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PREFACE

The neo-Vaisnavite movement initiated by the saint-poet Sankaradeva
in the last decade of the fifteenth century is an epoch-making phenomenon
in the religious and social life of medieval Assam. Its impact on religion,
literature, fine arts and social life of Assam, particularly of the Brahmaputra
Valley, is indeed great and abiding. The satra institution which is still
functioning as a living organisation for propagating and diffusing Vaisnavite
ideals, was brought into existence by the Vaisnavite saints headed by
Sankaradeva in the sixteenth century to serve as a centre of religious propa-
gation and discussion. It cxpanded and developed during the course of
the next two centurics, and a net-work of satras practically covered the
entire Brahmaputra Valley and its adjacent areas. Although materials for
a systematic and scientific study arc available in abundance no attempt,
untill a decade back, was made to present a systematic and connected
account of the growth and development of the neo-Vaisnavite movement
and the satra institution of Assam.

An attempt at presenting a comprehensive survey of the Vaignava
movement and systematic study of the satra institution has been made here.
The work was prepared for the Doctorate Degree of the Gauhati University
and it was accepted for the same in 1955. The work was prepared and
completed during 1952-54, but it could not be published so long for want
of fund. It has now been possible after a lapse of twelve years to publish
the work with the fund provided by the University Grants Commission. No
material change has beecn made in the original matters of the work sub-
mitted to the University as a doctoral thesis.

In preparing this work all available source-materials of primary
and secondary importance have been carcfully examined before use. But
in spite of my sincere efforts, error may have crept into the volume for
which I owe an apology to the learned readers.

I take this opportunity of expressing my gratitude to the late Dr.
Birinchi Kumar Barua who took so much trouble in guiding my research
work in the midst of his manifold activities. Dr. Barua is no more with us
and it pains me to think that he could not see the work in printed form.

1 express my gratitude to the University Grants Commission for
providing the necessary fund at the disposal of the Gauhati University for
publication of this work. I should also thank Dr. M. Neog, Professor,
" iu-charge of the Publication Department, Gauhati University, for making
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necessary arrangement for its pﬁb}ication. I also thank Sri Keshav Mahanta
of the Publication Department, Gauhati University, for rendering valuable
help while preparing the press copy of the typescript.

Lastly, I thank Sri Kalicharan Pal, Proprietor of Nabajiban Press,
Calcutta and his staff for kindly printing the work with utmost care and
patience.

Gaubati University,

May, 1966. S. N. Sarma



INTRODUCTION
I

The Vaisnavite movement of Assam initiated by Sankaradeva in the
closing decades of the fifteenth century of the Christian era, is remarkable
for its many sided contributions to the cultural history of the land. Within
two hundred years since its inception it spread over the entire Brahmaputra
valley and parts of modern Cooch-Behar which then formed a part of
Kamariipa. With the disintegration of the Koch kingdom, its western part
comprising modern Cooch-Behar gradually lost contact with the rest of
Assam and subsequently became a part of Bengal. Sankaradeva, Madhava-
deva and Damodaradeva who may be styled as Trimirti of Assam
Vaisnavism, died in Cooch-Behar enjoying the patronage of the then reign-
ing kings. The movement brought in its wake a literary and artistic
renaissance in Assam.

The movement did not differ in essential points from similar
Vaisnava movements of medieval India. Characteristics, like belief in and
adoration of a personal God Visnu or Krsna, emphasis on devotion and
faith, recognition of the equality of all persons, the ignoring of the caste
distinction at the spiriual level, the high place assigned to virtues like love.
piety and non-violence and deprecation of the practice of image-worship,
are common to all Vaispavite sects of India. Thc movement may, there-
fore, be called a part of the All-India Vaisnavite movement of the middle
ages. This does not, however, mean that the Vaisnava faith and movement
of Assam was devoid of any speciality of its own. In practical application
of the principles and tenets and in working out the details of the faith, it
evolved a cult of its own best suited to the genius of the people.

The new cult thus moulded according to the local circumstances,
was popularly known as the Mahapurusiya-dharma. The real name of the
cult was Ekagaranadharma or the religion of supreme surrender to one God,
viz., Visnu-Krsna. The term Mahapurusiya is popularly believed to have been
derived from the epithet Mahapurusa, generally applied to mean Safkara-
deva. He was known to his followers as Mahapurusa (the great being)
and therefore the religion propagated by him came to be known as the
Mahapurusiya-dharma. But another explanation of the designation Maha-
purusiva-dharma may be suggested. The term Mahdpurusa is also an
epithet of God Nariyana. In a few verses of the Bhagavata Purana
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(I1/1/10, XI/5/33) it has been used in the above sense. Sukadeva, the
expounder of the Bhagavata-Purana, addressed Pariksita as a Mahapauru-
sika, i.e. a devotee of Mahapurusa. As the Vaisnava cult of Assam enjoins
the worship of Nardyana only, the cult probably came to be known as the
Mabapurusiya-dharma, ie. the cult of Mahapurusa. Whatever might be
the origin of the use of the term Mahapurusiya-dharma, the popular
- belief that it was so named because it was propagated by Mahapurusa, an
honorific title of Sankaradeva, led the followers of Damodaradeva and
Harideva to style themselves as Damodariya and Haridevi, instead of intro-
ducing themselves as Mahdpurusiya. At present, therefore, the term Maha-
purusiya particularly includes the followers of the three sub-sects of Assam
Vaisnavism, viz. Nika, Kala and Purusa Samhhatis. The members of these
sub-sects trace the origin of their respective faith to Sankaradeva, while
the members of the two othcr sub-sects, viz, Damodariya and Haridevi,
do not acknowledge Sankaradecva as the originator of their respective
orders.

The most notable characteristic of the Vaignavism of Assam is the
satra institution through which the faith was propagated and stablised. It
may be monastic as well as semi-monastic in form. The former type resem-
bles, to a certain extent, the Buddhist monasteries of ancient times and the
mathas of the medieval age. But the importance of the institution lies in
the fact that it is intimately connected with the Assamese society and it has
become a part and parcel of Assamese life. Contributions of this institu-
tion towards the spread of Vaispavism in particular and the cultural deve-
lopment of Assam in general, are indeed great. The high percentage of
people professing Vaispavism in Assam is accountable to the activities of
this institution during the last four centuries of the Christian era. It is
because of the evangelical activities of this institution that many non-Aryan
tribes today profess Vaisnavism in Assam. The District Gazetteers of
Assam, 1905, have recorded two hundred eighty-eight (288) satras, exclud-
ing many branches of those satras, spreading over the entire Brahmaputra
valley. All of them are not uniform in size and affluence, but they are
marked by the same fundamental characteristics.

The history of Vaisnavism in Assam can not be treated without
reference to the satra institution. In fact, the origin and development of
the institution is intimately connected with the growth and development of
the neo-Vaisnavite movement in Assam. The religious activities of the
Vaisnavite householders are also conducted in accordance with the direction
of satras. Therefore, the study of the satra, institution covers the entire field
of Assamese Vaignavism since its beginning in the sixteenth century.



( xiii )
II

The scope of this work is, therefore, limited to the study of Vaisna-
vism in Assam with reference to the origin and development of the satra
institution. The satra institution is the product of the neo-Vaisnavite move-
ment and the latter found its full expression through the former. Therefore,
the history of the movement, its growth and later developments have been -
included within the scope of this work. The type of Vaisnavism that existed
before the advent of Sankaradeva is beyond the scope of the work ; it has,
however, been noticed in dcaling with the background of the movement.

Vaisnavism as practised in Assam is very little known abroad. No
scientific and exhaustive treatment of the subject has been made by any
scholar and therefore, modern works dealing with medieval Vaisnavism
have not taken proper notice of it. Melville Kennedy, in his Caitanya
Movement (1925), has treated Vaisnavism of Assam as an offshoot of
Bengal Vaisnavism, although the two schools of Vaisnavism are completely
independent of each other. Even $ankaradeva whose contribution is in no
way less than any of the Vaignava saints of medieval India and who left
such a profound and undying impression on the cultural history of Assam
has not reccived adequate attention from scholars in medieval Vaisnavism.
§ri Ksitimohan Sen, in his Medieval Mysticism of India, has dismissed
Sankaradeva in one or two sentences probably owing to derth of materials
available to him. Wilson’s Religious Sects of the Hindus, Bhandarkar’s
Vaisnavism, Saivism and Minor Religious Systems and Farquhar’s Qutlines
of the Religious Literatures of India contain much information regarding
the medieval sects of India, but pnfortunately they contain nothing about
Assam. The works that may be mentioned, though sketchy in character, are
The Life and Teachings of Sankaradeva (1922) and Introducing Assam
Vaisnavism (1946) by B. Kakaty and S. C. Goswami respectively. But
these booklets naturally leave much room for fuller and scientific treatment
of the subject. But so far as the detailed history of the neo-Vaisnavite
movement and its manifestation is concerned, no work written on scientific
basis still exists. There are, however, a few works on the life and activities
of Sankaradeva written in Assamese which I have made use of wherever
possible. This is in a way, the first systematic attempt to present as far as
possible the important aspects of neo-Vaisnavism in Assam, its history and
its institutional development.

The major portion of this work is based on materials collected from
devotional works and biographies of medieval saints and chronicles of
satras written within the period ranging from the sixteenth century to the
beginning of the nineteenth century of the Christian era. Biographies of
Vaisnava saints and proselytisers who were also heads of different satras
are an important source of information regarding the Vaisnava movement
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and faith and throw much light on the satra system of Assam. Some of
these are available in print and others still in the mauscript-form, are being
preserved in the libraries of the Kamrup Anusandhdn Samiti and the
Department of Historical and Antiquarian Studies, Gauhati. I have not
only utilised materials from all the available sources but also contacted
heads of several important satras regarding practices and observances. 1
have also utilised the reports received from many satras in response to a
set of queries published in thc Assamecse daily Natun Asamiya on 8th
October, 1950. Official notes and reports of the Assam Government on
religious sects and institutions have been taken into consideration in the
preparation of this work.
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CHAPTER 1
THE BACKGROUND OF THE MOVEMENT

Introductory remark : The current of the religious history of
Assam took a new turn towards the closing decades of the fiftecnth century
of the Christian era. It was caused by the nco-Vaisnavite movement
initiated by Sankaradeva, Within two hundred years of its inception the
movement firmly established the Vaisnava faith as the supreme religious
order of the Brahmaputra valley. The movement also evolved a new
institution known as satra which began to serve not only as the instrument
of spreading the faith, but also helped to sustain and stabilise Vaisnavism
by making it a part and parccl of Assamese social life.

The Vaisnava movement in Assam was not an isolated phenomenon
having no connection whatsocver with the current of Vaisnava revival that
swept over the rest of India during this period. It was rather a local
florescence of the great Vaisnava renaissance started by Ramanuja in the
eleventh century on the basis of the older devotional cult of Alvars of
Tamil land. The movement gradually spread to other parts of India
through the efforts of Nimbarka (1Ith century), Madhvacarya (13th
century), Vallabhacarya (15th century), Rimananda (14th century),
Kabir (15th century), Chaitanya (15th—I6th century) and others. The
schools of Vaisnavism founded by the above reformers might differ in
philosophical niceties and outward rcligious observances, but the funda-
mental basis of thesc schools of Vaisnavism did not differ very much.
The impact of Islam gave a rude shock to the age-old Hinduism which
impelled the thinkers and reformers of Hindu society to evolve a simpler
gnd liberal faith that would be acceptable to all alike. The Bhakti cult
so long confined mainly to South India was admirably suited to play the
role of the much-needed religion of the time. Tt was accepted with certain
modifications by reformers of different regions and within an appreciable
length of time it over-flooded the whole of India.

Though remained politically aloof from the rest of India from
early times till the occupation by the British, yet in no period of her history
was Assam completely cut off from cultural trends and movements of
India. The great Vaisnava renaissant movement supplied necessary ideals
and inspiration to the initiator of the movement who spent twelve years
outside Assam, visiting holy places and studying religious trends of
different parts of India. In order to get a proper perspective of the move-
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ment, we should be acquainted with the political and religious conditions
of Assam in the fifteenth century which led Safkaradeva to undertake the
difficult and ardous task of a reformer.

Political condition: Since the beginning of the thirteenth century
the ancient kingdom of Kamariipa was slowly undergoing a process of
disintegration. The whole of Assam, from the eastern-most Dikkaravasini
region to the river Karatoya in the west, disintegrated into several kingdoms,
some of which did not survive more than a few dccades. From materials
supplied by the Ahom chronicles and thc medieval biographies of saints
(carita-puthis ) it appears that a line of Chutiya kings (the Chutiya t‘j‘ibe
is a branch of the Bodo race) ruled in the easternmost tract of Assan"a\ at
present known as Lakhimpur district. The Chautiyd kings were reigning
at Sadiya from the beginning of the thirteenth century till the subversion
of their kingdom by the Ahoms in the early part of the sixteenth centuty.
The Chutiyas worshipped various forms of Goddess Kali with the aid of
their tribal priests. The important form in which they worshipped this
deity was that of Kecaikhati (the eater of raw flesh) to whom human
sacrifices were also offered.! To the west of the Chutiya kingdom lay the
Ahom principality which included the modern district of Sibsagar and
parts of Lakhimpur district during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
of the Christian era. The Ahoms were a Shan tribe; they used to
worship their tribal gods viz. Comdeu, Phra, Tara, Along etc., till their
conversion to Hinduism in the later part of the seventeenth century.?
Further west, there was the Kachari kingdom to the south of the river
Brahmaputra and it probably extended atleast half-way across the modern
Nowgong district. The Kachiris were a Tibeto-Burman tribe and they followed
their own tribal customs and religion. The Kachari kings of this period
may have professed Hinduism, but there is no evidence to support that
the bulk of the Kachari population followed Hinduism. Sir Edward Gait
is, therefore, of opinion that “at this time, the Kacharis were free from
all Hindu influence”. Towards the closing decades of the sixteenth century
the Kachari kings formally accepted the Hindu Cult, and this is known
from a silver coin issued in 1583 A.D. by Ya$onarayanadeva from Maibong.
The coin speaks of Yasonarayanadeva as ‘“a worshipper of Hara-Gauri,
Siva-Durga and of the line of Hacengsa®”. On both sides of the
Brahmaputra to the west of the Kachari kingdom of the south and the
Chutiya kingdom of the north-east, were a number of petty chiefs known
Bhiiyds. Each was independent of the other. They also did not practise

LE. Gait : History of Assam, (Second edition) p. 42.
2 Tbid, p. 74f.

3 p. 250.
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a common religion. There were Brahmin Bhiiyis as well as non-Brahmins,
including Kayasthas and Kalitas. But most of them as known from the
medieval biographies were $aktas. The western part of Assam comprising
the modern districts of Kamrup, Goalpard and parts of Cooch-Behdr was
ruled by a few dynasties during the course of the fourteenth and the fif-
teenth centuries and the kingdom was known as Kamatirajya. This
Kamatd kingdom which emerged after the fall of the Palas witnessed the
rise and fall of several royal dynasties in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries of the Christian era. This most important dynasty that ruled
in the fifteenth century at Kamata was the Khen; its last representative
Nilambara was overthrown by Hussain Shah in 1498. The rise and fall of
several dynasties within a span of two centuries and frequent intrigues,
murder and wrangling, deprived the kingdom of a stable government. By
the end of the fiftcenth century A.D. however, a new power, viz., the
Kochas, under the leadership of Vi§va Simha, came to be the dominant
political power in Western Assam. The Kochas formed a branch of the
Bodo race. They had followed their tribal religion till they were finally
absorved in Hinduism in course of succeeding centuries.

Religious condition : Constant friction and conflict for supremacy
amongst the above powers were the order of the day and so the political
condition of the country was unstable. The political instability helped
to bring about a chaotic condition in the religious sphere also. The
cementing force that binds together the heterogeneous elements in a society
is, no doubt, the uniformity of religion and language. A strong and unified
political power with a clear religious policy can, however, help towards
achieving that uniformity. Assam, in the fifteenth century, presented a
motely picture of diverse shades and grades of culture. The majority of
the people belonged to non-Aryan tribes having distinct manners, customs
and religious beliefs. Those who professed Hinduism loosely adhered to
Vaisnavism or Saivism, $aktism or Tantricism.* To have an idea of these
cults as practised in the period it may be convenient to discuss these
religious cults a bit elaborately. In the following paragraphs a brief account
is given.

Saivism : The worship of Siva was prevalent in Assam from ancient
times. Siva was the tutelary God of ancient kings of Kamariipa from the
seventh to the twelfth centuries. The Kalika-purina and the Yogini-tantra
have mentioned several places sacred to God Siva and there still exist

4 Conditions of Assam in ancient times have been discussed in Mother God-
dess Kamakhyd (1948) by B. Kakati, Cultural History of Assam (1950) by B. K.
Barua; Early History of Kamrup (1936) by K. L. Barua, Kirata-Jana-Krtt (1951)
by S. K. Chatterji and in The History and Civilisation of Assam by Dr. P. Choudhury.
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many Saiva temples in Darrang and Kamrup districts, some of which have
been in existence at least since the time of the composition of the Kalika-
purana. The Saiva temples at Hajo (Kedare§vara and Kamale§vara ),
Bisvanath, Singari ( Gopesvara), Negheriting and Dobi ( Parihare$vara )
are famous from ancient times. Moreover, attached to every Devi temple
we invariably find a temple dedicated to Siva in the form of Bhairava. Siva
is worshipped in thesc temples in two forms, viz.,, Bhogi Siva, and Yogi
Siva. The former in the form of Arddhanari§vara is worshipped with
offerings consisting of samisa victuals and the latter in the Yogin form
is worshipped with offerings consisting of rice and vegetables, i.e. niramisa
victuals. Bhogi Siva is worshipped according to Téntric rites, while Yogi
Siva is worshipped according to Pauranic rites. The first copper-plate
inscription of Dharmapila bcgins with an adoration to Arddhayuvati§vara.
According to the late K. L. Barua, the later kings of the Brahmapala dynasty
were votaries of Tantricism. Arddhanari§vara worship according to Tantric
rite was probably introduced by them. Dharmapala himself in this inscrip-
tion salutes Arddha-yuvati§vara.” But the non-Aryan tribes, mainly the
Kacharis, practised a form of primitive Saivism where the worship was
carried out by sacrifice of buffaloes, he-goats, pigeons, ducks and cocks
and by the oflering of rice and liquor. Bathau-Brai the god of the Bodo-
Kacharis can be equated to Siva of the Hindus. He possesses the same
characteristics as those of Siva. We should here also remember that Siva
assumed the form of a Kirata when he appeared before Arjuna. Nara-
nardayana (1540—1584 ) the Koch king is stated to have legalised this form
of tribal worship of Siva by the issue of an edict which set apart the north
bank of the Brahmaputra for the practice of aboriginal forms of worship.®

Saktism : Saktism was a dominant cult of Assam in ancient and
medieval times up to the advent of neco-Vaisnavism, and even today it
holds a place next to Vaispavism. The Kalika-purana and the Yagiri-
tantra, the two Sanskrit works composed in Assam, have mainly dealt with
the Sakti cult. Sakti in her various forms was worshipped in different
temples dedicated to her. But the radiating centres of Saktism had been
the shrines dedicated to Kamikhya and Dikkaravasini. The former is
situated in Western Assam and the laticr in the north-eastern-region. Dr.
Kakati has identified Dikkravasini of Kalika-purana with goddess
Tamresvari or Kecaikhati (ecater of raw flesh)” In these two shrines
situated in the western and eastern parts of the country $akti was worshipped
according to Tantric rites and sacrifices. In the temple of Kecaikhati human-

SK. L. Barua.: Early History of Kamarup, p. 340 ( Addendum).
8 B. Kakati : Mother Goddess Kamakhya, pp. 21-24.
™ v : Tbid, pp. 35-70.
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sacrifices were performed, at least annually, if not daily or monthly.
Human sacrifice was also performed in the Jayantesvari Temple of
Jayantapura located in modern Jayantia hills. Besides these three main
seats of Sakti cult, there were, according to Kalika-purana and Yogini-
tantra, many other shrines dedicated to Sakti in different parts of Assam.
In some of these shrines terrible and gruesome tantric practices were also
observed.

The worship of the snake-goddess Manasa, who is considered as
a manifestation of Sakti in Assamese kavyas, was very popular, specially
in western parts of Assam. Goats, pigeons and ducks were killed to
propitiate her. The Padma-purana and the Beula-Upakhyana, the two
Assamese kidvyas composed by Mankar and Durgabara during the closing
decades of the fifteenth century definitely prove the existence and popu-
larity of this cult on the eve of the neo-Vaisnavite movement.

Vaisnavism :  The third important sect of Hinduism that prevailed
on the eve of the nco-Vaisnavile movement was paficaritra Vaisnavism.
But this form of Vaisnavism is quite different from the one introduced by
Sankaradeva and his followers. The worship of Visnu in the form of
Vasudeva secms to have been prevalent from early times. The Baragangd
Rock inscription of Mahabhiiti Varman (554 A.D.) which refers to the
king as Parama-Bhdagavata is the earliest recorded evidence of the existence
of Vaisnavism. The Kalika-purina (C. 12th) mentions five manifestations
of Vasudeva with their pithas, of which Hayagriva-Madhava at Manikita
and Vasudeva in the Dikkaravisini region, arc most important®., King
Laksminarayana who ruled at Sadhayapuri ( supposed to be modern Sadiya )
in north-castern Assam, rccords in his inscription, dated 1401 A.D. that
he granted two hundred putis of land in the village Bakhana to a Brahmin
Ravideva, son of Haridcva, who was a regular worshipper of Vasudeva.’
All these forms of Visudeva installed in the diffecrnt shrines are still
worshipped according to Paicaritra mode. That the Viasudeva cult was
a living cult on or beforc the fifteenth century is also proved by the personal
names to be found in the land-grants of early Kiamariipa kings and the
genealogies of a few early Vaisnava reformers. Thus the Nidhanpur grant
of Bhiskara Varman alone contains personal names of Brahmins which
are also the names Vyuhas and Vibhavas of the Paficaratra-Vaignavism.!?
Similarly the list of names of forcfathers of Gopala Ati, a Vaisnava
proselytiser of the 16th century includes among others such names as

8 B, Kakati : Ibid, pp. 71-72.
® The Journal of the Assam Research Socitty, vol, 1II. No. 2, p. 42.
108, K. Barua: A Cultural History of Assam, p. 150.
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Vasudeva, Pradyumna, Sankarsana and Aniruddha.!* Another noteworthy
evidence of the existence of the Vasudeva cult in the pre-Sankarite period
of Assam is furnishcd by the prevalence of the worship of Vasudeva in
smartta rites like Srdaddha, and Parvapa. Brahmins who thus worship
Vasudeva are known as pracing-panthi, while those whose forefathers came
to Assam later and adopted the modes of smirtta practices modified by
Raghunandana (15th century) of Bengal are not required to worship
Vasudeva. Images of Vasudeva and his manifestations found in different
parts of Assum also point to the conclusion that Viasudevaism was the
earlier form of Vaisnavism practised in Assam. Tantric elements are also
associated with Vaisnavism of this type. “The doctrine of mantra and
yantra in the Sambitas of Paficaratra Vaisnavism are indistinguishable from
$akta teachings. Magic in all its forms, with innumerable spells and ritcs
and talismans is carefully described and eagerly commended.”**

While the cult of Vasudeva mainly flourished in the temples, the
Vaisnavism of the epics appeared to have influenced a certain section of
the mass., The Assamese (ranslation of the Ramdyana by Madhava-
Kandali, the court poet of the Kachari king Mahamanikya of the fourteenth
century, and popular translations of several cpisodes of the Muahabharata
by Haribara Vipra, Kaviratna Sarasvati and Rudra Kandali, all belonging
to the fourteenth ccntury A.D., establish that Vaisnavism as found in the
two cpics was not unknown to a section of poeple.**

Predominance of Tantricism: But the current of Vaisnavism was
thin, and the bulk of the Hindus allured by the attractions of the Saiva
and the Sakta cults associated with Tantric practices, resorted to them.
In stead of delving dcep into the mysteries of Tantricism, people very
naturally adopted the outward philosophy of sex and palate as the real
criterion of their religion. “Thc land was infested with itinerant teachers
of the Vamacara Tantric schools with their insistence on the philosophy
of sex and palate. Among rcligious rites, the most spectacular were
bloody sacrifices to gods and goddesses amidst deafening noises of drums,
cymbals, night-vigils, virgin worship and the lewd dances of temple
women”.'*

Muslim historians of the medieval period have also recorded a few
gruesome practices said to have been in vogue in Kamariipa. According

11 B Kikati : Mother Goddess Kamakhya, p. 75.
12R. G. Bhandarkar : Vaispavism, Saivism and Minor Religious Sects, p.

S6ff.
138, Kakati (edited) : Aspects of Early Assamese Literature chapt. II,

pp. 16ff.
148, Kakati: Mother Goddess Kamikhya, p. 84,
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to Haft-Iqulim, there was in Kamariipa a class of persons called Bhogis
who were voluntary victims of a goddess named Ai (mother) who dwelt
in a cave. From the time when they announced that the goddess had called
them they were treated as privileged persons. They werc allowed to do
whatever they liked and every woman was at their command. But when
the annual festival came they were killed. Magic also held an important
place in the estimation of the people and in Ain-i-Akbari they were accused,
among other practices, of divination by the examination of a child cut out
of the body of a pregnant woman who had under-gone her full term of
months.'®  Baharistan-I-Ghaibi narrates how the people of Assam practised
sorcery and magic to influcnce the course of judicial proceedings as well
as of war.!® Wide prevalence of sorcery and magical rites as late as the
scventeenth century A.D. has been recorded by the authors of
Alamgirnamah and Fathiya. Various rituals and observances of Tantricism,
so widely prevalent in the land, seems to have impresscd the Muslim
historians as something extraordinary and thecy regarded them only as
practices in witchery and magic.'”

