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In the northeastern Indian state of Manipur, the Innaphi stands out as one of the most elegant and culturally significant

traditional textiles — a garment that has sustained centuries of heritage and remains a vibrant part of Manipuri identity.

The Manipuri Innaphi, prized for its delicate handloom weave and symbolism, reflects the artistic imagination and deep

cultural roots of the region’s textile traditions.

Traditionally worn by Manipuri women as an upper garment, the Innaphi forms a key component of the Phanek-

Innaphi ensemble alongside the phanek, a wrap-around skirt. Its lightness, translucence and intricate patterns highlight

exceptional craftsmanship that has been preserved through generations of weavers.

A Garment Rooted in Tradition

Historically, the Innaphi’s earliest versions were woven from coarse “uriphi” fibres — derived from creeping plant bark —

giving it a utilitarian character suited for everyday wear. Over time, the craft evolved as artisans began incorporating fine

cotton and silk, elevating the garment’s texture and aesthetic appeal while maintaining its functional essence as a

wrapped upper cloth.

What sets the Innaphi apart is its combination of lightweight feel and visual delicacy. Made on traditional looms by

skilled weavers, it often features subtle motifs inspired by nature, mythology and regional artistry. The finished textile is

prized for its even weave, motif finesse and selvedge quality, marks of true artisanal skill.

Craftsmanship Passed Down Through Generations

The weaving of the Innaphi is overwhelmingly a women-centred craft, with techniques and knowledge traditionally

transmitted from mother to daughter. Training is gained through long apprenticeship rather than formal institutions,

preserving nuanced handwork that machines cannot replicate.

In many Manipuri villages and communities, the act of weaving is intertwined with daily life, woven into social customs,

rituals and celebrations. This intimate production model — while preserving authenticity — also reflects the vulnerability

of the craft, heavily reliant on ageing artisan populations and limited formal support.

Cultural Significance and Modern Relevance

Beyond its practical role as clothing, the Innaphi carries deep cultural meaning — symbolising modesty, dignity and

refinement. It plays a central role in festivals, ceremonies and traditional gatherings, where women wear it with pride as

part of Manipuri cultural expression.



Today’s Innaphi also exists alongside hybrid and machine-assisted versions that cater to broader markets, sometimes

undercutting prices for authentic handloom pieces. Efforts such as Geographical Indication (GI) tags help consumers

identify genuine textiles and protect the identity of authentic handloom products.
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