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FOREWORD 

BY 

DR. RAJENDRA PRASAD 
President of India 

Students of Indian history are generally 
aware of the religious movements which 
sprang up in various parts of the country 
in the 14th-15th centuries. These move­
ments were responsible for that religious, 
cultural and social awakening which arres­
ted the disintegration of our religious 
system and the Hindu social fabric and at 
the same time sought to provide a broader 
and catholic base for the Hindu religion. 
It had also much to do with the renaissance 
in the realm of art and literature that 
followed this religious awakening. 

Among the most celebrated names associa­
ted with this religious movement of the 
later middle ages is that of Sankaradeva, 
the Vaisnava Saint of Assam. He was learned 
and scholarly so that his original works 
and translations are, I understand, among 
the earliest standard works in the Assamese 
language. Like Kabir and Ramanand in Kashi,, 
Chai tanya Wahaprabhu in Bengal and Orissa 
and Namadeva in W.aharashtra, Sankaradeva 
propagated throughout Assam, which was 



then a conglomeration of several indepen­
dent States, the cult of Vaisnavism. The 
underlying features of this cult were 
the unity of the Godhead, constant and 
unalloyed devotion, equality of mind and 
deprecation of excessive ritualism and 
caste prejudices. The core of this religi­
ous revival was, therefore, democratic, as 
Prof. Barua has rightly pointed out. There 
can be no doubt that it was as a result of 
this revival, the spearhead of which was 
Sankaradeva, that the people of Assam were 
able to evolve some kind of unified socio­
religious pattern out of the prevailing 
chaos. As the learned author of this book 
has said: ''In such an age of political 
disintegration and religious degeneration 
Sankaradeva became a beacon-light and 
cementing force. With an all-embracing 
loving religion and a common national 
language and literature, he curved out a 
way for the political, cultural, spiritual 
and linguistic growth of Assam.' • 

Sankaradeva : Vaisnava Saint of Assam is 
indeed a remarkable book and provides 
ample material for understanding present­
day Assam. 1'he book is appearing not a 
day too soon, for there is a deplorable 
lack of good historical and background 
material on this eastern State of India. 



PREFACE 

India is passing through a period of reconstruction anlt 
regeneration. Today is a period of new things, fresh thinking 
and quick action. The most remarkable thing of independent 
India appears to be her efforts towards a peaceful democratic 
order. If we, however, look back to Assam's past heritage, we 
will see that this is not wholly a new thing. The seed of demo­
cracy, especially in the fields of religion, society and culture in 
Assam was first sown by Sankaradeva. Five hundred 
years ago, Sankaradeva had washed the mind of the 
people with the liberalising breath of Neo-Vaishnavism and given 
to individual life a new dignity and meaning. He gave Assam 
a catholicity of outlook and a loving and liberal religion, a 
religion unburdened with rituals, ceremonies, and superstitions 
that had characterised the time. As religion and morality are 
inter-connected Sankaradeva's writings put much emphasis on 
the ethical aspects of religion. With apt illustrations from the 
epics and the Puranas he extolled and elaborated the merits of 
such virtues as satya, truth, daya or kripa, mercy, dana, charity, 
ahimsa, non-injury, ksama, forgiveness, aJlasuya absence of envy, 
dhriti, patience, sraddha, respect and dama, control of senses. 
The vices that lead to misery, destruction and to hell are 
enumerated as follows : kama, sensual pleasure, krodha, anger, 
lohha, desire, moha, delusion, mana, pride, matsarya or asuya, 
envy and jealousy. These ethical virtues did no doubt determine 
the behaviour of good people ( sadacara) but they also greatly 
added a fresh fragrance to social amity, friendliness and human 
relations. 

Further, Sankaradeva did not confine himself only to prea­
ching the Bhakti cult and upholding the ethical virtues but 
established at the same time a new social order in Assam by 
removing superstitions, corruption, ignorance, untouchability, 
inequalities between man and man, and other social evils. Not 
merely this, he gave the regenerated Assamese people literature, 
drama, poetry, songs, dance and music, which have attained 
the status of a <listinct school, and entwined the community with 
unity and oneness. 



The Saint attempted to wipe out uptouchability-and 
to establish equal rights of all castes and communities. Whati 
has today been embodied in the Constitution of independen~ 

India through the lifelong endeavours of Mahatma Gandhi, the 
Father of the Nation, was in effect introduced in Assam by far­
sighted Sankaradeva, five hundred years ago. He raised the erst­
while socially down-trodden communities to the level of the 
higher castes by installing them as Atais (devotees) and Mahantas 
(noble men). He also succeeded in getting his noble doctrine 
recognised and accepted by the Brahmanas and other higher 
classes who were hostile to these reforms at the beginning, by 
dint of his unassailable reasoning and apt references to the 
Sastras, and thus forged a liberal democratic social order. 

' 
-Sankaradeva's message of democracy was primarily expressed 

through his Bhakti religion W:.:.ere he stressed that the realisation 
of God was not the monopoly of a limited few but within the 
reach of all those who strove for it. The Namghar, the most 
important institution which Sankaradeva gave to Assam, is even 
today run on the democratic principle, all villagers having a 
voice and hand in its management. Not only are its doors open 
to all, but all villagers, irrespective of their caste and race, are 
allowed to participate in its cultural activities which adorn and 
ennoble Ilfe. It is a common practice in the Namghar to 
recognise individual ability and talent disregarding other con­
siderations. When a man is preferred as a Sutradhara to enact 
the Ankiya play, as Gayan or Bayan to conduct congregational 
music, it is not for his social status, but for his attainments in 
the respective spheres. 

Another far-reaching contribution of Sankaradeva towards 
democracy was breaking the seal of classical learning and 
making available its literature to the unlettered masses. The 
good and noble abstract ideas engulfed in the Sanskrit language 
were unveiled through concrete form of akhyanas, stories 
kavyas, verses, and Ankiya plays so that the common man migh; 
apprehend them. Profound even today is the effect of these 
cultural entertainments on the mind of the village people in spite 
of the modern cinema and audio-visual attractions. 

It is significant that although Sankaradeva employed the 
people's speech in his major writings, he made no attempt to 



vulgarise taste, but gave the people the very best in Indian 
thought and literature. His Bargits-Noble Songs-(distinguished 
from Ban-Gits-pastoral songs) are sung today by unlettered 
people to classical tunes, Ankiya-nats are danced and performed 
by villagers according to the orthodox Natyasastra style. 

It is indeed a happy augury that to renew kinship with our 
glorious heritage, the national Government through its Ministry 
of Broadcasting and Information has been making efforts to 
revive and popularise Bargits and Ankiya-nats. 

It is no mean credit to Sankaradeva that he collected the 
villagers at the Namghar not to whileaway their leisure in hear­
ing idle gossips or ephemeral talks as in our modern clubs, but 
to listen to good poetry, ennobling music as well as to participate 
in philosophical and religious discussions. All these activities 
raised no doubt the level of our civilisation and culture, widened 
the intellectual and imaginative horizon of the common mind, 
also at the same time spread literacy as effectively as is done at 
present by the Adult Education Scheme of the Government. 

The conception of India as our mother country was con­
ceived by Sankaradeva five centuries ago. He wanted the people 
to feel proud of being born in this holy country of Bharatavarsha, 
as she provides an immense opportunity for development of 
man's moral and spiritual potentialities. Repeatedly did he 
emphasise the glorious and spiritual experiences of India. In 
many of his verses he spoke of the great heritage of this ancient 
country Bharatavarsha : 

Glory to be born as man in Bharatavarsha in the Kali Age. 

Sankaradeva widened the geographical -outlook of the 
Assamese people by his travel from Kamarupa to Kanya 
Kumarika and linked up Assam with the rest of India in diverse 
ways : linguistic, cultural, religious. In his hymns and dramas 
he employed an artificial dialect which came to be understood 
all over Northern India as a national language; the Satra and 
the Namghar were patterned to a certain extent after the 
monastic establishments of the South. Some of his literary and 



artistic expressions were suggested by the Alwar saints, Kabir, 
Vidyapati and other saint-poets of India. In this way, Sankar­
deva broke the insularity and isolation of Assam and led the 
way to Indianness and to the unity of India. 

Like human nature, human ideals also change little. Even 
now, in our Community Development Project and Village 
Panchayat programme, we find some of Sankaradeva's very ideas 
reappearing through modern expressions and institutions. We 
feel, they will work better in our rural communities provided we 
can weave them into the very texture of our time-honoured 
traditions. 

Assam Academy for Cultural Relations, established in 1960, 
has now undertaken in a very humble way to implement some of 
the ideas and teachings of this noble leader and also to propagate 
his universal message of love, amity, fellow-feeling, toleration, 
morality, peace and concord and service to humanity in the 
context of present world affairs and life. This small publication 
is an attempt to put before the world an unacademic assessment 
of the aspirations and achievements of the great saint whose con­
tributions not only sustain us, the Assamese people, but may as 
well prove of immense value to India at large, particularly at this 
moment of reconstruction and regeneration of the country. 

There has been a long-felt need for such an authoritative 
and readable account in English of Sankaradeva, his religion, 
contributions, institutions, and literature, as he has abiding 
influence in Assamese life and thO'llght. A knowledge of Sankara­
deva's life and activities is, therefore, indispensable to know 
Assam and her culture. This will also help in placing Assam in 
proper perspective in the cultural map of India ; also inspire us 
to feel the oneness of Indian culture. We are grateful to Dr. 
Birinchi Kumar Barua of Gauhati University for compiling this 
book for us ; also to Sri H. V. S. Moorthy of Gauhati 
University who has written the chapter on Sankaradeva's philo­
sophy. Dr. Praphulladatta Goswami, Shri Mahendranath Bora 
and Dr. Maheswar Neog, assisted us in bringing out this little 
volume. To make his work authoritative, Professor Barua has 
freely quoted from the writings of distinguished Assamese 
authors like Sri Kaliram Medhi, Dr. Banikanta Kakati 
Dr. Surya Kumar Bhuyan, Sri Haramohan Das and Dr: 



Satyendranath Sarma. To all these friends, we offer sincere 
thanks and gratitude for their ungrudging co-operation and 
kind assistance. 

Finally. we must express our heartfelt gratitude and 
indebtedness to Dr. Rajendra Prasad, our illustrious President, 
who has most graciously written an appreciation of this little 
book. 

December, 1960 
Gauhati, Assam. 

Publisher3. 



CHAPTER I 

LIFE 

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 
in India there was a plexus of forces which led to the 
growth of a new religion. It was a religion founded on 
the liberal doctrine of Bhakti as revealed in the 
Bhagavata Purana. It was a progressive and democra­
tic movement which laid emphasis on the unity of the 
Godhead, stood against excessive ritualism, preached a 
faith based on constant devotion, fought against caste 
prejudices and stressed on the equality of man. Several 
saints of great endowments appeared in various 
provinces to carry the gospels of the new faith to the 
masses by rendering the Sanskrit Puranas into regional 
languages. Of these saints, Ramananda, a Brahmana 
of Allahabad, was the most impressive figure and occu­
pied the first place in point of time (1400-1470 A.D.). 
He worshipped Rama and preached his doctrine in 
Hindi. Kabir (1440-1470 A. D.). was one of his chief 
disciples. Another eminent leader of the movement 
was Vallabhacharya (1479-1531 A. D.), a Brahmana of 
the Telugu country. He worshipped Krishna and pro­
pagated his doctrine in the south. In Maharastra the 
religion of Bhakti was preached by N amadeva ( 1400-
1430 A. D.) who was a tailor by caste. In Bengal arose 
the notable saint Chaitanya ( 1485-1533 A. D.), born 
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of a learned Brahmana family of Nadia. In Assam 
appeared the many gifted Sankaradeva (1449-1569 
A.D.), a Kayastha by caste, who shaped the religious, 
social, cultural, and literary life of the people of the 
province for ages to come. 

At the time of Sankaradeva' s appearance, Assam 
was an ensemble of independent principalities on the 
political plane. The Chutiyas ruled over the eastern­
most region of the country while the south-east was 
under the Kacharis. West of the Chutiyas and of the 
Kacharis on the south were the domains of some petty 
chiefs called Bhuyans. To the extreme west was situ­
ated the kingdom of Kamata, which later on came to 
be known as Coach Behar when it came under the 
domination of the Koch kings. The rest of the Brahma­
putra Valley was ruled by the Ahoms. Thus contending 
political forces worked to separate the Asssamese people 
from one another. Further, Assam happened to be ~t 
happy home of different races and tribes, and the beliefs 

' cults and institutions of these diverse peoples were 
absorbed in the prevailing Hindu religion and formed 
the system of Tantricism. Tantricism consisting of 
elaborate esoteric rituals, magic, mantras, sorcery and 
sacrifices was practised in Assam in the centuries preced­
ing Sankaradeva. In such an age of political disintre­
gation and religious degeneration Sankaradeva became 
a beacon light and cementing force. With an all-em­
bracing loving religion and a common national language 
and literature, he carved out a way for the political, 
cultural, spiritual and linguistic growth of Assam. The 
patronage received from some of the rulers of these 
states greatly advanced the cause of the new faith and 
though primarily a religious movement it led on to 
manifold expressions in art and literature. The Koch 
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rulers patronised scholars to translate the l11ahabharata 
and the Puranas. The Ahom kings also greatly 
encourged literary activities and made it possible to 
create a new type of historical prose known as Buranjis. 

Sankara was bon1 in a Bhuyan family at Alipukhuri, 
a place about sixteen miles from the present tmvn of 
Nowgong, on the south bank of the Brahmaputra in the 
bright dasami of Asvin in 1371 Saka (1449). The 
Bhuyans were at that time a very important people 
holding landed estates and enjoying other privileges 
from the king. Sankara' s family was called the Siromani 
Bhuyan, being the chief among the Bhuyans. His father 
was Kusumbara. Sankara's mother died within three 
days of his birth, and he was brought up byhis grand­
mother Khersuti. When Sankara was twelve years old 
he was sent to a village school maintained by Mahendra 
Kandali, an erudite Sanskrit scholar. 

The earlier years of Sankara' s life were spent in 
hard study and preparation. His scholarship in Sans­
krit and knowledge of the scriptures were well revealed 
in the number of translations and adaptations he made 
in Assamese in the later years of his life. He compiled a. 
work in Vaisnavism in Sanskrit styled Bhakti Ratnakam, 
and also composed many Sanskrit verses that were in­
corporated in his plays. His imaginative power and 
extraordinary intellect were well displayed even in his 
school days. Just after learning his alphabet, Sankara 
composed an exquisite poem made up of consonantal 
wordings without the addition of any vowel sounds 
except the first. During this period he also composed 
a little kavya Hariscandra Upakhyana. 

Sankara completed his study at the age of twenty­
two (1470) and came out a finished scholar. Soon 
after his return from school, official responsibilities of 
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managing the family estates fell upon his shoulders. 
Now, he also married Suryavati, a Kayastha girl. Surya­
vati died four years after her marriage leaving behind a. 
girl named Haripriya. During this time Sankara lost 
his father. These two bereavements filled his youthful 
mind with overwhelming sorrow and he even contem­
plated of renouncing the world. After giving his 
daughter in marriage to a Kayastha youngman Hari and 
handing over the administrative responsibilites to 
Jayanta-dalai and Madhava-dalai, Sankara set out on 
a long and extensive pilgrimage (1481 A.D.). He was 
accompanied by about seventeen companions including 
his former Guru Mahendra Kandali. The detailed 
account of this pilgrimage has been recorded in the 
biographies of Sankaradeva, compiled by his disciples. 
He visited most of the sacred places and temples of 
northern and southern India. Among the important 
places and temples that he saw were Gaya, Puri, Vrinda­
vana, Mathura, Dvaraka, Kasi~ Prayaga, Sitakunda, 
Varahakunda, Ayodhya and Vadarikasrama. At these 
holy places, he came into contact with Vaisnavite 
teachers of various schools, and entered with them into 
many learned and theological discussions. The results of 
these discussions and the irrH.uences they exercised over 
his mind were reflected in the Vaisnavite movement 
which he subsequently started in Assam. After twelve 
years of such wandering through many sacred semina­
ries of Vaisnavite lean1ing, Sankaradeva returned home 
a much-travelled man, acquiring firsthand knowledge 
of Vaisnavite theology, texts, mode of worship, and 
management of institutions. 

Soon after his return, Sankara married again and 
removed his residence from Alipukhuri to a near-about 
village, Bardowa. Now his mission of life took a definite 
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shape ; he started with fresh impetus and vigorou<;; 
enthusiasm his religious movement for mass conversion. 
At Bardowa, he set up a Satra (monastery), erected a 
Namghar (village-hall for daily devotion and place for 
community singing) and held there religious discourses. 
Around him, he collected a group of devout disciples, 
and held daily devotional recitations known as N mna 
kirtana The official name of Sankaradeva's Vaisnavism 
is Ekasarana dharma-the religion of supreme surrender 
to one; and that One is Vishnu Who in the form of 
Narayana assumes incarnations from age to age. The 
most favourite incarnation in which Vishnu is to be wor­
shipped is that of Krishna. The surrender to One is 
very rigorously enjoined. For an Ekasaraniya, the 
worship of other gods and goddesses is strictly prohibi­
ted. It has been said by Sankaradeva himself that a 
'"Vaisnava should not worship any other god except 
Vishnu, he should not enter any other god's temple, 
nor should he partake of the offelings made to any other 
god. In so doing bhakti would be vitiated." 

"The Eka-sarana system", says Dr. Banikanta 
Kakati, "is not a religion of bargain and barter 
between God and men or of sacrifice and easy recom­
pense ; it is' one with exclusive emphasis on slow 
spiritual regeneration, on growth of a new spiritual 
outlook by laying flesh and spirit in the hands of the 
Lord." 

During this time, he received a complete text of the 
Bhagavata-Purana from Puri through Jagadish Misra 
of Tirhhut. A miraculous story is told about his coming 
across with the Bhagavata Purana. The Brahmana 
pundit Jagadish Misra went to Puri to read out tht~ 
Bhagavata in the temple of Jagannatha. In a dream, the 
Brahmana received a mandate from Jagannatha to the 
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effect that he should proceed to Kamarupa and read out 
the Bhagavata to Sankaradeva. Jagadish Misra searched 
out Sankaradeva at Bardowa and read out the book 
before him. The Brahmana survived only a year after 
the mission of reading out all the twelve books of the 
Bhagavata to Sankara was fulfilled. Sankaradeva then 
began to study deeply the Bhagavata with its commen­
tary, and seriously took up propounding and propa­
gating the cult of bhakti. He immediately set to 
translate the Purana into simple Assamese verse and 
started to compose many songs, narrative poems, and 
plays on the theme of the Purana. 

At the age of sixty-seven (1516 A. D.) Sankaradeva 
had to leave his ancestral residence at Bardowa owing 
to the occasional disturbances created by the neighbour­
ing Kachari king and his subjects. He therefrom 
removed to Gangmau and then to Dhuwahata, a place 
in the Majuli island on the Brahmaputra. For about 
fourteen years, he resided at Dhuwahata, and his stav 
here was marked by two important incidents. Th~ 
:first was the conversion of the famous Sakta scholar 
Madhavadeva, who later on became the greatest apostle 
and the most formidable exponent of the tenets of 
Sankara. The second incident relates to Sankaradeva's 
encounter with the Ahom king Suhummung (1497-1539). 
r:fhe Brahrnanas accused Sankara before the Ahorn king 
of preaching a religion unorthodox and not envisaged 
by the Vedas. The Ahorn king summoned Sankara to 
argue with the Brahmanas of his court. Sankara 
defeated them and got off from the trial with credit. 

ln the meantime, another unhappy event took place 
which forced him to leave Ahom territory forever. The 
Ahom king was engaged in the operations of elephant­
catching, and directed Sankaradeva and his relatives 
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in this work. The king made tliem erect a fence oi 
wooden palisades and announced the penalty that those, 
in whose direction the elephant should break through, 
would be beheaded. Unfortunately, the elephants 
broke loose through the phalanx of. Sankaradeva and his 
men. The· Ahom monarch, therefore, directed to 
capture these men, Sankaradeva and few others could, 
however, escape. But Madhavapeva and Hari, Sankara­
deva' s son-in-law, were both made captives. Madhava­
deva was later on let off as he was a Sanyasi, but Hari 
was beheaded. For this unfortunate incident Sankara­
deva left the Ahom kingdom for Kamarupa, then under 
the Hindu king of Coach Behar. He journeyed to 
Barpeta (1546 A. D.), a place in the present district 
of Kamrup, and at Pat-bausi, near Barpeta, Sankaradava 
established a satra with Namghar and dwelling huts 
for his followers. For the rest of his life, he remained 
at this place in comparative peace. Here he used to 
hold regular religious discourses, recitations of the 
sacred texts, congregrational prayers and dramatic 
performances. It should also be noted that the major 
portion of his religious writings, namely the songs, 
dramas and kavyas were composed here. Sankaradeva: 
here converted three Brahmana disciples, Damodara­
deva, Harideva and Ananta Kandali. Damodaradeva 
(1488-1598) and Harideva (1493-1568), both with 
equal zeal, spread the teachings of Sankara and con­
verted the Brahmanas to this new faith. On Sankara­
deva' s death they set up special sects after their own 
names. 

After a few years of stay at. Barpeta, Sankaradeva: 
set out again on a pilgrimage near about 1550 A.D. 
He was accompanied by one hundred and twenty 
devotees. During this journey, he was said to 
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have caught a glimpse of Chaitanya at Puri. 
Unfortunately, his biographies testify that he had no 
opportunity to talk with the great saint of Bengal. The 
other notable Vaisnava personality he came into contact 
with in this journey was the grand-daughter of Kabir. 

On return from second pilgrimage, Sankaradev;l 
resumed his customary works of prayer, meditation, and 
nam-kirtan, and gave religious instructions, and initia­
tion to large number of people. But the Barhmana 
pundits of king Naranarayana's court did not like the 
growing pop~larity of Sankaradeva' s activities, which 
they considered mleccha iiciiras or non-Vedic. King 
Naranarayana (1540 -1584) summoned Sankaradeva to 
his court and the saint by his scholarship and erudition 
defeated the Brahmana pundits in a contest. Sankara­
deva then expounded before the king the main principles 
of the bhakti-dharma with relevant citations from the 
Bhagavata-Purana and other Vaisnava texts. The kina 

.';, 

was convinced about the superiority of Sankaradeva's 
creed and was deeply moved by his magestic personality. 
He honoured the saint with valuable presents and 
assured royal patronage towards propagation of the 
bhakti movement in his kingdom. The king even ex­
pressed his desire to become his disciple but Sankaradeva 
declined to give him initiation, as he thought that it 
would not be possible for kings to observe the religious 
and ethical code of his religion. Sankaradeva came back 
to Barpeta, but both the king and his brother Cilarai 
invited him on several occasions to Cooch Behar for 
holding religious discussions. Cilarai built for him a 
satra, near the capital, which was knoWn as Bheladanga 
satra. Here, the great saint who gave to Assam a new 
way of thinking about God and man, passed away in 
1.569 A.D. Before his death, Sankaradeva nominated his 
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devout disciple Madhavadeva (1942-15 96) to the apos­
tolic seat, disregarding the claims of his son, who \vas 
also a devout Vaisnava. From Madhavadeva's time, the 
Ekasaranadharma came to he known as Mahapumshiya 
as Madhavadeva was looked upon by the d~sciples as the 
Mahapurusha, the great spiritual leader who led the 
way in devotion to the faith of Sankara. 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE 

SECTION I 

Poetry 

Besides producing far reaching religious and 
social effects, the Sankarite movement gave a great 
impetus to the development of learning and literature 
in Assam. Sankaradeva, though a remarkable Sanskrit 
scholar, wrote mainly in Assamese, the living language 
of the people, with the aim of making the Sanskrit lore 
accessible to the uneducated masses. He himself 
composed a large number of texts, consisting of 
translations, commentaries, and original works to 
expound his creed. These writings had also their 
practical utility. They were constantly required for 
regulation of daily duties. This, therefore, greatly 
encouraged literacy and learning. 

Sankaradeva drew inspiration chiefly from the 
Bhagavata which was described as the Sun amidst the 
Puranas, comprising as it does the essence of Vedanta 
philosophy (Purana surya maha Bhagavata V edanta1'0 
ito paramatattva ). An early attempt was, therefore 
made to translate the book into Assamese. It wa~ 
really a very bold and extraordinary undertaking to 
render into a provincial language a venerable text 
written in the grand style of a classical tongue. In this 
connection it is interesting to note that Sankaradeva was 
accused before the Koch king Naranarayana by the 
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Brahmanas as he read, taught and translated the 
Bhagavata. 

The translation of the entire text was not a light 
job for one man ; so Sankaradeva alloted different sec­
tions for translation to his different disciples. He 
l1imself undertook the rendering of the major portion, 
namely, Books I, II, III, VII, VIII, IX, X and the Book 
XII. 

The rendering of the Bhagavata marks an era of 
renaissance in Assamese poetry ; its literary influence 
on Sankarite literature was manifold and immense and 
proved a shaping force upon Sankara' s writings. 
Sankaradeva was not only indebted to the Bhagavata 
for its Krishna legends but also for literary forms, ex­
pressions and traditions. Sankara translated the 
Bhagavata not only into Assamese words, but into 
Assamese idioms. For example, take the following 
verses from the original : 

Eval?Z sa bhagaviin Kr~IJO vrndiivanacara~z kvacit 
Y ayau Riimamrte riijan kiilindbtz sakhibhivrta~z 
Atha giiviisca gopiiSca nidiighatapaplcj.ita~z 
Du~{OJ!l jalmtz papustasyiistr~artta vi~adii~itam 

and compare them with Sankara' s translation : 

Dineka Govindadeva Baloka lagata nalai 
iipuni melilii save glii 

Gopa sisu sava same J amuniira tire fire 
dhenuga!Ja phura!Jfa cariii 

Je~{ha miisara ghora raudre picjileka ati 
eko ara tr~ata najani 

kalira hradata nami nirantare garu gopa 
piiraimiine pile vi~apan/. 

To make the passage more clear and homely, the 
poet redered the expressions sakhibhivritah and nida-
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ghatapapiditah respectively as gopa sisusava same and 
jestha miisara ghora raudre pidileka ati. For in Assam. 
]aistha is particularly significant as a month of extremely 
hot days when pools and ' rivulets dry up and grasses 
in the field are scorched by the hot sun. 