The medieval biographies also point to the same state of Tantric
influence on the people of the land. Thus Gurulila, a medieval biography
of Damodaradeva has described the state of religious affairs in Assam on
the eve of the Vaisnavite revival in the following way.

“In Kamartipa, the land of Goddess Kamakhya, people of all castes
used to conduct themselves according to their sweet will. There was no
difference of religious conducts and observances amongst Brihmanas,
Ksatriyas, VaiS§yas and Studras. Unlike inhabitants of other countries
(desas), people of all castes here observed only the ceremony of cutting
the umbilical chord and nothing else. They-used to worship various
village gods (grama-devata), but none worshipped Hari (Visnu).'®

A similar description of spiritual degeneration has also been noticed
in the Vamsigopaladevar Caritra by Ramananda Dvija. Vaméigopaladeva
during his proselytising activities in Eastern Assam received stiff opposi-
tion from a section of people called Baudhas, probably adherents of
the debased tantric Buddhism. They claimed themselves as devotees of
twelve gurus ( bara-guru) and in practice made no discrimination as regards
caste, creed and sex rules in their conducts of life.'® The late K. L. Barua
and Dr. B. K. Barua are of opinion that though Hiuen-Tsang did not
notice any trace of Buddhism in Assam in the seventh century AD.

5B, Gait: History of Assam, p. 58.

18 M, 1. Bora: History of Assam as told by Muslim Historians p. 49.
178, Bhatticharyya : Mughal North-East Frontier Policy, p. 27.

18 Ramrai Dvija : Gurulild, p. 6, verse 29-30.

19 Ramdnanda Dvija : Vamsigopaladevar Caritra, pp. 27, 141f.
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esoteric Buddhism in the form of Vajrayana gradually began to gain ground -
secretely from the ninth century onwards, till it was practically obliterated
by the surging waves of Vaisnavism.?® The Baudhas referred to by the
Vaisnavite biographers were probably those Vajrayinists. Thus we find
that Tantricism, both Hindu and Buddhist types, was widely prevalent and
the worship of various gods and goddesscs with elaborate ceremonies, both
esoteric or exoteric, was also very popular. Monotheism and the cult of
Bhakti did not thrive for want of a proper atmosphere, though the belief
in one supreme God was not altogethcr alien to the learned section of the
people. On the other hand, the bulk of the indigenecous tribal people
followed their animistic tribal faiths. To bring all these people under
systematiscd religions codes and conducts of life, to do away with the
extreme tantric observances connected with Saivism and Saktism which
encouraged sensuality in the name of religion, and to supply the mass with
a mode of worship which would be simple and at the same time accessible
to all, were the pressing needs of the time. At this hour of need, Sankara-
deva came forward with his neo-Vaisnavile creed and ideals. Aniruddha
Kayastha, a Vaisnavite writer of the seventecnth century, has appropriately
described the coming of Sankaradeva in his version of the Book V of the
Bhagavata-purana in the following way :

“The Bhakti was previously absent (prior to Safikaradeva) in this
land of Kamariipa. By taking recourse to various acts of violence people
degraded themselves spiritually. At long last, by the grace Krsna, a person
by the name of Sankaradeva was born. He visited the holy place of
Jagannatha at a comparatively tender age where he served the feet of
the Lord for a long time. Here he came to know the doctrine of know-
ledge and devotion and at last rcturned to his native place after having
received religious orders (ajfia). He made known the path of devotion
( Bhakti-patha) to the people of his land so long stecped in misery.?'” The
cult was thus a conscious reaction against the dominant cult of Sakta-
tantricism, particularly its perversions and excesses. It is proved by the
uncharitable references about the sexual practices and drinking habits of
the followers of Tantricism.

20B. K. Barua : A Cultural History of Assam. p. 162f.
21 H, N. Datta-Barua : Bhagavata, Book V, vs. 4390-91.



CHAPTER II
SANKARADEVA AND MADHAVADEVA : THE MOVEMENT

Early life of Sankaradeva: Sankaradeva was born in the middle
of the fifteenth century at Alipukhuri ncar Bardowa in the district of
Nowgong, Assam. The earlier biographics of the saint have not men-
tioned the date of his birth. Datyari Thakur, one of the earliest reliable
biographers has clearly mentioned thc date of his death as 1568 A.D.
(1490 Sakabda), but has not given the datc of his birth. But the later
biographies of the eighteenth century and onwards have recorded two dates,
viz, 1449 AD. (1371 $Saka) and 1463 A.D. (1385 Saka). The tradition,
as well as the majority of the biographers of the later period supports the
former date. The modern opinion is also in favour of accepting 1449
A.D. as the year of Sankaradeva’s birth. One of his ancestors Candibara
came to Assam in the 14th century from Gauda and his family down to
Sankaradeva professed Saktism, His father’s name was Kusumbara
Bhiiya. He was the chief of the Bhiyas (Siromani Bhityd) with consi-
derable power and affluence. Sankaradeva was thoroughly educated in
Sanskrit learning and in due course settled down as a householder. Strong
in build, extremely handsome, deeply learned and pursuasive in speech,
he developed an attractive personality which few could withstand.

At the death of the first wife, the religious propensity of his
character, so long dormant. found an opportunity to develop. Approxi-
mately at the age of thirty-five he went out on a long pilgrimage of
twelve-year duration and visited almost all the sacred places of northern
India. According to Katha-gurucarita and a few others, he covered all
the important holy places of India from Badarikda§rama to Rame§wara-
Setubandha.! That during this sojourn he came in contact with many
saints and scholars cannot be doubted, but the reference contained in
some of the biographies that he initiated Riipa, Sandtana and Vrdanvana
Das? during this period cannot be relied upon as their religious life began
much later than 1495 which approximately marked the conclusion of his
pilgrimage. Moreover, they are universally accepted as disciples of
Caitanyadeva, Raminanda, one of the biographers of Sankaradeva, says

1U. C. Lekharu (edited): Kathd-gurucarita, p. 29-33.
an " Yoid, p. 30; Guru-gunmald, p. £,

2
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that Sankaradeva also met Caitanya at Puri in course of this pilgrimage,
but this appears to be an anachronism since Caitanya was a mere boy
of six or seven years when Sankaradeva visited Puri near about 1490 A.D.
Sankaradeva must have also seen and must have been deeply impressed
by the nature and working of the neco-Vaispavite movements carried on
by the sects of Ramanuja, Madhvacharya, Nimbédrka and Raméananda in
different parts of the country. S$ankaradeva’s reference to the popularity
of Kavir’s song in places like Banaras and Puri (Oresda) in his cclgbrated
work Kirtana,® and the affinities as shown by Dr. B. Kakati between
Vaisnavism of Assam preached by Sankaradeva and that of the \South,
speak adequately of the influences imbibed during his pilgrimage.*, The
impression of his morc than one-year stay at Puri seems to be ' most
abiding. The holy Jagannatha-ksetra was the seat of Vaisnava inspiration
in those days and Vaisnavas from all parts of India asscmbled there.
After his return from his pilgrimage he also composed that part of the
Kirtana known as Oresd-varnana where the mythology about the origin of
the shrine of Jagannatha has been described.

It is not unlikely that Safkaradeva might have reccived spiritual
illumination from some Vaisnava saint at Puri. In the preliminary lines
of some of his works he makes obeisance to his Guru, though the name
of the Guru is no where mentioned.® The biographers are also curiously
silent over this point. In view of Sankaradeva’s own insistence
on the necessity of a Guru in his various writings, it seems some-
what strange that he was without a Guru. But one of his biographers
viz. Ramananda Dvija represents Sankaradeva as saying to one of his
followers that after he had visited the temple of Jagannatha, he resolved
not to bow down his head to any other deity having once bowed to
the image of Jangannitha.® This may lead us to suppose that Puri was
the scene of Sankaradeva’s illumination. Aniruddha Kayastha, who tran-
slated the fifth canto of the Bhagavata-purina towards the later part of
the seventeenth century, remarks that Sankaradeva reccived Jiana-bhakti
and gjfia (orders) at Puri to propagate Vaisnavism.” The biographers of

3 §afikaradeva : Kirfana, section ITI, p. 23.
4 B, Kikati : Mother Goddess, Kamakhyd, p. 95ff.
5 §ankaradeva : Rukminiharana Kavya, Verse 2; Uttarakdnda Rdamayana,
verse 5.
6 Ramananda Dvija : Guru-carita, p. 192.
7H. N. Datta-Barua (edited) : Bhdgavata, Book V. The verse runs thus :
alpa vayasata Jaganndtha ksttre gaila |
bahu dina Harirase carana sevila Il
tathate pailanta Jiiana-bhakati visesa 1
dajia paya pace asilante nija desa 1l
(Verse 4391)
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Sankaradeva have uniformly stated that he received a copy of the
Bhagavata-purana from one Jagadia Misra who came from Puri at the
bidding of the lord of Jagannatha-ksetra to recite the scripture before
Sankaradeva. Shorn of its supernatural garb the incident proves that
Sankaradeva had developed a close intimacy with some one at Puri who
sent Jagadisa Misra with a copy of the Bhagavata to recite and ultimately
hand over it to the saint of Assam. On the whole, experiences and
impressions of his long pilgrimate helped a great deal in widening his
religious outlook and inspired him to undertake the task of re-orienting
the religious sct-up of the country. After a laspse of twelve years
Sankaradeva returned home fired with imagination and zeal for a reform.
Activities at Bardowa: Immediately aftcr his return from pilgri-
mage Sankaradeva set himself seriously to the task of propagating the
new faith of Vaisnavism. Though an innate religious tendency marked his
character from his boyhood and though the Harischandra-upikhyana a
religious kavya based on an episoed from the Makandeya-purana, is said
to have been composed before he set out for the pilgrimage, yet he did
not seem to have contemplated seriously of propagating a new faith before
his return from the pilgrimage. Returning from the pilgrimage he perma-
nently transferred the office of the Siromani-Bhiiyan to a son of one of
his uncles with a view to devoting himself wholeheartedly to the service
of religion. On his request. his brother Ramaraya constructed a spacious
deva-grha wherein regular prayers and religious discussions began to be
held.®* Jagatinanda alias Ramardya and Ramarama Sarmai, the son of his
family pricst, were the outstanding companions who helped Sankaradeva
with the available means at their command to create a proper religious
atmosphere at the initial' stage of the movement. The first step towards
that was taken through the pantomimic dance known as Cifinayatra, wherein
were shown the scenes of seven Vaikunthas with a presiding Visnu over
each. The background of the show was supplied by a painted scenery and
it was accompanied by appropriate dance and music. Except Ramacarana
all other biographers are unanimous in holding that Safnkaradeva performed
this show after his return from the pilgrimage at the request of his relatives
and friends. The performance was a great success and all were amazed at-the
miraculous power of the injtiator and director of the show.? They began
to look upon Sankaradeva with a sense of wonder and reverence. The

8 Bhiisana Dvija : Sri-Sankaradeva, p. 37.

9 According to Sankara-carita by Ramacarana Thakur the Cihna-Yatra was
performed before Sankaradeva set out for the first pilgrimage, but Kathd-gurucarita
and other biogiaphies have stated it to be his post-pilgrimage performance. The
latter version seems to be more plausible.
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relatives and neighbours were thus brought to his fold with one stroke
of his genius.

But the faith and the movement did not take a definite shape till
the receipt of the Bhdgavata-purana through Jagadisa Misra, who being
directed, as the story goes, by Jagannatha in a dream to recite the Bhagavata-
purana before Sankaradeva, came to Assam and recited the entire
Bhagavata from the beginning to the cnd. Jagadiséa did not return, but
died after a few months of the completion of his exposition of the
Bhagavata. Sankaradeva was hightly profited by this recitation and exposi-
tion and whatever doubt and suspicion he had about the new créed of
Bhagavatism, was set at rest. According to the biographers, he comsed
several songs based on the storics of the Bhagavata before he was in
possession of the original copy brought by Jagadisa Miéra. From
Jagadiféa Misra, he came in possession of the original version of the
Bhagavata with Sridhara Svami's commentary.!® The possession of a
copy of the Bhagavata-purana with the commentary of S$ridhara Svami
pot only helped him to give a clear and detinite shape to the creed of
Bhagavatism which had perhaps rcmained somewhat vaguc before, but
also made it possible for him to rcnder the original texts into Assamese
verses. Ramananda, the biogarpher says; “From that day (the day on
which the Bhagavata was first recited by Jagadisa) the Bhdagavata came
to gain currency and devotees began to listen to its exposition with unflinch-
ing faith”.!* Datyari, one of the carliest biographers, speaks of this
incident of listening to the exposition by Jagadia Misra in the following
way : “Sankaradeva listened with rapt attention to the exposition by
Jagadiéa Misra and realised that the Bhagavata was a scripture without
parallel, the scripture that determined Krsna as the only God, Nama as
the real dharma and Aikantika-sarana (single-minded devotion) and
Sat-sanga (holy association) as the indispensable elements of the faith.
He thus realised the sublimity and profundity of the Bhdgavata-purana.'?

The new cult though mainly based on the teachings of the Bhaga-
vata-purana is further reinforced by the teachings of the Gita which

10 Ramananda Dvija : Guru-carita, p. 156, verse No. 670. The verse runs
this ;
Jagadia name eka Brahmana achil,
Dipika sahite Bhagavataka lekhila
11 Dajtyari Thakur; Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita p. 25. Ramiananda
Dvija : Guru-carita, p. 156, verse No. 677.
(1) Vicara kariya pace Bhagavata grantha 1
karilanta praki$a Sankare bhakti-patha 1l
(11) sehi dind hante Bhigavata pracarila 1
bhaktasave ekacitte Sunite lagila Il
12 Daityari Thakur : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-catita, p. 25.
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enjoins complete surrender to God and by the thousand names of Visnu
narrated in the Padma-purana. The surrender to one God is very rigour-
ously enjoined. It has been said by Sankaradeva himself that a Vaisnava
should not worship any other god but Visnu, he should not enter into any
temple other than that of Visnu nor should he partake of the offering made
to any other God.

In Eastern Assam: But very soon Sankaradeva’s campaign received
a temporary sct-back from the clash between the Bhilyds and the Kacharis
which compelled the former to quit central Assam. The Bhiya families
including that of Sankaradeva crossed to the north of the Brahmaputra to
avoid the oppression of the Kachiris and settled at a place called Gangmukh
or Ganmau, near present Visvanath, a place in the Darrang district. Bug
here too, they could not live long in peacc and security. Ere long, the
inroads of Bhutanese and Koches compelied them to shift their residence
to a place known as Dhuahati-Belaguri, where thc Ahom monarch settled
them with lands and cstates. Having settled down, Sankaradeva engaged
himself in the task of propagation through the process of congregational
chanting of prayers, songs, dramatic performances, and rcligious discus-
sions. Attracted by his novel method of propagation and the simplicity
of the cult and also by his personality, disciples began to swell in number
with the passage of time. But it should not be supposed that his proselytis-
ing campaign was a smooth-sailing one. A conservative section of
Brahmins, who maintained themselves by ritualistic practices, opposed thc
new cult of Vaisnavism lest their profession should suffer. But Sadkaradeva
tactfully met their challenge and covinced them of the genuineness and
superiority of the faith professed by him. The important achicvement of
Sankaradeva during his stay at Dhuahata-Belaguri was the acquisition of
Maiadhavadeva to his fold, who after his conversion proved himself the
ablest and the most faithful disciple and ultimately succeceded him. His
relation with Sankaradcva was similar to that of Uddhava with Krsna, and
that is why the hagiographers describe Safkaradeva and Madhavadeva as
incarnations of Nardyana and Ananta respectively.

Midhavadeva was born near about the year 1490 AD. in a
Kayastha family at a village called Narayanapura in the present district of
Lakshimpur. His father Govindagiri alies Bakanagiri originally had a
family at Banduk3, somewhere in Cooch-Behar and subsequently he migrated
to eastern Assam where he married for the second time in a Bhiuiyd family.
Madhava was born of this second marriage. Though his early childhood
was spent in much hardship, he managed somehow to acquire proficiency
in Sanskrit language and learning. Once he fell seriously ill and on recover-
ing promised to offer a goat to Durgd on the occasion of her
annual worship. He engaged his brother-in-law Ramadasa alias Gayapani
to procure a suitable goat for the purpose. But Ramadisa, who was a
disciple of Sankaradeva did not care so much to procure it and ultimately
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Madhavadeva annoyed with the brother-in-law’s delaying tactics, one
day demanded an explanation. Ramadasa politely told him of the new
faith of Sankaradeva, which was against any form of violence to animals
and worship of any god or goddess other than Visnu. Madhavadeva, a
staunch believer in pravrtti-marga naturally did not relish the reply and
therefore, he set out with his brother-in-law for a religious dispute with
Sankaradeva. After a prolonged dispute Sankaradeva established the
superiority of nivrtti-marga and Madhava therefore, not only accepted the
Vaisnava faith but acknowledged Sankaradeva as his Guru. This unique
union gave a renewed momentum to the progress of Vaispavism in ﬁssam.
Madhava from the very day of initiation devoted himself heart and soul
to the cause of his Guru and the faith. His ardent devotion, scholarship
and missionary zeal, treading upon the opposition that stood on the way
helped to widen the sphere of Vaispavism.

In the meantime an unhappy incident embittered the feeling of
Sarnkaradeva which ultimately prompted him and his faithful followers
to migrate from the Ahom-kingdom to western Assam. Cuhufigmung-
Dihingia Raja (1497—1539 A.D.), the reigning Ahom monarch, engaged
the Bhiiyas, of whom Hari Bhiiya, the son-in-law of Sankaradeva, was one
of the prominent members, in catching wild elephants. But owing to their
negligence no wild elephant could be captured, and therefore, a few of
the Bhiiyas including Hari Bhiiya and Madhavadeva were taken to custody.
Hari Bhuya with a few of his companions were ultimately put to death
at the king’s bidding. but Midhavadeva was let off. This sad bereavement
embittered Sankaradeva’s feeling against the Ahom monarch. The kingdom
of the Koch-king Narunarayana who was known to be an enlightened
monarch and had the reputation of sheltering and encouraging scholars,
poets and saints, was considercd a better resort by Sankaradeva and other
Bhilyds.”> In thc meantimec an oppotrunity presented itself in the form of
the Koch invasion under Cilaray in 1546 during the reign of Suklenmung
(1539—1552). Sankaradeva and his relatives, probably with the help of
the Koch army, set out for Kamariipa within the kingdom of Naranarayana.
With his relatives and faithful followers he temporarily settled at different
places like Kapalabari, Capara, Cinpora and finally established himself
permanently at Patbausi, near Barpeta.

In Kamariapa: The third phase of his career commenced with his
entry into Kamariipa. At Ciinpora, Narayana Thakur, better known as
Thakur Atd, one of the most important disciples, came into his fold.
Nariyana Thakur’s original name was Bhavananda and was a well-to-do
merchant by profession. Influential and well-to-do, he was instrumental

13 Ramcarana Thakur : Sankara-carita, p. 125.
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in bringing a large number of persons fo the religious fold of his Guru
Sankaradeva. At Patbausi, the prayer hall and the shrine having been
erected, regular religious discussion and recitation of the Bhdgavata,
dramatic performances and congregational chanting of prayer were cons-
tantly held similar to those that had been held at Dhuahata-Belaguri. People
began to come in large numbers into his fold attracted by his personality
as well as by the mode of his preaching. Here, at Patbausi, Damodaradeva,
Harideva and Ananta Kandali, three of the principal Brahmin associates of
Sankaradeva came for the first time under his influence. It is told in the
biographies that he did not personally initiate thc Brahmins but had them
initiated by his family pricst Ramarama Sarma.'* Any way, the recruitment
of these Brahmins to his Faith helped him to enlist the sympathy and co-
operation of the Brahmins who as a class had remained so long outside the
sphere of his influence.

Second Pilgrimage: Having permanently established himself at
Patbiusi. he set out for a second coursc of pilgrimage with more than one
hundred followers near about 1550 A.D. The biographers are not unani-
mous in detailing the sequence of their visit to different places but they
all maintain that having taken ablution in the Ganges they visited Gaya,
Banaras and finally Puri. On their way back they visited the matha of
Kabir whom Sankaradeva had held in high esteem. But to their utter
disappointment Kabir was no longer alive to receive them but his grand-
daughter reverentially greeted them. According to the Katha-gurucarita
Sankaradeva met Caitanya, Harivyasa, Ramananda and others in Puri, but
this seems nothing but an anachronism, since Caitanya, Rdmananda and
Harivyasa died earlier than 1550 A.D.

In Cooch-Behar : After his return from the pilgrimage Sankaradeva
again engaged himself in the task of propagation. In the mean time, a
section of Brahmins complained to king Naranirdyana that Sankaradeva,
a Sidra, was preaching and practising a religion which he was not entitled
to do, and that he was encouraging mleccha practices. The king sent for
Sankaradeva with a view to punishing him. Through the timely interven-
tion of prince Sukladhvaja who married one of the nieccs of Sarnkaradeva,
the latter was, however, rescued from being arrested and insulted. But two
of his faithful followers viz. Nardyana Thakur and Gokulcand were taken
to custody in the absence of their Guru and were put to inhuman torture
to extract information from them. They were, however, let off afterwards
when the officer-in-charge realised the futility of torturing them. "In the
meantime, having received an assurance from the king that no harm would
be done to Sankaradeva, Sukladhvaja who had so long kept Sankaradeva

1¢ Ramacarana : Sankarg-carita, p. 244ff ; Rimananda : Guru-carita, p. 183.
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away from the king, allowed the reformer to appear in person in the court.
Accordingly, he appeared in the royal court where by his dignified mien,
scholarly disposition, subtle arguments and poetic genius not only esta-
blished the truth of his creed but created a strong impression upon the
king. Thus highly impressed, the king ultimately sought initiation from
the saint, but the latter avoided the task by putting off the ceremony to
an indefinite time. He remained in Cooch-Behad for some time and then
returned to Patbausi.

