however, seeks the help of 

the king to ascertain the whereabouts of her husband. The main character of the story, Sabi, has been 

very well woven. 

'Choudhury Golapchan' appears to be a simple story on the plight of a boy in identity crisis. However, 

an insight into the problems faced by the Bishnupriya community as a whole during the 18th and 19th 

centuries following their uprooting from Manipur by various invasions, including Burmese invasions, 

unveils what the portrayal exactly is. The exodus led to an identity crisis to the community in their 

changed locations. It is a story woven around a family of school-going boy Golapchan, his mother 

Imashou and maternal uncle Kalachan. The boy suffers from inferiority complex as the family lives 

from hand-to-mouth. When the boy hears from the speech of a historian that his kith and kin being 

descendants of Babhruvahana, the son of middle Pandava Arjuna and Chitrangada, are the Raja Lokei 

and also that their language got its origin from Sanskrit through Shouraseni, he starts basking in the 

reflected glory of his forefathers. Knowing this his mother makes him know the futility of remaining 

busy with Mahabharata of Hastinapur and pushing the burning issues afflicting the community like 

starvation deaths and the bleak match-making prospects of the Raja Lokei girls to the back burner. 

She also makes him know in no uncertain terms that 'a man is rated by his deeds, not by heredity.' He 

also comes to know accidentally that his grandfather Chaudhury Borkhom Singh owned a big piece of 

land at Deochhara. When he goes on a secret journey to the village, he is told by his relative Rakhal 

Rajkumar that his visit there must be kept a secret and he must return home in the wee hours very next 

day. Rakhal advises the boy not to be unreasonable, adding that 'Chaudhury Borkhom Singh earned 

the property through his sweat and blood... didn't inherit it… you accept the struggle for existence and 

create your identity yourself. Don't use a leaf from your family's history as your identity.' His 

maternal uncle Kalachan did advise him that 'history is the past… if you walk forward looking back, 

you will miss the rhythm and fall… if you walk back, you will miss the bus of civilization.' The boy 

ultimately faces the truth. Though these advices are meant for the boy, they are for the people all over 

the world. The charming thing about this story is that the author has used his community's history and 

keeping it behind a veil, has woven this simple but catchy story as an advice for the youngsters of the 



community. Of course, these suggestions can be beneficially adopted by others as well in the post-

globalization period. 

Almost in all the stories, the author has infused present and ancient social culture and practices of the 

Bishnupriya Manipuri community, thereby trying to give the reader an overall picture. Another 

important feature of the stories is that all the female characters, right from young Lilavati in 'Lilvati,' 

Sabi in 'Seducing the Rain God,' Kalpana in 'Muse of a Modern Poet,' Shankhaleima in 'In Search of 

an Immortahizing herb' and mother Imashou in 'Choudhury Gopalchan' are strong minded.  

Equally good is the translation by Ramlal Sinha. He needs to be congratulated for taking sufficient 

pains to make the readers believe that the stories are written in English, and not translated. Indeed, 

such efforts are needed to shed light on important creative writings in numerous languages not in the 

list of Scheduled Languages, as is being done in case of African languages. It would help us not only 

from academic viewpoint, but also to understand the wide cultural diversity of a vast nation like ours. 

***** 

 The author Smriti Kumar Sinha, a leading short story writer in 

Bishnupriya Manipuri – a little-known indigenous language of the North-

East has published three collections, and has been working for the 

development, recognition and publicity of minor and endangered languages 

of the region over the last three decades. Sinha is Professor  of Computer 

Science,Tezpur University, Assam. 

 Ramlal Sinha, who has translated the book, is a journalist from the North-

East, former Associate Editor with the Seven Sisters Post and The Sentinel, 

Assam. He began his career with a four-year stint with The Newsfront, 

Guwahati and is devoted to presenting the best creative works in Bishnupriya 

Manipuri. 