Sankaradeva's translations in this way are of q,n 
interpretative character. The poet had access to and 
utilised other Puranas or commentaries in making the 
Assamese version. For instance, we may refer to 
the Kadamba tree on the bank of the Kaliya lake having 
been touched by the feet of Garuda where the bird 
rested while carrying nectar. This incident, small 
though it is, is not in the Bhagavata; our author pro­
bably introduced it from other sources. In this way, his 
translation endeavours to elaborate, and to illustrate, the 
different ideas and episodes of the original Sanskrit texts 
perfectly in homely and direct Assamese style so that 
even an illiterate man can appreciate and understand. 
The Assamese version of the Bhagavata is, therefore, 
looked upon both as text and commentary of the 
original. 

Although intended for the common people, his 
translation was admired by scholars also. Regarding its 
popularity Sankaradeva' s biographer Bhushana Dvija 
records an illuminating incident. Kanthabhushana, an 
Assamese Brahmana, went to Banaras to study Vedanta 
philosophy under a Sanyasi named Brahmananda. 
Brahmananda one day read out to his students some 
slokas from the Bhagavata Purana, but the students not 
understanding a single verse of it remained sil t 
Brahmananda, however, was surprised to find that e~· · 
Assamese student explained the slokas without a .1ds . . ny m 
from the teacher. Bemg mterrogated, Kanthabhushana 
replied that he was already acquainted with th~ 
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Assamese version of the text made by Sankaradeva 
which was written in so simple, eAJ)ressive and con­
vincing a style that even a woman or a Sudra could 
understand it. 

Of all the books of the Bhagavata, the Adi Dasama, 
the first part of Book X, is very popular. This Book 
describes the incidents of Krishna's early life, such as 
child Krishna's killing of different demons, his playing 
at games and tending of cattle with his friends in the 
fields and woods, his stealing of butter, milk and curd, 
and quarrel with the milk-maids, and the varioug 
chastisements he had from his foster-mother Yasoda. 
Though permeated with religious emotion, the Dasama 
gives an intensely human and realistic picture of a child 
life, a mother's love and grief for her little son, response 
to Nature, and other poetic embellishments that 
eternally move the human heart. It should however 
be noted that unlike the Vaisnavite literature of other 
provinces Racll1a does not appear in these scenes and 
further she is not even a character in Sankarite litera­
ture. 

The Bhagavata was an inexhaustible source from 
which Sankaradeva drew again and again. Besides the 
translation, he composed a large number of other books 
with material from this Purana. His Nimi Nava Sidha 
Samvada is a doctrinal treatise based on Book XI of the 
Bhagavata (Nava siddha katha ito ekadasa skandha). 
Narada here recounts before Vasudeva the discussions 
which took place between king Nimi and the nine 
sages, Kavi, Havi, Antariksa, Prabuddha, Pippalayana, 
Avihorta, Dravida, Camasa and Karabhajana on nine 
different doctrinal points. Each sage expounds one of 
these problems put to him by the king, namely, the 
nature of the Bhagavata religion, Bhakti, Maya, way 
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of escape from Maya; Brahmayoga and Karmayoga 
demerits of an unintiated (abhakta), and nature of 
Avatara. Here some of the ·abstruse metaphysical 
problems are expounded in the Assamese language. 
From its very nature, the work does not strive to reach 
any high level of poetry, though some of his verses bear 
marks of literary accomplishments. The merits of 
bhakti are expressed in splendid and popular similes 

Bhaje Madhavaka nama smare sarvak~alJ.a 
Ekebare sije tara tini prayojana 
Prathame opaje prema lak~alJ.a bhakati 
Grha sarlrate pache mile birakati 
Premara iispada Kr~lJ.a miirti spiirti haya 
Eke kiile mile asi sampada tritaya 
Atisaya k~udhata bhunjanta yena mate 
Sije tini prayojana pratyeka grasate 
Hove tu~!a deha pu~!a k~udhii guci yaya 
Prema bhakatira riijii sunii abhipriiya 
Alpa bhakatita hove prema ati pu~!a 
Kificita bhojane yena kichumana tu~{a 

«He who takes to the name of Madhava 
and meditates on it 
finds all his three needs fulfilled at the same time. 
First, he finds a seizing of love, 
the sign of devotion, 
then an indifference to his household 
and his body, 
an appreciation grows of the image of Krishna 

the object of love 
These three assets come to one at a time · 
as if one finds food when one is extrem~ly 

- hungrv 
and finds a fulfilment of one's three needs · ' 

at each morsel : 
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one is pleased, one's body is restored, 
and hunger itself disappears. 
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Listen, 0 king, to the nature of love and 
devotion; 

even a little of devotion sustains love well, 
just as little food satisfies some." 

More homely and attractive are the following 
couplets : 

Yena pitr sisuka larju loblza diyaya 
Taka paibo buli sisu au~adha pivaya 
Paclze khalJrfa larjuve garbharo roga hare 
Sehi mate ajiiani vedara sik~a dhare 
Paclze V ede bole era isava kamana 
NI~kfime kariba eka Kr~lJafa arpm_1a 

"Just as the father tempts the child with a sweet­
hall and the child in expectation of it swallow$ the 
medicine, later a fragment of the sweet-ball cures it of 
all its ailments, so the ignorant takes to the love of the 
Vedas; later the Vedas say, Leave these desires ; with­
out attachment do you dedicate yourself to Krishna." 

His Bhakti Pradipa also analyses the various 
e1ements that constitute bhakti. Though the work is 
said to have been compiled from the Garuda Purana, 
in fact its contents tally more with the materials of 
Book XI of the Bhagavata. Here Arjuna puts to Krishna 
the following questions : 

Rena .§uni Dhanafijaya sudhila duniii 
Bhakatisi bhaila yeve mok~ara upaya 
Kimate blzakati kare kimate lak~alJa 
Kahiyoka hauka more janma-nivaralJa 
Kana vidhi karibeka bhakati tomata 
Kenaba prayasa ache kahiyo amata 
Yito jane kare ana devata bhakati 
Tara kene gati hove kahiyo samprati 
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.. Hearing this Dhananjaya asks once again : 
If then devotion alone is the means of salvation, 
How does one make devotion ? 
What are its characteristics ? 
Tell me that I may be relieved of birth. 
How should one devote oneself to you ? 
What means is there do tell me. 
One who devotes onself to other gods : 
Tell me, how fares such a person?" 

Among the nine means of developing the attitude 
of bhakti (navavidhii bhakti), the author here greatly 
emphasizes on sravana and kirtana i.e., listening to and 
chanting of God's names. Sankaradeva preached a 
religion of supreme surrender to the One and, in his 
Ekasarana-dharma, the worship of other gods and 
goddesses is strictly prohibited. This has been made 
clear by Krishna in the Bhakti Pradipa : 

Eka citte tumi moka matra kara seva 
Parilzarii durate yateka ana devil 
Huyoka sarm:tapanna eka mote miitra 
Moke blzajii lzuibii teve mukutira plitra 
Nama nusuniba tumi ana devatiira 
Yena mate nuhibe bhakati vyabhiciira 

"Devote yourself to me with a single mind, 
Forsake from a distance all other gods. 
Surrender yourself to me alone. 
Devote to me, then will you he fit for salvation. 
Never listen to names of other gods-
that your devotion may remain unsullied." 

His Anadi Patana is mainly an adaptation from 
Book III of Bhagavata, though a few episodes are intro­
duced from the V amana Purana. The book deals with 
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cosmological matters and is devoid of litermy merit. 
Gunmnala (Garland of praises) is one of the last works 
of Sankaradeva composed at the request of the Koch 
king Naranarayana. In essence, Gunamala is a little 
hand-book based on Books X and XI of tl1e Bhagavata. 
It is a stotra or stuti type of poem with six small sections 
containing hymns of praise to Vishnu and Krishna. The 
author within the compass of a single laudatory verse 
recounts many incidents from Krishna's life making 
them easy to remember. In fact, there is not a 
Vaisnavite disciple who cannot recite from memory 
Gunamala from beginning to end. Superabundance of 
alliteration with jingling rhymes make the poem suit­
able for recitation. By way of example, tl1e following 
verses may be quoted : 

Klilika damilli 
Devaka tu~ilii 
Ke.fi vatsavaka 
Lagiiilli camaka 
Twni biiramblira 
Prthivira bhlira 
Jndraka damilli 
V anata bhrami/li 
Pasi rangaslila 
karilli lisphala 

Piitanii su~illi 

vrajaka bhii#lli 
samasta daityaka 
cjakliilli yamaka 
lzuyli avatlira 
khatpjilli aplira 
Brahmiiyo namilli 
gopika krhjila 
yata mahiimiila 
vadhila gopiila 

C(You subjugated the serpent Kali and squeezed out 
the Raksasi Putana. You delighted the gods and adorned 
Vraja. You terrified all demons like Kesi, and Vatsavaka. 
Again and again you incarnate yourself and lessen the 
burden of the earth. You subjugated Indra in the 
forests and played with Gopis. You came on the stage, 
stormed and slew all the terrible forces." 

The next outstanding literary production of 
Sankaradeva is the Kirtana which even to-day exercises 

2 
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unique influence upon the mind and thought of the 
Assamese people. It is looked upon with the same 
religious feeling and reverence as Ramacaritamanasa 
of Tulasidasa in Northern India. There is no Assamese 
Hindu home which does not possess a copy of Kirtana 
either in manuscript written on sanchi-leaves or in 
print, no house which does not recite some of its verses 
on religious occasions and during illness. 

The date of composition of the Kirtana is not 
known. Some biographers say that Sankaradeva did not 
write tlw book during one particular period, and that 
the composition was spread over several years. From 
the methodical arrangement of the chapters, it may be 
said that though the book was written at different 
periods, the entire work however was planned and it 
was certainly not a work of his early years. Further­
more, the Kirtana is not a single poem but a selective 
collection of twentysix poems comprising about 2261 
couplets in diverse metres. Most of the poems are 
however, adaptations from the Bhagavata Purana. Tw~ 
of its poems Sahasra Nama Vrittanta and Ghunuca were 
contributions by other writers. They were written 
respectively by two of his disciples Ananta Kandali and 
Sridhara Kandali and were incorporated in the antho­
logy at the desire of the authors. Each poem included 
in the Kirtana is of the nature of an independent kavy,1 
modelled after Sanskrit prototypes and illuminative of 
many didactic doctrinal points. The very name Kirtan 
is suggestive of the fact that the poems were recited ·a 

I . . d . m 
re igwus congreg~twns an services. Each poem bears 
a ghosha, a refram. These poems are recited by th 
leader of the religious gathering. After reading : 
couplet, the leader repeats the ghosha or refrain a d 
the party takes it up along with the clapping of hand~ 
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The first poem of the Kirtana, Caturvimsati 
Avatara (Twenty-four incarnations) describes briefly the 
twentyfour incarnations of God, making particular 
references to the divine personality of the Krishna 
avatara and to his activities towards liberation of man­
kind. The subject-matter of the second poem Nama­
paradha is said to have been taken from the Svarga­
khanda of the Padmapurana. The poem is in the fom1 
of a dialogue between Narada and the four Siddhas, 
sons of Brahma who dwelt at length on the various 
ways of emancipatio,n in the Kali Age. Pasanda­
marddana, the next poem, is so named as it refers to the 
subjugation of the evil mind (Pasanda mati). The poem 
draws its materials from the Bhagavata, Visnudharmo­
ttara, Brihat N aradiya Pur ana, P adma Pur ana, and 
Suta Samhita. It recommends constant recitations 
of the name of God to be the best medicine in this 
world of sufferings. Sankara realised that the Brah­
manical pretensions had raised a barrier between man 
and God, and so both by pen and from pulpit, he 
endeavoured to break down all prejudices of caste, 
creed and rank. In many passages, Sankara emphatic­
ally laid down that to obtain final release or to come to 
the presence of God one need neither be a Brahmana, 
nor a sage, nor should one know all the scriptures 
(Nelage deva dvija risi huibei nelage samasta sastra 
fanibe). The poem is important as it makes clear 
that the Vaisnavism preached by Sankaradeva was 
democratic in spirit, principle and organisation and all 
people . could embrace it. For the very same reasons 
Mohammedans and others including tribal people were 
converted to his creed. 

The Dhyana Varnana (Description of meditation) 
is a small poem of twentyeight stanzas. The poem 
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holds a magnificent picture of Vaikuntha, the celestial 
abode of Vishnu, where all devotees aspire to go after 
death. 

V aiku1Jtha niime ache malza thana 
sari sari raiije vimiinacaya 
V aiduryaya hirli marakatamaya 
Candra surjya yena prakiise ati 
Najiini yata prui dina rati 
Ciiru sarovara nirmmala jala 
Sugandha padma sobhe utapala 
Ache rajahG1!1Sa samuhe raiiji 
Lilaye mmala bhuiije ubhaiiji 
Pave parijata malaya vava 
Catake tyaje sulalita rliva 
Bhramara ga1Je gave hari glta 
V ai~1Java ja1Je suni anandita 

«There is the rare place named Vaikuntha 
There are row upon row of palaces, 
studded with sapphires and diamonds. 

' 

The Moon and the Sun shine dazzling there. 
It is difficult to know 
whether is is day or night. 
There are lovely lakes with clear water, 
Fragrant lotuses and lilies bloom there, 
All are beautified by geese, 
Pleasurably they feed on the roots of the lotus. 
There is the Parijata flower 
and the Malaya breeze, 
The Catakas cry sweetly, 
The bees hum hymns to Hari, 
Listening which the Vaisnavas are pleased." 

The Ajamilopakhyana (story of Ajamila) taken from 
tlJe Bhagavata narrates the story of a Brahmana 



LITERATURE 21 

who lived in open sin with a Sudra harlot and 
broke all laws sacred to his caste in maintaining his 
mistress and the ten children begotten- on this woman. 
At the time of his death, the sinful Ajamila called his 
youngest son Narayana to him and because he 
happened to utter the name of Narayana (which was 
also a name of God) at the time of death, the soul of the 
Brahmana was taken to the abode of Vishnu and not 
to the city of Yam a. The poem emphasizes on the 
merits of chanting God's name : even an unconscious 
recital of the name of God brings salvation to hard 
sinners just as abdominal disease is cured by even un­
conscious swallowing of a powerful medicine (yena 
mahausadhi nafani bhunfile taro garbha roga hare). 

The merit of devotion is propounded through the 
well-known story of Prahlada in the poem Prahlada 
Carita. The same doctrine is made explicit in Gajendro­
pakhyana, a small poem of thirty stazas from Book VIII 
of the Bhagavata. It describes a furious battle scene 
between Graha (crocodile) and Gajendra (elephant). 
Gajendra was overpowered by Graha and he was coun­
ting the hour of death. Suddenly, it flashed into his 
mind that devotion to Hari might save him from this 
predicament. So he prayed to Vishnu with devotion 
by holding a lotus with his trunk : -

Ehi buli mara'f)ata nabhaila vikala 
Su'f)cje meriii dharilanta suvar'f)a kamala 
Parama iinande miidhavata diyii citta 
Gajendre karila stuti ali viparita 

"Thus thought he, and cast away all fear of death ; with 
his trunk he caught hold of a golden lotus; with great 
joy and faith in Madhava, Gajendra began to worship 
Him intensely." 
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Vishnu came and rescued his distressed devotee in 
time. Many of the verses of this poem are distinguished 
by great poetiG beauty, particularly the description of 
the Trikuta mountain and its adjacent lake, the dwell­
ing place of Graha. 

In Haramohana (adapted from Book VIII of the 
Bhagavata) by enumerating feminine charms in detail 
the poet creates an image of Divya-kanya (celestial 
nymph). Siva entreated Vishnu to show him his 
feminine form. Vishnu, therefore, transformed himself 
into the form of Mohini (Enchantress); at her sight 
violent emotions of love suddenly let themselves loose 
in Siva's mind and Siva losing self-control and all sense 
of decorum and decency ran after Mohini like an in­
fatuated man. In portraying Mohini, the poet selected 
feminine physical charms that have a direct erotic 
appeal. The description of the Divya-kanya becomes 
in the following verses pictorial and at the same time 
full of delicate voluptuousness 

Tapta suvarlJ.ara sama jvale deha nirupama 
Ialita valita hlita1 pliva 

Cak$u kamalara pasi mukhe maJWhara hasi 
saghane darasai kama bhliva 

Urddhaka k$epanta bhantli karanta katlik~a chata 
lila gati dekhiii phure piika · 

Solake uchala khopii khase parijata thopii 
bama hate samvaranta taka 

KarlJ.ala kulJ.cjala dole tana halaph~la kare 
gale ratnamala jhiki plire 

Suvar!J.a kanka!J.a dhvani kare runu jhunu suni 
prakase hrdaye hema hlire 

Kli~zthe /are slitasari layalase kaqhe bhw·· 
agabaq/Ji p?iclze guci yanta l 

Pindhi Slkji khontli jlili yena mairaya kare cali 
Haraka katak~a kari canta 
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Dara.Santa ka~a pithi k~m;o hase sama dr.~!i 
calzi /aje canta cak~u mudi 

Bhramall!a aneka blzave uruvave vastra vave 
ucca kuca kumbha have udi 

Kaizka/e kiriki~zi baje carm.za kamala maje 
ratnara mipura runa jlmna 

Hale ati madlzyade.Sa Sm?zsara molzinl vesa 
eko aizge nZihi khati khw;a 

"Like burnt gold her body shines unparalleled, 
graceful and developed are her hands and feet, 
her eyes, the petals of the lotus, 
a ravishing smile on her lips, 
repeatedly does she reveal a coquettish manner. 
She plays with a ball, scatters flashes from her eyes, 
she sways this way and that at ease, 
her high chignon loosens, drops her cluster of 

pa1'ijata, 

she manages that with her left hand. 
On her ears hang eardrops, her breasts shake, 
On her neck a gold wreath shines. 
One listens to the tinkling 
that her gold bangles make, 
her breast is beautified by a gold necklace. 

On her neck shakes the seven-rolled chain, 
she sets her steps with grace and ease, 
seeming to step forward she moves backwards, 
putting on her sa1'i with some air, 
as if a peacock spreads its fan, 
she casts her glance sideways at Hara. 
She reveals her sides, her back, 
her look as if she would smile, 
looking in bashfulness she shuts her eyes. 
She roams about in various ways. 
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she makes her clothes float in the breeze 
and the high pitchers of her breast are bared. 
On her waist a girdle jingles .. 
sound run-jhun jewelled nupura, 
between her lotus feet. ~ 

Her middle bends, 
she is in the garb of the world-enchantress, 
not a blemish is on any of her limbs." 

By way of warning there is a sermon on the plight 
of men who are entangled in the web of women. Th(:: 
irresistable temptation of women is emphasized in the 
following couplets : 

Ghora niir!mayii sarva miiyate kutsita 
Mahii siddha muniro katlik$e hare cita 
Darsane kare tapa japa yoga bhanga 
Jani jiian!ga!Je kaminlra ere sanga 

"Of all the terrible apparitions of the world woman's 
is the ugliest. A slight side glance of hers captivates 
even the hearts of celebrated sages. Her sigh~ destroys 
prayer, penance and meditation. Knowing this the wise 
keeps away from the company of women." 

It should however, be noted that this was not the 
attitude of Sankaradeva towards women in general . 

' elsewhere he revealed a more appreciative attitude and 
took into account diverse delicate qualities of female 
characer. For example : 

Karma samayata taka mantr! hena lekhi 
Rangara belata yena tai prlitJa-sakhl 
Snehara prastave tai matr hena thana 
Sayana belata tai diislra samana 

[ H ariscandra u plikhyana ] 

"In time of work, you offer counsel like a minister. In 
sports you are my dearest mate. In respect of showing 
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affection you resemble my mother. At bed-time you 
serve me as a faithful maid." 

In the poem Sisulila the various activities of child 
Krishna and his god-like powers are depicted in sweet 
and sonorous language. Thus we have a pretty picture 
of the naughty Krishna as a child : 

Thiyadmiga diya piiche tumi diimodara 
Anartha kariyii plmra govalira ghara 
.Anandate samasta goviiligal)a iisi 
Kr~!Jara akirtti Y asodata dent a hasi 
Ki bhaila tomiira ito tanaya durjjana 
Kr$~zara nimitte ara narahe j'Ivana 
Giii natu dohante diimuri mele gai 
Grha pasi curi kari khanta dugdha dai 
Viinarako khuvave Govinda kino cii!Jcfa 
Viinare nakhai yebe kobai bhiinge bhiil)qa 
Dlzuki yeve napiive manata niii fll$/i 
sikiyara para iine uralata ufl;i 

"Then, after learning walking, 0 Damodara, 
You began making mischief in the houses of 

the milkmaids. 
The amused mikmaids also came to Y asoda 
and lodged laughingly their complaint 

against Krishna. 
What a wicked son have you given birth to 
Because of Krishna, life has become intolerable. 
He sets free the calves before the cows are milked. 
He would also steal into the house 
and consume all the milk and curd. 
Govinda is so wicked that he feeds 
even monkeys with these. 
And when monkeys refuse to eat more, 
he destroys the pails. 
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Putting the pails beyond his reach 
on a hanging rope is no safety ; 
For he fetches them from the lift 
by getting up on the wodden threshing block." 
The poem Rasakrida taken from Book X of the 

Bhagavata, relates to Krishna's Rasa dance with gopi.;,· 
in the Arcadian grove on the bank of the Yamuna on a 
silvery autumnal full-moon night. The poem devotes a 
large number of verses to scenes from Nature where 
nature appears to be pulsating with life. In the midst 
of the Rasa dance Krishna suddenly disappeared and 
the gopis approached the trees and the shrubs on the 
bank of the Yam una and entreated them to tell the 
whereabouts of their beloved. Feelingly does the poet 
describe scenes from Nature : 

Ucca vrk~a dekhi sodhe sadari 
suniyo asvattha vafa plikatji 
Ylihante dekhiyli Nanda kumlira 
Nenta curi kari citta limlira 
He kuruvaka a.Soka campli 
Kahiyo kathli karli anukampli*** 
Ovli tulasi samidhlina diyli 
Tumi Govindara caral)a priyli*** 
He jliti yuthi sakhi miilatl 
Kr~lJa parase ki labhila gati*** 
He ama jama bela baku/a 
Nai upakiiri tomiira tula 
Kr~lJara virahe dekho andhara 
Kava kaika gaila pral)a iimlira 

"Seeing a tall tree, the beautiful damsel asked : 
Hear me, 0 you banyan tree, 
Nanda's son saw me from here, 
And stole away my soul. 
0 you Kurubaka, Asoka and Campa trees 
speak you to me and show compassion. ' 
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0 you Tulasi tree, give me a reply, 
you are the beloved of Govinda' s feet. 

27 

0 ] ati, Yuthi, and friendly M alati creepers, 
Did you attain the supreme way at Krishna's 

touch? 
0 Ama, lama, Bela and Bakula trees, 
benefactors like you none else are. 
At Krishna's absence I see darkness all round ; 
Say where has the soul of my life gone ?" 

The commotion of the milkmaids of Gokula caused 
by the note of Krishna's flute is very graphically 
described : 

Su-svara madhura kari Hari gailli gila 
Suni kiime utrlivala huyii gopigal)e 
Dileka lavacja gila dlzvani nirik$m.ze 
Kar~zata ku~zcjala cjole begate han[lzite 
Cittata dharile Kr~IJe cale alak$ite 
Kato gopi jiiya glii dohanaka erji 
.Akhiite thiikila dugdha cant saite parji 
Piyante achila sisu tahako naga1J.i 
Pati susru~liko erji jaya katojani 
Kato gop! achila svamira parasante 
.Adhli bhunjli huya kato jaya lavarjante 

"Hari made his sweet voice more melodious still, 
and sang a song. 

Hearing his song, the Gopis were troubled by love. 
And in their unrest they ran in the direction 

of the music. 
Earrings swayed from their ears as they ran. 
Krishna captured their souls by stealth and wile. 
Many Gopis left their cows unmilked. 
Other left their pails of milk on ovens uncared for. 
Some even forgot their babies on their breasts. 
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Many others went away neglecting the care of 
their husbands, 

Some even went away from the embrace of their 
beloveds. 

Yet others left their 'half-finished meal and began 
to run." 

Syamantaka Harana relates to the gem that dailv 
yielded eight loads of gold, and dispelled all fear a'f 
portents, famine, death, diseases, tigers and serpents. 
This gem which Satrajit received from the Sun-god 
was stolen by king J ambuvan while he went on a hunt. 
Krishna recovered it from J ambuvan after a great fight. 
In this spirited poem full of martial thrill the poet 
presents a vivid and vigorous description of the battle 
characterised by strong dramatic elements. The follow­
ing couplets alone will give some idea of the fight 
between Jambuvan and Krishna :-

Hena .§uni Jambavanta dhailii mahii balavanta 
Nicini sviimika piiclze dharilanta yuddha kiiche 
Samiinya mallU$Ya buli mahiikrodhe gai/ii jvali 
Niijiini prabhava ati lagiiileka hatiihati 
Duyo hayii mahii kruddha lagiiileka ghora yuddha 
Duyo miitahgara lila bari$e parvata sila 
Kato beli hiine gacha kato kope cape kii$a 
Yujilanta miila bandhe dhari bhari bhari chande 
Duiro duiko niihi tu~ti hane vajra sama mu.rti 
Miirrzsara kiirmJe yena yujanta duigo{a sena 
Keho bale nuhi k~/1J.a Yujanta iithaisa dina 

"Hearing this Jambavanta, of immense strength, 
made a dash 

Knowing not Him to be the master, ' 
even Him he caught for a duel. 
Taking Him to be an ordinary mortal, 
He flew into a fierce rage. 
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Knowing not His supreme power, 
He began to exchange blows, with Him. 
Both of them grew exceedingly angry, 
and began a terrible duel. 
It was as if two elephants were at play, 
and mountain rocks began to fall in showers. 
For a while, trees began to be hurled. 
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With consuming anger, each would sometimes 
close on the other, 

They also closed on each other in wrestling fashion, 
catching and catching yet again and fighting by 

planting their feet. 
None is satisfied with the inflictions on the other. 
Each struck the other in thunderous blows. 
It was as if two eagles were fighting 
for the one and the same piece of meat. 
None of the two was inferior to the other in 

. strength, 
And for twentyeight days they fought on." 