During the last few years of his life he had to keep close contacts
with the royal court which indirectly helped him to overcome opposi't&ions.
At the special request of the king he designed and directed the wedving
of Vrndavaniya kapor, a cloth of sixty yards in length wherein the episodes
of the Book X of the Bhdgavata-purana were embroidered. He composed
and staged Ramavijaya-nat at the special request of the king and his
brother Sukladhvaja. Highly pleased, the king once more requested the
saint-reformer to initiate him. The saint, knowing it well that it would
not be possible for the king to follow the life of a Vaisnava and that
Vaisnavism would rather degenerate if kings and nobles were allowed to
enter into its fold, decided not to initiate him at all. But in stead of
disobliging the king he deferred the date of initiation. In the meantime,
a malignant boil appeared in his body, a blessing in disguise as it were,
to relieve him of the king’s obligation. He passed away before the
appointed day of initiation in the year 1568 A.D. (1490 Sakabda).

Thus he lived for a hundred and ninetecn years of a full and
vigorous life. His activities were not confined to one single place. He
moved from place to place transmitting his knowledge and faith wherever
he settled. Mr. Gait, the celebrated historian of Assam, is of opinion
that the birth-date (1449 A.D.) is possibly thirty or forty years too early.'®
But considering the robust health and the regulated and disciplined life of
the saint and the almost unanimous opinion of the biographers, the span
of his life of more than a hundred years is most probably correct. It is
true that the earlier biographers have not mentioned the date of his birth
but all of them agree on the point that the saint lived for more than a
hundred years. The date of his death is beyond question as all the
biographers are unanimous in this respect.!®

His contribution: Sankaradeva was and is still regarded by the
orthodox section of Vaisnavas of Assam as an incarnation of Visnu.

18 B, Gait : History of Assam, p. 85.
18 Daityari : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 419 ; U. Lekharu (edited):

Katha-gurucarita, p. 224.
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Considering the versatility of his genius and contribution he made to the
fields of religion, literature, music and theatre, the tribute is not unjusti-
fied though it smacks of dcification. Assam has been the meeting ground
of different races and culture. Naturally, therefore, it was not an easy task
for him to bring these people of heterogenous nature within the fold of
one religion. Yet Satikaradeva achieved what seemed to be almost
impossible. He gave the people a simple religion based on monotheistic
Bhakti cult in place of polytheism, Tantricism with bloody sacrifices and
Animism of the tribals. He iniroduced a simple mode of worship consist-
ing of prayers and hymns composed in thc people’s language. He laid
the foundation of the satra institution which ultimately stabilised
Vaisnavism in Assam.

In the field of literature his contribution is indeed great. A new
gospel required a new Bible. He therefore composed kavyas, plays and
devotional lyrics (Bargitas). Out of twelve Books of the Bhagavata-
purana he rendered into Assamese verse no less than seven, of which
Dasama-skandha is most famous. His Kirtana based on stories of the
Bhagavata is beautiful in expression and passionate in depth of feeling.
The Rukminiharana-kavya served as a model to later Vaisnava writers
in their treatment of classical themecs. Other works viz. Anadi-patan,
Nimi-Navasiddha-sarvada, Kuruksetra, and devotional compilations like
Bhakti-pradipa and Bhakti-ratnakara are familiar to every Assamese and
command the highest respect from all. The Bargitas reveal Sankaradeva
as a scholar, a poet and a passionate devotee. Hc blended in these noble
songs lofty thoughts with passionate lyrical feelings couched in rhythmic
and ornate language. He is the inventor of a class of one-act plays known
as Ankiva-nat and the technique of performance was introduced by him-
self. He composed six such Ankiyva-nats in Brajabuli language. Lastly,
he introduced many classical ragas in his songs and set the standard of the
mode of singing in accompaniment to different musical instruments.

To sum up his contributions—(1) He clearly and boldly established
the unity of Godhead by propagating a strict monotheistic doctrine. (2) He
successfully fought against the elaborate and costly rituals and replaced
them by simple religious practices. (3) He brought to the fore-front
the ideal of desireless devotion (niskama-bhakti) in place of religious
observances actuated by desires. (4), He recognised the equality of all
castes at the spiritual level and boldly asserted that a devotee belonging
to the lowest social stratum is superior to a Brahmin without faith and
devotion. (5), He ushered in a period of literary revival and cultural
renaissance. (6), He laid the foundation of the satra institution which
subsequently ministered to the spiritual and cultural need of the people
so much.

In the words of Dr. B. Kikati it may be said : “Sankaradeva had
given Assam a new life, letters and a state, Rulers have come and gone

3
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and their kingdom perished in the dust, but Sankaradeva’s state endures
and broad in the general heart of men his power survives”.!’
Madhavadeva: Of numerous followers of Sankaradeva, Madhava-
deva is decidedly the most famous. Sankaradeva left behind two sons,
Ramananda and Haricarana. But like Nanak, who in stead of nominating
any of his relatives to the Guruship named Angad, Sankaradeva too,
in stead of nominating any of his Brahmin followers or one of his sons,
nominated Madhavadeva as the spiritual successor. The criterion of the
nomination was neither high birth nor relationship but the spiritual
accomplishment, scholarship, organising ability and personality of the
nominece. Miadhavadeva who moved with Safkaradeva like a shadow
through thick and thin was intimately known to the Guru than ady of
his disciples. He proved his mettle and ability on many occasions and
trying situations. It is narrated in the biographies of Sankaradeva that
when his son Raminanda approached his death-bed seeking spiritual
instruction, the saint is said to have directed his son to approach
Madhavadeva on whom all his spiritual strength and energy devolved.'®
Madhavadeva outlived Sankaradeva by twenty-eight yecars and
during this period he carried on the proselytising activities as well as the
cultural tradition initiated by his Guru. But in the very first ycar of his
pontifical tenure, a section of Vaisnavas headed by Damodaradeva
seceded, disowning Madhavadeva’s leadership. Herc is the beginning of
schism. The main cause that led to this division was that Damodaradeva,
being one of the principal followers, naturally expected to succced
$ankaradeva to the pontifical position. But when his expectation was
belied by the nomination of Madhavadeva he found it difficult to regard
Midbavadeva, an erst-while colleague, as his superior. It is narrated in
the biographics that Damodaradeva did certain modifications to accom-
modate smarfta rituals in the Vaisnavism of Sankaradeva and even accepted
in his fold a few persons who were expelled from the order by Madhava-
deva. When Midhavadeva called for an cxplanation, Damodara is said
to have replied : “Though I have deviated a little from Sankaradeva, I
have not thereby deviated from the original preachings of the Bhdgavata.
I consider the Bhagavata to be more authoritative than Saikaradeva.
Further, I do not owe any explanation to you (Madhavadeva) as 1 am
not a member of your order”.* Upon this unpleasant reply Madhavadeva
is said to have severed all connections with Damodaradeva.?’ It cannot

17 B, Kikati ; Mother Goddess Kamakhya, p. 87.

18 Ramacarana : Sankara-carita, p. 299 ; Katha-gurucarita, p. 228.

19 Ramacarana : Sankara-carita, p. 305f; Daityari : Sankaradeva-Mdadhavdeva-
catita, p. 299 ; Katha-gurucarita, p. 229.

20 Ramiinanda Dvija : Guru-carita, p. 396.
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be denied that Madhavadeva’s uncompromising attitude towards smartta
rituals alienated a section of Vaisnavas, particularly the Brahmins, who
could not altogether shake off a Brahminical bias for such rituals.

Activities in Kamaripa,: Madhavadeva remained for some time
at Ganpak-kuchi and later on moved to Sundaridiya close to present
Barpeta, whence he conducted the affairs of the order. Himself a strict
disciplinarian and a life-long celibate in the cause of religion, Madhava
did not allow any of his followers to relax the practices of Ekasarana-
dharma. He constantly reminded his followers of the simplicity, unosten-
sibility, concord and single-hearted devotion that were to be observed by
a true Vaispava. Absence of any outward attraction, however, adversely
affected the spread of his cult. A large section of people attracted by the
liberal attitude of Damodaradeva and also by the outward show of festi-
vals and performances observed in his satra, went over to his side.?
Nardyana Thakur, the friend and colleague of Madhavadeva advised the
latter to follow the method of Damodaradeva, otherwise their followers
would dwindle gradually. Madhavadeva reluctantly undertook the task
of rcorganising and reconstructing the Barpeta satra on a grand style. On
the completion of the constraction, the opening ceresmony was performed
with dramatic performances and religious dances, where devotees donning
female custumes acted and danced as gopis. Madhavadeva’s opponents
however, found it a convenient occasion to bring him under the frown of
Raghudeva the then king of the eastern Koch kingdom. They alleged that
Madhavadeva, with celibate disciples, had been dancing and singing with
women. Raghudeva employed an officer to arrest Madhavadeva and also
to ascertain the truth of the allegation. Accordingly he was was arrested
but ultimately when the allegation was found to be a baseless one he was
let off. But he was not allowed to stay at Barpeta and was directed to
reside at Hajo, near the temple of Hayagriva-Madhava.??

After staying a few months at Hajo he made up his mind to leave
Kamariipa for good. The hostile attitude of the king as well as of a
section of Brahmins made the atmosphere of Kamariipa too uncongenial
for him. He therefore, decided to follow the footsteps of his Guru by
migrating to the western Koch kingdom ruled by Laksminarayana. son of
Naranardyana. But he bad the satisfaction of seeing his principal disciples
whom he empowered to propagate the faith and to initiate disciples on
his behalf, got themselves established as expert proselytisers at different

21 Ramacarana ; Sankara-carita. p. 310 ; Katha-gurucaritd, p. 348ff. Daityari :
Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 3.

' Daitydri : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 285 ; Ramacarana : Sankara-
carita, p. 311ff.
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places of the country. Of the twelve principal apostles (Dharmacaryas)
appointed by him, two were disciples of Damodaradeva. They were Vams§i-
gopaladeva and Yadumanideva who propagated in the Ahom kingdom and
about whom more will be said later on. The remaining ten Dharmdcaryas,
viz. Gopala Ata, Mathuradasa Ata, Barvispu At3, Kesava Ata, Ramacarana
Thakur, Harihara Ata, Srirama Atd, Srihari Ata Beherui-Visnu Atd had
already established themselves as cxpert propagators at various places of
western and eastern Assam. The youngest of the Dharmacaryas, viz,
Padma alias Badald Atd was invested with the status and power of a
Dharmacarya in Cooch-Behar. ‘

Madhavadeva in Cooch-Behar : Madhavadeva set out for Copch-
Behar with a few of his pcrsonal attendants and settled at a place called
Bhela-duar. King Laksminardyana reverentially received him. It is
narrated by Daityari Thakur that Virandrayana, the heir-apparent to the
throne with his mothcr and other princesscs, cmbraced Vaisnavism from
Maidhavadeva. But here also, Midhavadeva had to face a formidable
opposition from the party headed by Virocana Karjji, a high ranking officer
of the king. The officer was an admirer of Madhavadeva at the initial
stage of his stay in Cooch-Behad, but later on turned hostile owing to the
pressure put on him by the opponents of Miadhavadeva. Ultimately an
allegation that Madhavadeva sought to disrupt the social order- by sup-
pressing the established faiths, was brought against him in the royal
court. Madhavadeva came out triumphant in the dispute organised at the
instance of the king 1o decide the issuc. The king, highly satisficd with
his replies, passed orders directing the subjects under him to embrace
Vaisnavism. As stated by Daityari Thakur, he is said to have remarked :
“Let all my subjects from this day, follow the path shown by Madhavadeva.
I hava come to know the purity of the faith of Madhavadeva and there-
fore, let all my subjects cast off thecir existing faiths and beliefs so long
prevalent in my kingdom”.*®* The history of Cooch-Behar corroborates
this account of the medieval biographies of Assam.?* The patronage
extended by the king, no doubt, silenced all oppositions and helped a
great deal in gaining new adherents to Vaispavism. Madhavadeva stayed
in Cooch-Behar for three years and having firmly established the new
faith both in Kamariipa and Cooch-Behar he died in 1518 A.D.

His contribution: Madhavadeva was the worthy successor of
$ankaradeva and his contribution to the cultural field of Assam is manifold.
He successfully carried out the mission of his Guru without caring for
personal comfort. He did not hesitate to risk anything in the cause of his

23 Daityari : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 401.
24 Choudhuri, A. : Koch Beharer Itihdsh, p. 151.
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faith. He intensified the movement and also extended its sphere by appoint-

ing twelve Dhamicaryas with powers to initiate disciples at various places
of the country.

Madhavadeva systematised the daily prayer services to be conducted
at satras and religious centres by fixing the number and order of their
performance. The practice of conducting fourteen services (caidhya-
prasanga) in satras has been in vogue since the time of Madhavadeva.
He organised and reconstructed the Barpetd satra which henceforth became
not only a centre of great religious activitics, but also scrved as a model
institution to the Vaisnavites. The satra was organised on a democratic
basis vesting all authority in the assembly of devotees that resided
within the campus of the satra. Mathuradasa Ata, one of his leading disci-
ples, was installed as the leader of the assembly of devotees.

He discarded the practice of worshipping the image of a deity and
replaced the image by a 'sacred scripture, usually placed on the holy
altar.”® The main shrine of the Barpeta satra does not contain even today
any idol. The image of Visnu known as Kaliva Thakur, installed later
on, is being kept in a separate small house not far from the main shrine
of the satra. For thc use of his followers Midhavadeva collected the
scattered parts of Sankaradeva's Kirtana with the help of his cousin Rama-
carana Thakur and finally arranged its parts into one complete whole.

His contributions to the field of literature and music are in no less
insignificant than those of his Guru. He composed several one-act plays
depicting the childish pranks of Krsna. These are marked by lightness of
touch and humour of situation and character. He rendered into metrical
Assamese canto I of the Ramagvana, Bhaktiratnavali by Visnupuri Sanyasi,
Nama-malika by Purusottama Gajapati, king of Orissa. His Rdjasiiya
Kavya, based on an episode of the Bhagavata-purana, is dignified in style,
poetical in description and devotional in treatment. His crowning literary
work Nama-ghosa consists of onc thousand devotional verses for which
it is also known as Hajari-ghosa. The mystic, poet and scholar in
Madhavadeva found admirable expression through the verses of Nama-
ghosa. Tt is an anthology of eccletic verses, the major portion being tran-
slations from Sanskrit §lokas culled from various Purdnas. Its depth of
meaning, its intensity of devotion and its lucidity of expression, make it
a significant literary work. Lastly, Madhavadeva’s Bargitas (noble songs)
tuned to classical ragas, are also highly poetical. Most of these songs
depict incidents of the early life of Krsna and they can be favourably
compared with those of Surdas, the saint-poet of Hindi literature.

35 Bejbarua, L. N. : Sankaradeva aru Madhavadeva, p. 227.
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Madhavadeva's successor: Madhavadeva did not nominate any-
body as his successor. Just on the eve of his death when he was asked
by followers to name some one of his disciples as his successor, Madhava-
deva is said to have replied : “I have pondered over the matter for three
days but have not found anybody worthy of shouldering the pontifical
burden. I, therefore, recommend my Ghosa for you where everything that
may be necessary for you has been said. I have employed all my intelli-
gence and energy in composing it. Devotees will find me there if they
know how to seek.”?® This incident of Madhavadeva refusing to nominate
anybody after him, resembles the action of the Lord Buddha and the tenth
Sikh Guru Govind Sing, who when asked to nominate their succgssors
similarly replied by referring to their message and scriptures®’. The gbove
decision of Madhavadeva, however, paved the way for internal dissension
amongst his followers which ultimately resulted in the creation of three
sub-sects, besides thc sub-sects of Damodaradeva and Harideva.

Causes of the spread of the Movement: By the time of Midhava-
deva’s death Vaisnavism sccured a firm foothold in the Brahmaputra valley.
The rapid development and the popularity of the new cult may be attri-
buted to the following causes :

(1) The simplicity of the cult is one of the main contributory
factors of its popularity. Instead of elaborate and costly rituals, it pres-
cribed a simple form of worship by means of congregational and idivi-
dual chanting of prayers and recitations.

(I1) The character and personality of the initiators of the move-
ment and their ideal conduct, gave additional strength to the growth of the
movement. The commanding personality, the strength of character, the
spiritual and scholarly attainments and the literary and musical accomplish-
ments of Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva easily attracted pcople to their
side. They were looked upon by the people with a sense of reverence and
awe and most of their followers regarded them as incarnations of God.
Their principal followers were also men of learning, ability and charming
personality and therefore, could attract people of all shades to their fold.

(IIT) The patronage extended by king Naranarayana and his son
Laksminarayana helped a great deal in furthering- the cause of the faith.
In subsequent periods, the Assam school of Vaisnavism received consider-
able help from the Ahom monarchs in the form of land-grants though
persecution was no less infrequent.

28 Daityari : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 381f; and Katha-gurucarita,
p. 591.

27N. Datta : Early Monastic Buddhism, vol. 1, p. 315; and I. Banerji : Evo-
lution of Khalsa, vol. 1, p. 133.
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(IV) Literary compositions, dramatic performances (Bhdond) and
songs played a great part in attracting people. The medieval biographies
contain innumerable instances where people attracted and fascinated by
melodious songs and verses, were seen to lend their sympathy to the new
faith. A few instances may be noted here by way of illustration. The
pantomimic performance Cihna-yatra, performed at the initial stage of the
movement by Sankaradevi at Bardowa, created a sensation amongst the
people and many of the erst-while opponents of $Sankaradeva became his
followers.*®  Similarly, the dramatic performance enacted on the occasion
of the opening ceremony of the newly constructed Barpeta satra during the
time of Madhavadeva, attracted thousands of people. They returned home
with a sense of satisfaction and many of them embraced Vaisnavism.?®
Narayana Thakur, who was instrumental in bringing several persons to the
new faith of his Guru, himself had come previously under the spell of
Sankardeva being fascinated by a melodious song composed by the saint-
poet and sung by a few travellers.®® Prince Sukladhvaja, the famous
general of Naranardyana, became a great admirer of Sankaradeva ever
since he heard a Bargite composed by the saint. Lucid and poetical
Assamese verses rendered from Sanskrit by the Vaisnavite poets of this
period, not only created a class of sympathetic listeners and readers, but
also made it easier to transmit Vaispavite messages and principles to the
public at large.

(V) Modes of preaching and propagation adopted by the reformers
contributed a great deal towards the success of thc new religion. Religious
discussions illustrated with suitable stories or parables, religious disputes
with opposite parties on various occasions, adoption of the spoken dialect
as the medium of instruction, emphasis laid on ethical and theological
aspects rather than on abstract philosophy and lastly, the ideal that
“example is better than precept,” set by the saints, helped to popularise
the cult. The carita-puthis have described in details the day-to-day acti-
vities of the reformers and have given vivid descriptions of the above
methods of preaching.

(VI) But the most important factor of the spread of the new faith

was the establishment of an institution known as satra. The nucleus of
this institution was begun by Safikaradeva himself. The satra institution

28 Ramacarana : Sankara-carita, pp. 114-119; and Katha-gurucarita p. 36.

29 Ramacarana: Sankara-carita, p. 311; Daityari : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-
carita, p. 304.

30 Bhisana Dvija : Sri-Sankaradeva, p. 81f; Rimacarama : Sankara-carit, p.
190 ; Ramidnanda : Guru-carita, p. 176. .



24 THE NEO-VAISNAVITE MOVEMENT & THE SATRA INSTITUTION OF ASSAM

with its projecting branch namaghar in every village carried the torch of
Vaisnavism to every household in Assam within two hundred years of the
advent of Sankaradeva. But the satra institution did not attain its full-
fledged form during the times of Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva. The
history of Assamese Vaisnavism after Madhavadeva can be more appro-
priately called satra-Vaignavism.

But even before the satra institution came into the picture and played
its part, Vaisnavism made a firm foothold in the country, specially in the
western pari, owing to causes mentioned above. :



CHAPTER 111
FUNDAMENTAL TEACHINGS OF THE SECT

Preliminary observation: Sankaradeva was not primarily a specula-
tive thinker. His ideal was not to propound a religion supported by
discursive reasoning and abstract thinking, but to propagate a simple system
based on devotion and faith. He was a reformer and a poet, but not a
philosopher. Morcover, he could clearly and rightly perceive that the
society was more in need of a reformation than a system of philosophy.
That is why he diverted his attention solely towards the propagation of the
new faith without caring whether the religion propagated by him was based
on a systematic philosophy or not. Vaisnava reformers of other parts
of India from Ramanuja down to Vallabhdcarya tricd to develop systems
of philosophy as the basis of their cults by interpretating the Vedanta-siitra
and the Gita and other scriptures of importance in their own lines. Thus
we have Visistadvaita, Dvaita, Dvaitadvaita, Suddhadvaita and Acintya-
bhedabheda systems of Ramanuja, Madhva, Nimbarka, Vallabhacarya and
Caitanya respectively. It is truc that Caitanya also did not give a philo-
sophical grounding to his faith, but thc Goswamis of Vrndavana fulfilled
this need. But in Assam neither $ankaradeva nor his followers have tried
to give this much-nceded philosophical basis to their cult.

The absence of a systematic philosophy can be ascribed primarily
to two reasons. (i) To Sankaradeva and his immecdiate followers, Bhakti
appeared to be of vital importance, and metaphysical questions were of
little significance. The religion they propagated was mainly intended for the
general mass and therefore, they did not care so much to formulate a philo-
sophical system wunderlying their Vaisnvite teachings. (ii) The followers of
Sankaradeva could have supplied the philosophical basis to the cult, but
unfortunately there was none amongst his later followers who had the neces-
sary philosophical acumen and profundity of scholarship. His own
colleagues cum followers were too busy in stabilizing and propagating the
faith against heavy odds. It is generally seen that a new faith gets a philo-
sophical grounding only at a later stage of its history when it is firmly esta-
blished in a country. But in Assam, Vaisnavas of the scventeenth and
cighteenth centuries were pure and simple devotees and their scholarship
did not go beyond the study of the Bhagavata-purdna and similar Vaispavite

- scriptures.
Though the sect is devoid of a distinct and a well-formulated
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philosophical system based on the interpretation of the sacred texts, yet
theological questions have not been altogether left out of discussion.
Devotional works or digests like Bhakti-ratnakara, Bhakti-viveka, Bhakti-
ratnavali and Namaghosa have dealt with theological questions (though not
systematically ) from which we can have a considerable idea of the theo-
logical and ethical principles of the sect. But the relation between God
and the soul, the nature of the phenomenal world and the like questions
have not been systematically answered. Almost all the works of Sankaradeva
and his followers arc translations and conpilations. No original theolpgical
work, or commentary on any fundamental scripture, was written by them.
Therefore, it is not possible to get a clear philosophical view of thejsect.
Nevertheless, a rough idea of their philosophcal views can be had from the
numerous translations and compilations left by them.