Kamsavadha, a poem of two hundred and thir­
teen couplets, describes Krishna's heroic exploits finally 
leading to the killing of Kamsa. Gopi-Uddhava-­
Samvada is a little poem of about thirty-three stanzas 
relating to Krishna's message to the Gopis of Gokula,_ 
which was sent through U ddhava. The poem is full of 
sadness and describes in mournful verses lamentations 
of the Gopis on their separation from Krishna. Kujir 
Vancha-purana (Fulfilment of Kuji's desire) and 
Akrurar Vancha-purana (Fulfilment of Akrura's desire) 
describe how God fulfils the desire of his devotees. 
Jarasandha Yuddha and Kala Yavana Vadha give the 
stories of struggles between J arasandha and Balarama 
and killing of the former by the fiery glance of 
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Mucukunda at the contrivance of Krishna. Mucukunda 
Stuti is a hymn of adoration. 

In Naradar Krishna Darsana, (from Book X of the 
Bhagavata) the author wanted to illustrate that Krishna 
is omniscient. One day Narada went to the female 
apartments of Krishna's palace at Dvaraka, and found 
in one room Krishna enjoying the company of his 
principal wife Rukmini. He then proceeded to the 
next room where he found Krishna with Laksmi. The 
sage went to all the 16,008 rooms of the palace and 
found Krishna in every one of them enjoying separately 
the company of his 16,008 wives. Vipraputra Anayana 
(Bringing back of the Brahmana' s children) relates that 
while Krishna was the ruler of Dvaraka, there came one 
day to his palace a Brahmana with a dead child in his 
arms. He cried out that in kingdom where Brahmanas 
had to weep in sorrow the king was not a ksatriya but a 
mere dancer (!ahara rafyata sake kande dvifagana, 
Nuhike ksatriya sito natara laksana). The Brahmana 
had nine children, he said, all of whom had died in 
infancy. Arjuna, who was sitting with Krishna, 
hurriedly approached the Brahmana and tried to con­
sole him. Arjuna promised to the Brahmana that he 
would see that his next child would not die and swore 
that if he could not protect the next child of the Brah­
mana he would burn himself to death. But the tenth 
child of the Brahmana also died immediately after 
birth. The Brahmana went to Arjuna and rebuked him 
for promising to do a thing that he could not perform. 
Arjuna, however, left the Brahmana and immediatelv 
went to Yamapuri, the abode of the dead, in search a'£ 
the child. He could not find the child there; then in 
vain he went to different regions. Unsuccessful he 

' came back to Dvaraka and arranged to burn himself 
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to death. But Krishna now asked Arjuna not to immo­
late himself and promised to show him the children of 
the Brahmana. Krishna ascended his chariot and with 
Arjuna drove it over seven oceans, seven islands, and 
crossing the region of night arrived at the kingdom of 
waters. There they saw Vishnu reposing on the serpent 
Ananta with the ten children of the Brahmana. Krishna 
and Arjuna worshipped Vishnu and begged of him the 
children. The children were brought back to earth 
again and handed over to the Brahmana. The central 
idea of the poem is that without God's grace nothing 
can be performed merely by human endeavours. 
(Paurusa purusara kichu nui, Krishnara prasade 
samasta hui). When the news of the bringing back 
of the Brahm ana's children reached the ears of Daivaki 
she alm entreated Krishna to give back her six children 
.killed by Kamsa. This is the subject-matter of 
Daivakir Putra Anayan, a little poem of thirtyfour 
couplets. Krishna brought back these six sons who 
were in Sutalapuri in the company of king Bali. After 
visitilig their mother the children went direct to 
Vaikunthapuri by the grace of Krishna. The next poem 
Veda Stuti (from Book X of the Bhagavata) is philo·· 
sophical in content and full of reflective thoughts. For 

example:-
Mukuta kundala yena suvartJara bhinna nuhi 

· mi~ha miitra nama rupa yata 
Ahaf?Ikiira paiicabhiita tomiita prthaka nuhi 

prabl;u paramiirtha vicarata 

"The crown, and the earrings are not different from 
gold in species ; The name, the form and the ego put 
forth a false show. In absolute consideration, 0 Lord, 
even pride, and the five elements are not different 
from you." 
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Another semi-dramatic poem, consisting chiefly of 
conversation is Damodara Viprakhyana, adapted from 
Book X of the Bhagavata. Damodara, a poor but devout 
Brahmana could hardly maintain himself and his wife. 
His wife one day asked Damodara to visit Krishna, 
who was one of Damodar' s friends in school. Damodara 
hesitated to see his friend who was then in an affluent 
condition ; but at last he had to yield to the importunity 
of his wife and started to his friend's house with a little 
packet of presents of fried rice. Krishna was delighted 
to see his old school companion and enjoyed heartilv 
the small presents brought by Damodara. The poet her~ 
wanted to show how God is pleased even with small 
offerings given in sincere devotion. In the cenh·e of this 
small narrative poem, presented in a simple popular 
tone, stands prominently the character of a poor Brah­
mana. The poem in beautiful words speaks of a friend's 
affection and duties. 

Lilamala recounts mostly the incidents of 
Krishna's early life and Vaikuntha Prayana 
describes the final departure of Krishna. Both are 
adapted from Book X of the Bhagavata Purana. 
Vaikuntha Prayana or Krishnar Vaikuntha Prayana is 
the largest poem of Kirtana comprising 254 stanzas 
divided into nineteen sections. It describes the migra­
tion of the families of Yadu from Dvaraka to Prabhasa 
their indulgences in liquor and merry-making, quarrel 
and destruction of the Yadus, the passing away ol 
Krishna shot by an arrow of a hunter named J ara and 
Krishna's message to Arjuna who carried. the remaininrr 
members of the Yadus to Indraprastha. The poe~ 
opens with a discussion between Krishna and U ddhava 
who was informed by the former of the impendin)2; 
destruction of the Yadu race. Krishna instructed 
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U ddhava on Bhakti and directed him to set out on a 
pilgrimage. The last section of the poem ends with a 
scene where U ddhava gave to Vidura the news of the 
Yadu-race and Krishna's passing away. The entire 
poem is dominated by a sad note. Naturally, one would 
expect Kirtana to end with the poem Vaikuntha Prayana,­
but Sankaradeva incorparated in it Uresavarnana, a 
poem mainly on the temple of J agannatha. Materials 
of the poem are taken from BralHna Pumna, and it 
relates to the setting up of the Jagannatha ksetra and 
erection of sacred temples in Orissa by king Indra­
dyumna, in much detail. 

Kirtana was the mature products of Sankaradeva's 
mind ; as we have already observed a number of 
episodes from the Bhagavata are presented in it with 
the definite intention of telling the people in a clear 
and sb·aightforward style the rudiments of the docb·ine 
of Bhakti, the ethics and moral code for a bhakta 
(devotee). Here we find, a number of stories, first of its 
kind 'in our literature charmingly told, combining 
sermons and prayers couched in a feeling language. 
But to a modem reader the merits of Kirtana do not 
depend so much upon didactic doctrines, moral sermons 
or theology but upon splendid expressions, grand des­
criptive passages, originality of b·eatment and 
marvellous rhythmic felicities that nm throughout all 
the poems of the book. As for the secret of its popu·· 
larity, Sri Jnananath Bora rightly says, "All the senti­
ments-pleasure and pain, love and separation, anger 
and forgiveness, are equally blended in Kirtana. It 
affords pleasure to all classes of readers. To children it 
gives stories and songs for amusement, it delights the 
young with true poetic beauty and the elderly people 
find here religious instructions and wisdom." 

3 
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Kirtana stands as a book of grand verse not only 
for its religious outlook but also for elevated and noble 
thoughts that transcend all religions. We find such 
striking passages of universal appeal as :-

Manu$yara ayu sata vari$a Salflkhyiita 
Arddheka ni$phala jiiya janiba nidriita 
Vilf!sati vari$a ara jaya omolante 
Neya daJa vari$a dhanaka upiirjjante 
Vrddhakiile jaya se$a vari$a Vi1?1Sati 
Ek6 kiirya sadhibaka nahike sakati 
Sarlrako plqe vyiidhi cak$UYe nakale 
.Asa pase biindhiya grhata thaki gale 

[ Prahlada Caritra] 

«Of the years which are taken to make the span of 
life, half are wasted in sleep. Twenty years man 
spends in play, and ten years in accumulating riches. 
Old age takes his last twenty years, when he is incapable 
of doing anything. His body is then tormented bv 
disease, his eyes stop functioning, and hope being his 
last resort, he breaks up, keeping himself to his house." 

Such familiar ideas as : -
Vi$aya cintiiya parama pramatta 

phuro maha mana darpe 
Tumi apramatta hele mara taka 

induraka yena sarpe 
[ Mucukunda Stuti] 

"Insensible and arrogant 
I wander about with thoughts of the world. 

You being devoid of arrogance destroy me easily 
just as a serpent kills a rat." ' 

Such pith'y expressions of philosophical import as : _ 
Sarlraka mai bolo buddhi bhaila hata 
Hiyiita haraila tumi khojo bahirata 

[ Sisuli:la ] 
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"My intellect has been clouded 
as I call my body 'I', 
You are within me, and in vain 
I search you outside." 

and such noble things as :-
Brlihmat)ara cat)cjlilara nibicliri kula 
Datata corata yena dr~!i eka tula 
Nlcata slidhuta ylira bhaila eka jniina 
Tlihakese pat)dita bolaya sarvajana 
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[Sri Kr~lJara Vaikul).tha Prayal).a] 

"Him indeed all call a wise man who does not dis­
tinguish between the caste of a Brahmana and that of 
a Candala ; who looks at a donor and a thief with an 
eye of equality, and who does not differentiate between 
a debased man and an honest person." 
Also: 

Kukura cat)cjala garddabharo iitma Rlima 
Jiiniya saviiko patji karibii pral}iima 

"God is the soul of the dogs, the donkeys and of the 
outcastes. Knowing this, pay reverence to all living 
creatures." 

Limitation of space precludes further quoting. 
Of his other Kavyas Harischandra Upakhyana was 

composed while Sanhl.ra was a student at Mahendra 
Kandalf s school. The materials of the poem were 
~ollected mainly from Markandeya Purana (Markan­
deya puranara kathata pradhana, payare racibo 
Hariscandra upakhyana). All through the poem 
the author has extolled the merits of bhakti. 

Another kavya of his younger age is Rukmini 
H arana (Abuduction of Rukmini). Rukmini Harana 
is a charming idyll, the materials of which are 
said to have been taken from the Bhagavata 
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and H arivamsa. In the opening verses, the poet 
states that he has composed the kavya from materials 
collected from both these texts to make it more palat­
able just as one mixes milk with honey to make it a 
sweeter drink. l'o give the poem a touch of realism, 
the author adds to the original tale scenes of common 
domestic experience which transforms the Puranic story 
into a narrative of popular experience. Rukmini, 
daughter of Bhismaka, king of Vidarbha, choose Krishna 
for her husband. Her parents also agreed to give her 
in marriage to Krishna. Rukma, her brother stood in the 
way and arranged her marriage with Sisupala. Ruk­
mini, in despair, sent messages to Krishna through 
Vedanidhi, an old boastful, tall-talker Brahmana, to 
rescue her from Sisupala. Vedanidhi plays in the 
poem the part of a friend and confidant. Vedanidhi 
hastened to Dwaraka to fetch Krishna. Krishna 
accompanied by the Brahmana immediately started for 
Kundina. Krishna's chariot rolled on with the speed of 
the wind, swift as a naraca arrow, and with uproarious 
movements like the thunder of destruction. Feeling 
like losing his senses the poor Brahmana in fear covered 
his eyes with his palms. His head reeled and reeled 
and Vedanidhi dropped down senseless on the floor of 
the chariot. Krishna slowed down, attended to the 
Brahmana and restored him to his senses. On the eve 
of the wedding day Krishna arrived at Kundina and as 
arranged before eloped with Rukmini while she was on 
her way to the temple of Bhavani. Rukma, and other 
princes who assembled at the marriage, pursued them in 
vain. Krishna carried Rukmini to Dwaraka and cele­
brated the marriage with all pomp and merry-making. 
This wide theme offers the poet full scope to exercise 
his powers of realistic descriptions. Domestic discus-
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sions about Rukmini' s marriage, Krishna's arrival, war 
with the rival suitors, marriage rites, etc. are elaboratelv 
porb·ayed by the poet. Even the medieval Assames~ 
personal ornaments and costumes are presented in all 
their artistic designs and colourfulness. Here Sankara 
described the wedding, doubtless from the models of 
existing domestic ceremonies, with abundance of popu­
lar pictures. The marriage scene has touches both of 
pleasant humour and pathos. To the wedding came 
all the gods and the denizens from the three worlds and 
each of them brought valuable presents befitting his 
own social dignity and prestige. Siva was, however, 
put into an amusing situation, as he had nothing to 
offer. Even his wearing apparels were of tiger-skin, in 
his hands were only sula and dambaru, a bull was all 
his possession ; his forehead carried the crescent moon ; 
serpents adorned his body as ornaments, skulls as 
necklaces and his wallet contained nothing but 
ashes : 

Save devaga~e ucargi ache 
Mane mane Hara gu~anta pache 
Ki dive ave karo kana karmma 
Gavara vastra siyo vagha carmma 
Hate laiya achaya sula damharu 
Ghara bahire eka guti garu 
Sarpara kihkin"i sarpara hara 
Sakala gave sarpa almilklira 
sirata ache arddha candrakala 
Mamt~yara mu~qe gatlzicho mala 
Boka~qita ache bhasmara dhuli 
Aka dile haibo laghii samfili 

So, reflecting that a present of any of these articles 
would only make him an object of ridicule, Siva cleverly 
disappeared from the assembly. 
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There are rare flashes of description, realistic 
characterisation, and unforgettable phrases. We recall 
such a description of the city of Kundina : 

KuJJ.cf.ina nagara ati manohara 
Nana vidha ghq,ra ati uccatara 
Kato grha ache saji suddha kace 
y ena sukla giri ache sati sari 
Vicitra k~ati kii!i Siliikufi 
Tate niinii pafa ghata nata bltata 

dekhila sri Gopala 
parama ciiru caucala 

upare ratnara kama 
dekhibaka anupama 

grhara biindhila klinthi 
prakati gaQ.hila i;athi 

sari siir"'i Siiji ycklze 
angi b/zafzgi kari niice 
kwJ.cf.rlik~a dilanta tiita 

nise~a grlta upare 

Biigha ghonga singha nanavihafzgama 
Aneka putali ache hiita tuli 
Darpa1J.a iikiira siiji dila bara 
Suvllr1J.ara ghata kare phata pha[a 
V ajrasama drcjha caupasara gacf.a 
Agara candana vase sarvak~a7J.a 
Hiita blifa beri kare niinii khecji 
Aneka rama1J."'i pindhe kini kini 
Asmhklzya pukhur"'i capa capa kari 
Ciirio ka~m·e biindhiche bakhare 

devara durgama cjare 
amoda karaya gandhe*** 

nagar"'i yata cava/a 
mukuta liirii pravala 
caru jale ache blzari 

ghiife ghiife khafa khiiri 

"Then Gopala sees Kundina, a very lovely city, 
Various houses, so high, extremely well-roofed; 
Many houses are there looking neat, 
on them decoration of jewels, 
Like white hills row on row, so lovely to the eye; 
sculptures made of the best of granite are there ; 
On them they carved various designs 
and figures of the elephant, 
they made tigers, lions, various birds, all in rows. 
Many figures are there with raised hands 
and dancing. 
The walls were made like glasses, with windows. 
On all the houses shine golden pitchers. 
All around the city are well-built ramparts. 
The merchants sell wonderful jewels there. 
The atmosphere is redolent of agar and sandal. 
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The children of the city play about 
at the markets and on the roads. 
Many of the women are decked in pe:arls 
and diamonds. 
There are innumerable tanks full to the brim 
with pleasant water. 
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The banks of the tanks are paved with jewels." 

No kavya is complete without a description of 
battle scenes. Our poet fulfilled this requirement also 
by giving an animated description of the battle between 
Krishna and other disappointed suitor-kings of Rukmini. 
The battle scene abounds in heroic sentiments. 
Bhismaka tells his son Rukma when the latter was 
defeated by Krishna : 

U{ha u{ha putra tai era ito manna 
Liija apamana k~atriyara kana dharma 
Hiiriya jinaya keho jiniyii hiiraya 
Sarvakiile sarrzsarata kiiro nahi jaya 

"Arise, arise, 0 son, leave you this humour. A 
Ksatriya is never swayed by blame or praise. Victors 
lose, and losers win,-none in this world is ever 
victorious." 

Balabhadra consoled Rukmini on the defeat of her 
1 >rother with the following words : -

Era mana ka~ta soka nakariba sakhi 
K~etri iiiti bhaile hove hena vyavahiirii 
Viviida liigile blziii bhiii cinte miirii 
DiirmJa k~artiya jiiti henase abodha 
Sangriima liigile pitiiputra kare yuddha 

"0 friend, give up sorrow. A Ksatriya always fares 
like this. In fight a brother may oppose a brother. 
Ksatriyas are so foolish that in a fight even a son battles 
against his father." 
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Throughout the poem scattered in profusion are 
the familiar phrases and colloquial compounds gathered 
from the lips of the people. These idioms which may 
be said to be <like real language of men' gave additional 
freshness to the kavya and place it far above conven­
tional compositions. Further, the poet transformed 
many a commonplace idea into neat and witty maxims 
that are even to-day quoted as proverbial expressions. 
Vv e get such familiar maxims as :-

Jokara mukhata dile cw;a 
The leech collects back before lime. 
Kiike bharacile apavitra hove daula 
Does the temple get desecrated 
when the crow commits nuisance over it ? 

Candrara agata najvalaya tara 

A star appears dim before the moon. 
Mitraka Vi$ada dili satru pZiile Zai 

When one falls out with one's friend 
one's enemy gets emboldened. 

Y ateka kukure kamora maraya saveo athura nama 
The dogs always bite below the knee. 

Balichalan (Deception of Bali) was written while 
Sankara was at Patbausi. This is in main an adaptation 
of the well-known episodes of Bali from Book VIII of 
the Bhagavata Purana. The poem is permeated all 
through with the conception of the doctrine of Bhakti 
particularly of the dasya type, i.e. man's attitud~ 
towards God as that of a faithful servant. There is a 
series of significant sayings which are of great im­
portance as bearing on merits of gifts, hindrances of 
wealth and rich€s towards spiritual progress (S"ri paile 
piiva taka parama iipade ), evils of desire, and the merit 
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of contentment arising out of the control of the 
senses :-

Tinio lokata yata ache dhanya dhana 
Y at a divya niiri iiclze sundari pradhana 
Y at a divya gharabari vastra alaJ?lkara 
Saveo mtpure mana eka lublziyara 
Prthu Gaya adi kari raja aparyyanta 
Arthara tr~Qiira kelzo napaileka anta 
Saptadvipli prthivi karila adlzikara 
Tat/zapi tr~'.zara kelzo napaileka piira 
Indriyaka dami yi[o nakare akrosa 
Si si malza sukhi yito alpate santo~a 
Asantu~ta priii)Ira nakhal)qe mana duklza 
Trailokyara lak~mi paile niihi tara sukha 
Y ehi pave tiite mahli tu~ta hove mana 
Tevese viprara teja baqhe anuk~al)a 
Asanto~e samaste tejake kare fhaya 
Yen a jala pari agni nirvval)aka pliya 

«All the grains and wealth 
that are in the three worlds, 
all the women of beauty, 
all the beautiful houses, clothes and jewels, 
all these do not satiate even one greedy person. 
Kings innumerable like Prithu and Gaya 
could not find the limit to their desire for wealth. 
They conquered the seven-islands of the earth, 
even then they could not cross the barrier of desire, 
The one who controls one's senses 
and has no craving 
is the one who is really happy 
and contended with a little. 
The unsatisfied person has no end to worries ; 
the riches of the three worlds 
cannot make him happy. 
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The Brahmana who is satisfied 
with whatever he gets 
finds himself increasing in spiritual power. 
Dissatisfaction sucks all his power 
like water falling on fire and quenching it." 

Sankaradeva did not confine himself to Krishnite 
~aterials alone but wrote also on themes from the 
Ramayana. He rendered into Assamese the U ttara 
Kanda (last canto) of the Ramayana. Madhava 
Kandalf s Assamese version of the Ramayana existed 
only in five cantos without the first and the lase. The 
Uttara Kanda may, however, be called an independent 
Ramayana as most of the incidents of the epic are 
narrated in this canto through songs sung by Lava and 
Kusha in the court of Rama. Unlike, however, his trans­
lation of the Bhagavata, where the original was faith­
fully followed as it was consideJed to be a sacred text, 
in the Uttara Kanda, the fidelity to the original whether 
im. respect of ideal, character or incident, was not the 
main aim of the translator. Even the central figure of 
Rama of Valmiki's epic is not an epic hero but an 
incarnation of Vishnu. 

For in one of the bhanitas Sankara says of Rama thus 

Tumi tribhuhal)a pati tumi jagatara gati 
Tumisi acintya gul)a ananta sakati 
Prakrtita antara parama tumi tattva 
.Adi anta niijiiniya tamara mahattva 
Tumi bhara harii bare bare avatari 
Du~taka dal)cjiyii mahantaka rak~a kari 
Tumisi ISvara surasure kare seva 
Antata tumisi thaka nathiikaya keva 

1 Madhava Kandali (1400 A.D.) was the earliest translator of 
the Ramayana into Assamess. 
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"Thou art the Lord of the three worlds, 
and the way of the Universe. 
Thou art the unthinkable virtue, unlimited power. 
Beyond Prakriti thou art the supreme secret. 
One does not know the beginning 
or 'the end of Thy glory. 
Thou relievest the burden of the world, 
incarnating repeatedly, 
chastizing the wicked and protecting the good. 
Thou art Isvara, whom gods and demons reverence. 
At the last also thou alone stayest and none else." 

It is evident that Sankaradeva undertook its render­
ing to serve the fixed purpose of propagating G1c Blukti 
cult. To give it a Vaishnavite appearance bhanitas are 
inserted in each section with passionate religious 
fervour. Thus, one section concludes with the follow­
ing sermons : -

swza sablzasada Ramaym;a pada 
patakara dhumaketu 

Apara sm?zsara sukhe hove para 
Rama nama bandhi setu 

Du~{a kala sarpe savako dm?1sile 
blzaila sruti hata budhi 

Rama nama ito amrta binai 
nai nai mahaw;adhi 

Yateka piitaka smrzharibe pare 
Ramara name samprati 

Tateka piiteka karibe papzra 
Bapara nahike sakati 

Aganika yena tp;e novaraya 
papara tenaya nama 

lsi dharma nija mukuti vanijya 
I)iiki bola Rama Rama 
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"Listen, 0 members of the assembly, 
to the verses of the Ramayana. 
These are a terror to sin. 
One crosses the boundless samsara (world) 
with ease, 
if one only makes a bridge of the name of Rama. 
The wicked snake Time has bitten everyone, 
one has lost one's wits. 
Apart from this nectar named Rama 
no medicine is there now. 
So many sins can be destroyed 
by the name of Rama, 
as are beyond the means 
even of the hardest sinner to commit. 
As grass cannot control fire, 
so is the case with sin. 
This is one's own faith, the trade of salvation 
Cry aloud, Rama, Rama." ' 

Besides, each incident of the epic serves as a con­
venient peg to hang Vaisnavite sermons upon. For' 
example in the concluding section of Laksmana 
Visarjana (Desertion of Laksmana) we have the follow4 
ing verses : -

Sunii sabhasada save RiimiiyalJ.a kathii 
Riima Lak~ma1J.ara hena milila avastkii 
Ito grhaviisa siimiinyara kana lekhii 
Svapanara sama nidhi dhana jana dekhii 
Durghora mrtyuka kiya niikaliya kiiche 
Hena jiinii antake kesata dhari ache 
Aura aruvanta niihi kalara hatara 
Parama biindhava eke Miidhavata para 
Hena jiini diyli Rama caranata citta 
Karli pana Ramaniima parama amrta 
Vi~aya viliise nila ilzena janmaka · 
Chiiira arthe pore yena jati candanaka 
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Maharatna mwzi yena sama nai mule 
Tiika sa/iii iini kiicama~zi pindhe gale 
Eke kiikamiii?Zsa siyo iihiira kukurara 
Ati a/pe siyo dr!khii nuhike vistara 
Tiika maha pravandha kariya napiii liiga 
Y adi piivai iisi tiiko iine klzoje bhiiga 
Sehimate viblzava vi~aya yata sukha 
Tiike fiigi hova kene Kr$~Zata vimukha 

"Listen, members of the assemblage, 
to the story of the Ramayana. 
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Even Rama and Laksmana fell into situation, 
What need to mention the life of ordinary people ? 
Consider as dream all this men and wealth. 
Do not call Death near, 
for know you that he has caught you by the hair. 
No other rescue is there from the clutch of Time, 
no other great friend than the only Madhava. 
Therefore, do you meditate on the feet of Rama, 
Drink the name of Rama, the supreme nectar, 
You will find this to be the conclusion 

of the Vedas. 
It is Rama' s name which gives one salvation. 
Matter and luxury have spoiled this life, 
as one burns white sandal for ashes. 
In value there is no equal to the great jewel : 
but the foolish one changes it for glass beads 
and puts them on his neck. 
The flesh of the crow which is food of the dog, 
Little it is, not large in quantity, 
Even then it is difficult to obtain, 
and if the dog comes upon it others cla.im a share. 
So ugly and mean are the pleasures of the world, 
Because of them why do you ignore Krishna ?" 