Assam Vaisnavism mainly derived its devotional theologism from the
Bhagavata-purana and the Gita. Tt is true that a theoretical homage is
paid to the Vedas, but the authorities cited by the reformers are invariably
the Vaisnava-purdnas and more particularly the Bhagavata-purana. Non-
Vaisnava texts have been rejected as tamasika and untruthful and even among
the Vaisnava texts the Bhagavatu-purana alone is regarded as the essence
of all Sastras and possessing the supreme authority. Almost in every
devotional work a few lines in praise of the Bhagavata ( Bhagavata-prasaritsa)
are found. Most of the works on Bhakti written with a view to formulating
the Vaisnva dogmatics are compilations from Puranas and Tantras, and the
Bhagavata-purana has supplied three-fourths of thosc materials. Therefore,
the influence of the Bhigavata-purana in forming the theological background
of Assam Vaisnavism is quite clear and the monistic commentary of
$ridhara Svami is highly popular amongst all sections of Vaisnavas. Besides
several minor works of lesser importance these works of devotional theo-
logy may specially be mentioned : (I) Bhakti-ratnakara and (1) Bhakti-
pradipa by Sankaradeva, (ITI) Bhakti-ratnavali in Assamese translation by
Midhavadeva, (IV) Namaghosi by Madhavadeva, (V) Bhakti-viveka by
Bhattadeva and (VI) Ghosa-ratna by Gopala Misra. All these works based
mainly on the Bhdgavata were written in the sixteenth and the early part
of the seventeenth centuries. Vaisnava theological and ethical dogmatics
are also to be found in other branches of Vaisnavite literature. The usual
topics dealt in these works are mainly these : (i)} superiorty of Bhakti over
all other forms of worship, (i} types and elements of Bhakti, (iii) nature of
God, (iv) merits of adoring and worshipping Krsna as the one and only God,
(v) necessity of initiation, (vi) indispensability of Guru and the holy asso-
ciation and the like topics directly or indirectly connected with Bhakti.
The theological, religious and ethical views and teachings set forth in the
succeeding pages are deduced mainly from these works on devotional theo-
logism, supplemented wherever possible by other important works of the
Vaisnava saints of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
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(A) PHILOSOPHICAL

God: The conception and nature of God as found in the Vaisna-
vite scripturcs are derived from the Bhagavata-purana with Sridhara Svami's
commentary. In the Bhagavata-purina God is described as immanent and
transcendental and having both nirguna and saguna aspects. Assamese
Vaisnava scriptures without denying the nirguna, ie. indeterminate aspect
of God, have laid more stress on the saguna aspect. For the purpose of
devotion the personal aspect has been specially cxtolled. The adorable God
is not only personal but He is immanent as well as transcendental. $ankara-
deva in his celebrated work Kirtana describes the twofold aspect of God
and there he says that as characterless or indeterminate God is not compre-
hensible, devotees including the gods ( devas ) worship and adore His beatific
form in the person of Narayana'. Madhavadeva in his Rajasiya-kavya
similarly dcscribes God in the nirguna aspect, as devoid of adjuncts
(upadhirahita ) and of the nature of effulgence (jyotiriipa) but recommends
Krsna for the purpose of devotion.? Gopala Misra, a junior contemporary
of Madhavadeva, speaks of God in his Ghosa-ratna as having double
characteristics, viz., svariipa laksana and tarastha lakganu. By His svariipa-
laksana or essential characteristic, He is of the nature of pure consciousness
and devoid of any duality. By His tatastha luksanu or accidental charac-
teristic, God is known as the wiclder of the Maya-power with which He
crcates the world.® Taking a similar view Sankaradeva states in Nimi-
Navasiddha-samvdda that the original unmanifested and undifferentiated,
reality is Brahman and when Brahman for the purpose of creation manifests,
He is known as Narayana or Vasudeva. In Assamese Vaisnavite works
the terms, viz., Narayana and Vasudeva have becen used as synonyms with-
out making any subtle distinction. Even the Chapters of the¢ Bhagavata-
purana, where the Paficardtra theology is discussed, have been omitted by
Assamese translators because the Yvuha doctrine finds no place in the theo-
logy of Assamesc Vaisnavism. Nariyana or Brahman personitied, is con-
sidered as the object of adoration. The first two lines of Kirtana by Sankara-
deva have struck this note :

“At the very outset, I bow down to the eternal Brahman who in the
form of Nardyana is the root of all incarnations®.”

In fact, all the devotional works of the Vaisnavism of Assam have

1 §ankaradeva : Kirtana (oresivarnana), vv. 84-85.

2 Madhavadeva : Rdjasiya Kavya, p. 4.

3 Gopala Misra : Ghosd-ratna, p. 9ff.

4 §ankaradeva : Nimi-Navasiddha-samvada, verses 187-188,
5 §ankaradeva : Kirtana, v. 1.
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clearly recognised the personal aspect of God and have accordingly enjoined
His worship. Sometimes, owing to their over-zealous devotion for the
personal God, a few Vaisnava saints have altogether denied the impersonal
aspect of God without considering the fact that such an assertion would
go against their own statements expressed in some other places of their
composition. Bhattadcva, one of the foremost Vaisnava saints and a reputed
proselytiser of the sixteenth century, refutes in his Bhakti-viveka the argu-
ments of those who assert God to be an impersonal one, by profuscly quoting
from scriptures. He describes God as the embodiment of consciousness,
bliss and existence (sacchiddanandavigraha; anandacinmayasamujjvala
vigraha ) and says that God cannot but be personal, for the Vedas have been
universally accepted as products of His breath. We cannot conceive of a
thing having breath as impersonal.® Even Sankaradeva’s writings are not
free from such contradiction. We have already referred to a passage of
Kirtana where Sankaradeva speaks of God as having both nirguna and
saguna aspects. In Anadi-patan he again says : “Becausc of confusion
created by various scriptures, people cannot grasp the knowledge (1attva)
of God and thercforc thosc bewildered crcatures think of God as the
impersonal one.””

The adorable God being saguna and sakara, the familiar epithets of
the impersonal Brahman like nirakara (formless), niraiijana ( unattached,
pure ), nirguna (attributeless) ctc. have been gencrally interpreted in confor-
mity with the devotional cult. Thus, according to the Namaghosa, the term
mirikara applied to the personal God means one who is devoid of ordinary
or spacial form ( Prakrta akara-varjjita) and not absolutely characterless or
impersonal one. Similarly nirguna as an cpithet of Nardyana means that
He is above the influence of thc three gupas.® It may be said, therefore,
that the Vaisnavas of Assam without denying the transcendental and indeter-
minate aspect of God have recognised, for the purposc of devotion, a
personal God to whom the negative epithets of the indetcrminate Brahman
have also been applied with modified interpretation.

Nature of God: The Supreme Being, viz.,, Nardyana possesscs the
the three familiar attributes sat, cit and ananda. He is purc bliss, self-
differentiated and the ground of all life. He is infinite in nature and attri-
butes. He is omniscient, omnipotent, creator, destroyer and sustainer of all.
In the Haramohana episode of Kirtana, Sankaradeva writes: *“God
Nardyana is the Supreme Soul and is the one and the only Lord of the
universe. Nothing exists without Him. He is the cause (karana) as well

© Bhattadeva : Bhakti-viveka, chapt. XV, p. 202f.
7 §ankaradeva : Anadi-patan, verse 157, p. 35.
8 Madhavadeva : Ndmaghosa, verses 162-163, p. 41.
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as the effect of the creation (karya). Just as ornaments made of gold do
not differ in substance from gold itself, similarly, therc is no distinction
between God as the cause and God as the cffect’ ; God is all-pervasive.
In the Assamese version of Book X of the Bhdigavata-purana Sankaradeva
speaks of the all-pervasive and transcendental nature of God. “Just as
water, air, earth and sky are pervading the world, in the like manner God
is pervading mind, intcllect and vital breath ( prana) of things and beings.
He is pure, qualityless ( gunahina) and conscious self. In Him the world
exists and yet He is beyond the world.”'® 1In another place of the same
work it is stated that God with His incomprehensible power (acintya
prabhava) exists in the world and the world also exists in Him. The one
supreme soul is pervading all things and beings like fire that remains
invisible in all woods.'?

God has been further described in a considerable number of verses
as the only reality underlying various objects and beings of the world. He
is immutable (avikar?), being above the influence of Kala (time) and Maya
(illusion). The following extracts from Bhakti-ratnikara would testify
to this idea of the Vaisnavas.

“He (God) is the only reality and everything else that appears is
illusory. There is no reality save and exccpt Him.”'*

“He is the beginning, middle and the end of the world. There is
nothing real except Him. Just as an carthen pot is nothing but the com-
position: of soil and when broken, is reduced to soil again and just as before
the composition of the pot the atoms of soil that constituted it were
there, in the like manner God remains at all stages of the creation.”®

“0 Lord, You are the only unchangeable rcality of this world ; others
are liable to changc and decay. Being the primal cause (adva kdrana) of
the creation you are above the changes caused by birth and death. O
Narayana, You, being the Primal and eternal Purusa, are free from change
and decay and thereforc, no limitation of any sort is applicable to you.
Space, time and matter cannot measurc or differentiate You. You are com-
plete in Yourself.”**

The Supreme Reality or God is called by various names, viz., Brahman,
Paramatman, and Bhagavat. Jiva Gosvami, the well-known exponent of

9 §ankaradeva : Kirtana, scction VIIL, p. 129,
10 §apikaradeva : Bhagavata ( Dasama-skandha). verses 13030-32, p. 1041.
11 §ankaradeva : Ibid, verses 12219-12220, p. 966.
*12 §ankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnakara, verse 111, p. 19.
13 §anikaradeva : Ibid, verses 130-132, p. 33.
14 §ankaradeva : Tbid, verses 134-137, p. 33f.

*The Sixteenth century Assamese version of Bhakti-ratnakara by Ramcaran
Thakur has been quoted and referred to in this work.
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the Bengal school of Vaisnavism, works out a subtle and elaborate distinc-
tion between Brahman, Paramdtman and Bhagavat and comes to the con-
sion that Bhagavat rcpresents the most perfect form of God. Assamese
Vaisnavas have not tried to show any discrimination or difference in degrees
of perfection between the above three conceptions of God. In Nimi-Nava-
siddha-samvada (a metrical work based on Book X1 of the Bhagavata-
purana ) Safkaradeva has interpreted the above terms and has finally shown
that those are but different names of the Supreme Reality seen through
different aspects. He writes in the following way to show apparent differences.

“God as the director and controlled of senses is known as Paramatgan,
and as the creator, preserver and destroyer of the world, He is Bhagdvat.
When God appears to yogins in their meditation after the disappearancé of
ignorance, He is called Brahman. Brahman, Paramatman and Bhagavat are
the names of the one Reality. The same Reality is called by different names
owing to diflerent characteristics scen from different angles (ekerese tini
nama laksana bhedata ).”*’

The personified Supreme Reality, according to Vaispavite writings, is
Narayana. In Nimi-Nava-siddhasarivada, Sankaradeva describes at length
the nature and characteristics of the adorable God Nairdyana through the
discourse of king Nimi and nine siddhas. Pippaliyana cne of the siddhas,
explains in the following way the characteristic featurcs of Nardyana :
“Narayana is the ultimate cause of creation and dissolution; there is no
other God superior to Him. He remains a saksi in all the aclivities of the
world, in decp sleep as well as in the state of dreaming and awakening. It
is He who infuses life and vitality to all beings and causes jivas to suffer and
enjoy the fruits of their activities. Hari, Hara and Brahma carry out His
orders and therefore, He is the God of all gods. When He directs and
controls the senses, He is known as Paramatman ; when He appears to yogins
in their meditation He is known as Brahman, and when He is looked upon
as the creator, sustainer and preserver of this world, He goes by the name
of Bhagavat. These, viz.,, Brahman, Paramatman and Bhagavat arec but
names of the same Supreme Nardayana. He is not comprchensible to the
mind, senses and intellect. Just as sparks separated from fire cannot illumi-
nate its source, similarly mind and other senses, though originated from
God, do not know Him owing to the over-powering influence of ignorance
(maya). Even the Vedas, unable to grasp fully the real nature of God,
have tried to indicate His nature by a negative method. Without Whose
aid nothing could be achieved and the knowledge of Whom marks the
culmination of all activities and spiritual urge, know Him to be

Nirayana.”'®

15 Sankaradeva : Nimi-Navasiddha-sarivada, verses 178-181. p. 40f.
16 Safikaradeva : Ibid, verses 178-183, pp, 40-42.
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This description of Nardyana incorporates both saguna and nirguna
aspects of God and therefore, it cannot be called a clear-cut definition or
description. But its leaning towards the saguna aspect is more pronounced.
In other places of Saikaradeva’s writings as well as of his followers,
Narayana has been fully personified by being assigned bodily form and
local habitation, though that form and habitation have been described as
beyond the sphere of time and space.

In addition to these attributes Narayana has been spoken of in
innumerable passages as a loving, as well as a lovable God. He is described
to be in possession of all auspicious attributes which attract devotees towards
Him. Not only docs He possess metaphysical qualities like nonduality,
omnipotence, omniscience, etc. but such moral virtues as mercy, love and
compassion. In order to favour His dcvotee and redeem them, He comes
down in the form of various incarnations. Karunamaya (compassionate ),
Dinabandliu (friend of the lowly), Bhakta-vatsala (beloved of devotees),
Patit-pavang (redeemer of sinners) and many others are His attributes by
which He is designated. Madhavadeva in one of his verses of Namaghosi
writes : “Forsaking the celestial Vaikuntha and hearts of yogins, God comes
down to that place where ardent devotees sing His auspicious names.”!”

Vasudeva, Visnu, Kesava, Madhava, Janarddana, Govinda, elc. are
some of the names that are used as synonyms of Narayana. Some of these
names are found in the list of deities affiliated to the Vyuha and the Vibhava
of the Paficaratra cult. But in the theology of the neo-Vaisnavism of Assam
the Vyuhas and Vibhabas have no place and therefore, the names are
simply used as synonyms of Visnu-Naridyana. The usc of the term Visnu
seems to be sometimes confusing. Visnu has been mostly identified with
Narayana, but in some places he has been alloted a subordinate position to
Narayana, the Supreme personal God. When Visnu is concicved as one of
the threc gunavataras, ic., as the preserver of the creation having the same
status with Brahmia and Hara, He is considered a lower divinity than
Narayapa. The following passage from Nimi-Navasiddha-sariwvada clearly
brings out the distinction : “Know Him to be Narayana or Maha-Hari whose
orders are carried out by Brahma, Visnu, and Hara and Who is the master
of all gods. Liberation can be attained by worshipping His feet alone.”*®
The same distinction between Visnu and Narayana has been made by
Sankaradeva in Anadi-patan. This distinction has been inherited from
the Bhiagavata-purana wherin Nardyana is spoken as the source of
all incarnations including Brahma, Visnu and $iva.'* But ordinarily Visnu
and Narayana have been indiscriminately used to mean the Supreme God.

17 Madhavadeva : Namaghosa, verse 7, p. 2.
18 Sanikaradeva : Nimi-Navasiddha-sarivada, verse 178, p. 40.
19 §ankaradeva : Anadi-patan, verses 163-167, p. 38f.
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Of all the manifestations (avataras) of Narayana, Krsna is regarded
as the most perfect one. Krsna as the adorable deity of the cult, is not
considcred a partial manifestation but the Supreme Being Himself. In
support of this belief Vaisnavas of Assam cite the verse 1/3/28 of the
Bhagavata-purana where Krsna is described as Bhagavat in toto.?® Though
Narayana has been described as the Supreme Being, yet for Practical devo-
tion sports (/ila), activities (karma), attributes (guna) and names ( ndma)
of Vasudeva-Krsna have been specially recommended.

The Krsna of Assamese Vaisnavite litcrature is not exactly the Krsna
of Bengal Vaisnavism.whose eternal abode is in Goloka or Vrndavana far
above the celestial Vaikuntha of Visnu. The character of Krsna of Assam
Vaisnavism is entirely based on the description of the Bhagavata-pyrana
and thercfore the dual worship of Radha and Krsna based on crotic senti-
ment (madhura-bhava) is singularly absent. Krsna exists in the form of
Visnu-Narayana in celestial Vaikuntha with His liberated devotees and
attedants ( Parsadas). For the purpose of devotional mcditation the blissful
and beatific form of Narayana has been specially recommended by
Sankaradeva in his Kirtana.**

Finite Self : The embodied sclf is known as jiva. The tendency of
Assamesc Vaispavism as regards the nature of individual self is towards
recognising its identity with the Supreme Sclf. Most of the passages describ-
ing the nature of jivatma speak of its identity with Paramatma. Jivatma is
nothing but Paramatma, the only conditional difference being that the former
is shrouded by Maya (maya-vrta) and the latter is above the influence of
Miya. Unlike the dualists of thc Madhava school who hold jivatma and
Paramatma to be quite distinct entities or of the qualified monists of the
Ramanuja school according to whoom the individual self is a part of the
Supreme Self, the Vaignavas of Assam headed by Sankaradeva are of opinion
that jivatma and Paramatma are not really distinct but identical. The follow-
ing passage from Sankaradeva’s version of Book XII of the Bhagavata-
purana clearly brings out the nature of jivatma.

“Atman is immutable and immortal ; it was neither born in the past
nor in the present. Birth and death are the characteristic features of body,
and out of body a fresh body emerges. Though associated with body,
Atman is yet distinct from 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 body. Manas (mind ) which determines the quality
and activity of body is thc product of Maya and owing to ignorance created

20 Ete cams$a kalah pumsah, Krsnastu Bhagavan svayam.
21 §ankaradeva : Kirtana, section IV, po. 32-38.
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by the latter the embodied sclf associates itself with activities of body. A
lamp is supposed to give light so long there is contact between wick, oil and
fire ; similarly the noumenal self goes by the name jiva and suffers pain
and miseries of the world so long it is associated with body, mind and
senses. But know it for certain that the worldly existence really concerns
body and the mind and not the self. Though the fire of a lamp apparently
vanishes with the cessation of its contact with wick and oil, yet it cannot
be said that the firc so long visible has altogether perished. Fire in the
shape of great effulgence (makajyoti) can .never perish, though it may not
be apparcntly visible. Do not in any way doubt the teaching : ‘Though
associated with body yet I am not identical with it : T am verily Paramatma.
I am Brahman and Brahman is 17.%*

A glimpse of the noumenal nature of the self is furnished by
Sankaradeva in his Nimi-Navasiddha-samvada where he states that in deep
sleep the senses along with the 2go (aharikdra) get merged in Atman. In
that state Atman remains as the witnessing consciousness. The individual
self feels its presencc alone and no other consciousness regarding the world
is felt.?

As rcgards the origin of the individual self and its relation with
Brahman the monistic view seems to be more prominent in the writings
of Sankaradeva and his followers. Illustrating this aspect, Sankaradeva
writes : “Manas (mind), buddhi (intellect), aharmkara (ego) and indriyas
(senses ) have no secparate existence apart from Brahman. Diverse forms
and appearances are unreal ; only Brahman underlying them is rcal. Unreal
forms and appearances seem real to ignorant ones, as a rope sometimes
appears to be a snake owing to illusion. The state of waking ( jagarana) or
sleep and other functions of body that characterise mind and intellect, take
place owing to the influence of Maya. All phenomena of the world are
fleeting and transitory like magic-feats of a magician. Just as a piece of
cloud appears in the sky and again disappears in the next moment, in the
like manner this world cmerges out of Brahman and finally merges in Him.
Brahman manifests Himself in all phenomena like the sky that exists in
different jars irrespective of their size and form. Brahman is without differ-
ence (bheda-rahita) and even though He appears to manifest differently in
different objects, it is like the process of the sun being reflected on different
sheets of water. But the sun can never be more than one. Just as various
ornaments of gold appear distinct and many, although the real substance, viz.
gold is same, in the like manner Brahman appears to be many under different

22 Sankaradeva : Bhdgavata, Book XII (dvddasa-skandha), verses 18512-18518,
p. 1441,

#3 Sankaradeva : Nimi-Navasiddha-samvida, verses 196-97, p. 43f,

§
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circumstances to an ignorant, deluded by Mayi. Clouds originate from
sun-shine, but the same clouds impede the vision of eyes which also originate
from the sun and consequently eyes cannot see the sun (sirya-arnsa caksuka
tathapi kare channa). Similarly the ego emanating from Brahman, envelops
the jiva with ignorance. When clouds disappear, the visibility of the sun
becomes clear again. In the same manner when the ego is destroyed by
the sword of knowledge, the self can perceive himself as Brahman,”2¢

Whether the individual sclf is a part of Brahman or completely
identical has been practically answered in the above quotation. There are,
however, a limited number of verses where Sankaradeva has described the
individual self as a part of God. But considering the prominence given to
the illusion theory (Mayavada) and the unreality of the phenomenal wor]d
the balance leans heavily on the side of Advaita view, according to which
Brahman and Atman arc identical. The latter appears as limitcd and finite
because of its association with the body which is a product of Maya. But,
if God and the soul arc identical, then where is the scope for devotion which
pre-supposes duality ? The following passage from Bhakti-ratnakara would
answer to this doubt.

“He is God, the blissful One, Who controls Maya and that one is
jiva who is dominated by Maya and who exists in misery. God is all-
happiness, all-joy and all-consciousness. His Maya shrouds the happiness
and joy that are inhercnt in the real nature of the jiva. God is ever-free
(nitya-mukta), while the jiva is chained to the worldly existence. But
the jiva can liberate himself through devotion and service to ever-auspicious
God. God is all-purity. He is omniscient and unchangeable. He is the
Lord of the three gunas and without beginning and end, while the jiva is
ignorant, apparently liable to change because of its association with the
body and also unfortunate being under the influence of the gunas”.*

“God is the controller of the jiva. He of perfect vision sees every-
thing in its true light. He is ever-free from avidya (ignorance) but the jiva
being deprived of the true knowledge by avidya remains in bondage. God
is akartr (non-docr ) while the jiva is kartr (doer). ... Though the jiva is
eternal (nitya) and indestructible (avinasi), yet it apparently undergoes
modification because of its association with the imperfection of body and
experience misery in consequence of its worldly activities,”?®

“The jiva is not different from I§vara. It is really immutable and
tranquil by nature. But because of its association with Maya and consequent

24 Sankaradeva : Bhdgavata, Book XII, verses 18479-18486: p. 1464f.
25 Sankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnikara, verses 763-65, p. 172.
%6 Sankaradeva : Ibid, verses 766-68, p. 173f,
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ignorance it is not conscious of its real nature and origin and thus suffers
misery.”?"

The above extracts indicate the identity of God and soul on the one
hand and their conditional difference on the other. This conditional differ-
nece leaves sufficient scope for devotion. To do away with the difference,
i.e., to rise above the influence of Maya, one has to look up to the Lord for
His gracc. The jiva can get itself liberated from the bondage of the world
and realise its identity with God with the help of devotion which begets
knowledge.

World : From the foregoing discussion it has become evident that the
world, according to Vaisnavite writings, has no reality apart from God. 1t
may be empirically real. The world has been described as asanta and
mayamaya in innumerable passages and the analogy of the mirage and the
rope and the snake has been drawn to show the nature of the world. We
have already shown that the nature of the Supremc One is non-dualistic.
“God is the only reality, everything else is of the nature of illusion. There
is nothing real besides Him. What appears real is actually false.”*®
“Whatever you see is illusory and dream-like. Therefore, try to remove
illusion by perceiving the Reality underlying all phenomena.”?® “Just as
children take a mirage created by sun-shine for water, similarly the ignorant
believes or ascribes reality to false or illusory objects and phcnomena of
the world.”®® These and many other passages, too numerous to quote,
speak of God as the only reality and deny reality to the world of diversity
of facts and multiplicity of phenomena.

If the phenomenal world is merely an appearance, why does it
appear to be real ? It is so, because of Maya, the magical power with which
God conjures up the world-show. By using the jugglery of Maya the
Almighty assumes various forms and shapes.”* The ignorant being deceived
by Maya sees many objects instead of one reality. The inscrutable power
of Maya has a double function of concealing the real nature of Brahman,
and making Him appear as something else. The aspect of Maya that
conceal is called avarana and the aspect that distorts our knowledge is
called viksepana. Sankaradeva has referred to this double function of Maya
in his version of Book II of the Bhagavata-purana.*> Owing to the powerful

27 Sankaradeva : Ibid, verse 773, p. 175.
28 Sankaradeva : Ibid, verse 111, p. 19.
29 Sankaradeva : Bhdgavata, Book XI, verse 19262  Kirtana, section XXVII,
verse 1815, p. 453.
30 Madhavadeva : Rdajasiya Kdvya, verse 419,
31 §afikaradeva : Bhdgavata, Book II, verse 498, p. 41.
32 Sarikaradeva : Ibid, “avastuka dekhawaya vastuka-avari
sehise mohora mava jana nista-kari verse, 650,
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influence of Maya people cannot distinguish the real from the unreal. But
Maya, being the power of God, cannot over-power Him. S$ankaradeva
speaks of the influence of Maya, the nature of God and the world in the
following way : “Brahman alone is real; the world-creation is illusion.
The world is merely a projection of Maya on Him (tomar mayaye kare
tomdte kalpana). Maya which causes birth and death and envelopes jivas
with ignorance is nothing but a power of God. God manifests Himself
in the world by pervading it, but He is not destroyed with the destruction
of the world.”*®* “The eternal self-luminous Atman appears to be manifold
in the phenomena of the world because of the adjuncts of Maya. Various
shapes and forms are illusory creations and therefore, the learned tﬁges to
perceive Brahman, the reality, underlying them.”!