46 SANKARADEVA 

As the Ramayana is a kavya and not a sastra, 
Sankaradeva allowed greater latitude to embellish the 
poem with free use of invented materials and he availed 
himself of the innumerable opportunities for descrip­
tions which the story offers. The abiding interest ot 
the poem lies in abundance of folk elements which at 
places produce comic effect by exaggerations. The 
dinner scene where the angry sage Durvasa with his 
hungry disciples were entertained by Rama, though full 
of domestic realism, is yet humorous through oversta­
tement: 

- R~ira iikrosa dekhi sal?tkita Riighave 
Annapiina iipuni siijiyii sabiindhave 
Agata jogiiila iini aneka yatane 
Dekhi Durviisiira mahii tu~ta bhaila mane 
Kari paripati piiche si~ye same r# 
BhUfzjibe liigilii anna parama hm·i~i 
Ghana k~ira k$irisa khiiilanta liige mane 
Nadharaya pefa pi{hiipana paramane 
Dadhi dugdha ghrta ghole bhailii ga1Jrf.agola 
Ophandila udara dekhiya yena dhola 
Lobhata bhufzjanta tathlipito jcl1J!i ili'IJ!i 
Noviiranta riikhibe mlitante lise biinti 
N apiinte usiisa ati olamila ghiira 
Moi moi pe{a kato tolanta ugiira 
Tana tana pe{a kato rf.hiliinta kapi1J,a 
Dui hiitata vai dravya dekhi liige ghi1J,a 
Khiiibe kato napiiri karanta hiii phui 
Namiitanta ylicante thiikanta thiva hui 
Dadhi dugdha paficiimrte basliileka giing 
Ehi mate r#ra bhojana bhaila sling 

"At the sage's greed Raghava became terrified . 
Himself preparing food and drink ' 
he laid them before the sage. 
At this Durvasa became much delighted. 
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Condensed milk and butter 
he ate as much as he could, 
the pastry and rice pudding 
were beyond the capacity of his belly, 
curd, milk, ghee and whey caused a tumult 
and his belly became inflated like a drum. 
Even then did he ate out of greed, 
he could not keep. down what he ate, 
it came out as he spoke ; 
he could not breathe, his shoulders hang down, 
repeatedly did he belch, 
his belly became so tight 
that he had to loosen his cloth, 
the eatables stuck to both his hand 
so as to look disgusting; 
being unable to eat further he became restless, 
he did not respond when more was offered. 
A river of curd, milk and the five-nectars How ; 
thus did the feast of the sage came to a close." 
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The heroes here have lost their original elevated 
character and been reduced to the status of common 
men and women of the day. As an instance, Sita is 
described in her parting scene as a rustic woman. She 
reproaches Rama in an unrestrained language which 
at places borders on the vulgar. Sankaradeva had 
some fondness for elaboration and even in pathetic 
scenes such as Sita' s final departure he seems to have 
unnecessarily lingered. Sita indulges in profuse weep­
ing, flings a sermon on brotherly affection at her sons 
Lava and Kusha, hugging them to her neck, and utters a 
long farewell homage to her husband Rama. As soon 
as Sita is carried away in a golden chair Rama becomes 
unconscious and suddenly slips down from the throne. 
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The entire assembly bursts into tearful lamentations. 
The scene, on the whole, has taken on a distinct local 
colour : 

Deva r.yi save santlipe klindanta 
dharite citta napari 

Bhaluka vanara kande nirantara 
matita pari lotari 

Bharata Lak.yma7Ja vira Satrughna 
bhumita pari/a kandi 

Kausalya pramukhye nmthi hanai hiye 
Sita buli rava bandhi 

Sevakini yata Sitlira sokata 
kande pari lotapu{i 

Paila svarga kola krandanara si{o 
tumbula rolaka uti 

"The gods and the sages could not re~train them­
selves and began to weep out of grief. 

The bears and the monkeys wept everywhere 
rolling on the ground. 

Bharata, Laksmana, the hero Satrughna fell to the 
ground weeping. 

Kausalya and others struck their breasts and cried 
out : Sita, Sita. 

All the maids in grief for Sita rolled on the grou~d 
and cried. 

The uproar of grief and lamentation reached the 
k , 

s y. 
By such descriptions the poet held up before his 

listeners a pure domestic tragedy full of sorrow, sadness 
and unrestricted pathos which had an intense appeal to 
the popular mind. In these descriptions we do not get 
that calm dignity, intense yet restrained feeling which 
pervade the original epic. ' 

Sankaradeva's literature was, however, meant 
chiefly to serve practical purposes in the Vaisnavite 
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movement, and therefore his literature in tone, colour 
and form, appears predominantly to be religious 
and, consequently, suffers from certain limitations. 
Nevertheless, there are magnificent and inspired utter­
ances that have a universal appeal and touch every 
human heart. In many of such passages philosophy, 
morals, rules of conduct are given not only to his age 
but for all ages. 

We have already noticed that Nature too has 
some place in Sankaradeva' s writings. In fact, the 
brilliant descriptions of Nature were largely instru­
mental in rendering many of his religious verses real 
gems of lyrical poetry. The poet took rapturous delight 
in lingering over the description of the beauties of 
rivers, oceans, groves, forests and mountain scenery. 
He portrayed them as they presented themselves to his 
eyes, and did not project his own feelings and senti­
ments into them. Although not attempting to discover 
any spiritual message he saw in her glory and mani­
festation of the creator. Take his famous passages 
from Divya Upavana in the Haramohana or the 
Citrakuta in Gajendra Upakhyana. Each one of them 
exhibits the author's delicate observation of Nature 
and unfolds a colourful landscape. 

Sankaradeva was an erudite scholar in Sanskrit 
and he drank deep into the Sanskrit literature. Besides, 
borrowing materials for his kavyas and plays from the 
Vedas, the Upanisadas, the Ramayana, the Maha­
bharata, the various Puranas and the Tantra-texts, 
Sankaradeva composed slokas and stotras even in 
Sanskrit. Further, he compiled an anthology of 
Sanskrit verses on Vaisnavite faith and philosophy. 
The title of the text is Bhakti Ratnakara; and it con­
tains near about forty sections relating to diverse topics 

4 
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on Vaisnavism. The verses of the book were collected 
from such works as the Bhagavata Purana, Prabodha 
Candrodaya Nataka, Santi Sataka of the Kasmir poet 
Sihlana, V aisnavananda Lahari and Y ogasara. 

In literary conventions, modes, figures of speech 
also Sankaradeva closely adhered to the canons of the 
Sanskrit poetics and followed the classical traditions. 
Most of the imageries, expressions, ideas used in his 
poetry were drawn from the inexhaustible source of 
Sanskrit poetry ; as for instance the comparison of the 
loveliness of a body to the flash of lighting ( vijuli reha) 
or burnt gold (tapta suvarna), the thighs to trunks of 
an elephant (kari-kara), or stems of plantain, the neck 
to a conch (kambukantha), the arms to rounded body 
of a serpent ( valita bhujanga), the forearms to lotus 
stalk (mrinala danda), fingers to the petals of campaka 
papari), or sticks of gold (kanaka salakha), an' eye to a 
new lotus petal or a cakovii bird, the eyebrows to 
Cupid's bow, the side long glance to Cupid's arrow, 
face to moon, nose to a sesamum flower, redness of the 
lips to a banduli Hower or a ripen bimba fruit, the weJI 
formed teeth to rows of pearls or seeds of a pome­
granate, breasts to badari fruits or ample jars, move­
ments to swan's (Rajahamsa), elephant's (gafagati) or 
to lion's (mrigaraja), voice to cuckoo and hundreds of 
such stereotyped comparisons. Among various figures 
of speech alliteration which goes to create impression 
with different sounds and marvellous melody is seen 
all through his poetry. 

In ~he following verses, to illustrate how strong is 
the desrre for pleasures of the senses, several f f 1 
'II . d orce u 1 ustrahons are set own : · 

Vi.yayara dul]kha ~~ni _ tathapito eko pra1JI 
neqe dunaz take bhunji mare 
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Galata bandlziyli plighe katibaka nenta chlige 
yena nilarjjata Ziti kare 

Aneka blzatsani plii ucchi~ta bhiinjibe ylii 
yena ati kukura nirgate 

ccworldliness is unhappiness. 
Creatures known this. 
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Yet none forsakes it, rather all run after it again. 
Like a goat which behaves disgracefully 
Even when led to the altar for sacrifice, . 
roped by the neck 
Or like a shameless dog though uninvited 
and vehemently chid 
come to partake of the remains of a feast." 

Of the figures of sense, similes of various types are 
a very favourable device and are frequently employed 
to elaborate an idea. Sometimes series of similes run 
through a stanza to impress one and the same fact 
again and again. To suggest Sisupala's undeserving 
desire to marry Rukmini, no less tl1an a dozen similes 
are piled up together : 

Moka viha karibaka liila sisuplila 
Mora mane teveto ]Ivana bhaila bhala 
Tahara ki mukhe moka vihaibaka pare 
Sb?zham bharyaka yena srgala ahare 
Hata mele candraka chavala yena range 
Amrtaka iccha kare cukare kona belige 
Sehimate a.sa sisupalara iimiika 
Y ena janja bhagaka bhufzjibe cave kaka 
Mahadana khoje yena patita brlihmm:za 
ViSi~ta svargaka vancai brahmavadhi jana 
Sehimate a.sa sisupala nrpatira 
Tara mukhe svami huibe pliibe Rukmil;z"ira 
Trailokyara natha miidhavaka eri yai 
Kane Sisupalaka varibe cak~u khai 
Siqzha eri sukaraka klwje kona priitfi 
Dugdha eri kona jane piye macho plin"i 
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.. (Rukmini says) This Sisupala comes to ma~ry 
me : my life has taken a better turn indeed ! W1th 
what cheek has he come to marry me ? As a fox would 
feed on the female of the lion, as a baby would snatch 
at the moon, as the frog from the corner would desire 
for nectar, so would Sisupala desire me. As the crow 
would feed on the offerings made at a yajna, as the 
degraded Brahmana would covet great gifts, as the 
Brahmana-slayer would desire for the high heaven, so 
would king Sisupala desire me. He talks of being 
husband to Rukmini. But setting aside Madhava, the 
Lord of the three worlds, who would shut one's eyes 
and choose Sisupala ? What man would ignore the 
lion and ask for the pig ? Who would ignore milk and 
drink fish-washing water?" 

He is also rich in other alamkaras such as rupaka, 
utpreksa, vyajastuti, arthantaranyasa, svabhavokti, etc. 
Another literary skill which made Sankaradeva·s 
writings acceptable to the popular mind is the use of 
proverbs in surprising numbers. . These pithy sayings, 
racy of the soil, are used to illustrate facts of ordinary 
life, moral precepts and the wisdom of the common 
man. 
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HYMNS 

In two other branches of Assamese literature 
Sankaradeva was a pioneer and left his distinctive mark, 
namely in Bargit, devotional song, and Ankiya-nat, 
one-act play. Both were new literary types in Assamese. 
The popularity of the Bargits, the prayer-songs grew 
rapidly as the Vaisnava code had laid down the singing 
of prayers as an obligatory daily duty and it was consi­
dered an essential part of liturgy. Further, the singing 
of hymns became a medium of preaching and propa· 
ganda. Sankaradeva, therefore, created a system of devo­
tional services, both congregational and private, known 
as Prasanga and Nama Kirtana, and also established 
institutions to train singers (Giiyan and Biiyan). In the 
Vaisnava church of Assam, singing is universal even to­
day. These compositions were however, not couched 
in homely Assamese as the poems of Kirtana or the 
kavyas. These were written in an artificial speech 
called Brajabuli, a mixed Maithili-Assamese language. 
Such a literary medium was in vogue among the medie­
val Vaisnavite poets of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa. 
It is noteworthy that Sankaradeva composed his first 
Bargit not in Assam but at Vadarikasrama during his 
first pilgrimage (C 1481 A.D.). 'iVe quote below the 
entire song not only for its historical importance, but 
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also for its deeper message and authentic sense of 
form : 

Raga : Dhanasrl 

Mana meri Ram a caral)ahi lagu 
Tai dekha na antaka agu 
Mana iiyu k~alJe k~alJe tute 
Dekha pral)a kana dina chute 
Mana kala ajagare gile 
Jana tileke maralJa mile 
Mana niscaya patana kiiyii 
Tai Riima bhaja teji miiyii 
Re mana isava vi$aya dhandhii 
Kene dekhi nadekhasa iindhii 
Mana sukhe para kaice ninda 
T ai cetiyii cinta Govinda 
Mana jiiniyii Saizkare kahe 
Dekha Rama vine gati nahe 

"Rest my mind, rest on the feet of Rama ; 
Seest thou not the great end approaching ? 
My mind, every moment life is fleeting, 
Beware, any moment it might Hee away. 
My mind, the serpent of time is swallowing : 
Knowest thou, how death by inches is advancing ? 
My mind, surely this body would wither away. 
So break through illusion and resort to Rama. 
0 mind, thou art blind ; 
This vanity of things : thou seest; 
Yet nought thou seest. 
Why art thou, slumbering at ease. 
0 mind, awake and think of Govinda. 
0 mind, Sankara knows it and says, 
Except through Rama, there is no hope." 

It should be noted that Brajabuli, as a language 
had lesser uses of compound consonants, a preponde-



HYMNS 55 

ranee of vowels and alliterative expressions and these 
phonetic traits may be said to make it a more suitable 
medium for lyric compositions. In addition to this 
flexibility, some element of sacredness was associated 
with this artificial language, as it was traditionally consi­
dered to be the language of Vraja (Vrindavana) in which 
Krishna and the Gopis spoke. This archaic language 
bearing vocables of fuller feeling-tones was employed 
to "meet requirements which do not arise in ordinary 
speech" and it immensely succeeded in interpreting the 
Vaisnavite atmosphere. Sankradeva was our first 
great poet to use this artificial language and superb 
was the use he made of it in his Baragits and Ankiya 
nats. 

The Baragits are far more poetical than the 
kavyas, and more passionate even than the akhyanas of 
Kirtana. The growing popularity of music and the 
requirements of congregational prayers and devotional 
services made Sankaradeva compose a large number of 
Baragits, the most beautiful prayer-songs in our litera­
ture even to-day. 

Sankaradeva' s Baragits are woven with strands of 
religious experiences, philosophical reflections, secular 
and ethical broodings, poignant introspection of the self, 
agony of spirit and saintly humility. Some of them 
are speculative. They speak of the nature of God, His 
relation with men, His infinite compassion and grace, 
the burden of human existence, the way of liberation 
and so forth. Others are exhortatory, urging man to 
'chant the name of Harf to 'think of Govinda', 'to rest 
on the feet of Rama', 'to' leave the illusory pleasures of 
the world', etc. Each one of the Baragits invariably 
concludes with a passionate prayer for shelter at the 
feet of Govinda, and deliverance from this suffering 
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world. The following hymn in praise of God is an 
illustrative example : 

"Life of the life on earth, self-created, 
J anardana, crusher of Danuja, reliever of suffering, 
source of joy to the virtuous, joy of joys, 
delight to Nanda, roamer in the wilds. 
Distinguished in sports and loveliness, 
outshining the autumnal moon. 
Sleeper on the serpent Sesa, 
auspicious, destroyer of Kesi. 
Clad in golden robes, indestructible, 
Friend to the world, prop of the Universe, 
Madhava; foe to Madhu, sweet to the sight, 
destroyer of Mura. 
The lotus feet of Kesava 
This is desired by Thy servant Sankara." 

Deeply distressed by the fever and fret of life 
Sankara in some of the psalms expresses a sense of utter 
wearines in the world of change and sorrow. Thus he 
bewails : 

Riiga : Suhiii 

Sri Riima mai ati piipi piimara ·teri bhiivanii niii 
Janama cintiima~Ji kahe gayo yaice kiichaka liii 
Divase vi.raya biyiikula niSi sayane goiiai 
Mane dhana khuji vimohita teri iirati niii 
Hrdaya kamale Hari bai{haha cinto cara~Ja nii teri 
Karala garala yaca bhojana hii.mu amiya heri 
Pa.!:ama _muruk~a hiimu Miidh~va eko bhakati najana 
Dasa dasa bulz tiirahu elm Sankara bhii~Jli 

"A dire sinner to Sri Rama, 
Think I not of Him. 
In pursuit of things glasslike, 
My precious life I fritter away. 
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During the day I pursue worldly pleasures, 
Night I pass fruitlessly in sleep. 
With agitated mind I search for wealth, 
No devotion I feel for Thee. 
Within my lotus-heart resides Hari, 
Yet I meditate not His feet. 
Casting away nectar I take poison. 
Fool as I am, I know no devotion to Madhava. 
Save Thy slave, 0 Lord, 
Entreats thus Sankara." 

Also in the following prayer : 

Raga : Kediira 

Piive pari Hari karoho kiitari prcu;a riikhabi mora 
Vi~ays vi~adhara vi~e jariijara ]Ivana niirahe thora 
Athira dhana jana ]Ivana yauvan 

athira ehu SG1?1Siirlz 
Putra pm·iviira savahi asiira 

karabo kiiheri siira 
Kamala-dala-jala citta cai'icala 

thira nahe tila eka 
Niihi bhayo bhava bhoge Hm·i Hari 

parama pada parateka 
Kahatu Sm:tkara e dukha siigara 

piira kara Hr~ikesa 
~u~m~ ~u~~ 

tattva pantha upade§a 

"Falling prostrate at Thy feet, 0 Lord, 
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I make entreaties that thou may preserve my soul. 
My life is poisoned with the venom 
of the serpent of worldliness. 
It cannot stand any more. 
Wealth and family are illusory, 
So are life, youth, and this our world. 
Wife and children are all insubstantial. 
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Upon whom shall I rely? 
My soul is as fickle 
As water on floating lotus leaves, 
And never at rest for a moment. 
Drowned in the enjoyment of worldly pleasures, 
I could not touch Thy supreme feet. 
Sankara prays : 0 Hrisikesa, 
Steer me safe across this sea of sorrows, 
0 Sripati, Thou art my mind and destiny. 
Give me the doctrine and the way, 
In the path of spiritual progress." 

Senses are great obstacles in the path of God-reali­
sation and Sankara wants to transcend them through 
Grace and so he prays : 

Narayal)a caral)e karaho gohari 
Vi$aya-vilasa pasa chaqi 
Indriya mohi ohi vatovari 
Nasa gandha madhura rasa rasanii 
Sraval)a vividha dhvani dhaya 
Nayanii riipa parasa tvaca cahe 
Kahe bhajoho pahu paya 
Kama krodha mada mana moha meri 
Aisava vairi visiila 
Sa~1kara kaha pal1U tuhu vine nahi ana 
Sevakapala Gopala 

.. 0 Narayana, this prayer do I make at Thy feet : 
Free me from the shackles of earthly pleasures, 
and annihilate my senses. 
My nostrils crave for fragrance, 
and the tongue pines for delicious taste 
And eyes look for forms and the touch' for Hesh. 
As such, how can I worship the feet of the Lord ? 
Lust, anger, vanity, pride and passion-
They are mighty foes. 
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Sankara says : 0 Lord, except Gopala 
There is none to protect Thy servant 
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from these foes." 

In this world of illusion, faith, adoration, and devo­
tion to Krishna or Rama can only release human beings 
from death, destruction, and utter ruin. The following 
hymns describe Sankara' s conception of devotion, spirit 
of humility and self-surrender : 

Raga : Dhana.Sri 

Pamaru mana Rama cara~ze citta dehu 
Athira ]Ivana Rama Madhavakeri nama 

mara~aka samba/a lehu 
Raja~ii divasa dura avi yavata 

avata antaka garaji 
Katlzi tanupata milata matimani 

Rama blzajahu sava varaji 
Asa pasa para.Si manasapasu 

Patjali bandi beri beri 
Bhava karagara taraka nahi ara 

vine blzakati-rati teri 
A vanisi sevalzii Rama par am a palzu 

Ralzu hrdi patikaje mera 
Kr~~a kii?Zkara blza~a Rama parama dlzana 

mara~alzi sariga na chora 

''0 sinful mind, cling to the feet of Rama. 
Life is unstable. 
As weapon against death, 
Take the name of Rama-Madhava. 
Days, nights and life pass away, 
And death approaches with thundering sound. 
Think of the body's decay 
Forsake everything and seek shelter under Rama. 
0 animal in man's dress 
in the sna~e of cravings, ' 
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You are a prisoner now. 
From this prison-world none can rescue you, 
Save your own devotion to the Lord. 
Devoutly I serve the great lord Rama ; 
Let Him reside in my heart. 
Rama is my most precious treasure. _ 
0 Lord, leave me not in the grip of death, 
Prays the servant of Krishna." 

The same note of self-surrender has become domi-
nant in the following prayer-offering also : 

"Oh you wicked mind of mine, 
Devote yourself to the feet of Rama. 
Life is fickle. 
Let the Name of Madhava 
Be your main stay 
Wherewith to face death. 
The eternal course of night and day 
Brings you nearer to death. 
Anywhere you may be overtaken. 
Knowing this, 
Dedicate yourself to Rama' s name, 
And leave the rest. 
Oh you beast of a mind, 
You are entangled again and again 
In the web of desire. 
Nothing can free you from the prison of earth 
Save devotion to Hari. ' 
Worship, then, day and night, 
Rama the supreme Lord. 
Let Rama be enthroned in the lotus of the soul. 
Says the servant of Krishna : 
Rama is my Supreme wealth 
Let me not lose it till death." 
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The incomprehensibility of the ways of God and 
the attitude of humility (samnapatti) of a devotee is well 
illustrated in the following lyric : 

"How can we know the Infinite ways of the Lord ? 
Even great devotees like Sanaka and Sanatana, 
Have contemplated on the Creator, 
And got confused. 
Countless worlds come and go 
Through the mere pores of the Lord. 
By incarnating Himself as tl1e Divine Boar, 
And as N arasimgha, 
He destroys the burden of the world. 
Sons, daughters, wealth, wife, 
All that we have and behold-
Are all but illusion. 
Even so, creatures are a part 
Of the Blessed One. 
Why, then, tl1is snare of delusion? 
Sayeth Sankara, 
Oh Lord, I crave your feet, nothing else. 
Grant me this prayer : That I may cherish Thy 
Feet in heart, 
And chant Thy Hallowed Name." 
The intellect and wisdom cannot qualify one to 

obtain release from this world unless he possesses true 
devotion. Sankara, therefore says-

Soi soi thiikura moi yo Hari parakasa 
Nama dharata rupa smarata takeri hamu dasa 
PatJ.qite padhe sastra matra sara bhakate Iiye 
Antara jal~ phufaya kamala madhu madhukare piye 
Yiihe bhakati tahe mukuti bhakate e tattva jlinii 
Y aice VQtJ.ika cintamatJ.ika jliniyii gutJ.a bakhanii 
Kr~tJ.a kirrzkara Saizkara kaha bhaja Govindaka piiya 
Sohi patJ.qita sohi matJ.qita yo HariRUIJa gaya. 
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"He is my Master through whom light of the 
Lord manifests itself. 
I am His servant who recites His name 
and cherishes his image in heart. 
Like the bee that sucks honey from the lotus 
that blossoms in the bosom of a lake, 
The devotee drinks nectar (of the Holy name), 
while the pundit parrots sciriptures. 
Devotion alone leads to slavation, 
a devotee should remember this. 
As an experienced jeweller 
appraises the merits of the peerless jewel, 
So Sankara, the servant of Krishna says, 
Fall thou down and pray at the feet of Govinda. 
He who chants the praises of Hari 
Is the real pundit and the glorious man." 

The variety of learning and pompous rites and 
rituals cannot lead to salvation : 

The scholar does not see the straightest path, 
Nor does the performer of a million sacrifices 
attain Hari. 
Both fall down to earth ever and anon. 
All rites and rituals, 
All pilgrimages to Gaya and Kasi 
Made round the years, 
All yogas done and rhetoric learnt, 
Only cloud the vision. 
There is no salvation without Bhakti. 
The name of Rama is 
The blessedest thing on earth. 
That is the highest knowledge. 
In the age of Kali, 
Harf s name is the Supreme religion. 
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The scriptures and the lore 
Do not enable one, 
To know Hari. 
Sayeth the servant of Krishna : 

63 

Human life is short and difficult to get (again). 
Forget, therefore, the vanity of le~trning and rites, 
And worship the feet of Hari 
In your inmost soul. 

Some of these songs are allegorical in import and in 
them Sankara lays injunction that one should always 
be on guard against the six enemies, namely, kama, 
lust, krodha, anger, lobha, greed, moha, infatuation, 
mada, pride and matsarya, envy. 

E bhava gahana vana ati moha piise channa 
tiil;e hiimu hari!J.a berai 

Phandilo miiyiira piise kiilavyiidha dhaya iise 
klima krodha kutta khedi khiiya 

Hariiilo cetana Hari najiino kimate tari 
§unite dagadha bhela [iva 

Lobha moha duhu viigha satate niichiire liiga. 
riikhu riikhl,l SadiiSiva 

Paliiite nedekho sandhi dine dine drdhabandi 
bhai!a manda manara yukuti 

Tuvii Hari liigo gotf.a mora miiyiipiiSa chotf.a 
sankara karaya kakuti 

"This world is a dense forest, 
Full of the fetters of desire ; 
And myself, a weakling of a deer, 
wandering here alone. 
Time like a hunter 
charges me fast. ' 
I am fettered by the hoofs of maya. 
0 Hari, I have lost my heart, 
and know not the way to liberation. 
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Even· to think of my lot, 
I burn within. · 
Avarice and illusion, 
the two tigers are following me. 
Save me, 0 Thou In£nitely Good ! 
I see not the way of escape ! 
And what a pity. The more am I entangled, 
The more I lose discrimination. 
Sankara takes refuge at Thy feet 
and entreats Thee ! 
Free him from the fetters of maya." 

In some of the hymns, we have reference to the 
episodes of the Indian epics explaining divine grace and 
glory. In the following Bargit, Ravana is depicted as 
the Supreme Evil of earth of whom men are in constant 
dread and fear : 

Hark,. Oh you arch enemy of the gods, 
You, root-cause of destruction 

Of the Raksasas : 

Legions of monkeys in battle array, 
Are marching forward. 
The earth trembles under their feet. 
They have crossed over the ocean. 
Dangerous rocks in hand, 
l'hey rush again and again for battle. 
All Lanka is surrounded. 
Its streets and squares are invaded by them. 
And loud and piercing 
are the battle cries they raise, 
The cries come thick. 
!They frighten the inmost soul. 
Oh Raghava, you are majestic and mighty: 
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You are the Lord. 
Ravana jumps audaciously on you, 
When gods, men, giants, reptiles, hills and all 
Tremble in fear. 
The ten-headed Ravana was a fool 
To have abducted J anaki. 
Sayeth Sankara : 
Oh Ravana, creature of night, 
Fall Hat at the foot of Raghupati, 
That is the only salvation for you. 

6.5 

In some Bargits, we come across descriptions of 
child Krishna, his setting out in the morning to tend 
cattle with the cowboy, companions his repartees in the 
forest glens to his friends, and return in the evening 
fatigued, with sleep-ridden eyes. This group of Bargits 
is full of pastoral settings resembling the idyllic scenes 
of rural Assam. The lovely atmosphere is electrified 
with notes of humanism, particularly in the idle woiTies 
of the mother, Yasoda for the safe return of her son 
Krishna and with the notes of profound love in the 
intense desire of the Gopis for reunion with Krishna­
notes which touch the spheres. 

The following Bargit which describes sorrows 
and lamentations of the Gopis when Krishna departed 
from Mathura, is cited as an illustration : 

5 

Raga : Kalyiina 

Uddhava Vandho! Madhupuri rahala murliru 
Kahe rahaba niiheri ava jivana 

vana bhayo bhavana hiimiiru 
Yiihe viyoga iigi afzga tiivaya 

tila eku rahaye nii piiri 
Sohi Vraja sura dura gayo Govinda 

disa dasa divase andhari 
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Bhayo mara1J.a ohi sohi Hari caranaku 
bichuri rahaya nii plii 

Deklzata Kalindi giri Virindavana 
tanu mana dalzaya sadiiya 

Vrajajana ]Ivana biilzuri niihi iivata 
lziimiiku karata aniithii 

Gopi1J.l. prema parasi nl.ra jhuraya 
Saizkara kaha gu1J.agiitha 

"0 friend U ddhava, 
Muraru chooses to stay away at Madhupuri. 
Without seeing him shall we live ? 
Our homes have turned to wilderness. 
The fire of separation burns our limbs, 
We find no peace for a minute even. 
Govinda, the sun of Vraja has departed, 
So darkness prevails even at noon 
in the ten directions. 
Being separated from the feet of Hari 
We will soon perish. 
The very sight of the Kalindi, 
Govardhana and Vrindavana 
Bums ceaselessly our minds and bodies. 
Alas ! the life of Vraja shall fade for ever. 
Throwing us in utter helplessness. 
In love, tears roll down the cheecks of the Gopis. 
Thus Sankara sings the praises of the Lord." 

The following hymn in beautiful imagery has a 
deeper note of pathos : -

Tala: ekatiila 

Miidhava virahe haraya cetana 
tanu ]Ivana na rahe. 

Canda candana manda malaya sam"ire 
Kesava vine vi~a vari~e sar"ire 
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Ghana ghana hanaya madana pafica va!Ja 
Kokila kuhu kuhu lalm meri pra~z(J. 

Pamkayapata ahita himabari 
Madhukara nikara karaya mahamari 
Aicana samaye Madhupuri piu pra1,1a 
Kr~~w kil?zkara rasa Smikara bhaQ_a. 

"Benumbed are our senses at separation 
from Madhava. 
Life will soon part with the body's company. 
The moon, sandal-paste and the breeze of Malaya, 
rain poison on us. 
For we are bereft of our beloved Kesava. 
Time and again Madana shoots his five arrows, 
And the cuckoo kills us with its exciting 
and mellifluous notes. 
Lotus-leaves and cold water turn harmful, 
Bees come in cluster heaping great destruction 

Alas ! even at such a time our beloved, 
our very life, stays at Madhupuri. 
Sankara, the servant of Krishna. 
Knows the depth of such sentiments." 

upon us. 

In the Bargits we find Sankaradeva in his exalted 
moments. Here he exhibited his power of fusing philo­
sophical thought with lyrical fervour. He blended in 
these song-poems lofty thoughts with splendid rhythmic 
felicities and artistic sublimities. Numerous are the 
similes, metaphors, alliterations and other figures of 
speech which make them delightful and appealing. 

Other types of songs are known as Bhatima, Capaya 
and Catiha. Bhatimas are long poems of eulogistic and 
descriptive character. They mention divine qualities. 
glorify divine deeds and speak of God's grace. Later 
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on Bhatimas addressed to Sankaradeva known as Guru 
Bhatimas were also composed. During his pilgrimage 
at Banaras, Sankaradeva met some disciples of Kabir and 
was charmed with Kabir's Cautisa verses. The Cautisa 
is an exposition of the religious significance of the con­
sonants of the alphabet. Just as in Chaucer's "A.B.C." 
the verses begin with successive letters of the Latin 
alphabet, the lines in this form of composition begin 
with the successive letters of the Sanskrit alphabet. 
Their reproduction in Assamese resulted in the Catihas. 



CHAPTER III 

ANKIYA NAT AND BHAWANA 

[ Drama and Stage 1 

The genius of Sankaradeva finds the most natural 
expression in the sphere of drama. A much-travelled 
man, he must have been familiar with such dramatic 
entertainments as Ramlila, Rashlila, Yatra, Kathaka, 
Yaksagana, Bhagavatam and Bhawai, popular at that 
time in other parts of India. On the other hand, there 
were such rudiments of dramatic entertainments in 
Assam as Deodhani-nac, Putala-nac, and Oja-pali 
performances. Among these, Oja-pali was extremely 
popular and it continues till today as a very common 
entertainment in the rural Assam. The Oja-pali party 
usually consists of four to five singers, and is divided 
into two groups, each singing in chorus. The leader 
is called Oja, and his companions are called Palis. One 
of the Pali is called Daina-pali, the right hand 
companion. The leader extemporises or unfolds the 
story, recites the refrain, and the Palis repeat the refrai11.. 
by playing on cymbals and keeping with the movements 
of their feet. In interpreting the verse-narrative, the 
Oja uses dramatic gestures, expressions, and move­
ments. Occasionally, in the middle of the performance, 
the Oja pauses and converses with Daina-pali by way 
of expounding the story in order to give the entertain­
ment the appearance of a dramatic dialogue. Many of 
the kavyas of Sankaradeva were used in this 
pre-Vaisnavite medium of dance-recitals. Sankaradeva 
realized that the app~al of his kavyas are oracular rather 
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than visual. So. with a master-stroke he transformed 
and elevated this rudimentary play into a kind of 
drama built on classical concept and grandeur. In 
doing so, Sankaradeva must have harnessed to full the 
reminiscences of dramatic entertaimments he witnessed 
during his pilgrimage. His knowledge of Sanskrit 
drama and dramaturgy has also left its tremendous 
impact on this new genre of Assamese liferature. 

Thus Sankaradeva organized a dramatic perfor­
mance styled as Cihna-Yatra, which literally stands for 
a 'pageant in painted scenes'. 1 From the detailed 
descriptions available in the biographies, it appears that 
Cihna-Yatra was probably a pantomimic show with a 
scenic background to emphasise the effect. The use of 
pai;nted scenery so early as in the fifteenth century is a 
fact of definite significance for it is like a signpost for 
the question to what extent drama was developed. 
This pageant show was developed later into regular 
plays with music, dance and dialogue styled as Ankiya­
Nat. Thus what was merely a slender stream developed 
into a broad river; and the Vaisnava saint of Assam was 
responsible for the greatest turning-point in the history 
of Assamese drama and stage. 

Though this new genre is popularly known as 
Ankiya Nat, it bears no resemblance to the anka type or 
Rupakas of Sanskrit. Ankiya Nat is a generic term in 
Assame~e ~nd means. dramatic ~ompositions in a single 
act depiCtmg the articles of V msnava faith. It should 
be borne in mind that Sankaradeva himself called these 
dramatic compositions niit and niitaka after the Sanskrit 
':erm}I~ology. Other titles ~sed by the Vaisnava poetc; 
for this type of plays are yatra, nrita and anka. 

1 Cihna may mean mudras gestunes. 
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In technique, these Ankiya Nats follow to a certain 
extent the texts on Sanskrit dramatic theory, particularly 
with reference to the use of Sanskrit verses and nandi 
introduction of the role of the Sutradhara, and perfor­
mance of the preliminaries (Ptl1·ha-mnga). Unlike in 
Sanskrit plays, the Sutradhara is an integral part of an 
Ankiya Nat. In Sanskrit dramas, the Sutradhara dis­
appears altogether after the invocation. But it is 
different with the Assamese plays. Here, the Sutra­
dhara remains all along on the stage. Further, the 
Sutradhara in an Ankiya drama combines the functions 
of the producer and a running commentator. He dances 
with the orchestra, opens the play by reciting the nandi 
verse, introduces the characters, gives them directions, 
announces their exit and entrance on the stage, fills up 
lacunae in the action of the play by song, dance and 
speech, delivers brief discourses on the ethical and 
spiritual points of the plot. Further, there are no acts 
or scenes in an Ankiya play, and changes of scenes are 
either announced by the Sutradhara in his dialogue or 
by orchestral singing. The Ankiya Nats needed the 
services of the Sutradhara to perform all these roles to 
heighten and popularise the effect of the bhawana, or 
performance, as the audience consisted mainly of un­
lettered villagers who at every stage of the progress of 
the play required explanations. The role of the 
Sutradhara is, therefore, very important in an Assamese 
bhawana, and even to-day, he is necessarily a man of no 
mean talents. He is an actor, a trained musician, and 
an accomplished dancer. Wherever possible, the most 
artistic-minded man of the village is chosen as the 
Sutradhara to guide and conduct the play. He is 
trained from his childhood in music, dancing and dra­
matic technique, " 
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The other noteworthy characteristic of an Ankiy:t 
Nat is its essential lyrical nature. In these plays through 
a plethora of songs and verses the playwrights underline 
the message of the play with more of passion than of 
logic. Many situations' and incidents are suggested by 
mere machinery of descriptive verses uttered by the 
Sutradhara instead of being represented through action 
and character. Minor incidents, feelings and senti­
ments are at places given expression to by songs. The 
dialogue which is introduced mainly to elaborate the 
lyrical sentiments in prose is very thin, though 
extremely musical. In these plays, the writer appears 
more as a poet and composer than a dramatist. More­
over, his play is not a drama in the real sense, but a 
<lyrico-dramatic spectacle.' 

The songs and verses of the plays bear special 
characteristics, and they are called Ankm·-git and 
Bhatima. In some plays, Bargits, are also included. 
Each Ankiya git or dramatic song contains a dhuwa or 
refrain, as it bears particular raga or melody, tala or 
time measure and mana or rhythm. The various melo­
dies used in the plays are : Ahira, Asowari, Belowar, 
Bhupali, Dhanasri, Gauri, Gandhara, Deva Gandhara, 
Kau, Kalyana, Kanada, Kamoda, Kedara, Lalita Mallada, 
Maura or Mahura, Mahura-Dhanasiri, Nata, Nata-Mal­
lada, Puravi, Ramagiri, Syama, Syamagada, Sri, Sri 
Gauri, Sri Gandhara, Sindhura, Suhai, Tuda, Tuda­
Bhathiyali Tuda-V asanta, V arari and V asanta. The 
Bhatimas of the plays serve mainly as epilogues and 
prologues. Some of them are, however, of a panegyric 
nature. 

Lik_e the S~n~krit. drama most of the Ankiya plays 
open w1th prehmmanes prescribed in the orthodo~{ 
Natyasastra, namely, nandi, prarocana and prastavana. 
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In earlier Assamese plays, there are usually two nandi 
verses with 8 or 12 feet of verse or carana ; one of this 
is of benedictory nature and the other suggests the 
subject-matter of the play. Some of the later plays 
totally discarded the nandi verse in Sanskrit and in its 
place introduced a benedictory poem in Assamese. 
In Sanskrit drama, the nandi reciter cannot be 
distinctly known for the general stage direction 
nandyante sutmdhara brings the Sutradhara after 
the nandi, from which it is implied that the nandi 
was not recited by the Sutradhara. But in the Ankiya 
plays, the nandi recital is specific function of the 
Sutradhara. 

The nandi being over, the Sutradhara announces 
the subject-matter of the play in a Sanskrit verse. 
This is invariably accompanied by a long poem in 
Assamese called Bhatima. Then follows the Prastavana. 
The Sutradhara hears a celestial sound. On this point 
a discussion arises, and as it progresses, the Suh·adhara 
announces the names of the approaching personages. 
At the end of this discussion the companion or sangi 
retires from the stage. 

The Sutradhara apart, there appear two other addi­
tional characters in an Assamese play, namely the duta 
and bahuwa. They are, however, outside the category 
of dramatic personnel and they are introduced in actual 
performances of the play to serve as a herald and to 
provide comic relief. The duta and bahuwa appear on 
the stage to explain the reasons for eventual interrup­
tions in the progress of the play. They also announce 
the change of scene and the entrance of new characters 
on the stage. The bahuwa has other duties too ; 
besides filling up all the gaps in the narration he is to 
relieve the monotony and amuse the audience as best as 
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he can by his skits and jokes which he himself invents, 
of course, in rigid conformity and traditional practices. 
He is however, never allowed to interfere with the 
organic part of the play. 

Just as the play begins with a characteristic bene­
diction so it ends with a prayer in Assamese called 
m.ukti-mangal bhatima, where, the Sutradhara begs 
forgiveness of God for any omission or commission in 
the management of the drama. Lastly, he emphasises 
upon the moral effect of the play, and desires his 
audience to follow the path of righteousness. 

The subject-matter of the Ankiya plays is mostly 
taken from the Bhagavata Purana. The Ranwyana also 
provides material for one of Sankaradeva' s dramas, 
namely, Rama-vijaya. Although the main stories of 
the plays were borrowed from the Puranas and epics, 
and no change was adm}tted in developing the major 
incidents and in delineating the principal characters, 
yet the authors had a free hand in minor details. The 
playwright was very considerate in his selection of the 
materials, the incidents, and in the manner of presenting 
them for creating the desired effect on his audience. 
Besides, the play being a short one-act one, he had to 
concentrate his whole attention upon the most im­
portant situations, and display them to the best 
advantage. In a small compass, he had little oppor­
tunity to develop situations or depict characters on 
many aspects; yet he was well aware that mere 
incidents and narrations, without the essential features 
of a drama, the characterisation, do not constitute a 
real name. There were such limitations no doubt but 
the dramatist must make the best use of them if he ~ere 
to succeed. Thus, brevity became the main feature of 
I1is play, and with the fewest master-strokes he created 
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his characters, and flashed them before the audience 
like fi~ures on the screen. 

In Sanskrit dramas, there are some prohibition~ 
regarding portrayal of certain incidents on the stage 
According to the canons of Sanskrit dramaturgy it is 
improper to portray such events as deaths and diseases, 
the dethronement of a king, the siege of a town, and a 
battle. It is equally forbidden to depict a marriage or 
other religious rites or such domestic details as eating, 
sleeping, bathing, or anointing the body, amorous 
dalliance, scratching with nails or teeth or such ill­
omened things as curses. These directions are, how­
ever, not observed in the Ankiya plays. On the 
contrary, scenes on marriage rites, battle, killing and 
amorous dalliances . are elaborately represented on the 
stage. The dramatic devices such as svagatam or aside, 
and apavritam or whisper are also not known in an 
Assamese play. The other conventions of unity of 
time, place and action are however more or less 
observed after the classical ideal. No dramatic 
character is allowed to change his inherent nature in an 
Ankiya Nat. 

The characters of these plays are not numerous ; 
thev are confined to a principal few. In portraying 
the- characters, much emphasis is laid on the principal 
hero and heroine. Other minor characters are drawn 
in bare outline. Krishna appears to be the principal 
hero of these plays, and his life is depicted in some 
plays as a youngman and in the others as a child. The 
leading female characters of the various plays are 
Rukmini, Satyabhama, Yasoda and Sita, and they are all 
treated in the traditional way. 

These plays were written to further the cause of 
Vaisnavism and they therefore mainly aimed at creating 
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devotional sentiments in the hearts of the audience. A 
complete effect is attained in arousing a sense of devo~ 
tion not only by narration and characterisation but also 
through song, dance and dialogue. In keeping this 
ideal in view, the dramatists had employed in their 
plays sentiments which have direct bearings on devo­
tion. The dominant sentiments of Sankaradeva's plays 
are love, heroic and filial. There is an under­
current of minor sentiments which have been skilfully 
displayed to produce one single result. · 

The prose of Sankaradeva' s dramas and of those of 
the succeeding Vaisnava dramatists is an artificial 
diction ; it is mixed with Maithili. It is difficult to guess 
why Sankaradeva should have chosen this mixed 
language as a medium for his dramas. He was very 
well-versed in Sanskrit and wrote books in that 
language and had no doubt previously come across the 
classical Sanskrit drama. In spirit, he was a classicist . 
all his plays are cast in the mould of the ancient classicai 
dramas. Before setting out ori his second pilgrimage, 
Sankaradeva had written books in Assamese in melo­
dious verse. His sudden departure into this mixed 
language is almost an enigma. Is it because he thought 
it was more easily understood than Sanskrit ? Assamese 
would have served his purpose better. Or was it 
because it had in it both the elements of dignity and 
general intelligibility ? Here also he was influenced 
by the classical tradition. In Sanskrit plays, it was 
customary for the chief actors to speak in Sanskrit, and 
the minor and female characters in Prakrit. Sankara­
deva did a great thing, he followed the middle course . 
the whole of his drama was given in a mixed languag~ 
-Maithili-mixed Assamese, whereby the dignity of his 
characters was preserved. 
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During the mediaeval time, a common language 
was formed at Mithila, the great centre of this neo­
Vaisnavism. Maithili, the language of Mithila soon 
became the language of a definite literature. Through 
his emotional and lyrical songs, Vidyapati became the 
foremost of these Vaisnava poets, and a h·ue exponnent 
of the cult, made the language an eminently suitabl13 
and exclusive vehicle of expression for tl1e Vaisnava 
poets of his time. Soon after a host of eminent poets, 
scholars, preachers from different parts of India 
thronged round him. They came from Nepal and from 
far-off Tibet ; Kamarupa was not behind. Enough 
literary and historical evidences remain to show that 
scholars from Kamarupa also visited Mitl1ila or Bil1ar 
and learnt the language. In a sense, the whole spirit 
of the new revival became embodied in Vidyapatl. 
Back home, these scholars began to compose songs in 
imitation of Vidyapati and in their mother-tongue, but 
it was profusely mixed up with the Maithili vocabularies. 
The process led to the growth of a new dialect, namely 
the Brajabuli, the speech of Vraja, commonly used in 
the writings of the Vaisnava poets of Assam and Bengal. 
Sankaradeva was possibly influenced and his witnessing 
some of the plays of the Maithili poets, for instance, the 
Parijat Haran of Umapati, when he was in Bihar in the 
heyday of Vidyapati's fame. 

The plays of Sankaradeva are interspersed with 
beautiful Sanskrit verses composed in diverse metres. 
Each sloka introduces in an effective style a 
particular scene or unfolds tl1e subject-matter of an 
incident of the play. These slokas are remarkable for 
their sweetness and charm and they may be regarded as 
the cream of the play. 

The most striking feature in an Assamese bhawana 
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lies in the co-ordination and harmony of the four 
elements,-song, rhythmic representation by dance, 
melody emanating from appropriate instruments, and 
dialogue. We have already referred to the lyrical 
nature of the Ankiya Nat, which abounds in songs and 
verses of varied forms. In an Assamese play, bhawana, 
all the characters move rhythmically from b~ginning to 
end, in the form of dancing with appropriate steps, 
gestures and abhinaya postures. In short, the whole 
narration of the story progresses through dances, and 
dancing is considered one of the best arts for awakening 
feeling. It may be said that the Assamese dramatic 
performance is mostly a play consisting mainly of the 
movements of the limbs, rhythm forming an essential 
part. 

In this dance-drama, the Sutradhara plays the role 
of the main dancer. Mter the recitation of the nandi, 
the Sutradhara interprets the story and sentiments 
embodied in the sloka by proper dance. This is done 
by the Sutradrara all through the play. The major 
three dance-forms of an Ankiya bhawana are 
Sutradhara-nac (dance form of Sutradhara), Krishna-nac 
(dance form of Krishna) and Gopi-nac (dance form of the 
milk maids). Other forms of dances are Rasa-nac. 
Natuwa or Cali-nac; all are more or less adopted from 
classical texts on dancing. 

Before the recital of the nandi verse, an Assamese 
bhawana displays a prolonged series of dances by the 
Gayan-Bayan party with the Sutradhara as its leader. 
This is called dhemali or ranga. It consists of singing 
and dancing of invocative and devotional nature by the 
orchestra or Gayan-Bayan with accompaniment, mainly 
of khol (drum) and tala (cymbal). The essential aim of 
these preliminiary dances known as sarudhemali, bara-
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dhemali, deva-dhemali, ghosha-dhemali, is to secure the 
favour of God for the play to be presented. Sometimes, 
these preliminaries continue unceasingly for several 
hours before the actual performance of the play. 

The dhemali or musical prelude very much resem­
bles the purvaranga, the preliminaries mentioned in the 
Natyasastra and like the Sanskrit plays it does not form 
a part of the drama proper. According to Bharata, the 
purvamnga has twenty different constituent elements of 
which nine are performed behind the curtain and the 
rest on the stage. In later dramatic practice, this 
elaUorate procedure was much curtailed. This so 
happened in the Assamese performances also as known 
from the occurrence of an expression alam ativistarena 
in Ankiya Nat, after the recitation of the nandi. At 
the end of the performance, the inshumental music and 
dance are repeated. The end of an incident in the play is 
also marked by the playing of the orchestral music, and 
dance of the Sutradhara, that serve as a welcome relief. 

As the Ankiya Nats were written more with a 
religious motive than for secular enjoymeNt, they were 
staged in the village Namghar, the prayer-hall on occa­
sions like I anmastami, N andotsava, Dol-yatra, Rasa­
pw·nima and on saints' days. Later on, they came to be 
staged on festive occasions, as on full-moon nights, 
during seed time and harvest ; in fact whenever the 
villagers were free from agricultural work Sometimes 
special houses and temporary sheds or rabhas are cons­
tructed for such kind of dramatic performance. 
Madhavadeva is said to have set up at Barpeta a big 
hall called harghara or Rangiyal-ghara to stage his 
plays Bhojana-vihara and Dadhi-mathana. 

The Namghar is a two-roofed thatched structure 
generally measuring more than fifty in length and is 

6 
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rectangular in shape (like the vikrista type of play-house 
mentioned in the Natyasastra). Close to it, on one end 
is built a small house called the manikut, (garbhagriha 
of a Hindu temple) where an image or a copy of reli­
gious scripture is kept upon a singhasana or a wooden 
throne. Except the privileged few others are not 
allowed inside the manikut. The Namghar consists of 
two wings. The side near the manikut is reserved for 
the Adhikar, the pontiff, who usually presides over the 
performance, and for the Brahmans and the other for 
the actors. The side close to the entrance, forms the 
general auditorium (ranga mandapa) where audience sit 
on mats or on bare ground. Of the two rows of pillars, 
in the middle of the hall, seats near some are reserved 
for distinguished visitors. About two thirds of the 
space between the rows of pillars make the stage or 
r[lngabhumi, and it has no raised platform. The 
orchestra and the actors sit surrounding the space meant 
for the stage. There is no other special arrangement for 
the stage than an ar-kapor (Pati or Apati of Sanskrit 
play), a white curtain which is used when the principal 
actors come out from the Cho-ghara (Skt. Chadma 
griha), or green room, situated near the Namghar. All 
the actors do not appear on the stage at the same time . 
they wait in the Cho-ghara till their presence on th~ 
stage is announced by the Sutradhara. Sometimes 
after playing their parts ~n a. particular scene they do 
not leave the stage but sit With the orchestra awaitin<1 
their next appearance. 0 

The general term for actors in Assamese is 
bhawariya (fro.m ~kt. bha~ata), i.e. one who produces 
bhava or emotion m the mmd of the audience. Those 
who play the daHce-role are called narataka, natuwa or 
nata (as they represent the action of others). Those 
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who supply the orchestra are called Gayan or singers 
and Bayan or insh·umental musicians. 

At that time, as now, there were no professional 
actors ; they were recruited from the villagers. 
Assamese acting is thus the work of amateurs. The roles 
of the principal characters of Krishna and Rama and 
their consorts are played by some handsome youngmen 
specially of the higher castes, as they in their dramatic 
role have to receive obeisance of the other actors and 
of the audience. These actors are supposed to keep a 
fast before the bhawana is presented. Female roles are 
performed generally by teen-aged youths having a 
feminine appearance. 

Unlike, however, the earlier Sanskrit theatre, the 
reputation of actors of an Assamese bhawana was never 
low nor dishonourable. Even men of erudition, great 
artistic attainments and of high social, religious, and 
political status play roles in an Assamese bhawana 
without loss of prestige and honour. 

The actors have special sets of dresses. These are 
preserved in the house of the village Khanikar, a painter 
and maker of wooden and earthen images by profession. 
His service are indispensable to the actors. He makes 
the image of God for worship, prepares the cho 
(effigies) and mukha (masks), makes arrange­
ment for necessary costumes required in different 
performances, constructs the weapons of battle, such as 
sword, shield, bow and arrow, discus, club, etc., helps 
in the general make-up of the actors in the green-ro?m 
and has to provide ariya and mata, that is, the torclies, 
when the performance takes place at night. The 
khanikm· or the maker of the masks is a man of many 
attainments, and his services are used mainly on the pre­
requisites outside the stage. lie has derived his inspira-
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tion and perfected his skill in the arts from an 
acumulated fund of hereditary knowledge. He has not 
only imagination and ability required to make life-size 
grotesque and fantastic masks, but has also to execute 
them properly, a faithful knowledge of the science of 
human physiognomy, the nature of the animal world, 
and above all a full acquaintance with the dramatic 
requirements. 

Besides masks, the dress and appearance of the 
characters are very carefully made both as regards to 
design and colour. The Sutradhara wears a ghuri or 
flowing skirt with broad lace-button and flowing to the 
ankle ; a phatau or a vest with or without sleeves and a 
colourful karadhani or waist-band. He ties a particular 
type of turban, pag, on his head. The Gayan-Bayan 
troupe have their costume like the Sutradhara but of 
simple designs and homely materials. The other male 
characters put on dhuti coming down to the knee and 
a waist-coat. These may be colourful and embroidered 
according to the rank of the roles who wear them. The 
costumes for women r?les are carefully chosen although 
their main dress consists of mekhela, riha and chadar. 
They wear ornaments in profusion, of course, of a tinsel 
nature . 

. The actors use paint.s for their make-up, befitting: 
their roles. The conspicuous paints are generally 
prepared by mixing hengul, cinnabar, and h 't z 
yellow-orpiment. The different colours whether m ad, 
. I b' . I use smg y or in com mabon 1ave traditional signific a 

f I · h · h h · I an c._,, or examp e, Kris na, Wit IS ong head-dress called 
kiriti is painted in syama, blue-black, a Brahman or 
mendicant in white, a violent and brutal man in red, 
the devils in black. 

Effigies and masks were probably in use in Assam, 



MASK 
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specially in popular dancing, prior to the introduction 
of the dramas by Sankaradeva. We have a reference 
to that effect in the first show namely, Cihnayatm, 
produced by Sankaradeva and his companions, where 
mask was worn by Gmuda, the vehicle of Visnu. The 
variety of masks that are used in Assamese bhawana, 
may be classified into three types, (i) those representing 
grotesque forms or hideous persons, such as Ravana, the 
king of the Raksasas; Kumbhakarna, his brother; .Yama, 
the god of death ; Hanuman, the lora of the monkeys ; 
(ii) secondly, the different animals Garuda, Kaliya­
serpent, boar, monkeys, ]atayu-bird and such actors; 
(iii) lastly, the comic forms of the buffoons and the 
jesters. 