Evolution of prakrti: As regards the evolution of the worid of
nature, Sankaradeva and other Vaisnavitc writers have accepted the process
pf creation described in Book III of the Bhdgavata-purdna with slight
modification. According to Arnadi-patan, a metrical composition based on
Book III of Bhagavata-purina, dealing with cosmology and cosmogony, the
world of nature has evolved out of Prakrti or Miya produced by God.
The process of evolution described by Sankaradeva in the above work may
be summarised as follows :

Before the creation, the eternal Brahman alone existed ; prakrti or
Maya with fourteen worlds, was lying merged in Him. Brahman feeling
the loneliness of His cxistence thought of creating the world through
prakrti in a sportive spirit. Hc then produced prakrti or Maya out of
Himself at His will and manifesting Himself as the conscious spirit ( purusa)
produced vibration and impregnated prakrti. As a result, the first product
of prakrti, viz., mahat or buddhi (intellect) was produced. From mahat
the three ahamkaras (ego) evolved. From rajasika ahainkara, the five
motor organs and the scnse organs evolved and from the tamasike aharnkara
the five subtle elements (tanmatras) and the five gross clements (mahabhiitas)
developed. From the sartvika aharikdra, the ten presiding deities of
indriyas (external organs) and also manas (mind) originated. But prakrti
and her products being unconscious, God in the form of conscious spirit
( purusa ) pervaded them at various stages of evolution in order to combine
those elements and thereby quicken their vibration. Finally the world was
produced and God Narayana placed Himself within it as the pervading
Reality ( pasila bhitare tar prabhu Narayana).”**

Gopalacarana Dvija, a Vaisnavite poet of the carly seventeenth

33 Sankaradeva : Kuruksetra, verses 485-88.
34 §ankaradeva : Ibid, verses 510-13.
35 Sanikaradeva : Anadi-patan, verses 40-60, pp. 9-13.
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century, practically gives the same cosmological account.*® But neither
Sankaradeva nor his followers are clear about the nature of prakrti described
above. According to Advaita Vedanta, prakrti is simply the magical power
of God and not a part of God. But according to the Ramanuja school, both
conscious spirit ( cit) and unconscious matter ( acit ) are parts of all-inclusive
Brahman. Unconscious matter is the source of material objects and is
called prakrti.®” It has been stated in one place of Anadi-piran, mentioned
above, that prakrii is not an element distinct from God, rather it is part of
His body. After producing prakrti out of Himself, He is described to have
spoken to her in the following way :

“You are my power and I rcgard you as my vital power. Please
create the world as soon as possible ; I have brought you into existence for
that purpose. Know it definitely that you are half of my body ( ardha-kaya )
. . . there is neither difference nor non-difference between you and me. You
are inferior to me in the sense that you would get yourself merged in me
at the time of dissolution.”®

This passage, literally translated, puts prakrti in an ambiguous posi-
tion. If we give emphasis on the word ardha-kdyae and interpret it literally,
the nature of prakrti would be nearer to Raminuja’s conception, according
to which it is a part of God. 1f we do not interpret the above word literally
and take it in the sense of an inhercnt power of God and put emphasis on
the word bhinnabhinna (difference and non-difference) the nature of
prakrti would be similar to Maya of the Advaita doctrine, according to
which Maya as the power of God is neither diffcrent from, nor identical
with Him, i.c., the relation is indescribable (anirvacva).

But so far as the process of evolution of the phenomenal world from
the primal prakrti is concerned, it is neither paficikarana (combination of
five) of Advaita Vedanta, nor trivrtkarana ( triplication) of the Ramanuja
school. It is more in accord with Simkhya with a theistic bias. According
to Advaita Vedinta, there at first arises out of Brahman the five subtle
clements in the following order—akisa (ether), vayu (air), agni (fire), ap
(water ) and ksiti (carth). These five again mixed up in five different ways

36 Gopdlacarana Dvija : Bhdgavata, Book TII, verses 792-860, p. 67f.
37 Datta & Chatterji : An Introduction to Indian Philosophy, p. 428.
3% Sankaradeva : Anddi-pitan, verses 49-50.

Suniyo prakrti eko gune nohd hin 1

tomédre amare kificiteko nahi bhin 1

mora nija Sakati samyake dekho pran 1

satvare kariyo maya jagata nirman 11

tomika cetdailo ami ehi abhipriya |

janiyoka bhile tumi mora ardha-kiya 11

tomare damare eko nihi bhinndibhinna 1

mota ydte lina yaha ehikhani hina. 11
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in a certain proportion give rise to the five gross elements. This process
is known as the combination of five.”® According to Ramanuja, the subtle
matter (acit) impelled by the omnipotent will of God is gradually
transformed into three kinds of subtle elements : fire, water and earth.
These three elements manifested in the gunas further mix up and finally
give rise to all gross objects. The combination of the above three is, there-
fore, called trivrtkarana'® The evolutionary process narrated by
Sankaradeva and the other Vaisnavites, follows the $amkhya order of
evolution. The Puranic literature in general and the Bhagavata in parti-
cular have accepted with certain modification the Samkhya process of
evolution on a theistic basis.?! The influence of the creative procen%a of
evolution described in the puranas and more particularly the Bhagavata-
purana is, therefore, evident on the writings of Sankaradeva and his
followers.

Manas, Buddhi and Ahamkara: The Vaisnavite writers, particularly
Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva, have defined the nature and function of
manas (mind ), buddhi (intellect), ahammkdra (ego) and citta (seat of con-
sciousness . Madhavadeva defines manas as that internal organ which has
for its functions conation and negation of conation. The functions of buddhi
are ascertainment and decision (niscaya dharma). The function of aharii-
kara is the feeling of ‘I’ and ‘mine’. The function of citfa has not been
defined by him. But it has been described as the abode of pure knowledge
(suddha jAanara alaya).** Sankaradeva’s description of these internal organs
differs to a certain extent from that of Madhavadeva. In Anadi-patan
Sankaradeva has said that manas has four modes (vrrti) and takes four
different names according to those modes. The names are—buddhi,
ahamkara, manas and citta, but in reality all these are but aspects of the
mind (cka mana cari riipa Suna tara nama, mana buddhi ahmikara aru
citta nima)."®> The following passage from Sankaradcva descrves to be
quoted to show his conception of these internal organs.

“Now, listen to the various names of the mind under different
conditions. When the mind hovers from one object to another and proposes
to do many things, but could never scttle on any matter it is called manas.
When the mind acts as the faculty of conation and doubt (saiitkalpa and
vikalpa) it is called buddhi. When the mind becomes the instrument of
pious deeds and honest thinking it is known as ciffa. When again it shows

29 Datta & Chaterji : An Introduction to Indian Philosophy, p. 445.
40 Datta & Chaterji : An Introduction to Indian Philosophy, p. 410.
41§ N. Dasgupta : History of Indian Philosophy, vol. IV, p. 68ff,
42 Madhavadeva : Namaghosa, verses 92, 94-96.

43 §ankaradeva : Andadi-patan, verse 62, p.13.
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arrogance and egotism by taking pride as the doer of all actions it goes by
the name aqharitkdra. Thus, the mind assumes different names according to
its functions just like an actor who assumes different roles in the same
performance by donning various costumes ( kdcile nataka yena bhinna riipa
dekhi). The world is the projection of the mind ; the different states of
awaking, sleeping and dreaming are its moods. The mind exists in the all
creatures and on it the reflection of God through the self is cast. That one
(self) is called jiva which indentifies itself with the mind. The process of
the self’s identification with mind resembles the process of iron melting
in fire—the process in which iron and fire become indistinguishable. When-
ever the mind is unhappy, the jiva thinks itself unhappy and wherever the
mind goes the jiva considers itself moving. With the death of the body over
which the mind dominates the jiva thinks itsclf dead. The behaviour of the
jiva is exactly like the phenomenon of the sun being reflected on a sheet of
disturbed water. When the disturbed sheet of water comes to the normal
state, the reflected sun ( pratibimba) and the water on which such reflection
is cast, can be casily distinguished. Whoever considers the actions of the
mind to be his own work gets entangled in the world. It is in the mind
that the fourteen worlds exist, it is the mind again that begets merit, sin and
hell and also discriminates between ‘mine’ and ‘thine’. All other senses or
organs follow the mind. It is the cause of the repetition of birth and
death.”!4

From these illustrations it is clear that Madhavadeva accepted the
Vedantic interpretation of the three internal faculties, viz. manas, buddhi and
ahamkara. His conception of citta as the abode of pure knowledge resem-
bles cirta of the Yoga system. “What the Samkhya called mahat the Yoga
calls citta. 1t is the first product of prakrti, though it is taken in a com-
prehensive sense so as to include intellect, sclf-consciousness and mind.”*?

Sankaradeva, it appears, confuses manas with antahkarang of the
Vedanta. According to Advaita Vedanta the intcrnal organ (antahkarana)
undergoes changes or modification of form. The modification which reveals
objects is called vreti. The vrtti or modes of the internal organ are of four
different kinds : indetermination (samsaya or anifcaya), determination
( niscaya), self-consciousness ( atmabhimana) and remembrance ( smarana).
The one internal organ is called manas when it has the mode of indetermina-
tion; it is called buddhi or understanding when it has the mode of dcter-
mination ; it is called attention ( citfa) when it has the mode of concentration
and remembrance.’® Sankaradeva’s four modes of manas are nothing but

44 Sankaradeva : Ibid, verses 63-70, p. 14ff,
45 Radhakrishnan : Indian Philosophy, vol. 1I, p. 345.
46 Radhakrishnan : Ibid, vol. II, p. 487.
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the four modes of antahkarana. Another confusion that appears to have
been made by Sankaradeva is in regard to the function of buddhi. 1t is
stated both in the Vedanta and the Samkhya that sarkalpa and vikalpa are
the function of the mind ( manas ) and not of buddhi. 1In the Yoga system the
word citta is taken in a comprehensive sense so as to include intellect, self-
consciousness and mind.'”” Citta in that light resembles manas of
Sankaradeva.

Attitude towards incarnations and gods: Assamese Vaisnavas like
other sccts of Hinduism also believe in the theory of incarnation. The theory
that God descends on this world from time to time in various shapes to
redcem the world, is accepted by them. S$ankaradeva in the opening cﬁapter
of his celebrated work Kirtana enumecrates twentyfour incarnations of
Narayana-Visnu. Madhavadeva in his Namaghosd makes obeisance to the
ten principal avataras of Visnu. God’s descent on the carth has two objec-
tives, i.c., (i) to redeem the world from the evil forces and (ii) to favour his
devotees who, by dwelling on His lilds and caritras, might be able to spurn
even the four purusirthas including liberation. Excepting Krsna, who is
considered the Supreme Being Himself, all other incarnations are regarded
as partial manifestations. Of these, ten (Matsya, Karma, Narasimha,
Viamana, Paradurama, Halirama, Varaha, Sririma, Buddha and Kalki) are
regarded as major ones and the rest are minor manifestations of God. The
ten avataras of Visnu mentioned above are the objects of special veneration,
and they are generally treated (with the exception of Buddha and Kalki)
on equal footing with Krsna. The most important position, amongst the
partial avataras, is held by Rama who for all practical purposes has been
identified with Krsna, and a considerable Ramite literature developed
centering round him.

But this belief in the incarnation theory easily led the followers of
Sankaradeva to raise the latter to the status of an avatara. Sankaradeva
did not claim himself as an avatara, rather everywhere in his writings he
described himself as a servant of Krsna. His followers, to whom his extra-
ordinary activities appeared as superhuman, naturally lcoked upon him with
a sense of awe and reverence which ultimately raised him to the
position of an avatara. All the biographies dealing with the life and activities
of Sankaradeva and his followers depict the reformer as an avatgra. But
in practice, a cult enjoining the worship of Sankaradeva never developed in
Assam.*®

The attitude of Assamese Vaisnavas towards the gods of the Hindu
pantheon may briefly be summarised here.

47 Radhakrishnan : Ibid, vol. 1I, p. 345,
48 Madhavadeva for the first time in one of his Guru-bhafima ( prayer to Gury)
expressed that Sankaradeva was a partial qvatdrg of God,
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The unity of Godhead, in the sense in which Koran or Kabirpanthis
preached it, was no part of Assam, Vaisnavism. On the contrary, Assamese
Vaisnavas were eager to prove the superiority of Krsna to other gods and
goddesses of the Hindu pantheon. They acknowledged the existence of
various gods enumerated in the purdinpas, but all gods owe their existence to
Hari. All of them including Brahma and Siva are subservient to Him and
they are compared to lcaves and branches of a tree of which Visnu is consi-
dered the main stem or root. Therefore, none else but Nardyana or Visnu
should be worshipped or adored. Other deities would be automatically
pleased if Visnu, the support of all, could be propitiated. Recourse to deities
other than Visnu is similar to the taking of poison discarding nectar. A
devotee who worships any other deity besides Visnu is compared to an
unchaste woman. Because of this uncompromising attitude towards the
gods of the Hindu Pantheon other than Visnu and his incarnations, Assamese
Vaisnavism is known as EkaSarana-dharma (religion of single-minded
dcvotion ).

Liberation : The summum-bonum of the Hindu life is the attain-
ment of liberation which not only acquits man of the ordeal of repeated
birth and death, but begets divine bliss and happiness by establishing a
closc communion with God. The liberation ( mukti) has been described in
the Bhagavata (2/10/6) as the attainment of the jiva’s natural state and
function by relinquishing its otherwise imposed state and function. Mukti
can be attained during life time ( jivanmukti), as well as after dcath ( videha-
mukti ). The principal Vaisnava sects of India, viz., those of Ramanuja,
Madhava, Nimbarka, Vallabha and Caitanya have not recognised jivanmukii,
ie., liberation during life time. Assamese Vaisnava saints have recognised
both the above types of liberation. Following the Bhagavata-purana
(3/29/13), Assamese Vaisnavas have recognised and enumerated five kinds
of videhamukti, viz., (1) salokyo (being in thc same plane with God),
(2) samipya (nearness to God), (3) sariipya (likeness to God), (4) sarsti
(equalling God in glory ) sayujya ( absorption in God ). In different episodes
of Kirtana, Sankaradeva has shown that devotees like Ajamila, Gajendra,
Kamsa, and Vipra-Damodara attained salokyo, samipya, sarapya and lina-
mukti respectively. Sukadeva the expositor of the Bhagavata, Baliraja and
a few others have been described as jivanmukta purusa. Of the five kinds of
vidchamukti, Vaisnavas do not look with favour the sayujya-mukti where
the complete absorption in God deprives jivas of the sweetness and bliss
associated with Bhakti.

The very fact that the Vaisnavas discard the sayujya form of Mukti
because it deprives them of the devotonal pleasure and vision of the beatific

49 Sankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnikara, versc 481, p. 110,
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form of the Lord, proves that Vaisnavas preferred Bhakti to Mukti,. As a
matter of fact, all the devotional writings of Safikaradeva, Madhavadeva and
others, regard Bhakti as more important than Mukti. Madhavadeva opens
his celebrated work Nama-ghosa@ with an obeisance to those devotees who
are indifferent to Mukti and fervently seeks for passionate devotion
(rasamayi bhakti). There are numerous lines in Bhakti-ratnakara,
Ratnavali and Nama-ghosa and Kirtana, where Bhakti has been preferred to
to Mukti. In a few passages of Bhakti-ratnakara it has been said that a
true devotee never hankers after sayujya-mukti and considers the state of
Bhakti superior to that of Mukti. In another place of the same book it is
again stated that the devotees of Krsna refuse even s&lokya-muk\‘i in
Vaikuntha if it is offered without providing any opportunity for practising
devotion.”® 1In Bhakti-ratnavali also, it is stated that though the state of
liberation is all happiness, yet Bhakti is superior to Mukti, in as much as,
the latter i9 devoid of joy inherent in the service to the Lord, while the bliss
of Mukti is inherent in the former ( bhakti).>* The term Mukti in the above
passage, however, should be taken to mcan sayujya-mukti where a blissful
state is attained by the soul by merging itself in God, but loses its separate
identity to taste the happiness and joy of serving or witnessing the beatific
form of God.

But this notion about Bhakti does not mean that thc Vaisnavas are
averse to Mukti altogether. What they mean is that the devotees should not
direct their cfforts to the attainment of salvation alone. It would mean some
sort of selfishness on the part of a devotee if his devotion were directed solely
towards attaining salvation. Liberation would come automatically in its own
time ; it is inherent in Bhakti. As such, a separate effort solely directed to
attain liberation is not only unnecessary but also wundesirable. In this
respect Narada, Sanaka, Sanatana and such other liberated beings
( jivanmukta purusa) stand as model devotees.

Heaven and future existence : Vaisnavas have no faith in that heaven
which is generally attained by performing various sacrifices and rituals.
Heaven attained by sakama-karma cannot grant permanent bliss and happi-
ness, nor can it free thc jivas from rebirth. As soon as the merits are
exhausted jivas come down again to the earth and go through the process
of birth and death.

But, Vaisnavas who worship and adore Visnu without any desire or
motive, attain Vaikuntha the divine sphere of Visnu from which there is no
fall. Kala (time) and Maya, consisting of the three gunas, have no hold

50 Sankaradeva : Ibid, verse 483.
51 Madhavadeva : Bhakti-ratnavali, verse 52, p. 11.
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over this divine region. It is a region of pure bliss and happiness where the
devotees can have the beatific vision of the Lord constantly.’?

The released self attains the nature of God in Vaikuntha 1t desires
aothing else and has no chance of returning to sarisdra. The picture of
Vaikuntha where the liberated souls dwell is not very much different from
the popular description of heaven with beautiful lakes having golden lotuses,
trees laden with delicious fruits, beautiful damsels and gentle breeze to
cheer them. Such description of Vaikuntha is found in abundance in the
Vaisnavite literature. In case of sayujva-mukti which means complete absorp-
tion in God, no independent existence is possible and for them, Vaikuntha
has no meaning.

Influence of esoteric yoga : Though the Vaisnava reformers and
saint-poets have denied the cfficacy of Yoga and the tantric practices as
methods of realising God in Kali age, yct they have incorporated the elements
of the esoteric Yoga in a few religious works. Many a sect of medieval India
like the Nath-panthis and the Buddhist-sahajiyas exclusively prescribe the
esoteric Yoga as a method of spiritual realisation. The esoteric Yoga
teachings, the analyses of the body into plexuses (cakras) and nerves, the
awakening of the dormant spiritual power (Kundalini) for the spiritual
realisation, the belief in thc pinda-brahmanda theory that the body is the
epitome of the universe and such other teachings and beliefs have greatly
influenced the teachings and practices of a number of medieval Vaispava
sects. The Vaisnavite-sahajiyas, the Bauls of Bengal, the Kabir-panthis of
Northern India, to mention only a few, have not only incorporated the eso-
teric Yoga teachings about cakras and nadis etc., in their writings but they
have prescribed also the regressive path (ulta-sadhand) enjoined in their
teachings for spiritual realisation.’®

The teachings and devotional practices of the Vaisnavism of Assam
are entirely based on those of the Bhagavata-purana and the Gitd, and
as such, the presence of the esoteric Yoga elements cannot naturally be
expected. 1In fact, the practical application (sddhana) of these elements
has never been considered indispensable in the devotional process of
Assam Vaisnavism. But traces of the theoretical knowledge of yogic
practices are not rarc in their writings. Sankaradeva in his Anadi-patan
gives a short account of the pinda (body ) as an epitome of the brahmanda
(universe ) and also describes briefly the six cakras having different number
of petals, the three principal nerves viz., Idd, Pingald and Susumnd and
the serpent power Kundalini and the winds (dasa-vayu)** But, besides

52 Sankaradeva : Bhdgavata, Book II, verses 502-3, 619-20.

53K. Mallick : Nath Sampradayer Itihish, Sadhana O Darsan, p. 511fF,
P. D. Barthwal : Nirguna School of Hindi Poetry, chapt IV.

54 §ankaradeva : Anddi-pdtan, verse 199-210, p. 45f.
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giving a theoretical description of these elements, he has no where incul-
cated upon his disciples the practise of wulta-sadhana or kaya-sadhana in
their religious pursuits. A few works, apparently of later origin, some of
which are ascribed to Madhavadeva with a view to giving them an authoris
tative stamp, have discussed this subject elaborately. Of this type of
works, Amulya-ratna, Gupta-mani and Gupta-sira may be specially men-
tioned. These works, specially Gupta-mani, have elaborately discussed the
plexuses with petals and letters appertaining to them, the nerves, the loca-
tion of the sun and the moon and of the different deities, the process of
awakening Kundalini and raising her to sehasrara, the plexus of thé high-
est cerebral region, the location of different holy places within thel body
and such other connected topics. Though these works do not carrﬁ{ any
authoritative value like Kirfana or Nama-ghosa yet they are very popular
amongst those section of devotees who are known as members of the so-
called ‘inner circle’ ( bhitar-pakiyad samaja) i.e., the esoteric circle of
devotees,

In the ordination ceremony of satras as obtained today, a neophyte
is acquainted with the system of body-analyses described in the esoteric
Yoga. It is argued in favour of imparting these teachings that unless a
devotee knows his body as the epitome of the universe and as the abode
of different deities, his knowledge of the world, God and the self cannot be
complete and consequently the progress in the path of spiritual realisation,
becomes difficult. But whatever argument might be advanced in support
of imparting these teachings on the esoteric Yoga, it cannot be denied that
the earlier Vaisnava reformers have nowhere categorically stated about the
the indispensability of these teachings and the fundamental works of the
sect arc absolutely frce from the esoteric Yoga elements. Gupta-mani,
Amulyaratna, Gupta-sira and even Anadi-pitan are not recognised as
authoritative works by the principal Vaisnava sects of Assam.

General estimate: From the foregoing discussion, the most
important philosophical tendency that could be discerned in Assamese
Vaisnavism is its inclination towards Advaitism. Tt is true that here and
there contradictory statements suggesting dualistic tendency are also to be
found, but the predominence of monistic ideas cannot be denied. Accept-
ance of doctrine of Maya of Idealistic Monism, the recognition of the identity
of jiva with I¢vara, have unmistakably lent a monistic colouring to the
philosophical teachings of Assamese Vaisnavites. But it cannot be said that
the philosophy of the Vaisnavism of Assam is exactly identical with that of
Sankaracaryya and his followers.

In Sankardcaryya’s Advaitism where the Reality has been conceived
as transcendental indeterminate and impersonal one there is little scope for
devotion. 1I¢vara, again, according to the Advaitins is not the highest
Reality. Loving devotion or Bhakti is generally possible when the highest
Reality is conceived as a saguna one. Assamese Vaisnavas have enjoined
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the worship of or devotion to the personal and at the same time immanent
and transcendental God Narayana. Now, according to Advaitins God
is immanent and personal from the empirical stand-point ( vyavahdrika
drsti ) and He is an object of worship only from a lower stand-point. But
Sankaradeva and other Assamese Vaispavas have nowhere stated or sug-
gested that devotion to Narayana is only a step from which one can mount
up to the higher level at which the indeterminate and transcendental God
can be realised. Neither have they suggested anywhere in their writings
that the personal God Narayana is unreal in the ultimate analysis and He
is real only from the practical view-point. On the contrary, Nardyana has
been described as the Absolute God; He is real and eternal (nirya).
Worship of or devotion to Narayana has been prescribed at all stages of
the spiritual progress and no distinction has been made between vyava-
hirika and paramarthika view points. The real and eternal quality (nitvatva)
of the beatific form of Narayana has been stressed in several passages of the
writings of Assamesec Vaisnavites.

For example, in the Assamese version of Chapter IX of Book 11
of the Bhagavata-purana, Sankaradeva has suggested the eternalness
( nityatva) of the form of Narayana in a few verses which are said to have
becn spoken by the Lord to the creator, Brahma. He is said to have
remarked : “People remaining in constant touch with the association of
devotces should seek me through devotion and self-surrender ; the knowledge
of God would then be revealed to them. They should practise sravana and
kirtana constantly. The form (riipa) which 1 havc revealed to you today
is truly my real form.”®® The eternal quality of the form (vigraha) of
Nardyana has been further stressed in the Anadi-patan by Sankaradeva and
in the Assamese version of Book 1II of the Bhdgavate by Gopalacarana
Dvija. In the latter work, Brahma, the creator, in course of his prayer to
Narayana is stated to have said : “Some persons may declare that unquali-
fied Brahman alone is real and eternal. But in reply to their assertion I
can say that this blissful and beatific form in which You have appeared
before me and which You have assumed for the benefit of Your devotecs,
is not different from the Absolute Brahman ( &ta pare punu, Brahma ripa
yito, bhinna kari nahi kay). To this form of Thine all incarnations owe
their origin; °¢ By referring to a passage of the Bhagavata (Book VIII,
chapt. VI) Sankaradeva further tries to show in his Bhakti-ratnakara that
the form (akara) of Narayana is real (satya) and eternal (nitya). The
following extract from Bhakti-ratnakara deserves notice in this connection.

The gods headed by Brahma addressed Narayana thus : “This form
in which You have appeared before us, O Purusottama, is real and eternal.

55 $ankaradeva : Bhagavata, Book 1I, verse 653, p. 33.
56 Gopalacarana Dvija : Bhdgavata. Book TII, verses 894-96, p. 73f,
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There is no limitation to this form. Those who thrive for liberation by
resorting to the Vedic or tantric practices worship this form. It is the
best of Your forms and there is no other form higher than this. We the
gods form parts of Your World-form (visva-miirti) and the three worlds
exist in You. You are self-differentiated and there is no end or limitation to
Your person !°7 Instances can be multiplied, but the above extracts will
indicate the attitude of the Vaispavas towards the person of God.

It has been already stated that the Vaisnava writers have recognised
both the nirguna and the saguna characters of God, though they  have
recommended the latter aspect for the purpose of devotion. But how can
both the mirguna and the saguna aspects be real and eternal at the“%me
time ? From the logical point of view one must be taken as unreal ; or if
real, it is so only from an empirical stand-point. This inconsistency has
not been cxplained or removed. Moreover, in many a passage the person
(marti) of Narayana or Krsna has been described as lilg-vigraha ( sportive
form) and as mayvika (having the adjunct of maya). If it is considered
as the sportive form, then how can it be eternal and real from the para-
marthika or the ultimate view-point? These questions have not been
discussed or explained at all.

Some confusion could be noticed as regards their view of liberation
also. The Vaisnava writers have not only recognised jivan-mukti and
lina-mukti but also four other kinds of Mukti. On the other hand, Bhakti
has been exalted to a higher position than Mukti and have prescribed Bhakti
even after the stage of liberation. Because of the exalted position assigned
to Bhakti, it has been described as Parama-purusartha or the highest ideal.
But the question here naturally ariscs that if I$vara and the jiva arc identical
and if their apparent difference is conditional only, then where is the scops
for devotion when God and the soul become one entity? The term Bhakti
or devotion expresses a relation between two beings ; one superior and the
other inferior. But according to the non-dualistic view, the difference or
apparent duality ccases as soon as one attains liberation. If I$vara and
the jiva are regarded as identical and their difference as conditional only.
as stated by Sankaradeva and his followers, then the logical course would
have been for them to recognise jivan-mukti and lina-mukti only as the
Advaitins do. But the Assamese Vaisnavite writings have admitted also four
other types of videha-mukti, viz., salokya, samipya, sariipya and sarsfi.
These four types of Mukti are commended by Vaisnavas because they afford
opportunities for continuing the process of devotion even after the stage
of liberation is reached. Happiness and bliss connected with the process
of devotion and also arising out of the close proximity with the Lord are

87 §ankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnakara, verses 126-27, p. 32.
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absent in the case of liberation where complete absorption of the individual
soul in God takes place. When the jiva and I$vara arc considered com-
pletely identical and wundifferentiated in the liberated stage, the above four
types of liberation, where some sort of dualism exists, become incompatible
with strict Monism and consequently they cannot be called real and final
forms of liberation. There cannot be any scope for devotion in the final
liberation where complete merger of the soul in God takes place. It may
be possible in the jivan-mukta stage when the liberated being, for the sheer
love of devotion, may go on with the process of devotion by making an
imaginary distinction between himself and God. But so far as the Vaisnava
writers of Assam are concerned they have not made any attcmpt to justify
or explain these discrepancies. The possibility of continuing the process of
devotion or scrvice to God after the stage of liberation is reached, does not
appear to be feasible ; it rather appears incompatible with strict Advaitism.

The above discussion is enough to show that the Vaisnavas of Assam
did not develop a consistent philosophy, though the inclination towards
Advaitism is morc prominent as that of the Bhagavata-purang which
undoubtedly exercised the greatest influence in shaping its faith and teachings.
As regards the prominence of monistic views in the Bhdgavata-purdna, Dr.
S. N. Dasgupta writes : “It may gencrally appear rather surprising to find
such extreme Idealistic Monism in the Bhdgavata, but there are numerous
passages which show that an extreme form of monism recurs now and then
as onc of the principal lines of thought.”’® The same eminent authority
on Indian Philosophy writes in another place : “The emphasis on the illu-
sory character of the world is very much stronger in the passages that are
found in the Bhagavata, Book XI, than in passages that dcal with Kapila’s
philosophy of Samkhya ; and though the two treatments may not be inter-
preted as radically different, yet the monistic tendency which regards all
worldly experiences as illusory, is so remarkably stressed that it very nearly
destroys the realistic note which is the spccial feature of the Samkhya
school of thought !°* Mr, B. Upadhyiya in his work on Indian philosophy
also categorically speaks of the predominence of the Advaita view on the
Bhagavata-purana.®®

The influence of $ridhara Svami’s commentary, lends further weight
to the monistic tendency inherent in the Bhagavata-purana. Sridhara is
generally believed to have belonged to the Advaita school of thought and
hence it is no wonder that his commentary Bhavartha-dipikd, would inter-
pret the Bhagavata from the Advaitin’s point of view. Regarding Sridhara
Svami’s view, Dr. S. K. Dey writes : “About the time of Sridhara there must

58 8. N. Dasgupta : History of Indian Philosophy, vol. V. p. 33.
59S. N. Dasgupta : Ibid, p. 33.

59B. Upadhyaya : Bharatiya Darsana, p. 476.
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have grown a tendency of tempering the severe monistic idealism of the
Advaita school with devotional worship of a personal God. Sridhara appears
to have given a definite expression to this tendency in his well-known
commentaries on the Bhagavata, the Gita and the Visnu-purana in which
he acknowledges Sankara’s teachings as authoritative but considers Bhakti
as the best means of Advaita-mukti.”®® All the Assamese translators of
the Blidgavata, the Gita and the Visnu-purana have acknowledged the help
received from the commentaries of Sridhara Svami.

The Bhagavata-purdna which exercises a unique influence, over the
Vaisnavas of Assam, has certain philosophical ambiguitics and \inconsis-
tencies ; that is why Dr. Dasgupta writes : “The position of God\and His
relation to the world is somewhat ambiguous in the th’zgavata—pﬁrﬁna.”“
The sectarian commentators and interpreters have tried to remove those
ambiguities in the light of their own sectarian beliefs. Vaisnavism of
Assam has no such sectarian commentators or commentaries of its own and
therefore, holds S$ridhara’s commentaries as authoritative ones. But in
spite of Sridhara as their guide there are certain inconsistencies and gaps
in their philosophical teachings. This may be attributed mainly to the
popular nature of their writings. They did not compose or translate with
a view to formulating a speculative system and their writings which have
incorporated certain philosophical teachings were mainly intended for the
mass. Thercfore. abstruse philosophical discussions of Sridhara have been
left out. Mere summaries of the original chapters of the Bhagavata in the
light of $ridhara Svami’s commentary have been given in the Assamese
versions. The philosophical or technical arguments and discussions of
§ridhara have been either summarised or partially left out. For example,
the highly philosophical benedictory verse (mangalacarana) of Book 1 of
the Bhagavata, which has bcen elaborately commented upon by Sridhara
from the monistic stand-point, has been totally omitted by Sankaradeva in
his rendering. He has substituted it by a simple salutation to Vispu. More-
over, though Sankaradeva and his followers have followed Sridhara’s com-
mentory in a general way, they have not always accepted it in toto. Where
§ridhara’s commentary appears to them in. direct conflict with their
Ekasarana-dharma, they have not hesitated to deviate from Sridhara’s views.
This popular trait of their writings, therefore, is responsible for the lack of a
systcmatic philosophy of the sect.

(B) RELIGIOUS

Bhakti : Tt is unnecessary and also beyond the scope of this work
to go into the origin and history of the Bhakti movement in India. It will

60§, K. Dey : Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Bengal, p. 14.
61§, N. Dasgupta ; History of Indian Philosophy, vol. 1V, p. VIII,
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be sufficient here to state that like all other medieval Vaisnava schools of
India, the neo-Vaisnavite movement in Assam is also essentially and pri-
marily based upon Bhakti. In the Sandilya-sitra, Bhakti is defined as the
highest attachment ( paranurakti) and in the Naradiya Bhakti-siitra it is
said to be a mental state of the highest love and bliss ( paramapremaripd,
amrtarupaca ).** But Assamese Vaisnava scriptures have not quoted any-
where the above works; rather they have frequently quoted from the
Bhagavata, the Guta and other Vaisnava Purdnas to define the nature of
Bhakti. The absolute self-surrender to God and a feeling of joy angd happi-
ness in serving or worshipping Him, are the two main characteristics of
Bhakti. It is based on faith and not on dialectics. Vaisnavas in Assam, like
their brothers-in-faith of other provinces, regard Bhakti as both means and
end of human exisience. The supcriorty and efficacy of Bhakti over all other
modes of worship have been repeated in various devotional and religious
works of the sect. In fact, all the religious compendiums of the sect, and
they are quite large a number, exclusively deal with the various aspects of
Bhakti. Besides the celebrated Bhakti-ratnavali of Visnupuri, there are
Bhakti-ratnakara and Bhakti-pradipa of Sankaradeva, Nama-ghosa of
Madhavadeva, Bhakti-viveka and Sarana-sarmhita of Bhattadeva, Ghosa-
ratna of Gopala Misra, Bhakti-premavali of Narottama Thakur, Bhakti-
ratna of Ramacarana Thakur and many others. All these works are unani-
mous in holding that in Kali age there is no better mode of worship tham
Bhakti, in as much as God can be casily pleased by Bhakti alone. Further,
it is easy to practise and accessible to all irrespective of caste and creed, the
high and the low.®® The other two paths of religion viz., of knowledge and
action or rituals are regarded as inferior to the path of dcvotion and not
suitable for all classes of people in Kali-age.®* Meditation (dhyana) in
the Satya-yuga, sacrifices ( yujAia) in Tretd-yuga, ritualistic worship (Paja)
in Dvapara and Bhakti in Kali, are the most appropriatc ways of seeking
God. Bhakti is the yuga-dharma i.e. the suitable religion in Kali-yuga and
no other path is as efficacious as it is.*

That the Vaisnava reformers regard Bhakti as the summum-bonum of
life and even superior to Mukti, needs no further elaboration here. In fact.
Bhakti is conceived as “be all and end all” of life. Their attitude towards
Bhakti is amply illustrated in the following lines of Safikaradeva :—“Bhakti
is mother, father, friend, brother, relation, and the highest treasure of life.

62 R, M. Nath (edted) : Narada-Bhakti-siitra 2/3, Sandilya-siitra 1]2.

63 §arikaradeva : Kirtana, section VII, verse 381, p. 96.

61 §afikaradeva : Bhakti-ratn@kara, verse 509 ; Bhdgavata, Book 1 verse 41;
Book VI, verse 77-81 (quoted by K. Medh in Sarkaradevar
Vani)

65 Sankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnakara, verses 714-62, p. 117;
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Bhakti is the movement (gati), the desire (mari) and the guiding force
of life. It is the highest desire and wealth (vitta) and the germ of libera-
tion ; it is the solace of life, the vital breath of the body as it were. There
fs no other way of life save and except Bhakti in this world and the next.”%¢
Bhakti, jigna and karma : However efficacious the ways of jiina and
karma might have been in the past, they are superseded now and are worth-
less as compared to Bhakti. -Without an admixture of Bhakti none of them
can lead to salvation, while Bhakti alone is sufficient to beget liberation.
Knowledge without Bhakti is futile ; the process of seeking God by the path
of knowledge is compared to the husking seedless paddy.” On the other
hand, knowledge is inherent in the process of devotion ; it comes ek?ily to a
person who is deeply devoted ta the Lord. “The Vedas say that khowledge
begets liberation. But know it for certain that knowledge so highly spoken
of in the Vedas, is inherent in Bhakti. Knowledge comes automatically in
the course of devotion. People uselessly mortify themselves by practising
Yoga.”—so says Sankaradeva. Gopalacarana Dvija, in the Assamese version
of Book III of the Bhagavata, admits the necessity of knowledge for
liberation ; but according to him, knowledge comes as a matter of course
in the process of devotion and no separate effort is necessary for it.
Madhavadeva says that atma-bodha (self-knowledge) comes through the
grace of God.*® One need not be a good scholar to be a devotee of God.
There are several incidents narrated in the medieval biographies where
Sankaradeva is depicted to have rebuked persons adopting the path of
knowledge, i.e. sanyasa. The necessity of knowledge for self-realisation or
liberation is not altogether ruled out of their religious path. Knowledge is
essential in the process of devine realisation, but a separate effort is unneces-
sary for it ; it comes automatically after a certain stage of Bhakti is reached.
Their objection was not against knowledge itself but against the path of
knowledge or renunciation, i.e. sanyasa. The true liberation in the opinion
of the Vaisnavas is not the attainment of or absorption in attributeless
Brahman, but the eternal contiguity and the devotional service of God by
means of Bhakti. The path of attaining attributeless Brahman by meditation
(dhyana) or Yoga is beset with many difficulties and even when it is
attained, it deprives the seeker of the divine joy and pleasure inherent in
Bhakti. The vision of the beatific aspect of God is denied to him. Simi-
larily Vaignava reformers are not against karma-in general, but against

66 Sankaradeva : Bhagavata, Book X, verse 10864, p. 866.
67 Sankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnikara, verses 903-4, p. 202
Kirtana, section X, verses 745-46.
68 Sankaradeva : Bhdgavata, Book XI, verse 19322, p. 1377.
Gopalacarana Dvija : Bhagavata, Book III, verse 1729, Madhavadeva
Namaghosd, verse 617.
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particular types of action. Their attitude towards all action is on the line
of the Gira which exalts desireless action performed in the name of God.
Of the three types of ceremonial work nitya, naimittika and kamya, they
are deadly against the last type of work' where selfish motive to gain worldly
pleasure or the attainment of heaven predominates. The other two types
of work viz., the nitya and the naimittika have been prescribed till a
certain stage of the development of Bhakti is reached. But all works, daily
and occasional, must be productive of Bhakti.® In the initial stage, a
devotee should not give up daily and occasional works prescribed by the
smytis, but those should be performed as steps to the higher end of the
Visnu-bhakti.”® Bhattadeva in his celebrated Bhakti-viveka says that a
person cannot escape from performing nityae and naimittika duties but he
should not indulge in the kamya-karma.™

But in performing the above duties everything should be offered in
the name of Visnu. Those who do the above duties without the basic
obligation of the devotion to Hari are barbarous ( pasanda) no doubt.™

As regards the kamya-karma, the Vaisnava reformers hold the view
that it should be avoided altogether. But those who are not capable of
performing desireless action based on pure Bhakti, they may start with
sakama, or kamya karma.™® Bui this should be entirely confined to the
preliminary stage and should not be practised for an indefinite length. When
a devotee rises above wordly attachment and fully merges himself in the
devotion of Hari, he is required to perform neither the nitya and naimittaka
works nor Pafica-jujfia. When Bhakti is fully attained, all those duties
become redundant.”*

Types of Bhakti : According to devotional scriptures, Bhakti is
primarily of two types (1) sakdma ( having desire for fruit) and (2) niskama
(desireless ). It is the latter type that has been highly extolled and discussed
in all devotional works in Assamese. The Bhakti-viveka and the Ghosa-
ratna have again classified Bhakti as phalariipa (fruit) and sadhanariipa
(means). In the case of the former, Bhakti no longer serves as the means
of realising God, it is practised for the sake of its inherent pleasure. At
this stage a devotee cven rejects with scorn the highest position in heaven.”

69 Sankaradeva : Bhahti-ramnakar, verse 961, p. 216; Bhagavata Book X,
Bhattadeva : Bhakti-viveka XIV 646.

70 Madhavadeva : Namaghosd, verse 597.

71 Bhattadeva : Bhakti-viveka 111/163.

72 Bhattadeva  Ibid, XIV/645.

73 Bhattadeva  Ibid, 111/127; Safikaradeva  Nimi-Navasidhha-samvada, verses
211-217, p. 46f.

74 Sanikaradeva  Nimi-Navasiddha-sarivada, verses 395-398, p. 86.

75 Bhattadeva Bhakti-viveka, X1/530, XII/554, XIV/632; Gopal Miéra
Ghosa-ratna. pp. 126-140,
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Niskama-bhakti has again been classified into several types in the
devotional scriptures in Assamese. The Satvata-tantra which is considered
one of the authoritative work and which has no less than three Assamese
versions written in the seventeenth century, classifies Bhakti into (i) Bhaga-
vafi (ii) Nirguna and (iii) Premamayi. Bhakti-ratnakara classifies Bhakti
into four types, viz., (i) Saprema, (ii) Nirgund, (iii) Antaranga, (iv) Uttama.
Guruarita by Ramdnanda Dvija has discussed four types of Bhakti; they
arc (i) Nirguna, (ii) Bhdgavati, (iii) Antaranga, (iv) Kevald. Reference to all
these types of Bhakti are also found in Kathg-gurucarita and some other
biographies of the Vaisnava saints. But excepting the characteristics given
in Satvata-tantra, no other work mentioned above has given clear aid demar-
cating characteristics of the different types of Bhakti enumerated above
and, thercfore, we do not get a clear idca of the different types. But Satvata-
tantra makes a clear distinction between the three types of Bhakti by defining
that knowledge (jiana), activity (karma) ie., services pleasing to God
and sports ( fila) of God are the basis of Nirgund, Bhagavati and Premamayi
Bhakti respectively. The first is meditative in nature, based as it is on
knowlcdge ( jAana-pradhana ), the second is characterised by activity ( karma-
pradhana), such as, going on a pilgrimage, and worshipping of image, etc.,
and thc third is passionate in nature (prema-pradhgna).”® The main
characteristics as found in different works are noted below.

(1) Nirguna: According to Satvata-tantra it is based on knowledge.
Indifference to worldly pursuits and belief in the immanence of God are
its main characteristics. Blakti-ratnakara defines it as that type of Bhakti
whereby a devotee giving up all kinds of activity revels only in desireless
adoration of Krsna, and Guru-carita by Ramananda Dvija says that the
mental worship ( manasa pizja) of Krsna constitutes the main characteristic
of Nirguna. The common feature of the definitions of the thrce works is
the ccssation from outward ceremonial activities and intensification of mental
devotion. Sukadeva, son of Vyasa, is the model devotee of this type of
Bhakti.

(2) Premamayi or Saprema: Satvata-tantra and Bhakti-ratnakara
are in accord in regard to this type of Bhakti. It is passionate in nature.
Devotees drinking deep in the lake of the divine sports of God, sometimes
laugh, sometimes cry and sometimes roll on the ground, and thus completely
identify themselves with sports (lila) of the Lord. Milkmaids of Vrndavana
are the model devotees practising this type of Bhakti.

(3) Bhagavati: Satvata-tantra and Guru-carita have dealt with this
type of Bhakti and Bhakti-ratnakara, in course of its discussion on Uttamad-
bhakti, refers to it also. It is defined as that type of Bhakti where the motor-

70 Bhagavata Misra : Sarvaifa-tantra, chap. 1V,
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organs .( karmendriya) and sense organs (jAdnendriya) naturally operate
and take delight in the services of Visnu. It consists of desireless devotional
services to the Lord. Setting out on pilgrimage, worshipping of idol or
image of the diety, washing or cleaning of shrines of Visnu and such acti-
vitics pleasing to the Lord mark Bhagavafi-bhakiti.

(4) Antarangd : Bhakti-ratnakara and Guru-carita have recorded it.
while Satvata-tantra makes no mention of it. It is also referred to in Kathi-
gurucarita. Antaranga-bhakti consists in perceiving the immanence of
God in all animate and inanimate objects and devotees, accordingly, not only
develop respects for all objects but consider them as their own selves. The
Guru-carita makes a subtle distinction between Nirguna and Antaranga and
says that devotees taking delight in Anaranga-bhakti feel the presence of
God in everything ( Pantheism ), while those of Nirguna-bhakti see the world
in God’™ ( Panentheism ).

(5) Kevald : Kevala-bhakti means an exclusive and single-minded
devotion to God. But it has been defined by Ramananda as Bhakti practised
and developed through holy association (sat-sanga) under the guidance of
a Guru. A devotee adhering to this type of Bhakti regards his Guru as
the image of God and services to holy persons as an essential part of devo-
tion. Services rendered to Guru and holy persons are considered services
rendered to God. Tt is called Kevala (exclusive) in the sense that it does not
admit any other way than the one pointed out by Guru and practised and
developed in the company of holy association. When Bhakti is practised
for the sake of Bhakti alone and not for any other sake, and not even for
liberation, it is called Uttama. It is independent of all injunctions of $astras.

It is evident from the characteristics mentioned above that the classi-
fication is not based on any scientific differentiation of the salient features
of Bhakti. The classification is made on a superficial basis. For instance,
the guruvada and sarsanga which have been considered essential conditions
of Kevala-bhakti, are not unnecessary in other types of Bhakti also, though
the emphasis on them may be a bit lesser. Similarly, the feeling that God
exists everywhere is not peculiar to Antaranga-bhakti alone. In fact, it
should be equally present in all forms of Bhakti. This much, however, can
be said that the classification is done according to the cmphasis laid on
one or the other of the several elements of Bhakti. The above classification
is not actually carried into practise. In practice, the Vaisnavism of Assam

'Ramananda Dvija  Guru-carita, p. 122.
“antaryamiripe Hari savate achanta
antaranga-bhakti kara lokara asaya
samaste jagata ito ache Lvarata
nirguna-bhakari karantara hena mata”



54 THE NEO-VAISNAVITE MOVEMENT & THE SATRA INSTITUTION OF ASSAM

presents a blending of the different types of which those of Sapremd and
Bhagavafi predominate.

Elements of Bhakti: Types of Bhakti mentioned above can be
practised through one or more of the nine ways of devotion (navadhi-
bhakti). They are (i) Sravana or the act of listening to the accounts of the
form, sports and names of the Lord from the lips of a confirmed devotee,
(ii) kirtana or the act of chanting prayers (iii) smarana or the act of remem-
bering the form ( riipa ), sports ( /ila) and names (nama) of Visnu, (iv) pada-
savana or the act of serving the feet of the Lord by various devotional ways,
(v) arccana, or the rite of ceremonial or non-ceremonial worship, (vi) vandana
or the act of homage to the Lord by salutation and prostration. ,

The next three elements cannot strictly be called mode or whys of
Bhakti, rather they indicate the nature of the devotional relationship between
the worshipper and the worshipped, or the attitude with which a devotee
looks upon or serves the Lord. (vii) Ddsya consists in worshipping or
scrving the Lord with the attitude of a faithful and self-surrendering servant.
(viii) sakhya is based on the sense of friendship between the worshipper and
the worshipped and lastly, (ix) atmanivedana or the complete self-surrender
which consists of the feeling that one’s body, mind, senses and the soul are
intended for the Bhagavat.