Masks that cover the head and the face are 
generally in use. But in many performances, elaborate 
life-size effigies are indispensable, particularly in 
Ravana-badha, Kaliya-daman, and in Syamanta-haran. 
In Ravana-badh bhawana, a life-size mask with ten 
heads and as many as hundred hands is worn by 
Ravana; Kumbhakarna and Hamumana have also 
respective life-size masks. In Kaliya-daman and in 
Syamanta-haran life-size masks are worn by Kaliya 
serpent and by J ambubanta, the bear, with whom 
Krishna fought to rescue the gem syamanta. 

To make them light in weight and make 
movements easy with them on, life-size or huge masks 
are made out of bamboo splinter-bars and cloth. The 
buffoons wear small masks prepared from clay, cloth, 
rough paper and bark of trees ; bark of plaintain tree is 
also used to serve temporary purpose. Head-dress and 
upper masks, i.e. masks for head and face, are carved 
out of wood and of hard bark-sheet. 

In most cases, the time of performance of bhawana 
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is in the evening and it continues all through mgnr. 
Sometime, it starts in the afternoon and then goes on 
till late at night. The presentation of smaller plays such 
as Madhavadeva's Cordhara, Pimpara Gucuwa take 
shorter duration and ends before nightfall. No play is, 
.however, presented in early hours of the mmning. 
Further, bhawanas are mostly presented during the 
winter months beginning from Magha (mid-January) to 
Vaisakha (mid-April), i.e. after the harvesting and before 
the commencement of ploughing season, a period when 
the villagers are practically free from work in the fields. 
On occasions, several villages assemble together and 
present different plays both day and night continuously, 
for several days. They are called Bara-kheliya bhawanas, 
i.e. bhawanas performed by several khels or guilds. 

The emancipation of drama from its exclusive 
religious purpose had begun at a latter stage. But the 
process was gradual. When the plays were performed 
on festive occasions, much of their former religious 
austerity was gone from the performance. Their main 
purpose was then recreative rather than religious. 
Nevertheless, the element of religious sentiment was not 
altogether erased out. At the hands of the Ahom 
rulers the dramatic art received a great impetus ; from 
the Namghars the performances were taken out to the 
royal court, to serve the purpose of courtly enjoyment. 
In the royal court, dramas were performed on the occa­
sion of a reception of a foreign king, celebration of 
victory or royal marriage. Thus in the palace it had 
come to be looked upon as a state function. 

The Buranjis, the chronicles of the period contain 
many episodes referring to bhawanas or dram,atic per­
formances, that were held on distinguished occasions in 
the royal palace. Thus . Ravana-badh bhawana was 



ANKIYA NAT AND BHAWANA 85 

held on the occasion of the visit of the Rajas of Cachar 
and Manipur to the Ahom court, during the time of 
king Rajeswar Singha (1751-69 A.D.), where the son 
of Kirti Chandra Barbarua served as master of the revels 
with a party of 700 actors and musicians; Padmavati­
lwran bhawana performed before Gaurinath Singha 
(1780-95 A.D.) by the son of Na-gosain; Rukndni-haran 
Bhawana before Kamaleswar Singha (1795-1810 A.D.) 
on the lines of the Ankiya drama, accompanied by the 
exhibition of the image of a black serpent, a bear and 
a pair of elephants ; Akrumgmnan bhawana before the 
same king, where no comic interludes were provided 
and the parts were not properly acted. 

It has been seen that the Sankaradeva' s Bhakti 
movement greatly conhibuted to the growth and deve­
lopment of art and literature in Assam. Bhawana, the 
religious spectacle, was one of its main off-shoots, and it 
grew up in the wake of the spritual tradition, and the 
particular sentiment and temperament of the Assame~e 
people. Unlike the Sanskrit play which demanded a 
cultivated, critical and experienced audience, and which 
did not admit the ignorant men, heretics, and those 
belonging to the lower strata of society, the Assamese 
bhawana is a type by itself, and entirely a popular 
representation that breaks all social barriers and 
not only provides enjoyment to the village community 
with occasional recreation and diversion, but also 
acquaints them with the episodes from the epics and 
the Puranas. Thus in an age, when literacy was con-

. fined to the privileged, and learning was essentially 
aristocratic, the bhawana served as a most powerful 
agency for disseminating religious and ethical ideas to 
the masses as it is in itself the greatest achievement of 
Sankardeva' s dramatic representation. 
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In conclusion, it may be said that Sankaradeva's 
writings have been for the last five centuries a source 
of delight, inspiration, consolaion and wisdom to the 
Assamese people. Sankaradeva' s thoughts and expres­
sions have so pervaded our national life and literature 
that it is impossible, so long we speak the Assamese 
language, to escape his influence. In his own age 
Sankaradeva was acclaimed as a master poet, and his 
compo,sitions became the touchstone and criterion of 
poetic excellence during the succeeding generations. 
We honour him for greatly developing the resources of 
the Assamese language, for widing the imaginative 
range of Assamese literature and for raising it to 
classical elegance and richness by imparting into it 
what is good and beautiful in Sanskrit. In the signi­
ficant expression of Madhavadeva, we may say that 
«formerly the stream of love-nectar flowed only within 
the con£.nes of Heaven, until Sankara came and 
breached the embankments; and lo now it flows 
tumultusus through all the world." 

Despite a change of outlook, shifting of ideals and 
birth of new literary forms, Sankaradeva' s literature 
has come to stay with us as a standard and measure ot 
great poetry. Even today his Ankiya Nats are acted, 
Bargits are sung and kavyas are read with more 
enthusiasm. We treasure them as a part of our 
national, culture and spiritual heritage. 



CHAPTER 1\1 

PHILOSOPHY 

Sankaradeva was not a philosophar, nor did he 
endeavour to evolve a new philosophy. Nevertheless, 
his literary works are pointers to the fact that he was 
steeped in the lore of Hindu philosophy. His mind 
was drunken deep in the text of the Bhagavata .Purana 
as well as the commentary rendered by Sridhara Swami. 
Being familiar with the systems of philosophy, he gave 
admirable expressions of his convictions in terms of art. 
When we withdraw our attention from the artistic 
qualities of his works, we observe the bare bones of 
thought consistent to the last degree. The philoso­
phical basis of his religion, historically speaking, is the 
culmination of the Bhakti movement of Northern India 
augmented by Ramananda, and of Southern India. 
Like Ramanuja, Sankaradeva also holds that God is the 
central Reality of soul and matter and neither can exist 
without Him. They exist in Him and are inseparable. 
In Kirtan-Ghosha,. he writes : 

and, 

Tumi Paramatmli. jagatara ISa ek 
Eko bastu nahike tomata byatirek 

Thou art the Supreme self, 
the only Lord of the Universe, 
There is no other thing except Thee. 

Kri$1J.ara caralJ.a cintiveka hrdayata 
Asanta lsvara Hari samasta bhutata 
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Think of Krishna's feet in thine heart, 
Knowest thou that God is in the hearts of all. 

On the metaphysical plane, Sankaradeva holds a 
r.ton-clualistic standpoint, unlike many of his Vaisnava 
counter-parts in the rest of India. This explains the 
absence of dual-images in his religion such as Radha­
Krishna of Caitanya, Gopi-Krishna of Vallabhacharyya. 
Rukmini-Krishna of Namadeva and Sita-Ram of 
Ramananda. He gives an unambiguous expression of 
this faith : 

Prakrti Puru.~a duiro niyanta Madlzava 
Samastare iltma Hari parama bandhava 

Madhava is the guide of both Prakriti (Matter) 
and Pun1sha (Mind) ; 

I-Iari is the most faithful friend of all. 

Sankaradeva accepts as ultimate three kinds of 
substance, matter (acit), soul (cit) and God (Isvara). 
According to him, the subtle jivas and the subtle 
material powers of the universe emanate from Para­
matman, from whom both the conscious and the 
unconscious parts of the universe sprung forth. So he 
describes the noumenal self in this : 

«Atman is immutable and immortal; it was neither 
born in the past nor in the present. Birth and death 
are the characteristic feature of the body and out of the 
body a fresh body emerges. Though associated with 
the body, Atman is yet distinct from the body as fire 
from the fuel it burns. Just as the sky limited within 
a jar merges with the unlimited sky with the breakage 
of the jar, the embodied self in a similar way merges 
with unlimited Brahman after the destruction of the 
body. Manas (Mind) which determines the quality 
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and activity of the body is a product of maya and 
owing to ignorance created by the latter the embodied 
self associates itself with the activities of the body. A 
lamp is supposed to give light so long there is contact 
between the wick, oil and fire ; similarly the noumenal 
self goes by the name Jiva and suffers pain and miseries 
of the world so long as it is associated with the body,· 
mind and senses. But know it for certain that the 
wordly existence really concerns the body and the 
mind and not the self. Though the fire of the lamp 
apparently vanishes with the cessation of its contact 
with the wick and oil, yet it cannot be said that fire so 
long visible is altogether perished. Fire in the shape 
of great effulgence (Mayajyoti) can never perish, though 
it may not be apparently visible. Do not in any way 
doubt the teaching : Though associated with the body 
yet I am identical or the same with it : I am verily 
Paramatma. I am Brahman and Brahman is I." 

In the cosmic pattern of Sankaradeva, though 
Jivatma emanates from Paramatma, both are not 
conceived as identical and co-extensive. They have 
their independent entities. This subtle difference 
between the two is explained thus : 

«He is the Lord (Isa), under whose control is maya ; 
it is the individual Jiva that is under the suppression 
of maya. (The former is) ever attended with supreme 
bliss, (while the other is) attended with great afflictions. 
Isvara is in the embrace of delight giving intelligence 
(hladini samvid), is eternal, conscious and blissful 
(sac-cid-ananda) and the individual is c1ushed under 
dire nescience (avidya) and is the repository of mass 
of afflictions." 

Inspite of their independent existence, Jivatma 
and Paramatma are interrelated. In the process of 
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unfolding the Brahman, maya shrouds the happiness 
and joy that are inherent in the real nature of jivatma. 
Therefore, the longing of Jiva for Brahman is often 
shifted through the agency of maya. Sankaradeva 
prescribes a mode by which jivatma can purify itself. 
This mode is constant meditation of the name of God. 
He says : 

"He who takes to the name of Madhava 
and meditates on it finds all his three needs fulfilled at 
the same time. First he finds a seizing love, the sign 
of devotion, then an indifference to his household and 
his body, an appreciation grows of the image of Krishna, 
the object of love. These three assets come to one at 
a time, as if one finds food when one is extremely 
hungry, and finds a fulfilment of one's three needs at 
each morsel : one is pleased, one's body is restored and 
hunger itself disappears." ' 

This naturally leads to the concept of ideal medi­
tation, which has been expressed by Sankaradeva in 
terms of a symbol throughout his works. u ddhava, 
the attendant-disciple of Krishna is the symbol of 
jivatma with its longing to merge in the resplendent 
glory of Paramatma. According to Sankaradeva, 
through the constant meditation after the pattern of 
u ddhava, jiva can be assured of its liberation from the 
bondage of birth. However, here Sankaradeva seems 
to stumble over the slippety ground of abstruse philo­
sophy. It seems he had an opaque notion of mukti. 
At some places, he maintains that self identifies itself 
with the supreme soul and at some other places he 
maintains that self retains a distinct entity of its own, 
which is not consistent with his total view of the 
universe and God. 

Sankaradeva propagated his new religion at a time, 
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when ritualism was gaining ground with occasional 
intrusions of ultra-religious animism and occultism. In 
order to do away with the mushroom growth of gods, 
he was logically proceeding against the theological 
basis of polytheism. He emphasised the unity of essen­
tial Godhead. In the cosmology of Sankaradeva, God 
is the absolute reality. He is the material cause as well 
as the efficient cause of the universe. He is endowed 
with all auspicious and excellent attributes which an~ 
unsurpassable. Sankaradeva considers the Absolute 
Brahman as Narayana, the only object of adoration. In 
Kirtana he states-

Pratlzame prm.ziimo Brahmarupl sanatana 
Sarva avatiirar kiirat;~a Niiriiyat)a. 

"At the outset, I bow down to Narayana, the 
Eternal One, in the fonn of Brahma, the cause of all 
incarnations." 

God is infinite and indeterminate. He is the 
primus of the universe, the universe has its being in 
Him, and returns unto Him. He is the cause ·and final 
solace of the universe. He is without a beginning, all 
purity, all knowledge, all delight and everlasting. In 
Kaliclaman, Sankaradeva says :-

«Salutation to the Narayana of the immeasurable 
power : thou art cause of the causes, yet no cause at 
all. Thou hast no beginning, end or interruption. All 
blissful God, I bow down to Thee. Salutation to Thee 
God ; whose magnanimity is unknowable. Spreading 
over the world Thou art upholding it. Thou art 
watching and protecting all living beings. From thee 
creation, preservation and destruction." 

Sankaradeva has tlius maintained that God is the 
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first and the final cause of creation. The change of tlw 
body from subtle to gross state does not affect the nature 
of God, because it is His body that undergoes modifica­
tion, while as the soul of the cosmic body He remains 
unchanged. Thus the self determining Isvara is the 
Aboslute of Sankaradeva. The following may be taken 
to indicate Sankaradeva' s conception of Godhead-

" I bow down to Thee, Oh Madhava, Thou art the 
lawgiver to him who creates the laws. Thou art tl1e 
parent of the world. Thou art the mind of the world. 
Thou art the destiny of the world. 

Thou art the creator, Thou art the cause, static and 
dynamic, Thou art all, like as gold is unto omaments 
of gold. 

Thou art plants and trees, Thou art birds and 
beasts, Thou art gods and non-gods. 

The ignorant think of Thee as different for want 
of (illumination). 

Infatuated every moment with Thy illusion, none 
knowest Thee for the soul. Thou residest in the heart 
of all beings : but people search Thee without not 
understanding Thee. ' 

Thou art the only truth, all else is false. The 
wise know this and contemplate Thee in their hearts. 

1 crave not for enjoyment of beautitude, I long not 
for salvation, only let there be devotion at Thy feet." 

Sankaradeva preached a religion of suprerne 
surrender to One, Vasudeva Krishna, also known as 
Vishnu, Narayana, Rama, Hari and therefore, his creed 
ic; known as Ekasaraniya . nama dharma. He upheld 
the philosophy of oneness m all. He comprehended one 
God Krishna, one service, the service of Krishna the 
supr~me Brahma. The, worship of other gods ' and 
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goddesses is strictly prohibited. This has been made 
clear by Klishna in tl1e Bhakti-pradipa : 

Eka citte tumi moka mlitra karli sevii, 
Parihara dw·ate yateka ana deva. 
Huyoka sarmJ.iipanna eka mote miitra, 
Make bhaja huiba teve mukutira piitra. 
Nama nusunibii tumi lina devatiira, 
Yena mate nulzibe bhakati vyablziciira. 

«Devote yourself to me with a single mind, 
Forsake from a distance all otl1er gods. 
Surrender yourself to me alone, 
Devote to me, tl1en will you be fit for salvation. 
Never listen to names of other gods, 
that your devotion may remain unsullied." 

Sankaradeva admitted the conception of Krishna, 
the Parabrahma, based on the Dasama of the 
Bhagavata: 

Styavritm!l Satyapara'!l trisatyasya yonirh nihitaiia satya 
Satyasya satyamta satyanetraJ?l satyatmaka'!z tvam sara!Jam 
prapanna. 

Sankaradeva believed in incarnations ( avataras) of 
Godhead because his unmanifested and unqualified 
Goa may be brought to show manifestations by virtue 
of devotion. Elsewhere he says :-

Nlilzi janma tomiir tathiipi janma dharii 
Sehi janme jivar janama diir kara. 

«Thou hast no birth, yet Thou doest adopt them ; 
and thereby, Thou removeth the birth of creature." 

In the N ama-ghosha, his beloved disciple Madha­
vadeva speaks of the following ten avataras : 

Matsya Kurma Narasimha 
Vamana Para.Surlima 
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Halirlima Varoha Srlrlima 
Buddha Kalki name daS:a 
.Akriti dlzarica Kr:f~W 
T aju pave kara/zo pra~zama 

Krishna was regarded by Sankaradeva as the 
highest, best and the most ideal divinity.. His 
appearance in the form of Vishnu-Narayana m the 
celestial Vaikuntha with His liberated devotees and 
attendants is the supreme manifestation. 

This picture of God with his liberated devotees 
leads to his concept of moksa. It is the goal which 
every pious soul pines for. Since bondage is due to 
the attachment of worldly objects, liberation is possible 
through the realization of God. This is produced in 
various ways, viz., : experience of the sorrows of 
worldly existence, renunciation of all desires of enjoy~ 
ment of pleasures, whether in this world or is some 
heavenly world, self-control and self-discipline, associa~ 
tion of good teacher, respectful attachment to God, 
love for one's equals, complete resignation to God, etc. 

Sankaradeva is of the view that liberation can be 
attained even while alive, which is called Jivan-mukti. 
True knowledge destroys all merit and demerit, and so 
in the Jivan-mukti man holds his body only through the 
will of God. The effect of obligatory duties is not 
destroyed, except in so far as it produces meritorious 
results and helps the rise of true knowledge ; when the 
true knowledge dawns it does not further show itself. 
That is why it is regarded as the best means. In Kirton 
he says : 

«He who sees Vishnu in the entire world gets salva­
tion forthwith even while alive. Of all the means by 
far the best is to deem all creatures as one's own self." 



PIDLOSOPHY 95 

Sankaradeva regards bhakti as superior to mukti. 
Bhakti is also described as being itself the emancipation 
{mukti). In Bhakti-ratnakara, he says :-

"Though the state of liberation is all happiness, yet 
Bhakti is superior to mukti, inasmuch as, the latter is 
devoid of joy inherent in the service to the Lord, while 
the bliss of Mukti is inherent in the former (bhakti). 
Therefore, according to him, liberation is inherent in 
bhakti and comes automatically taking its own course. 

Bhakti consists in the £rm and overwhelming 
affection for God with a full sense of His greatness ; 
through this alone can there be emancipation. Though 
bhakti is the sadhana and moksa is the goal, yet it is the 
sadhana stage that is the best. Those who enter into 
the bliss of Brahman have the experience of that bliss 
in their selves ; but those devotees who do not enter 
into this state nor into the state of Jivan-mukti, are 
better than the Jivanmuktas. Thus supreme devotion 
is superior to jnana, karma and yoga. In Bhagavata 
Sankaradeva says :-

"If acts are done with sinful motive, no virtue 
results. In this dire Iron age evil intentioned people 
have no competence for any act whatsoever. Just as 
neither earth nor plenty of water can purify gold but 
only repeated heating of it on the fire can do purifying ; 
so by practicing penance, mutterings, sacrifices and 
yogic exercises trouble is counted in vain. Since the 
knot of action is severed unless God is enshrined in the 
heart. Let me tell you this truth : the heart cannot 
be purified by worshipping gods, by practicing yoga, by 
taking ablutions in all sacred waters, nor by donation, 
fasting and penance. I cite you, 0 Parikshit, this 
essence of the scriptures : In Iron Age no rescue is 

7 
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there like purifying the mind but harbouring the God 
of the world in the heart." 

Sankaradeva maintained that Bhaktimarga is the 
one and the only way to realise God. In this bhakta 
sees the Lord in everything in the world and finds Him 
revealing Himself in the form of Love. It is easier t0 
picture God as Love than to conceive of the Absolute 
as Truth. Above all, it is suited to all irrespective ot 
caste, creed or colour. It may be remembered here that 
a real bhakta will not seek salvation and his constant 
wish is to remain in a state of perpe~al enjoyment ot 
bhakti. That is why he prays to God thus : 

Thou physician of the soul, 
Thou hast not seen the easiest remedy. 
Thou hast done a thousand works , 
still Thou has not attained to the Lord 
and earnest to the world again and once again. 
Thou spendest Thy years in meditation 
and penance, in pilgrimage, 
in dwelling in Gaya and Kasi, 
Thou know est the arguments of Yoga 
but the minded is clouded. 
Thou know this : except through supreme 
devotion, there is no liberation. 
Entire virtue remains hidden within the name 

of Rama; 
This is the final message of all the sastras. 
The name of the Lord devoutly taken 
is the sole religion of the Kali era. 
We know of it but grasp not the essence, 
Says Sankara, transient is this body ; 
Never again wilt thou gain this ; 
Cast off all pride of action 
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and think of the feet of Hari 
vVith the sole devotion of Thy heart. 

Sankaradeva has prescribed certain quali.£cations 
necesary for a real bhakta. He must possess the quali­
ties of sympathy, beneficence, forgiveness, softness of 
heart and complete mastery over his passions. He 
seems to have laid more emphasis on the control of 
senses. This has been clearly explained in hb 
Balichalan. 

Above all, Sankaradeva propagated nama-dharmfl 
as practical method to bhakti. Nama Dharma consists 
in chanting the name of the supreme self with undevia­
ting devotion, being pure in heart, thought and action. 
The advantage of reciting the name of Hari is that 
everybody can do it, irrespective of age, caste, stage 
of life, time or place. In Bhaktiratnakara, he says ·-

Aponiira niimar sanga nacarata Hari 
Yeyi nama seyi Hari jana ni:jfa kari. 

"Hari never shuns the company of His name. It is 
absolutely certain that nama is Hari Himself." 

Sankaradeva explains the merits of the chanting 
the name of Hari in Ajamilopakhyana (story of Ajamila). 
This story taking from the Bhagavata narrates the story 
of a Brahmana who lived in open sin with a Sudra 
harlot and broke all laws sacred to his caste in mainta­
ining his mistress and the ten children begotten on this 
woman. At the time of his death the sinful Ajamila. 
called his youngest son Narayana to him and because he 
happened to utter the name of Narayana (which is also 
a name of God) at the time of death, the soul of the 
Brahmana was taken to the abode of Vishnu and not to 
the city of Yama. Thus it clearly shows that even an 
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unconscious recital of the name of God brings salvation 
to hard sinners just as abdominal disease is cured by 
even unconscious swallowing of a powerful medicine. 

The merit of the devotion is also propounded 
through the well-known story of Prahlada in the poem 
Prahlada-carita. The same doctrine is made explicit in 
Gajendropakhyana. It describes a furious battle scene 
between Graha (crocodile) and Gajendra (elephant). 
Gajendra was overpowered by Graha and he was coun­
ting the hour of death. Suddenly, it flashed to his mind 
that devotion to Hari might save him from this predica­
ment. So he prayed to Vishnu witl1 devotion by holding 
a lotus with his trunk : 

Ehi buli marm.wto nabhaila vikala 
Srmde merai dharilanta suvan;a Kamala 
Parama anande Madhavata diya citta 
Gajendre karila stuti ati viparita 

"Thus thought he, and cast away all fears of death ; 
with his trunk he caught hold of a golden lotus ; with 
great joy and faith in Madhava, Gajendra began to 
worship Him intensely." 

Vishnu came and rescued his distressed devotee' in 
time. Since the devotional acts are bound to bring 
good results, Sankaradeva asserts that it is the supreme 
religion : 

"All religions take shelter under the name of 
K~ishna. All religious rites become completely accom­
phshed by meditating Nama." 

The natural and inalienable attachment of the mind 
of the devotee to God is called Prema-bhakti; it is five 
fold : santa '(peaceful love), dasya (servant of God), 
sakhya (friendship with God), vatsalya (filial attitude 
towards God), and madhurya (sweet love, or love of God 
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as one's lover). Sankaradeva adovocated the dasya type 
of bhakti. In fact, servanthood of devotee and God 
as master is the keynote of Sankarite works. As a matter 
of fact all the writers of Sankaradeva' s school style 
themselves <servants unto the Lord' at the end of each 
section of their books. In Dasama, Sankaradeva 
says : 

CCLord of the world, You can prove the minds of 
all : I dedicate my body to You. Snap the chain of 
my foolishness. Henceforward, I am your bond slave ; 
Have mercy on me, 0 pivot of the world." 

Thus Sankaradeva laid much emphasis on the 
doctrine of bhakti, particularly of the dasya type. 

Again, as a practical Sadhana, Sankaradeva adopted 
Sravana (listening) and Kirtana (chanting). Sravana­
kirtana is necessary for the purification of the mind 
which in tum leads to supreme devotion. In Bhakti­
pradipa he says : 

ceO friend, rely upon my words, I do my deeds in 
the shape of sravana kirtana ·disregarding all other deva 
dharmas ; certainly you will attain salvation with ease." 

Further he says : 

CCAt the beginning Prajapati brought the four Vedas 
and searched them thrice turning the pages. The 
creator at last found this truth in the Vedas that 
Harikirtan is the only essence and the way by which 
people attain salvaion out of this troublesome world. 
Specially in this age of Kali, this is the only great 
religion. So give up . all other religions and follow 
~-h· " ._ IS. 

Sankaradeva preached a religion of supreme 
surrender to One and the worship of other gods and 
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oddesses is strictly prohibited. According t~ .him, if 
g . l . ped all other gods are worsmpped : vishnu 1s wors np 

«As the branches, leaves and foliage of a tree are 
nourished by pouring water only at the ro~t of the tree, 
as limbs of the body are nourshed by puttmg food only 
in the stomach, so all gods and goddesses are propitiated 
only by the worship of Krishna." 

In short, there is only one God, one mode of wor­
ship and there is none else but one. This religion knew 
no caste, and universal spirit is the main principle of 
this faith. Mahapurishiyadharma is another name for 
this faith, .because Sankaradeva' s object of worship, the 
all pervas1ve, Parama-Brahma, to whom devotee is to 
take shelter, is so described in the Bhagavata. It had 
universal appeal and therefore people of all cast 
could embrace it. es 

Finally, it can be said that never before in A 
I. . d b 1 ssam 

a. re 1g~on was propagate y a sing e individual at th~ 
same time based on a system of philosophy wl1· 1 1c1 com-
prehends all the aspects of religion, in its cosm 

I d . I ogony, 
cosmo ogy an even exw ogy. At a time when people 
used to leap at tangent of anything non-material 
Sankaradeva .IIH<lerlined the fact that human life has ~ 
hpirllllal fringe of Us own; and man can afford to ignore 
. · · · · . l ] is own peril. On a passage of gloom, w 

tJ1fH J ri11U0 a · 1 · · r shone like the brilliance of a 
I ' , mes'm~o . 1 . l tl Sun karat eva s . "1· 'l'C is the light w u~ 1 survived 1e 

·.d d·ty sun attd lL • "I1C] still gives hope and 
JnJ - .. · tunes ... 1 • 

'dor 0 £ five cen f Assam. His genius lies m 
corn 1 rnasses o · d · ·1 
. . ation to t 1e '-1 hilosophy is expresse lD < 
1nspu 0 lofty a P · 1 't 
the fact tha~ ~1 is in the reach of common al y. 
language wluc , 



CHAPTER V 

INSTITUTIONS 

Sankaradeva' s religion has many institutional 
aspects, and these exercise even to-day a tremen­
dous influence on the cultural, lsocial and community 
life of the Assamese people. As an institution, it may 
be considered mainly in two major aspects : the Satras 
and N amghars. 