Now, the Assamesc Vaisnavas look upon God with the attitude of
a faithful and loving servant ; in other words, the relation between the wor-
shipper and the worshipped, as assumed by them, is that of the master and
the servant. Taking into account the relation between the Jiva and I$vara
as the creator and the created and limitations under which the jiva operates,
they are of opinion that the dasya-bhava or the attitude of a faithful and
loving servant towards his master is the most proper attitude with which
the Lord should be served. In the ultimate stage the jiva may partake of
the nature of the Lord, but as long as the jiva forms a part of the creation,
whether illusory or real, he is preserved and sustained by God. As such,
the position of God is that of a master. Thercfore, He should be worshipped
or adored as the Lord. In fact all the Vaisnava writers of Assam beginning
with Sankaradeva have expressed this attitude by describing themselves as
the servant of Krsna ( Krsnara kinkara). They have even described them-
selves in many places as the scrvant of the servant of Krsna.™

The school of Assamese Vaisnavism has preferred and adopted
gravana and kirtana as practical modes (sadhana) of their devotional

78 Sanikaradeva : Nimi-Navasiddha-samvada, verse 309,

“tomar bhrtyara bhrtyara bhrtyara
tara bhrtya bhalo ami
moka Jaganndth nakard anath

neriba Madhava svami.”
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practices. These are said to be the most powerful means of affecting a
devotional attitude and not subject to restriction of time, place and person.
‘They are the only efficacious methods which should be universally adopted
in the present era of Kali.”® Importance of arccana, vandana, padasevana,
etc., has not been minimised but it is stated that these are more suitable for
the ritualistic type of devotion where an image of the deity is present, or
when the devotion is of the sadhya type, i.e. when the devotec enjoys the
presence of the Lord constantly.

Sravana is considered to be the root of Bhakti. The act of listening
to the description of the form, sports and names of Krsna-Visnu from the
lips of holy persons is considered to be the primary and the most important,
duty of a man striving to proceed on the path of devotion. The following
lines from Bhakti-ratnavali by Madhavadeva clearly bring out the above
view held by Vaisnavas.

“Listen, friends, to the considerate words of mine. Know it for
certain that sravana is the root of devotion to God. One who listens to
Hari-katha from the lips of holy persons, comes to know the real purport
of devotion at the end. All doubts are set at rest whoever listens to devo-
tional discourses of a holy man and consequently his passion for the service
of God increases. Realising it, hear Harikatha from the lips of saints and
utter the names of Rama which will easily beget liberation for you.”®®

Sravana thus creates an interest in Hari-katha which naturally leads
one to chant the names and attributes of Krsna. This act of chanting the
names of God called—kirtana has been classified into four types, viz., (i) reci-
tation of verses in praise of the deity, (i) muttering of names of the deity,
(iii) reading or reciting stories about the deity, (iv) singing of songs. It may
again be vacika (uttered audibly ), upamsu ( muttcred in a low voice) and
mianasa ( mental recitation ).®!

According to the Vaisnavite scriptures one who recites, utters and
chants the names of Krsna derives seven kinds of merit immediately ; (i) his
sins are destroyed, (i) merits accrue, (iii) creates indifference to worldy
pleasures, (iv) develops devotion towards Krsna, (v) begets knowledge,
(vi) destroys Maya and finally (vii) the difference between the devotee and
the Lord is obliterated.®* Sankaradeva devotes an entire section of his

79 §ankaradeva : Bhdgavata, Book 1, verse 38.
“yadyapi bhakati navavidha Madhavar
sravana-kirtana 1dte maha sresthatar’

80 Madhavadeva : Bhakti-ratndvali, verse 465-67.

81 Bhattadeva : Bhakti-viveka, chapt. 1X; Sarana-sarirgraha, 5/27
Japastu trividhah prokto vacikopdarisumanasah 1
japesvetesu ' viprendra purvat purvataro varah il

82 Sankaradeva : Kirtana, section II, p. 15§,
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Kirtana to the glorification and efficacy of reciting or chanting the names
of Hari. In fact, the vast Vaisnavite literature, consisting of songs, plays and
verses, was composed solely for the purpose of sravang and kirtana. Next
in importance to §ravana and kirtana is smarana which consists in remem-
bering God’s form, sports and names. But the rest viz, arccana, vandana
etc., have not been so highly extolled or recommended.

Attainment of Bhakti: Though it has been said that Bhakti is
nirapeksa and thercfore, does not require any help or guide for its practice
or attainment, yet the necessity of creating a proper devotional atmosphere
has been specially recommended. In spite of the existence of a devotional
propensity in a man, worldly pleasurcs and attractions may lead him astray
and devotional tendency may not develop with sufficient intensity unless
properly trained and guided. As a sure evoker of devotional passion, con-
tacts with saints and guidance of a Guru have been prescribed. The
association of saints provides an atmospherc surcharged with spirituality
and devotion. The Vaisnava writers have devoted enough space 1o eulo-
gise the efficacy of sat-sanga. Even a moment spent in the association of
devotees is worth more than a long stay in heaven. “Devas and tirthas can
purify after a long time, whercas thc very sight of a saint purges one of
all sin.”®? It is ncedless to repeat here separately the qualities of a true
saint or devotee enumerated in different devotional treatises. The principal
common qualities are, that a bhakta must conquer his gross nature and
acquire an equipoise of mind, the harmony of which will not be easily dis-
turbed. He is not swayed in any way by worldly desires. Hc has risen
above the bickerings of mine and thine : praise and slander are one to him.
He is not overjoyed at one and displeased at the other. Above all, he is
deeply attached to Krsna.*!

But all these qualities may not be equally present in all types of
devotees. Therefore, devotecs have been classified into three types, viz.
(1) uttama (bst), (2) madhvama ( middling), (3) prakrita (ordinary). The
best devotee possesses the above qualities to a maximum degree, the ordi-
nary devotec in a minimum degree. In between the two stands the middling.
According to Bhakti-ratnakara and Satvata-tantra, the best devotees are
those who perceive all beings as their own selves and as manifestations of
God. The second type of devotees are those who have love for God, friend-
ship for his devotees, mercy for the ignorant and indifference in reference to
cnemies. The third type of devotees are those who worship the image of
God with devotion but have no special feeling for the devotees of God and

83 Sankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnakara, verses 78-79, Bhattadeva :
Bhakti-viveka, chapt. VI/416-417.
84 §ankaradeva : Bhakti-ratndkara, chap. XVII, verses 558-98.
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other persons.®® But an ordinary devotee can rise gradually to the height
of the uttama-bhakta with the help of holy association and Guru.

But Bhakti does not only need to be awakened and sharpened, it
must at the same time be sustained and trained. An aspirant may cons-
tantly be in touch with holy association and that will no doubt help him
considerably in understanding the nature of Bhakti, but he must permanently
attach himself to one principal saint, who will be his philosopher and guide,
or in other words, he will act as the Guru. The life of Bhakti without a
spiritual guide is often compared to a boat plying in the ocean without a
helmsman ( karnadhdra). An aspirant should carcfully select his Guru,
otherwise he may fall into the trap of a hypocrite. The Guru must possess
all the qualities of a saintly devotee mentioned above, and in addition be able
to evoke a sense of faith and confidence in the mind of the novice, so that
the novice may be able to follow the path indicated by him without any
diffidence. He must be able to interpret and explain properly. Once the
proper Guru is selected, the disciple must pay full allegiance to him and
he is to offer all that is his at the feet of the Guru and serve him with his
body and mind.®®* From the novice’s point of view the Guru is as great
as the Lord Himself, for, it is by the grace of the Guru that the disciple
comes to know and realise the Lord.’” Thus, by the guidance of the Guru
and the help derived from the holy-association Bhakti can be casily attained.
The Guru, the holy-association (sat-sanga), the names ( ndma) of the Lord
and God Himself (deva), thesc constitute the four fundamental elements
(cari-vastu’y of Assamese Vaisnavism. But these four elements are organi-
cally connected and are nothing but four aspects of thc same composite
doctrine,

Sin against Bhakti : The infringement of a certain set of rules and
regulations prescribed for devotees, or indulgence in taboos which are consi-
dered impediments on the path of devotion is regarded as a sin ( aparadha)
against Bhakti. The sin or transgression against Bhakti is generally of four
kinds, viz., against (i) Nama, (i) Deva, (iii) Guru and (iv) Bhakta. In
dealing with each of the above fundamentals, devotees are required to
observe certain rules and to abstain from doing certain prohibited deeds.
If anybody unconsciously commits any of the prohibited actions, he should
go through a process of expiation prescribed in sastras according to the
nature of the action.

85 §afikaradeva : Ibid, verses 556-638, pp. 129-143; & Bhagavata Miéra :
Satvata-tantra, p. 38f.
86 Sankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnikara, verses 10-13;
87 Madhavadeva : Namaghosa. verse 680. )
Hari yena ati krpamaya, bhakta gurujano sehinaya 1
duyojana eka mdatra Sarirata bhinna 1



58 THE NEO-VAISNAVITE MOVEMENT & THE SATRA INSTITUTION OF ASSAM

The details of differcnt varieties of sin enumerated in Satvata-tantra
and Kirtana are noted below.

(1) Sin against Nama: Ten varieties of sin have been enumerated in
Kirtana. They are : (i) speaking ill of devotees and of (ii) the Vedas, (iii) dis-
crimination between Hari and Hara, (iv) doubting the value and efficacy of
nama, (v) assignment of equal status to other dharmas with nama, (vi) belit-
tling nama, (vii) favouring one with nama who has no faith and respect for
it, (viii) showing arrogance and pride in bestowing nama to seekers,
(ix) neglecting the words of the spiritual guide, (x) showing apathy and
negligence while others sing or utter nama. Sins for committing the above
transgressions can be expiated by remembering or muttering the sacred
names for hundred times.*® L

(I1) Sin against Deva: It is of thirtytwo kinds and almost all of
them arc connected with the worship of image of the deity. They are (i) to
touch or worship the image of Krsna without taking bath, (ii) to touch or
worship the image within the period of impurity ( aSauca ), (iil) entering into
the shrine in an impure condition and (iv) sipping padodaka in an impure
state (v) to worship without playing suitable musical instrument such as
cymbal, gong or bell, (vi) to worship the deity sitting oneself on a high
stool or a seat, (vii) to offer sandle paste to the deity in the month of
Pausa (November-December ), (viii) to refrain from offering sandle-paste
in summer, (ix) to show one’s back to the deity while worshipping, (x) to
move about in the front of the image, (xi) to fan the image in the winter
season, (xii) to place the articles to be used in worship on the ground, (xiii) to
cook and (xiv) to eat meal within the shrine, (xv) to consider the articles
offered to the deity as of no value, (xvi) to give equal status to other deities
with Krsna, (xvii) to worship Krsna after having worshipped other gods i.e.,
to give priority to other deities, (xviii) to consider image of the deity as a
mere log of wood or a lump of clay, (xix) to step into the shrine by raising
the left foot first, (xx) to worship with wet or decayed flowers, (xxii) to wor-
ship image of the deity without placing it on an appropriate seat, (xxiii) to
enter into a shrine or move about within it riding on a horse back or a
litter, (xxiv) to hold anything with teeth or chew it within the shrine, (xxv) to
cut joke or make a fun within the shrine, (xxvi) to speak ill of the prayer
or worship of the deity, (xxvii) to wash impure things within the shrine,
(xxviii) to enter into the shrine after touching a woman during her monthly
course, (xxix) to insult a devotee or a saint within the shrine, (xxx) to con-
sider the salagrama form of Visnu as a mere stone, (xxxi) to worship image
of the deity without scent or incense, (xxxii) to desist from performing homa

to the adorable deity.

8% §ankaradeva : Kirtana, section II, verses 49-72; Bhigavata Misra : Satvaia-
tantra, verses 253-54, p. 58. .
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If any devotee unconsciously commits any of the above offences he
should go round the image of the deity a hundred times and finally pros-
trate himself before the image asking forgiveness.®”

(III) Sin against Guru: Five kinds of sin against the Guru have been
recorded. (i} He should not indulge himself in speaking ill of the Guru : it
.is a sin to do so. (ii) He should not listen to any disparaging remark against
the Guru. (iii) He should not indulge himself in speaking ill of the Guru : if
he does so it is considered a sin. (iv) To consider the Guru as an ordinarv
person is a sin. (v) A disciple should not transgress upon or violate the
command of the Guru.

A disciple committing any of the above should try to expiate himself
by serving the Guru and saints with sincere repentance for his misdecd.”®

(IV) Sin against Bhakta: Sin against devotee is considered to be
of more serious nature than any of the above three types of sin. Sin against
devotec has been classified into three kinds, viz., (i) to grab or forcibly
appropriate belongings of a devotee, (i) to abuse or insult an uttama-bhakta,
(iii) to assault an ordinary (samanya) devotee.

No remedy or expiation has been suggested. But a person can redeem
himself by propitiating the person he had wronged. If by serving the
devotce he had wronged he can obtain forgivencss, he is absolved from
the sin.”?

In the case of sub-sects which do not practise or look with favour the
practice of image worship, various sins enumerated in the second category
arc not applicable. Thosc are mainly connected with image worship.

(C) ETHICAL

Ethical : The ethical ideal is determined in accordance with what is
taken as the highest good of the human existence. Of the four fundamental
ideals of the human existence, the fourth ideal, viz., libcration from the
bondage of the world, is considered to be the highest, and one should so
conduct oneself in this world, as would enable one to attain that ideal.
Now, acccording to the Vaignavites, God is the embodiment of perfection
and liberation is dependent on the attainment of the knowledge of God.
Assamese Vaisnavites have advocated that the highest religion is the religion
of loving devotion to Krsna and therefore the highest good ( pard-gati) can

89 Bhagavata Mira : Satvata-iantra, verses 264-69, pp. 60-61.

" 90 Bhigavata Miéra : Ibid, p. 65; T. N. Goswami : Bhakti-tattvadarpan, pp.

6-27. .
91 Bhagavata Mifra : Satvata-tantra, p. 68; T. N. Goswami : Bhaksi-tattva-

darpana, p. 127.
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be attained by surrendering oneself at the feet of the Lord and by leading
the life of a true Vaisnava. The grace of God can be had only by devotion
and self-surrender which ultimately begets knowledge. In the second Book
of the Bhagavata Sankaradeva writes : “There is no dharma save and
except the service of Krsna; devotion to Krsna alone begets knowledge.
Without His grace nothing can be achieved, even Brahma, the creator could
achieve sclf-realisation or knowledge by the grace of Krsna. That indivi-
dual effort bereft of God’s grace is of no avail is best illustrated in the case
of Brahma the creator, who having born of the naval of Narayana tried to
probe into the mystery of his origin by delving deep into the cosmic body
of the Lord, but had to come out ultimately being baffled in his attempt He
tried his best to have the knowledge of God and of his own self but failed.
At long last, realising the utter futility of such an attempt he resorted to
devotional meditaion lasting for a thousand years. God being pleased with
his devotion endowed him with divine vision which not only enabled him
to see the beatific form of the Lord but also helped him to realise the true
knowledge of God.”? Madhavadeva similarly stresses the necessity of divine
grace in his Nama-ghosa where he states that a devotee of Bhagavat achieves
self-realisation or knowledge ( atma-bodha ) by the grace of Madhava only."?
But the belief in the theory of grace has neither encourageed them to postu-
late that individual effort for the attainment of the highest good as unneces-
sary, nor the indiscriminate showering of mercy by God on all alike without
any consideration of good or bad deeds. 1In Bhakti-ratnakara, it is stated
that God favours those who practise devotion in the association of devotees.
Indifference to worldly pleasures and knowledge of God then comes to them,
which in turn begets liberation. But until and unless God favours them
with His grace they cannot expect to attain knowledge.”* Till this stage
is reached, a man should perform such duties as are not in conflict with the
path of devotion.

In Book X of the Bhagavata, Sankaradeva writes: “Creatures take
their birth and are subjecied to pleasure, pain, affliction and fears owing to
karma. On the other hand man can not avoid karma. Life cannot be one
of inaction ; it may either be of good or bad action. Pegople enjoy or suffer
as inevitable consequences of their deeds.””® The above passage and many
other similar passages bring out prominently their belief in the well-known
doctrine of karma. )

Of the three types of karma, viz., prarabdha, arabdha and anarabdha,
the consequences of the first type of action is inevitable. But people can

92 Sanikaradeva : Bhdgavaia, Book 1II.

93 Madhavadeva : Namaghosa, Verse. 617, p. 126.

94 Sankaradeva : Bhakti-ratndkara, verses 1040-42, p. 231,
95 §ankaradeva : Bhdgavata, Book X, verses 1006-1007, p.
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destroy the impressions of the other two types of karmas by their conducts
in this life. With the attainment of knowledge the seeds of consequences of
arabdha and anarabdha karmas are destroyed. The Vaisnavite writings have
uniformly asserted that by absolute self-surrender to God and by performing
all actions in the name of God one can easily overcome the consequences
of arabdha and anarabdha karmas. Any action that is not done in the name
of God or dedicated to Him, binds the doer to the fetters of the world.
Even religious actions done with the selfish motive of gaining worldly
plcasures or cven heaven are causes of re-birth and death and hence they
should be avoided.”®

But the mood of complete detachment ( vairagya) or indifference to
worldly pursuits which is considered an indispensable factor of liberation
does not come so easily. It can be acquired slowly but steadily by devotces
of Krsna through a gradual process of detachment. The last stage of
vairagya is reached when both mind and body forsake their attachment to
worldly pleasures and pursuits. This last stage is the ideal one according
to ethico-religious teachings of Vaisnavas.”” When this ideal stage of devo-
tion is reached, the grace of God automatically comes to a devotee and
consequently he is released from the bondage of the world. In the final
stage. ordinary ethical laws of good and bad conduct cease to operate on
him. But till the final and ideal stage is reached, a devotee should scrupu-
lously observe prescriptions and injunctions of the sastras. Defiance or
transgression of those sastric codes is adharma or sin. This gradual process
of spiritual elevation towards the attainment of the ideal Bhakti, has been
termed as Pippaldyana-bhakti in, Katha-guru-carita, because it was advocated
by Pippaliyana, one of the nine siddhas who gave devotional instructions
to king Nimi.”®

The belief in the doctrine of karma did not seem to have encouraged
the Vaisnavites to have a thoughtless fatalistic outlook on life—an outlook
that chills all initiative and taste for life. In this connection an interesting
incident from the lifc of Sankaradeva narrated in Katha-gurucarita may be
mentioned.

One day, while Madhavadeva and some of his colleagues were pro-
ceeding to a village, they came across a rogue buffalo notorious fer ferocity.
On seeing the animal the colleagues of Madhavadeva moved off. But
Madhavadeva, believing in the inexorable decree of fate, did not move away.
Hec justificd his action by saying : “If T am fated to die today as a result
of the atack of this animal, nobody can save me”. Fortunately the animal

96 Sankaradeva : Bhakti-ratnikara, verses 960-62, p. 215.
97 Sankaradeva : Ibid, verses 1007-1011, p. 225.
98 U, C. Lekhiiru (edited ) : Katha-gurucarita, p. 562.
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did not attack him. On returning from the village, the friends related the
incident to Sankaradeva. The latter is stated to have remarked : “Do you
know, Madhava, that a lamp may go-out in spite of oil and wick being
present if proper precaution is not taken? Your action practically amounts
to an attempt to commit suicide. This attitude on your part towards life
will encourage others to be reckless of their life.” So saying he advised
Madhavadeva not to trifle with life or take a fatalistic view of life.”®

In fact, in innumerable passages the human life has been extolled
as of rare value, for, it affords ample opportunities of serving God by devo-
tional acts and practices. It has been dogmatically repeated that eveén the
deities of heaven wish to be born as human beings, so that they wo::d be
able to taste the pleasures of serving God through loving devotion. \Life
is worth-living if it can be employed in the service of God and humanity.

Moral virtues : 1f appears from the writings of Vaisnavite poets that
that ethical and devotional teachings are inseparably connected. It follows,
therefore, that wherever there is a true religious spirit, i.e., sincere devotion
to the Lord, there cannot but exist all moral qualities and excellences. The
good man and the truc devotee are, therefore, the same. In the Bhagavata-
purana (V/18/12) it is stated that all good qualities exist in a harmonious
way in him who is fervently devoted to' God and none is to be found in one
who is not devoted, for, the latter’s mind is ever directed to transient worldly
objects. The recognised ethical or moral virtues have been incorporated as
qualities of a true Vaigsnava. The universally accepted conducts of right
living and praiseworthy virtues have been extolled, while vices have been
deprecated. These moral qualities may be enumerated as truthfulness,
indifference to worldly pleasures, kindness, hospitality, temperance, content-
ment, patience, purity of heart, humility, control over passions etc. But
non-violence or mercy towards all creatures have been recognised as the
virtue par excellence.

Non-violence, so highly commended, has not placed any bar on taking
fish or meat by the Vaisnavas of Assam. But the killing of animal for the
sake of meat was never encouraged. An incident narrated in the Katha-
gurucarita may not be out of place in this connection.

Once the disciples of Madhavadeva killed some fish in a near-about
pond. On coming to know this Madhavadeva demanded an explanation for
indulging themselves in the act of killing animals. They replied that fishes
caught by them would have died a few hours later as the water of the
pond was fast drying up. Madhavadeva thereupon asked them; “Would
you kill a Brahmin if you know that he has only a few hours to live and
by killing him you will relieve him of his death-agony”?'°® There are

99 U, C. Lekhiru (edited ) : Ibid, p. 107.
100 J, C, Lekharu (edited) : 1bid, p. 457.
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many other examples of stern actions taken by the Vaignava reformers
against moral lapses on the part of their disciples, as well as commendations
for virtuous actions done by them.. Good conduct and moral excellence is
considered an essential element of Valsnava ethics.

(D) SOCIAL

Though devotional realisation is individualistic in nature, yet it has a
social bearing also. Though it implies a passion for the beyond and indiffer-
ence to worldly pleasures and attractions, yet it has not forgotten to rescue
creaturcs steeped in the misery of worldliness. 1t is considered a duty of
a Vaisnava to uplift the miserable lying in the worldly swamps below. Also
“The scrvice of humanity is the service of God” has been the motto of
Vaisnava reformers. With this view Sankaradcva and his followers advised
their disciples not to hate anybody however lowly placed he might be. With-
out enquiring into the caste or crced a Vaisnava should, according to them,
keep an equal eyc on a Brahmin or a Candala. Sankaradeva translated this
principle into action by bringing to his fold all sorts of people hailing from
different strata of socicty. Perhaps owing to this levelling influence of their
teachings in the sphere of religion the problem of untouchability in Assam
has never been very acute. It should not be supposed that the Vaispava
reformers headed by Sankaradeva were out to reform the entire social struc-
ture of the Hindus. Their sole interest was religion, and the social reform
wrought by them was only a by-product of the Bhakti movement. The
detailed social consequences of the new faith and movement will be dcalt
with while assessing the social and cultural contribution of the satra
institution.

Attitude towards castes: Sankaradeva preached equality in the
spiritual domain. He not only admitted but preached that everybody is
equal in the eye of God and thercfore, cverybody has equal right to wor-
ship. The path of spiritual realisation cannot be the exclusive right of
a socially privileged few, rather it should be the duty of those socially
privileged to bring their brethern of the lower stratum to the path of spiritual
realisation. According to them a candala, if he is a devotee, is superior
to a Brahmin without devotion. “A Canddala who remembers Hari heart
and soul is much superior to a Brahmin observing various religious
vows,”'%'—so says Sankaradeva. Again he says in another passage : “That
Candala is considered superior on whose lips the names of Hari constantly
abide. As soon as be utters the name of Hari, he earns the merit of per-

101 Sankaradeva : Bhdagavaia, Book X, verses 12622-23.
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forming many sacrifices. He is a real kulina (i.e., of good or high origin )
and he knows the Vedas whose lips utter the name of Hari. He earns the
merit of ablution in all holy places and of performing various sacrifices,
meditation and deeds of gift.”**> True to this ideal Sankaradeva enlisted
followers from all sections of people including Mahmmedans. True to that
ideal the religious headship was not kept confined to a particular class.
Even today, the hcadship of many a satra is held by non-Brahmin
communities.