The satras are like mediaeval monasteries or maths. 
They were originally established at places away from 
the hum-drum of life ; and the first satra was set up by 
Sankaradeva near his ancestral village at Bardowa. 
Later on satras grew up at places where Sankaradeva 
stayed during his movements from Bardowa to Barpeta. 
But more satras came into existence when difference of 
opinion arose amongst the followers after Sankaradeva' s 
death, partictilarly between his Brahmana and Sudra 
followers. The first Brahmana seceders who established 
independent satras were Damodaradeva and Harideva. 
Later on the Brahmana preachers founded four 
important satras in Upper Assam, namely Garamur, 
Kuruabahi, Auniati and Dakhinpat. After Madhava­
deva' s death the schism in the Sankarite sect 

· widened and consequently several sub-sects or 
Samhatis grew up. Some of the major sub-sects 
are Brahma-samhati, Kala-samhati, Nika-samhati and 
Purusha samhati. As the disciples of these sub-sects 
spread their activities, their missionary outposts became 
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branch satras, and the original centres became the 
headquarters. The branch satras founded by the 
Brahmana preachers usually follow the pattern of the 
Bamuniya satras, like the Auniati or Dakhinpat, the 
other follow the set-up of Bardowa or Barpeta and 
derived inspiration from them. 

Whether original or branch, the satras have huge 
establishments, departments and a great number of 
structures. The main buildings of a satra consists of 
Karapat, Namghar or Kirtanghar, or Manikut, Hati and 
the Satradhikar' s or Mahanta' s residence. Each satra 
has usually four Karapat, gateways, and in the midst 
stands the Namghar or Kirtanghar, the main prayer­
hall. Adjoining it, is the Manikut, a small building in 
which is placed the singhasana (a wooden throne which 
stands on four carved lions) or thapana, altar, which 
contains the main object of worship, usually a copy of 
the Bhagavata-Purana in manuscript. In passage of 
time, some satras began to lose the rigour of their 
injunctions against idolatry and as a consequence some 
satras, particularly the satras established by the 
Brahmana leaders, came even to place an image of 
Krishna. It appears, however, that the image is kept 
more with an eye towards decoration and to attract 
converts than as a necessary paraphernalia of the reli­
gious worship. Around the thapana are many sacred 
objects; earthen lamps and incense are also burnt 
before it. The Hatis are group of huts placed on the 
four quarters of the compound where the monks live in 
their own cell. Describing the general set-up of a 
satnt, the District Gazetteers of the Sibsagar District 
1905 ·writes, "There is something singularly graciou~ 
and pleasing in the whole atmosphere of the place. 
Everything is fresh and neat, and well to do. The well 
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groomed smiling monks are evidently at peace with 
themselves and with the world at large, and even the 
little boys who flock around them are usually clean and 
well behaved. These children are recruited from the 
neighbouring villages and trained up to be bhakats, but 
if at any time they find tl1e rituals of celebacy irksome, 
they are at liberty to return to the outer world." 

To educate the bhakats in religious learning and to 
train them in monastic life as well as to look after the 
administration of the establishments, the satras have 
different ecclesiastical order and a hierarchy of officers. 
The ecclesiastical order consists of Satradhikars or 
Mahantas, bhakats, sisyas, laity, botl1 men and women. 
Besides, there is a class of special bhakats called 
kewaliyas, celibates who have forsaken the world in 
early life and residing in a satra devote themselves to 
rigorous discipline, religious life and practices. 

The entire administration is run by tl1e Satra­
dhikar. In some satras, he is designated as Mahanta or 
Gosain, and he is a lifelong celibate. In some satras, 
however, the Satradhikars are allowed to lead a house­
hold life. It should be noted that the Satra-institutions 
gave rise to a new priest class appointed from the 
Sudras having position of spiritual power and social 
importance equal to Brahmanas. Along with it, the satras 
introduced the system of worship of saints and the 
veneration of relics, particularly pada-silas, foot-marks. 

Otl1er important functionaries are Bhagavati, the 
reciter and expounder of the Bhagavata Purana, the 
Pathak, the reader of the religious texts, Deuri, the 
distrib~tor of mah-prasad, sacred offerings after co~­
gregrahonal prayer, Bharali, store-keeper, Sravam, 
hearers, who are to listen daily to the recitations and 
expositions of the scriptures, Athpariya, who keeps 
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vigil over the satra and arranges lights in the Nam~har, 
and Hatimata who summons the monks in the Hatls to 
prayer-services. . . . 

Functionaries are appointed to orgamse rehgwus 
music and to enact dramatic performances. The Gayan, 
singers, and the Bayan, players of musical instruments 
are in charge of the monastical orchestra, and they 
arrange music in religious services, festivals and in 
bhawana, religious performances. 

Besides the ecclesiastical structure, the satras 
developed various conventions and ideas, a £xed order 
of congregrational worship, a systematic set of beliefs, 
i.e., theology and a body of sacred writings in AssamesB 
including psalms and hymns,. It is ~elevant to note in 
this connection that the congregration sings only hymns 
of Sankaradeva, Madhavadeva and those composed by 
the saints of the respective satras and not by private 
persons. 

Prasangas or devotional services where the congre­
gration assemble at specified hour for community 
worship and singing are held all through the day under 
the leadership of the Satradhikar. According to th~ 
orthodox code fourteen prasangas are held, five in· the 
morning, three in the afternoon and six in the evening. 
On religious festivals, elaborate ceremonies, featured by 
prasangas and nama-kirtan, musical singing of Lord's 
praise, are held and they are attended by the laity from 
different places. In these religious services, songs 
are sung, religious texts are chanted and recited and 
exh·acts from the biographies of the saints are read out 
to the gathering. At these services drums are beaten, 
cymbals are :inkled, earthen lamps are lighted and 
sacred food IS offered. At the close of the services 
mah-prasad is distributed to the gathering. 
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It should be noted that the satras work both as 
seats of religious learning and residential schools. The 
bhakats live here under the guardianship of the 
Satradhikar, who is respmisible both for their temporal 
welfare and spiritual progress. Further, each pupil­
monk when he comes to enter the monastic life is 
immediately placed under the charge of a senior or 
elderly bhakat. During the probationary period the 
pupil-monk serves as aldham or personal attendant to 
the senior bhakat, who as a guide train him in monastic 
life, discipline, liturgy a1id doctrinal practices. The 
pupil-monks also receive education from other func­
tionaries of the satra, particularly from Bhagavati and 
Pathak. They impart insh·uctions both orally and 
through written tests and services. Monks are further 
commissioned to h·anslate Sanskrit texts to AssameS'e, 
and compose original works either in Sanskrit or 
Assamese. It is a customary practice with the monks 
to copy and illustrate manuscript, and to compile Carit­
puthis, biographies of Vaisnava saints and leaders of 
Satras to illustrate Vaisnavite ideal of individual life. 

Occasionally, discussions and debates are held in 
the satras to which religious leaders and scholars from 
other places are invited. These meetings provide 
opportunities to the monks for solving many of their 
difficult problems arising out of the texts they have been 
studying. As Sir Richard Livingstone remarks there is 
much to be said for these methods of debate and 
discussion in the old system of education. In discus­
sion a man finds out what he does not know,' what he 
has overlooked, where he is mistake~, and-not -less 
important-what he does really know and believe. 
where he is right ; the soft strata of mere opinion are 
washed away by the steady spray of argument, and 
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the hard rock remains. In discussion too he shares new 
experiences, and, in commerce with stronger minds, is 
lifted to higher levels and discerns new landscapes in 
the world of being. Much of this can be had through 
books, but not all. They suffer from the grave dis­
advantage of not being able to ask or answer questions. 
(Some Tasks for Education). All these go to produce 
within the satra successful teachers, religious leaders 
as well as eminent poets, scholars and philosophers. 

Besides religious education and monastic practices, 
the bhakats are engaged in seculiar learning such as 
cultivation of arts and crafts. Since converts are drawn 

· mainly from the villages, they naturally bring with them 
the skill and technique of their village crafts. They 
are occupied in building and repairing the N amghars 
and their own dwelling huts, also decoratings them. 
They make various useful articles of wood, bamboo, 
reed and ivory, and the articles required in dramatic 
performances. They undertake to copying and illus­
trating manuscripts as an act of piety and devotion. 

The monks are taught music both vocal and 
instrumental by the Gayan and the Bayan. Sankaradeva 
himself was a master singer and an excellent instru~ 
mental player. The musical instrument, khol, is said 
to have been invented by Sankaradeva. We have 
referred to the contributions of Sankaradeva to the 
sphere of devotional music, Bargits and Kirtan, and 
also to Ankiya-nats. Many other succeeding monks 
enriched the Assamese literature with their beautiful 
musical contributions and plays. 

Dancing too forms a part of education of young 
pupil-monks. Various forms of religious dances like 
Sutradhari, Cali or Natuwa, Krishna and Gopi-nac 
were developed under the inspiration of the satras .. 
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This b.·adition is still being kept alive by the bhakats of 
the Vaisnava satras. 

To run an institution with so many departments, 
naturally a large amount of money is required. 
Formerly, the Ahom kings and nobles contributed -
liberally, and large grants of revenue-free land were 
made by the Ahom kings, and this was subsequently 
confirmed by the British Govemme~t. The satras 
dedve income from ot'Rer sources also. Every sisya, 
disciple, is expected to make an annual contribution 
either in cash or kind (guru kar). Further, fees are to be 
paid on the occasions of any birth, marriage or death in 
the family of the disciples. The satras have a· special 
set of officers known as Medhi, Rajmedhi, Sajtola and 
Pacani to collect fees and contributions from the laY 
disciples. These incomes serve to make the satras 
extremely prosperous and enable them to run their large 
organisation. 

The satra institution is very much interested in the 
organ1sation of the laity in the villages, and from the 
beginning of the movement this was done through the 
village Namghars. The Namghars which were set up 
as central religious institutions of the village worked to 
a large extent towards spread of intellectual and cultural 
activities in the village, and in the course of time being 
nerve-centres of the village came to co-ordinate all the 
aspects of social, economical and political life of the 
Assamese people. Here not only sastras like the Gita and 
the Bhagavata are recited in a musical manner, Bargits 
are. sung with proper melodies, nam-kirtan, singing the 
praises of the Lord, are held, dramatic performances are 
ena?ted, f~stivals are celebrated but greater problems 
of life, philosophy and religion are also discussed and 
debated. The Namghars further serve as panchayat-
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hall, where villagers gather to discuss and solve many 
of their day-to-day problems. These community centres 
have been found even to play political and judicial role. 

Not only through daily prasangas and nama­
kirtans but through celebrations of regularly recurring 
festivals followed the year around, the Namghars create 
religious enthusiasm among all ages and sexes of the 
people, and become the main centre of attractions and 
cultural activities. In addition to the festivals, certain 
days in the year set aside for commemoration of saints 
and Satradhikars are observed with fast, prayer-services 
and dramatic entertainments. These religious obser­
vances naturally weave the faith into daily life of the 
people throughout the year. 

As central authority, the satras also diffuse spiritual 
education, regulate and control religious life and as 
well as administer moral discipline on the laity through 
the agency of the Namghars. The satras very much. 
en~ourage literacy and learning among the laity. They 
enforce that not only the bhakats should study but the 
laity also should read regularly the Vaisnava sastras 
and remember them by hearts. The satra-functionaries 
very frequently visit the outlying villages, come into 
close contact with the laity, make earnest efforts to 
familiarise them with liturgical and religious texts. 
They hold in the Namghars special religious discourses 
and recitals. In expounding the scriptures, they always 
bring them down. to practical issues with the idea of 
giving the people guidance for ever;day living. They 
occasionally enquire into their faults and failings in 
religious life and recommend penance and punishment. 
The Satradhikars, accompaied by satra functionaries 
Pay periodical visits to the villages, and stay either in 
the Namghars or Bahars, temporary camps. "These 
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proo-resses are generally attended with considerable 
po~p and dignity. If the journey is made during the 
rainy season, the Gosains and their followers travel in 
stately barges, whose carved prows and slender lines 
distinguish them from the ordinary rough built country­
boats. Most of the satras uwn one or more fine 
elephants, and these ponderous animals take a leading 
part in the procession that escorts the spiritual leaders 
of the peopl,e. The Gosains themselves are carried in 
litters, ru·ums are beaten and cymbals clashed before 
them ; and when they alight they are not permitted to 
touch the ground with their bare feet." 

The Satradhikars, during their periodical visits give 
sarana to new disciples, and bhajana to those who are 
already converted. The sarana or initiation is a simple 
cerem~ny which consists in taking refuge to four funda­
mental principles (cari-vastu) of the faith, namely, 
nama, reciting the names of God, deva, surrender to 
God, guru, acceptance of a preceptor, and bhakat, 
delight in the company of 1·eligious brotherhood. The 
bhajan is an elaborate religious ceremony meant for 
spiritually advanced disciples. They also acquaint 
themselves with the spirih1al problems of their sisyas 
and deliver sermons to rouse pious feelings, to 
strengthen conviction, to warn against dangers of faith, 
and to prepare for pure and moral life. The N amghar, 
therefore, is a very useful institution which constantly 
brings good-conduct, ethics, morals (sadacm·a) and 
cleanliness and personal hygiene (saucacara) to bear 
on the daily life of the villagers. 

In the main, the Namghars are public institutions 
and their affairs are conducted on a purely democratic 
basis, every houes-holder in the village having an equal 
voice in the management of their affairs. The villagers 
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with their combined labour and resources build and 
repair them, provide necessary articles, and look to their 
upkeep, and thus in diverse ways foster social soli­
darity and discipline. 

It is relevant to note that women have also specific 
duty to perform in the Namghars. Women from each 
household by rotation are to sweep and clean the 
Namghars daily. They are allowed to receive initia­
tion; and they carry devotional chantings in the Nam­
ghars, of course, not simultaneously with the man-disci­
ples. Although women saints are met with in other 
Vaisnava sects, it is only in the Sankaradeva's faith that 
women have been found as heads of satras. Sankara­
deva's grand-daughter-in-law, Kanaklata became not 
only the head of a satra but she herself appointed twelve 
Satradhikars to set up and organise more satras. 

One other notable contribution of the satras is 
their works towards the uplift and betterment of 
the backward classes and the bordering tribes of Assam. 
Sankaradeva, from the very beginning of his missionary 
career led a crusade against caste exclusiveness, un­
touchability, for a recognised equality of all men 
irrespective of caste or character in the eyes of God. 
and exhibited deep sympathy for the lower castes and 
down-trodden classes. He again and again emphasised 
on the Bhagavatas saying that even a Candala is purged 
of the impurity of his caste by firm devotion to God ; 
and sincere faith and devotion alone can uplift the soul 
to eternal communion with God. 

Even a Candala, harnessed to sincere faith and 
devotion, is dearer to God than a Brahmana, sadly 
lacking in faith. 

Even a person of low birth is liberated froni 
bondage, if he utters the name of God only once. 
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This is in main the social and ethical outlook 
of Sankaradeva' s faith and so utterly disregarding tl1e 
aged-old tradition of caste, he himself gave initiation 
and included amongst his favourites disciples from the 
so called degraded castes. Among these notable 
disciples were Candsai and Jayantahari, both Musal­
mans, Govinda, a Garo, Jayantahari, a Bhutiya, 
Shriram, a Kaivarta, and Madhava, a potter. 

Madhavadeva who became the chief apostle after 
Sankaradeva, deputed several of his followers to Upper 
Assam to spread the teachings of the creed and to bring 
about an intellectual awakening in the non-Hindu 
tribes of the Ahom kingdom. Gopaladeva of tl1e Bhava­
nipur satra (1541-1611) made all efforts to introduce the 
message of bhakti among the Barahis, Marans, Kacharis, 
and Chutiyas of Upper Assam. The Dihing satra which 
originated from Gopaladeva, did a great lot to educate 
and uplift many tribes of Upper Assam, and it not only 
admitted converts from the non-Hindu tribes but placed 
them on equal footing with the disciples of tl1e higher 
castes. ..The Dihing Satra and the Mayamara Satra," 
writes Dr. S. K. Bhuyan, .. were tl1e most prominent of 
the six Sudra monasteries of Upper Assam, associated 
with Gopaldeva. As they admitted converts from the 
non-Aryan tribes and placed the disciples on an 
elevated footing, these two Satras became extremely 
popular. Though they had caste Hindus in their fold, 
such as Brahmanas, Kayasthas and Kalitas, their 
disciples consisted also of Kacharis, Ahoms ; Kaivartas 
and Brittials ; and in the case of Mayamara Satra, 
Chutiyas and Morans as well. The democratic basis 
on which the satras were run drew new converts to 
their fdc-1 from the influence of the caste-ridden satras 
~pecially of the Brahmanical order. In course of time 

8 
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the Dihing and the Mayamara Satras grew to the 
strong-holds of Sudra Vaisnavism in Upper Assam as 
opposed to the Brahmanical monasteries." Dr. Bhuyan: 
further observes, «The message of the Kalasamhatt 
Satras (of Gopaldeva) reached the very masses of th_e 
Assamese nation. Those castes which are now denomi­
nated as ·depressed' were freely admitted into the fold 
of these Satras, and they gradually imbibed refined 
and enlightened ways of living. In other parts of 
India, the humiliation to which these unfortunates 
were subjected, drove them to the bosom of other 
religions; in Assam, the liberal policy of the Kala­
Samhati Satras endowed them with a sense of self­
respect and individual value. These Satras made a 
great appeal to the unsophisticated Assamese people 
and thus they commanded unprecedented popularity." 

J'he missionaries deputed by these satras no 
doubt brought the cult of devotion and universal love 
and opened the doors of salvation to all tribes irrespec­
tive of their caste and character but they also 
··introduced an unwanted gentleness and fervour, aml 
tamed the rude manly savagery of Tantric worship and 
animism that used to prevail in many places before." 

It is also true that Sankaradeva. tried to bring 
about a synthesis in his creed by leaving undisturbed, 
and where possible, by incorporating, some social and 
cultural traits of the tribal people, such as, the com­
munity life, congregational gathering and eating of 
fish, flesh, art forms, music and dance, which were 
most suited to the genius of the Assamese people 
comprised of diverse racial elements. 



CHAPTER VI 

SAINTS AND SATRAS 

Let us now proceed to give a brief account of 
some distinguished Vaisnava saints who received 
initial inspiration from Sankaradeva and exercised 
powerful religious and cultural influence on the people 
of Assam. These saints were highly proficient in 
classical lore and learning, but they imparted their 
instructions and wrote books mostly in a popular 
language and thus were able to capture the hearts and 
imagination of the people. These saint-poets moved 
through the length and breadth of the country, 
extolling the merits of bhakti and giving discourses to 
the people on ethics, morals and righteous living ; 
and their own saintly life inspired the people and 
the teachings and discourses illuminated them. 
They established numerous satras all over the country 
for organising the socio-religious life and for the pro­
gress of spiritual, intellectual and cultural activities of 
the people. Further, at a period when there was no 
political or administrative unity in the country, these 
Vaisnava apostles brought about unity of religion, 
culture and literature. 

Next to Sankaradeva Madhavadeva was the most 
illustrious saint of the .perlod. Madhavadeva was born 
in 1489 A.D. at Letekupukhuri, in the present Lakhim­
pur district. He was educated in the traditional learn­
ing and in his youth became a well-known scholar. 
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Madhava was at first an upholder of the Sakta faith, 
which dominated the religious outlook of the people of 
the time. Once, on the occasion of his mother's illness~ 
he made a vow that he would sacrifice a goat before the 
goddess if his mother recovered. His mother did recover 
and Madhava asked his brother-in-law Gayapani to find 
a goat for the purpose. Gayapani had already been 
converted to the Ekasaranadharma of Sankaradeva, 
and under various pretexts he evaded his commission. 
One day, an altercation ensued between Madhava and 
Gayapani regarding the merits of sacrifice, and 
Madhavadeva spoke slightingly of the creed pro­
pagated by Sankara. Gayapani, however, replied that 
Madhava might think very highly of the Sakta faith 
but his faith would stand no ground before 
Sankaradeva. 

Madhava then expressed his desire to meet Gaya­
pani' s guru and to hold a discussion on the issue. The 
next morning Gayapani led Madhava to Sankaradeva·s 
residence and a great controversy ensued between 
these two religious leaders over the respective merits 
of worship of various Sakta goddesses consisting of 
sacrifices on the one hand and the adoration of the One 
Supreme Being in the form of Vishnu-Krishna on the 
other. Madhava cited verses from various scriptures 
to defend his stand and the pravriti marga, the path 
of attachment to the world. Sankaradeva, on the other 
hand, quoted sloka after sloka in support of his 
Ekasarana-dharma, (surrender to One _Supreme God) 
and the nivriti marga, the path of detachment. Th~ 
disputation went on for several hours and each leader 
brought in evidences from scriptural sources. At the 
close of the day, Sankara uttered the following sloka 
from the Bhagavata-purana : 
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Yatha taror miila-ni~ecanena 

trpyanti tat-skandha-bhujopasakhii}J 
priil)Opiihiiracca yathendriyiiniiJ?l 
tat/wive sarviirharl)am acyutejiyii. 
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"As the branches, leaves and foliage of a tree are 
nourished when water is poured only at the root of the 
tree, as the limbs of the body are nourished when food 
is put only in the stomach, so all gods and goddesses 
are propitiated by the worship of only Krishna." 

All on a sudden, Madhava' s mind was illuminated 
with a new meaning, and he bent down his head 
before Sankaradeva in reverence. Then and there he 
realised the purity and sublimity of the Bhakti cult 
and requested Sankara to accept him as disciple and 
to show him the path of supreme realisation. Madhava 
was already betrothed to a Kayastha girl, but after this 
illumination he broke off the engagement. For reali­
sation of the truth and for the cause of the new faith 
Madhava renounced the world once for all. 

From then Madhavadeva became Sankaradeva's 
shadow, his most accomplished and faithful follower. 
The religious movement gained a great impetus by his 
conversion, for in him were the force of intellect and 
the strength of character imperative for a great social 
reformer and bulwark of religion. Almost against the 
wishes of Sankaradeva, Madhavadeva remained a 
celibate throughout.his life ; and his ideal brought into 
being a monastic order called Kewaliya (the life­
celibates). In fact, Madhavadeva is regarded as the 
real founder of the Satra institution, for he organised 
it on· a firmer footing and introduced a very rigorous 
and disciplined monastic code. Further, he advocated 
complete allegiance to his guru Sankaradeva, the vow 
of chastity and poverty. In Nama-glwsha, Madhava-
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deva writes about his guru. "Having cut asunder the 
doubts and penetrating to the essential principle of 
scriptures, has Sankara preached devotion to Krishna. 
I do not understand how people leave him aside and 
call others guru. Oh, how very foolish and d~luded 
people are. 

Know it for certain that there is no other way of 
repaying the debt of the great and magnanimous guru 
who leads the devotee to safety across the painful 
world, imparting him instruction about devotion to the 
feet of Hari, than by venerating him with folded 
hands. 

As Hari is very gracious so is the preceptor who is 
also a devotee. Both are one, different in body only. 
The hearts of both are content with sweetness of grace, 
both always think of the good of the world, devoid of 
pride, pleased with others out of their own virtue."1 

A master of traditional learning, Madhavadeva 
was also a mellifluous singer. His musical talent and 
devout nature found expression in devotional songs, 
full of deep feelings. In many of his hymns, known 
Bargits, there breathes a deep note of contrition and 
humility in the knowledge of sin, and a spirit of 
extreme self-surrender. Many of his Bargits contain 
idyllic description of Vrindaban with Child Krishna as 
the central figure. Madhavadeva also composed a few 
Ankiya nats, all presenting incidents of Krishna's child 
life. In these writings Madhavadeva emphasised on 
V atsalya-bhakti, love of God as one's son. At 
the direction of his guru, Madhavadeva rendered 
into Assamese verse the Bhakti-Ratnavali of Vishnu-

1 Haramohan Das' translation. 
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puri Sanyasi. With the creation of these works 
the genius of Madhavadeva came of age and he 
produced from the simplest and sweetest works of 
poetry to most difficult writings on abtruse meta­
physical subjects. He marshalled all his varied powers 
born out of his penetrative intellect, comprehensive 
knowledge and deep erudition to establish Sankara­
deva' s system on a firm and secure foundation. 
Viewed from this point Madhavadeva's magnum opus, 
the supreme achievement of Assamese Vaisnavite 
hymnic rapture, the N ama-ghosha known also as 
H ajari-glwsha (a book of thousand couplets) occupies 
an unique place in the philosophical literature of 
Assam, nay of India. It is not only widely read but 
memorised and freely quoted as scriptural text and 
thus, no doubt, is an enduring prop of Assamese 
Vaisnavism. The philosophy of Madhavadeva as 
revealed in Narna-ghosha divides itself in different 
sections, namely Maya, its nature and effects : cosmo­
logy of the Universe : the Brahman; means of self­
realisation : psychology of the ]iva : the goal of human 
life. 

Nama-ghosha contains a large number of hymns 
on repentance and entreaty, self-discipline and self­
reproach. In each of the hymns the lyric cry is pre­
dominant and ecstatic. The last few sections of the 
book serve as a litany consisting of eulogistic names 
of Lord Krishna. N ama-ghosha bears an universal 
appeal and is in perfect accord with the same class of 
sublime literature as the Upanishads and Gita. Pro­
fundity of thought, unity of outlook, and music of 
expression mark N ama-ghosha as a foremost work of 
art and a fitting monument to Madhavadeva' s poetic 
genius. 
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Madhavadeva outlived Sankaradeva by twenty­
eight years and during this period he mostly stayed at 
Ganakkuchi and Sundaridiya satras close to the 
principal satra, Barpeta, whicH remains to the present 
day the source of attraction and inspiration to the 
Vaisnavas. Here, Madhavadeva came into conflict 
with Raghudeva, king of the Eastern Koch Kingdom. 
It was reported to the king that the saint was preach· 
ing against the worship of Kamakhya, the guardian 
deity of the Koch kings. So Raghudeva had him 
brought to his court at Vijayanagara, Kamrup, as a 
prisoner. The allegations, however, proved false and 
the preceptor was released with due respect. 
Madhavadeva, thereafter, stayed for some time at 
Hajo, near the present Hayagriva Madhava temple. 
But here also he could not live in peace owing to the 
hostile activities of both the king and the Brahmanas, 
and therefore left for Cooch Behar, the capital of the 
Western Koch Kingdom ruled then by Laksminarayan, 
son of Naranarayan. 

King Laksminarayan received him with due 
honour and got him and his disciples settled at Bhela­
duar, a village near the capital. In course of time, witli 
the king' s munificence a satra was established at 
Bheladuar and it is recorded that some principal 
members of the king's family embraced the Vaisnava 
faith from Madhavadeva. Madhavadeva passed three 
peaceful years in this satra and gave the final shape to 
his magnum opus, N ama-ghosha. He passed away at 
Bheladuar Satra, Cooch Bihar, in the year 1596 A.D. 

Damodaradeva (1488-1598) another outstanding 
disciple of Sankaradeva was a Brahman of a village 
near Bardowa, near N owgong. After Sankaradeva had 
left for Kamrup in 1546 A.D. Damodara with his 
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family also migrated to Kamrup and settled at Barpeta. 
Here he came into close contact with Sankaradeva and 
moved by the reverence for the saint, he accepted the 
Ekasarana-dharma. Damodaradeva played an im­
portant role in the spread of Sankarite religion, parti­
cularly in converting the Brahmanas to the faith. With 
the conversion of the learned Brahmanas, the move­
ment gained a status and superiority over other faiths 
and came to command the admiration and reverence 
ot kings and nobles. This indeed was no mean achieve­
ment towards the growth and popularity of the faith. 

After Sankaradeva' s death dissension arose be­
tween him and Madhavadeva and as a result Damo­
dara seceded from the main creed. He founded a new 
sect of Vaisnavism which came to be known after his 
own name (Damodariya). Damodara is said to have 
introduced worship of minor gods and observances of 
Vedic and Brahmanical rites. In social intercourse, 
however, there is no distinction between a Maha­
purusiya and a Damodariya. They join in all religious 
ceremonies connected with the satras and the Nam­
ghars, only while the Mahapursiyas are stern against 
idol worship and the worship of other gods, the Damo­
dariyas may perform the ceremonies.2 

Damodaradeva was persecuted by the contem­
porary king for upholding a creed propounded by a 
Sudra saint. In later years, for this reason, he had to 
leave his native place and migrate to Cooch Behar 
where he passed away in 1598 A.D. Damodaradeva 
had several illustrious disciples who carried his 
doctrines into the eastern part of Assam. 

Vamshigopal (1548-1668) was one of these dis-

~ From Dr. B. Kakati. 
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ciples. Madhavadeva and Damodaradeva both 
deputed Vamshigopal to Upper Assam for spreading 
the message of bhakti. Vamshigopal like his gurus \vas 
constantly on the move, and accompanied by disciples 
and devotees he came into close contact with the 
people to whom he delivered the messages of bhakti. 
Vamshigopal was a saint of a practical temperament 
and had superb organisational abilities. He himself 
established several satras and inspired his disciples 
also to set up satras in Upper Assam. The major satra 
set up by Vamshigopal was Kuruabahi at the mouth 
of the Dhansiri river, in the district of Sibsagar. 

Niranjanadeva, a distinguished disciple of Vamshi­
gopal, founded the Auniati Satra in the Majuli island 
of the Brahmaputra. Niranjanadeva's purity of 
character and devotion to God drew admiration even 
from the Ahom King J ayadhvaja Singha (1648-1663) 
who himself became the saint's disciple and endowed 
the satra with suitable land grants for the mainten­
ance of the monks and the monastery. 

Dakhinpat is another well-known satra in the 
Majuli island established hy Vanamalideva, another 
disciple . of Vamshigopal. Vanamalideva was very 
strong in faith and devotion. He was honoured and 
treated with much respect by the reigning Ahom King 
Jayadhvaja Singha who made liberal gifts to the satra. 

Lakshminarayana, another saint of . the Damo­
dariya sect and a passionate devotee, established the 
Garamur Satra in the Majuli island during the reign 
of Jayadhvaja Singha. It should be noted that under 
the patronage of the Ahom kings, the Majuli satras 
became famous centres of the Vaisnava faith, cultural 
activities and piety of the monks. 

Kuruabahi, Auniati, Dakshinpat and Garamur are 
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the fom: principal Brahmanical satras. Except Kurua­
bahi, the Satradhikars of the other monasteries are 
strictly celebates. The Satradhikars for these satras 
are elected from other satras where married life is 

, allowed. The chosen young man is brought into the 
satra during his teen age and trained up in Vaisnava 
religion, philosophy and life. During the period of 
training this young devotee is called Deka-Adhikar, the 
young pontiff. · 

Besides Bardowa and Barpeta, these four satras 
exercise tremendous influence on the life of the 
Assamese people. They are even to-day the glorious 
religious institutions of Assam, and are not only the 
seat of religion, learning and education, but the very 
centre of traditional cultural activities like dance, 
drama, music and religious recitals. Judged by such 
external standards as landed estates, number of sisya::; 
and bhakats, these satras still claim to be the biggest 
religious institutions. In the hey-day of their glory, 
the income of these satras went mainly to the welfare 
of the people by way of the promotion of learning, 
development of cultural activities and help to the 
needy. 

Harideva (1493-1568) was another Brahmana 
follower of Sankaradeva who attained a high spiritual 
eminence. After the death of Sankaradeva he set up 
an independent sect of Vaisnavism with leaning more 
towards Damodaradeva' s teachings. Harideva set up 
three ~atras, namely Maneri in Kamrup, Narayanpur in 
Lakslumpur, and Haripur in Coach Behar. 

Gopal Ata of Bhawanipur Satra (1541-1611), 
Kamrup, was originally a man from Upper Assam. 
Being inspired by the teachings of Sankaradeva, he 
came to Barpeta and received initiation from 
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Madhavadeva. Gopaladeva was a foremost dialectician 
and was known as Kathar-Sagar. He was a liberal 
thinker and to him caste and creed were no hindrance 
to God-realization, bhakti and good life alone counting. 
He is said to have founded the Kalasamhati sect 
of Assam Vaisnavism with catholicity of outlook. 
Gopaladeva at the direction of his guru Madhavadeva 
went to Upper Assam to spread the message of bhakti 
among the Ahoms, Marans, Kacharis and Chutiyas in 
addition to Brahmanas and Sudras. 

Twelve major satras were established in Upper 
Assam by disciples deputed by Gopaladeva : six of 
them were headed by Brahmana Adhikars and sh: by 
Sudra Mahantas. Among the Brahmana satras 
Ahatguri and Karatipar founded by Shriram Ata and 
Charaibahi by M urari are very prosperous and have 
many thousands of devotees and disciples. Shriranl 
Ata is famous as the author of a large number of hymni 
which have a firm hold on the devotees. 

Two major satras founded in Upper Assam by the 
Sudra disciples of Gopaladeva were Dihing and Maya· 
mara. The Dihing Satra owed its origin to the 
distinguished saint-poet Bar Yadumani. It received 
land-grants from the Ahom kings Rajeswar Singha 
(1751-1769) and Lakshmisingha (1769-1780). Many 
high officials of the Ahom Court were devoted to the 
satra and they gave liberal patronage to it. Bar 
Yadumani left many songs of great devotional appeal. 
musical excellence and literary grace. 

The Mayamara satra was established bY 
Aniruddha Bhuyan (1553-1626). The Dihing and th~ 
Mayamara satras were the most prominent of the six 
Sudra monasteries of Upper Assam, associated with 
Gopaladeva. As they admitted converts from the non-
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Aryan tribes and placed the ·disciples on an elevated 
footing, these two satras became extremely successful. 
Though they had caste Hindus in their fold, such as 
Brahmanas, Kayasthas and Kalitas, their disciples con­
sisted also of Kacharis, Ahoms, Kaivarttas and 
Brittials; and in the case of Mayamara satra, Chutiyas 
and Morans as well. The democratic basis on which 
the satras were run drew new converts to their fold 
from the influence of the caste-ridden satras, especially 
of the Brahmanical order. In course of time, the 
Dil1ing and Mayamara satras grew to be strongholds 
of Sudra Vaisnavism in Upper Assam as opposed to the 
Brahmanical monasteries. During the latter part of the 
eighteenth century, Mayamara satra became very 
powerful, it fought successfully the Ahom Kings and 
for a time captured even the throne. 3 

Kamalabari Satra in the Majuli island was set up 
by Padma Ata who was a Sudra. He led a very simple 
and saintly life and attained high spiritual eminence. 
In course of years, inessential rites and unrecognised 
observances crept into the faith which Padma Ata and 
Mathura Das of Barpeta Satra reformed. They set up a 
refined sect called Nika-samhati. Padma Ata stressed 
the teachings of Sankaradeva that external things such 
as yogic exercise, sacrifice, bathing in holy river, 
pilgrimage, sanyasa, fasting, do not purify a man as 
honest life, good company and love of all beings. 
On the eve of his death, Padma Ata nominated his 
Brahmana disciple Shriram to the Adhikarship of the 
Kamalabari satra. This is also an Udasin satra, i.e., 
~e head of the satra is a celebate. Jarabari Satra at 
T1pam was established by Gopinath at the direction of 

3 From Dr. S. K. Bhuyan. 
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Padma Ata. J arabari Satra till to-day retains many 
of our traditional cultural activities in pristine 
perfection. 

Purusottam Thakur, grandson of Sankaradeva, was 
not only a prominent saint, but also a great organiser. 
He founded the sect Purusha-samhati which empha­
sised on the adoration of Sankaradeva as the saviour of 
men through the truth which the saint exemplified in 
his life. He appointed six Brahmanas and six non­
Brahmanas as apostles and directed them to organise 
satras in different parts of the country. The satras 
established by these twelve Acaryyas were known as 
Bar Barafaniya Satras (Senior twelve satras). 

Chaturbhuj, another grandson. of Sankaradeva, 
founded Vishnupur Satra in the Goalpara district. Like 
his brother he also nominated twelve Acaryyas for 
organising more satras. The satras set up under the 
auspices of Chaturbhuj were known as Sant Barafaniya 
Satras (Junior twelve satras). 

Kanaklata, wife of Chaturbhuj, became the head of 
the satras after her husband's death. Kanaklata led a 
pious and religious life ; she re-organised some of the 
old satras and established the new satra Ai-bheti near 
Bardowa. She also appointed twelve Acaryyas to 
spread the message of bhakti and to organise new 
satras. 

More satras were established by the descendants 
of Purusottam Thakur and Chaturbhuj. These were 
known as N ati Satras, i.e. satras set up by the grand­
sons of Sankaradeva. All these satras brought about 
a new orientation and salutary reformation in every 
aspect of Assamese life. . 

It appears that the Sankarite movement produced 
in an unbroken stream a galaxy of eminent saints, 
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poets, preachers, philosophers and leaders. These 
great men made significant contributions towards 
the intellectual awakening, social consciousness and 
regeneration of the country and dissemination among 
the masses of the universal message, gospels, and 
thoughts preserved in Indian literature, religion and 
philosophy. In their missionary zeal these saints brought 
into juxtaposition different races and tribes who were 
in various stages of culture and thus infused newness 
and fullness to Assamese life and thought. The 
triumph of Sankaradeva' s movement was really due 
to the influence of these saints and teachers 
of astounding holiness, wide learning and unimpeach­
able moral integrity. As such, these men will ever 
occupy an honoured position among the saints of India. 



CHAPTER I 

9 

APPENDIX 1 

ORIGINAL ASSAMESE TEXTS 

Page 5 : Ekasarm:za-dharma 

sastrara bujiya majja sadaya kf~I).aka bhaja 
hayo eka saral).a Kr~Qata. 
Anya qevideva nakariba seva 
nakhaiba prasada tara. 
murtiko nacaiba grho napasiba 
bhakti haiba vyabhidira. 

Daivakira putra eka Kr~Qa matra deva 
dharma eka matra sei devat'iira-seva. 
mantra eka tana name Kr~Qa devatara. 

sarva dharma edi eka sarana sak:sata 
sudrcJI).a visvase ·sakhi Iayoka amata. 
mai vil).e ana eko nabhaja devaka 
sei bhakti eruvave samasta dharmaka. 
sei eka saral).a-bhajana anupama 
nusunaya ana eko devatara nama 
avyabhicariQI aka buliya bhakati. 
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APPENDIX I 

ORIGINAL ASSAMESE TEXTS 

Page 5 : EkasaraiJ.a-dharma 

sastrara bujiya majja sadaya kr~J;laka bhaja 
hayo eka saral}.a Kr~J;lata. 

Anya qevideva nakariba seva 
nakhaiba prasada tara. 
murtiko nacaiba grho napasiba 
bhakti haiba vyabhicara. 

Daivakira putra eka Kr~J;la matra deva 
dharma eka matra sei devaHira-seva. 
mantra eka tana name l.{r~J;la devatara. 

sarva dharma ec;li eka saral}.a sak~ata 
sudrc;ll:ta visvase sakhi layoka amata. 
mai vil}.e ana eko nabhaja devaka 
sei bhakti eruvave samasta dharmaka. 
sei eka saral}.a-bhajana anupama 
nusunaya ana eko devatara nama 
avyabhicarii}.I aka buliya bhakati. 
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CHAPTER II 
Page 10 Bhagavata-Pura1J.a 

Bhagavata sastre sradha kariba nitanta 
nakariba ninda ana sastrako ekanta. 
samasta sastrara sara uddhariya ani 
dekhaila bidita kari deva Cakrapal)i. 
yito sastra karilanta Daivaki tanaya 
yehi matra sastra eka janiba niscaya. 

Page 16 Navavidha bhakti 

sraval)a kirtana smaral)a Vi~I)ura 

arcal)a pada sevana 
dasya sakhitva vandana Vi~I)uta 

kariba deha arpal)a. 

Page 16 Srava1J.a and Kirtana 

puja adi yata bhaktira madhyata 
sraval)a kirtana sara 
katha-sraval)ara nama-kirtanara 
samana nahike ara. 

sraval)a-kirtana eqi ana karma kare 
pave srama bipbale kalita sito mare. 
Vi~I)u Vai~I)avara katha duyo samatula 
sravai)a-kirtane !care papaka nirmUla. 
canqala paryyante kare savake pavitra. 
mok~a pada sadhe yara sraval)a kirtane. 

Page 19 Equality in Bhakti-religion 
Cal).qalo Harinama lave· matra 
karibe ucita yajnara patra. 
bhaktise parama suddha nirupama 
prakati dekha pramal).a. 
Kirata Kachari Khachi Garo Miri 
Yavana Kanka Govala 
Asama maluka Rajaka Turaka 
Kuraca Meca Cai)qala. 
ano yata nara Kr~Q.a sevakara 
sa!Pgata pavitra haya 
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APPENDIX 

bhakati labhiya saJpsara tariya 
Vaikun!l)e sukhe calaya. 

Page 35 Love of all beings 

Jagatara pul).ya mane jana ni~!a kari 
pral).I upakarara alpako nuhi sari. 
hena jani pral).Ika abhaya diya dana 
-pral).I bhaya bhita bhaile karibe rak~al).a. 

vise~ata mahantara ehi vyavahara 
parajiva rakhe jiva diya aponara. 
abhaya danata pare dharma nahi ana 
koti asvamedho tara nuhike samana: 
yata dekha bhlita pral).i save Vi~l).u hena jani 
him~a egi kara upakara. 
sakalo pral).Ika dekhibeka atmasama 
upaya madhyata ito ati mukhyatama. 

Page 40 Dasya Bhakti 

aisvaryya jafijala nalage amaka 
chil).ga mora moha-pasa 
kara prabhu daya janme janme baibo 
Romara dasaro dasa. 
Tomara akama bhrtya ami 
Tumio ni~kama mora Svami. 
Tomarese aJpsa yata jiva ami 
Tumi mora nija Svami. 
Prabhii Damodara eteke gocara 
Tomarese bhrtya ami. 

Page 90 Krishna A vatara 

cari veda caudhya sastre Kr$l).ake kahaya 
Knmarese aJpsa save jagata niscaya. 
Kr~.Qaka paibaka Iagi kare jata yaga 
tapa-japa kariya Kr~l).aka pave· Iaga. · 
jii.anapathe Kr~.Qakese seve jfianigal).a. 

samaste sastrara mata veda vedantara tatva 
Kr~l).ase parama i~ta-deva. 

129 



130 

CHAPTER V 

Page 104 

SANKARADEVA 

Cari-vastu-The four fundamental principles 

1. Nama 

Name sadhe yara yena mata abhipraya 
yiba mok~a cahe vaikunPJ.ata denta basa. 
jfianiro janiba Hariname mok~aphala 
nahike namata pare parama mangala. 
Namese karibe sava manoratha siddhi 
janibaha Harira namese nava nidhi 
nama tapa japa jajfia nama yogo dhyana 
nama dana-pul).ya nama koti tirtha-snana 
nama dhana-jana bandhu nama pita mata 
nama nija suhrda namese gatidata. 
iha para loke nama vine ana nai 
cario vedara ise mukhya abhipraya. 

2. Deva 

anya devideva nakariba seva 
nakhaiba prasada tara 
murtiko nadiiba grho napasiba 
bhakti haiba vyabhicara. 
eka Kr~l).adeva kariyoka seva 
dhariyo tahana nama 
Krsna dasa huyli prasada bhufijiyli 
haste karli tlina klima. 
Kr~?l).ara sthanaka yatne caliyoka 
sancio pul).yara dama, 

~: Guru 
yitojane bhakati jfianaka dana kare 
tihika seva kari yito saqlsaraka tare 
eteke sehise buddhimanta narottama 
jagatata ana aru nahi tara sama. 
bhakti-jiiana-data guru vine sevli nai 
kahiloho prati prati tomata bujai. 
Vedara rahasya tatva sakale jananta 
Kw:tako bhakati bale sak1?ata karanta. 
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Ehente uttama guru kahilo samprati 
iharese upadde suddha hove mati. 
Kr~~ata bhakati hove sa~sarako tare 
nai nai sarpsarata guru atapare. 

> 

4. Satsang 

ana dharma nuhikaya satsarpgata sari 
yoga yaga dharma tyaga tapa tirtha-snana 
niyama sa:rp.yama brata japa yajiia dana 
agnihotra adi kari ana dharma yata 
nakare simate mora basya svarupata. 
sadhusarpge amaka yimate kare basya 
kahilo tomata ito parama rahasya. 

mok~ato adhika sakhi sadhura sarpgama 
yahara re~uka svarga-sukhe nohe sama. 

ati alpakala sarpga mahantasavara 
svarge mok~e tahara samana nuhikaya. 

True bhakat 

bolanta Madhave suniyo Uddhava 
santara kaho lak~a~a 
pranisakalara dul:tkha sahibaka 
naparaya sadhujana. 

sakti anurupe karaya sabako 
upakara sadhu nare 
maha k~amasila sahana sila 
asuya kako nakare. 

ekoye pra~ira droha nakaraya 
parama komala cita 
nahike vikara nere sadacara 
svadharmata bhaila thita. 

indriyasavaka basya karileka 
sukhe dul)khe bhaila sama 
eko kame citta calite napare 
satya se bala parama, 
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loka ce~~a yata sav~ tcjilcka 
alapa bhaila ahara 
bastu parigraha nahike santara 
kahiloho sure sara. 

moka matra eka karile asraya 
bhaila ati savadhana 
manya labhibaka banca nakaranta 
anaka karanta mana. 

apada kalata krpa:r:m svahha va 
nahike sadhu savara 
sa111sarara chaya-urmika jinila 
soka moha nirantara. 

parama sahanasUa sadhusava 
jiianavanta atisaya 
maha karul).ika bastu lobha ecF 
karul).aye pravartaya. 

kadacita loka bancaka nuhike 
sadhusava yata yata 
jiiana upadesa dibara samarthya 
hovaya sadhu samasta 

. 
suna sakhi aru Vedarupe mai 
kahi acho dharmagana 
acarilete gul).a nacariba do~a 
janiya aka yijana. 

bha~~tita save dharma siddha haica 
k~~tya dr9"Qa niscaya 
te11 dharma · 
sehi sadh 81\ 0 _ ~oka bhaje yito 

u mahasaya. 



APPENDIX II 

GLOSSARY OF ASSAMESE VAISNAVA TERMS 

A ksaya-banti Earthen lamp kept burning in a satra perpetually. 
This institution still exists at Barpeta satra whose 
aksaya banti was first lighted by Madhavadeva. 

Ajnapar satra Satra founded under orders of preceptor ; branch 
satra. 

Ald!zara 

Ankiya Nat 
Arihana· 

Asaraniya 
Athpariya 

Bahar 

Bahuwa 
Baragit 

Bayan 
Bhagavati 

Bhajana 
Bhakat 
Bhanita 
Bharali 
Bhatima 
Bhawana 
Buranji 

Personal attendant of Satradhikar or superior 
monk. 
The type of drama initiated by Sankaradeva. 
Offering made at the end of a religious service or 
to a priest. 
Not yet initiated into the faith. 
Officer who keeps vigil at satra (literally, having 
the eight stages of a day or night). 
Temporary camp for Satradhikar during his 
periodic visit to villages. 
Clown in popular theatrical performance. 
Devotional songs in classical tunes particularly 
composed by Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva. 
Officer-in-charge of instrumental music. 
Ecclesiatical officer engaged in reading; and 
expounding the Bhagavata. 
Higher form of ordination. 
Monk ; initiated .disciple. 
Last couplet of a poem bearing name of the poet. 
Provision-keeper of a satra. 
Eulogistic religious poem. 
Religious theatrical performance. 
Chronicle of Ahom kings. 
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Cadar 
Cari-vastu 

Cari-hati 
Carit-puthi 
Catiha 
Cho 

C ilma-yatra 

Dambaru 
Damodariya 

SA..."\"KARADEV A 

Wrapper worn both by man and woman. 
Four fundamental principles of Sankarite reli­
gion : deva (refuge in Lord or Krishna), nama 
(glorification of the name of God), guru (accept­
ance of a preceptor), and bhakat (good company 
or satsang). 
Four rows of living quarters of monks. 
Biography of Vaisnava saint. 
Religious poem. 
Effigy. 

First abhinaya arranged by Sankaradeva. This 
may mean an abhinaya performed by cinhas or 
mudras, gesturs. 

Small thin-waisted drum. 
Followers of Damodaradeva who established the 

' Brahmana-samha ti. 
Deka Adhikar Vice-pontiff of satra. 
Deuri or Distributor of sacred offerings in religious gather-

Bilaniya mg. 
Dhuti 
Dut Man's lower garment ; the dhoti. 
Gayan Messenger; emissary. 
Guru Officer-in-charge of music and singing. 

Preceptor. 
Guru-kar T 
G ithe ; religious tax or contribution. osain-ghar 
K Family prayer-hall ; chapel. aradhani W 
Kewaliya aist-band. 
Khanikar Celibate monk. 
K · Decorator or painter ·, also maker of images. Irtan-ghar A 
Krishn Prayer-hall · term used mostly in Lower ssam. 

a-nac F ' 
Mahanta onn of dance by Krishna. 
Mahapurush' Leader of satra; usually Sudra. 
M h Iya Sankaradeva's sect. 

a -prasad S 
_acred offerings consisting of pulse, uncooked 

Manikut 

Medhi, 
Raj-medhi 

Mekhela 

nee and fruit. 
Sh · nne; small house attached to Nam-ghar where 
sacred text . I . I Offi Is p aced on thapana or smg wsana. 
}"f cers Who periodically supervise the religious 
1 e of the disciples w ' . oman s lower garment. 



N am-anjaniya 

Nam-dhara 
Nam-ghar 
Nam-katha 
Nam-kirtan 
Nam-lagowa 

Oja Pali 

Pacani 

Padasila 
Padasila-ghara 

Pag 
Pathak 
Phatau 

Prasanga 
Prasad 
Putala-ncu: 
Put hi 

Riha 
Sa bah 
Saj-tola 
Sala-banti 

Satra 
Samhati 

Sangi 
Sarai 

Sarai 
agbarhowa 

Saran 
Satra 
Satradhikar 

APPENDLX 135 

Literally, illuminator of religious way ; trainer of 
neophytes. 

Leader of prayer-service. 
Prayer-hall; used mostly in Upper Assam. 
Mystic formula given by preceptor at initiation. 
Community singing and praising of God, 
Leader of community singing. 

Popular choric dance, illustrating scriptural 
stories. 

Officer who collects tithes and contributions from 
disciples. 

Foot-prints (of Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva). 
House where foot-marks of the two saints are 
preserved. 
Head-gear ; puggree. 
Reciter of religious texts. 
Vest; usually worn in popular theatrical 
performance. 
Religious service ; matins. 
Sacred offering. 
Puppet-dance. 
Manuscript copy of sacred text, usually written 
on bark of aguru tree. 
Woman's breast-cloth. 
Prayer gathering, usually of womenfolk. 
Officer who collects contributions from disciples. 
Literally, wick and light satra ; branch satra. 

Sect. The four principal Samhatis in Sankarite 
Vaisnavism are : Brahma samhati, Kala 
samhati, Nika samhati and Purusha samhati. 
Attendant of Sutradhara in Ankiya bhawana. 
Raised tray made of wood, bell-metal or brass as 
receptacle of sacred offerings. 

Sacred offerings on sarai. 
Initiation 
Monastery 
Head of satra ; pontiff. 
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Sutradhara 

Sisya 
Singhasana 

Sui a 
Sravani 

Than 
Thapana 
Udashin 

SANKARADEVA 

Officer who organises dance and drama ; pro­
ducer of Ankiya plays. 
Laity. 
Wooden throne standing on four carved lions : 
sacred text is placed on it for worship. 
Trident in Siva's hand. 
Devotees especially appointed to listen to reading 
and expounding of sacred texts at services. 
Sacred place ; satra. 
Altar ; place set up for worship. 
Unmarried ; celibate. 
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