But admitting all this, Sankaradeva appears to have made a distinc-
tion between religious and social spheres. The broadening of religious
privileges was not taken necessarily to mean enlargement of socia‘lﬁrights.
In some medieval Vaisnavite sects, viz., those of Kabir, Nanak and: Dadu
an open challenge to the caste system is one of the important features.: This
is in no way a strong point of Assamese Vaisnavism. There is no evidence
to show that Sankaradeva and his followers tried to do away or interfere
with caste regulation. His sole concern was to see that social distinction
places no unnecessary restriction upon one’s inhcrent right to spiritual
development. Neither is there any evidence to show that he encouraged inter-
dining. An incident narrated in the Dihifg Satrar Buranji may be mentioned
to illustrate their attitude towards the caste system.

Gopaladeva Ata, founder of the Kala Samhati sect had, amongst
others, one Brahmin disciple Bhavananda. The latter cast off his
sacred thread saying; “As 1 have received the golden thread of Bhakti,
there is no use of my carrying this cotton thread”. On coming to
know of this, Gopala Ata expelled him from his satra for transgressing the
traditional caste rules.’®® On the whole, it may be said of Sankaradeva and
his followers that they wantcd religious freedom and fellowship rather than
a social overhaul.

Attitude towards other sects: Sectarianism and intolerance of the
Vaisnavas and the Vaisnava writers offer a strange contrast to their ideal
of humility and love. The Vaisnava writers pronounced a universal anathema
against all who did not belong to their sect. They sought to prove the
superiority of their creed by quoting verses gleaned from different Vaisnava
scriptures. Pursuit of other creeds is like sucking milkless teat of a cow
or ecven worse. The tarkikas or dialecticians were the pet aversions of the
Vaisnavas and a dialectician is often compared to a male tiger. All relations
with non-vaisnavas are strictly forbidden and acceptance of mantra from a
non-Vaisnava preceptor has been described as being one of the shortest route

102 §ankaradeva : Kirtana, section, II1, verses 112-113; p. 25
103 Dutiram Hazarika : Dihing Satrar Buranji, Transcript No: 136, D.H.AS,,
Gauhati.
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to hell. Even Sankaradeva strictly forbids his followers in this way. “Do
not bow down or salute any other deity than Krsna; do not even enter a
shrine dedicated to other deitics and ncver partake of things offered to
them”, ' o bota

But the uncompromising attitude need not blind us to the fact that
in actual practice toleration was not unknown to the Vaispavas. Except in
matters of religious observances, complete harmony between different sccts
of Hinduism has been in prevalence since carly times.

Attitude towards woman : 1t has been a custom with spiritual seckers
of all times to condemn woman and wealth with a view to evoking dctach-
ment. Attachment towards the world is evoked, sustained and increased by
woman ; as such close attachment to her should be avoided if possible.
Assamese Vaisnavas also have not spoken favourably of woman and in
several passages have decried the evil influence of woman and wealth, which
a devotee should try to avoid.'*t No doubt thecy must have decried the sex
aspect of woman which keeps man in a state of intoxication by enveloping
his better scnses. In practice, they seem to have shown no ill-will against
woman as an individual, and have shown commendable generosity not only
by initiating women to the devotional cult, but by acknowledging one lady
or two as religious hcads. The cascs of Sankaradeva’s grand daughter-in-
law, Kanakalata, and Harideva’s daughter Bhuyane§wari, who were recog-
nised as religious heads of their respective sub-sects, deserve special mention.
The biographies of Sankaradeva, however, mention that he declined to
brdain women, kings and typical Brahmins ( Brahmins stecped in ritualistic
practices ) on the ground that they would not be able to pay undivided
attention to Bhakti. Even if we take this statement to be a correct one, it
was not observed by his followers in latter times. The practice of initiating
or ordaining women come to be prevalent in three sub-sects of Assamese
Vaisnavism.

But in spite of thc right to religious ordination granted to women-
folk, they have not been enjoying the same religious privilege as has been
enjoyed by their counterpart. In some of the important satras they are
still denied the right of entering into the central prayer hall. The case of
Kanakalatd and Bhuvaneswarl, noted above, serving as the head of their
respective sub-sects appears to be an exception, for the latter history of
Assam Vaisnavism does not present a single case where a woman was allowed
to ordain disciple and manage a satra. Liberalism which marked the initial
stage of the history Vaisnavism in Assam, was later on replaced by con-
servatism so far as its attitude towards womenfolk was concerned.

Closcly connected with the question of the attitude towards woman

104 §apkaradeva : Kirtana, section VIII, Verse 529. p. 131,
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is the problem of marriage and celibacy. Renunciation of the world for
the sake of religion is nowhere extolled by Sankaradeva, rather there are
instances narrated in his biographies where he is said to have favoured the
life of a householder. Himself leading an ideal householder’s life with wife
and children, he did not think marriage to be a drag upon the path of
devotion. Most of his principal colleagues with the singular exception of
Miédhavadeva were married persons. Sankaradeva is said to have even
insisted upon the desirability of marriage by Madhavadeva as a safeguard
to the allurement of woman and wealth.?°> Though Madhavadeva declined
to accept the suggestion of his Guru by a counter argument with proper
humility behoving a disciple, yet the incident clearly indicates the! attiude
of Sankaradeva towards the problem of marriage and celibacy. \He is,
however, said to have remarked on a differcnt occasion that for persons of
saintly character with natural indifference to worldly attractions, celibacy
could be recommended.’®®

Madhavadeva who was a life-long celibate did not recommend celi-
bacy for one and all. From a careful perusal of the medieval biographics,
one is tempted to believe that in the earlier part of his career he was in
favour of celibacy and aloofness ; but a few cases of lapses on the part of
his celibate disciples and worldly tendencies of a few others, perhaps induced
him to change his opinion. Katha-gurucarita contains several instances of
such worldliness on the part of some cclibate devotees. Madhavadeva,
therefore, on the eve of his death advised his disciples not to take him as
their model and adopt celibacy. He is said to have remarked, “Nobody
amongst you should renounce the word ( grhasrama), if you scriously desire
to render bhakti to Hari. Do not dare to adopt celibacy taking me as your
model.”°” But in spite of this negative recommendation celibacy came to
stay and became a customary practice in satras of the monastic type. Many
of the later proselytisers were also celibates. The idcal sct by them and
the advantages inherent in celibacy over the married life helped celibacy to
have a firm footing in Assamese Vaisnavism, though the number of Vaisnavas
adhering to this mode of life is far fewer than those married.

105 Daityari Thakur : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita verses 488-89. p. 267,
108 U, C. Lekharu (edited) : Katha-gurucarita, p. 130.
107 Daityari Thakur : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 242.

U. C. Lekhdru : Katha-gurucarita, p. 304.



CHAPTER 1V
HISTORY OF SUB-SECTS AND EXPANSION OF THE SATRA

Sub-sects of Damodaradeva and Harideva: In the second chapter,
reference has ‘been made to the rift that took place during the times of
Madhavadeva. The causes that led Damodara to secede from the orthodox
Mahapurusiya cult has also been noted in that chapter. Harideva another
Brahmin follower of Sankaradeva is also supposed to have started a new
sect as distinct from that of Sankaradeva. All carita-puthis of Saikatadeva
and Madhavadeva contain the incident of Damodaradeva’s act of scceding
away from the main body, but nowhere is there any reference to Harideva
starting a distinct sect or a sub-sect. Any way, it is clear and beyond doubt
that the sub-sect of Ddmodaradeva came into existence in times of
Midhavadeva and that took place immediately after the death of
Sankaradeva. But Haridevi sect does not seem to be so old, as no reference
to its growth is found in any of the earlier biographies. The only biography
which tries to establish this sect as an independcnt one is Harideva-carita
written by Dhaneswar and Baneswara Dvija. It appear to be a later work.!

Most probably this sub-sect began to claim its independence after
the formation of the Damodari sub-sect and the idea of proclaiming itself
a separate sect must have been supplied by the action of Dimodara and his
followers. A Brahminical swing-back to orthodoxy, no doubt, impelled
Dimodaradeva and the followers of Harideva too, to disown their connec-
tion with the original sect of Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva. Most
probably, Harideva himself did not disown his relationship with Sankaradeva,
for, he died in the same year in which the latter died and the early biogra-
phies have not mentioned any such attempt on his part as that of
Damodaradeva. Under the circumstances, it woud be more reasonable to
suppose that the idea of claiming indepence for his sect must have occurred
later than the formation of the Damodari sub-sect. But in spite of their
contention it cannot be called an independent sect, in-as-much as religious
tenets and observances of their saripradaya is almost identical with the
Sankarite sect and is therefore undoubtedly connected with it.

Division in Mahapurusiya order: Besides the above two seceding

\ Harideva-carita, edited and published by Karuna Kanta Barua, B, S, 1332.
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sub-sects, there are three more sub-sects which originated after the death
of Madhavadeva within the main body of the order. The process of their
growth may be compared to the course of a river which divided itself into
several channels, without completely losing its original entity. The differ-
ent channels, no doubt, derived the main strength from the original river,
but nevertheless, they received a considerable supply of water on their
way downwards from other sources also. Such a phenomenon also happened
in the case of the Mahapurusiya cult after Madhavadeva. We have already
stated in the concluding portion of the second chapter that Madhavadeva
did not nominate any body to succeed him as the supreme religioys head.
There was none among his principal disciples who could command) unflin-
ching allegiance from all sections of devotees. Damodaradeva t:eded
during the life time of Madhavadeva. Narayana Thakur, the friend and
collecaguc of Madhavadeva was then too old to shoulder the responsibility
of weilding together the different sections of devotees. Naturally, thercfore,
the disciples found themselves in three sections under the leadership of
Gopala Atd, Purusottama Thakur and Mathuradisa respectively.

Gopala Ata and Mathuradasa alias Budha Ata, are two of the impor-
tant dharmacharyas appointed by Madhavadeva. Gopala Ata resided at
Bhawinipur, a fcw miles from Barpeta and Mathuradasa at the Barpeta
satra. Both of them claimed to be the real successor of Madhavadeva and
they not only rallied around them their own disciples but tried to win over
other groups to their respective sides. To add to the list, Purusottama
Thakur, the eldest grandson of Sankaradeva stood as the third claimant for
the leadership. Purusottama Thakur claimed that he being the direct des-
cendant of the originator of the sect should naturally be acknowledged as
the leader of the sect. Mathuradasa aspired to the leadership on the strength
of his superiorship of thc Barpetd satra, cstablished and organised by
Madhavadeva. According to Gopdla Ata-carita Madhava's real successor to
the pontifical position was Gopala Ata. Madhavadeva is said to have
expressed his preference for Gopala Ata before his faithful attendant
Srirama Ata.?

Thus, with the formation of three rival groups, germs of difference
began to develop. Accounts of conflict even on minor points are found in
carita-puthis of their respective sub-sect. Thakur Ata-carita describes a
quarrel between Mathuradasa (Budha Ata) and Narayana Thakur on the
question of the Guruship. Nardyana Thakur considered Sankaradeva as
the Guru of the sect, whereas Mathuradasa contended that Madhavadeva
was the real Guru of the sect and considered Safnkaradeva to be an

2T. N. Goswami (edited) : Gopila Ati-carita, pp. 20, 56.
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incarnation.>  Similarly, Purusottama did not acknowledge Madhavadeva

as the successor of Sankaradeva and when Mathuradasa and Gopila Ata did
not approve of this attitude of Purusottama Thakur, the latter is said to
have forbidden the use of Kirtana and Dasama, composed by his grand-
father, by the groups headed by Mathuradasa and Gopala Ata. Not only
that, he even composed a new set of devotional verses known as Na-ghosa
to replace those of Namaghosa by Madhavadeva. Thus the gulf of difference
gradually widencd and ultimately resulted in the formation of three sub-sects
within the Mahapurusiya section. In fundamental doctrines and practices
there is no difference amongst them ; difference could be noticed only in
the casc of minor practices and in the degrees of emphasis laid on any
of the four fundamental principles, viz, Nama, Deva, Guru and Bhakta.

These three sub-sects together with the two scceding sub-sccts are
popularly known as sarithati or samprada. Thc sub-sects organised by
Damodaradeva and Harideva are considered as one sarnhati and it is called
Brahma Samhati. The sub-sects founded by Gopila Atd and Purusottama
Thakur arc known as Kila and Purusa Samhatis respectively. The sub-
sect organised by Mathuridasa and Padma Ata is called Nika Samhati.

Sarithati :  The term sarnhati is a synonym of the term sarigha which
means an association. The term is also used as sanghati (Sk. sanghattana
joining, cohesion ). The term has been in vogue at least from the eighteenth
century, if not earlier, for, Katha-gurucarita uses the terms to mean the
above sub-sects. Santa-samprada by Govindadasa written during the reign
of king Rudra Simha refers to the Samhatis. Acarya-sarithati, a Sanskrit
work written in the garb of of prophesy speaks of the four Samhatis.
Katha-guru-carita and Santa-samprada are definitely known to be the works
of the cightcenth century. But the datc of Acarya-sarithati cannot be ascer-
tained definitcly. 1t appears to be a work of the same period.

Vaisnavas of orthodox type explain the terms, viz., Purusa, Nikd, Kala
and Brahma in a fantastic or mythological way without any rational basis.
According to them the Brahma Samnhati is so called becausc it originated
from Brahmi, thc creator. The Purusa Samhati derived its name from
Purusa-Nardyana who is supposed to be its first initiator. In this way, they
try to cxplain the designations attributed to different sub-sects® without any
logical basis. The real significance of these terms may be rationally
interpreted in the following way.

Because of the predominance of Brahminical clements, the sub-
sects of Damodaradeva and Harideva have becn known as Brahma Sarhati.

3 Thakur Atd-carita, p. 241 ; Gopila Ata-carita, p. 115.
4 Kathi-gurucarita, pp. 521, 618; '
5T, N. Goswami : Bhaktitattva-darpana, p. 16ff,
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The origin of this term has nothing to do with Brahma Sampradaya of
Madhvacarya. Brahminical rites and rituals flourish side by side with devo-
tional rites and practices in this Sarhhati.

As regards the term Purusa Samhati, two explanations are generally
suggested. According to one, the Purusa Sarmhhati derives its name from
term Mahapurusa, the honorific title applied to Sankaradeva, who is supposed
to be the initiator of this sub-sect. But this explanation seems to be a far-
fetched one in-as-much-as this sub-sect had no existence at all during the
times of Sankaradeva. The second explanation seems to be a correct one,
according to which the sub-sect is so called because it was founded: by
Purusottama Thakur the cldest grandson of Sankaradeva. The sub-sect,
therefore, derived its name from the name of its founder Purusotta&\na
Thakur. The sub-sect lays special emphasis on Sankaradeva as the only
Guru of the Mahapurusiya sect and gives more importance to nama cle-
ment of the four fundamental things ( vastu ).

The third sub-sect viz., Kdla Samhati owes its origin to Gopala Ati.
There arc more than one interpretations of the term Kala attributed to this
sub-sect. One explanation is that the followers of the other three sub-sects
sarcastically called it Kala or Kal (extreme, black, dangerous) keeping in
view the left-handed esotcric observances supposed to be prevalent in this
sub-sect. In this connection we may compare this nomenclature with those
of some well-known religious sects viz. Kalamukha sect or Kalacakrayana,
which are known to have prescribed extreme esoteric practices and despi-
cable observances. But the view that the sub-sect preached cxtrecme and
dangerous vicws transgressing the fundamental doctrines of Vaisnavism
cannot stand on a closer scrutiny. A negligible minority, mostly of back-
ward and tribal classes, affiliated loosely to this sub-sect practisc csoteric
.observances. Neither Gopala Atd, nor any of his principal followers are
known to have preached extreme or dangerous views or practised lcft-handed
esoteric observances. Therefore, the other explanation that the sub-sect
owes its epithet to the name of the locality, Kalajhar from which Gopala
Ata preached his doctrine and directed the activities of his agents appears
to be a correct one. Kalajhar was the hcad-quarters of Gopala Atd for
several years till his death. The sub-scct lays special emphasis on the doc-
trine of guruvada. The Guru occupies as exalted a position as that of God.

The fourth sub-sect viz., Nikd Samhati seems to have taken a
definite shapc aftcr the formation of the sub-sects noticed above. The
origin of this sub-sect is erroncously ascribed to Madhavadeva though he
had nothing to do with its formation. The founders of this sub-sect are
Mathurddasa Atd and Padma Ata alias Badala Ata, two of the most faithful

6§, C. Goswami : Introducing Assam Vaisnavism, p. 18.
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and prominent disciples of Madhavadeva. Having seen certain deviations
and laxity amongs the followers of other sub-sccts, they are said to have
organised this branch in strict conformity with the rules and regulations
prescribed by Madhavadeva and hence this purified sub-sect came to be
known as the Nika ( pure, clean) Sarhbati.’

(1) THE BRAHMA SAMHATI

The Brahma Samhati includes the sub-sects of Damodaradeva and
Harideva. The former is more widespread and influential, while the latter’s
activity is mainly confined to the present district of Kamariipa. As the
influence of the sub-sect of Damodaradeva is far deeper and far-reaching,
the consideration of this sub-sect has becn taken up first.

1(A) The sub-sect of Damodaradeva

Date of Damodaradeva : Next to Sankaradeva, the oulstanding
figures who by their towering personality, religious zeal and organising
capacity made Vaisnavism a dominant cult in Assam, are Madhavadeva and
Damodaradeva. According to the traditional account prevalent amongst the
followers of his sub-sect, Damodaradeva was born in the year 1488 A.p. and
died in 1598, at the ripe old age of one hundred and ten years.® But this
traditional account of the date of his birth or death does not tally with the
historical references found in his principal biographies. It should be borne
in mind in this connection, that his two earlicst biographies namely
‘Gurulild by Ramariya Dvija and Damodara-carita by Nilakantha Didsa, have
made no mention of the year of his birth or his death ; only the month and
the tithi are mentioned. According to Gurulila of Ramaraya, Damodaradeva
was expelled by Pariksitanarayanpa from his kingdom for an allegation
brought against him by some interested parties that he had preached against
the Brahminical creed. As a result, Damodaradeva sought refuge in the
kingdom of Laksminariyana of western Kamariipa. Immediately after this
incident, thc biography tells that Pariksitanarayana was attacked and defeated
by Laksminarayana with the help of the Mughal emperor. When Damodara-
deva heard of this he is said to have remarked : “Let those who are in the
kingdom of Pariksita now utter Allah and Khuda.”®

According to Mr, Gait, Laksminarayana, with the help of the Mughals,

7Ibid p. 17f.
9 Ramaaraya : Gurulild, p. 174.
9 Rimaraya : Gurulila, p. 174.
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invaded the castern Koch kingdom in the year 1612 A.D. Now, if the above
remark said to have becn uttered by Damodaradeva is true then he could
not have died in 1598 A.p. The biography of Nilakantha further states that
Damodaradceva’s first death anniversary was performed during the reign of
Virandrayana, son of Laksminarayana who, according to Gait, reigned during
1622-1633 A.D. Therefore, taking into consideration the historical references
contained in his biographiecs, Damodaradeva died near about 1621 A.D.
There is no plausible reason to disbelieve the historical references as ficti-
tious, because the biographers are generally found to be correct in describ-
ing the contemporary political events of Assam. Under the circumstances,
even if his traditional span of life of 110 years be taken as correct, the *jat‘e
of his birth should be placed a few years later. |

Life of Damodaradeva: Damodaradeva was the youngest son of
Satananda who migrated from a village near Hajo to Bardowd where he
lived in close friendship with the family of Sankaradeva. When the Koch
invasion of eastern Assam in 1646 A.p. took place, he came to Hajo again
with his brothers and thence after a fcw years to Barpeta wherc he met
Sankaradeva again. .

Here in Barpetd, the religious life of Damodaradeva began. It has
unanimously been admitted by the carlier biographers of Damodaradeva that
he was inspired and influcnced by that great Kayastha reformer. It was
from Sankaradeva that he first received the impetus for adopting the life
of a prosclytiser.'t Within a short time he could attract a band of faithful
followers, mainly drawn from the Brahminical section and began to take
active share in the devotional movement. He established a satra at Patbausi,
near Barpeta, whence he directed activities of his disciples living at different
place. His growing popularity and influence alarmed a few exponents of
the Sakti cult who brought allcgations in the court of Pariksitanardyana that
he sowed sceds of dissension amongst the subjects by preaching against the
established $akta religion of the State, and by practising unorthodox religi-
ous observances. The king at once sent for him and asked him whethet 'he
would worship the Goddess Durga and give up the unorthodox religious
practices. On receiving a bold negative reply from Damoradeva the king
ordered him to leave his kingdom immediately. Accordingly, Damodaradeva
with some of his faithful disciples was escorted across the Sonkosh river which

10 Laksminardyana putra Virandrayana )
hena vartta payi duiko niyala tekhana 11
bolanta nripati duyojane $uniyoka 1
Prabhura vitsari mora rajye kariyoka 11

Nilakantha, p. 178.

11 Nilakantha ; Damodara-carita, pp. 71, 87.

R&maardya : Gurulila, pp. 42-43.
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formed the western boundary of Pariksitanardyana’s kingdom, under official
supervision.

Laksminarayana, king of the western Koch kingdom, enthusiastically
received Damodaradeva. A new monastery or a satra was built within the
capital under the royal supervision wherein Damodaradeva with his accom-
panying disciples was lodged. All sorts of facilities that were necessary to
lead a religious life unhindered, were placed at his disposal by the king.

According to Ramaraya, Damodaradeva lived seven years in Cooch-
Behar.'? But we know from the same source that he left Kamariipa for
Cooch-Behar before the Mughal invasion of 1612 and his first death anni-
versary was celebrated during the reign of Viranarayana who ascended the
throne in 1622 A.p. So, Damodaradeva’s stay at Cooch-Behar cannot be less
than ten years. He died in or about 1620 A.D. at Cooch-Behar lcaving
Baladeva and Paramananda, two cof his faithful disciples who had accom-
panied from Kamariipa, as joint heads of the satra.

Relation with Sankaradeva: WNow, the question naturally arises as
to his relationship with Sankaradeva. The biographies of Sankaradeva
unanimously assert that Damodaradeva was the disciple of the former. All
of them repeat the same story that Damodaradeva was a poor agriculturist
who on his way to the field used to listen to the religious discourses of
Sankaradeva. The latter taking note of it one day advised him to devote
himself whole-heartedly to the pursuit of religion by giving up his agricul-
tural avocation. Damodaradeva, accordingly, became a disciple of
Sankaradeva, who after duly ordaining the former requested him to propa-
gate the cult of devotion amongst the Brahmins. After the passing away of
Sankaradeva, there was a hitch between Madhavadeva and Damodaradeva
As a result, the latter seceded from the Mahapurusiya sect headed by
Madhavadeva. Biographies of Damodaradeva, on the other hand, while
acknowledging the help rendered by Sankaradeva, assert that Damodaradeva
received religious initiation from Caitanyadeva of Bengal. It is stated in
these biographies that Saikaradeva met Caitanyadeva at Nadiya on his way
to Puri during the course of his second pilgrimage. The Vaisnava saint of
Bengal sent through Sankaradeva a sealed letter to Damodaradeva wherein
‘necessary religious instructions were also inscribed. Damodaradeva hence-
forth began to consider himself a disciple of Caitanyadeva. According to
Ramariya, Damodaradeva was initiated by the saint of Bengal during his
sojourn to Kamariipa.'®

But according to Vawsigopaladevar Caritra by Ramananda, Dvija,

12 Rimaariya : Gurulild, p. 178.
13 Gurulild, p. 41 ; Damodara-carita, pp. 74, 79.
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Damodaradeva was initiated into the mystery of the Bhakti cult by one
Vasudeva Vipra of Orissa. This view has been supported by Maniram
Barbhdndar Barua in his chronicle Buranji-vivekaratna.'*a

Now, let us cxamine the possibility of Damodaradeva bemg initiated
by Caitanya. The fact that Sankaradeva met Chaitanya at Nadiya during
the course of his second pilgrimage is an anachronism, for Caitanyadeva
was no more alivexwhen Sankaradeva had set out for his second pilgrimage
which did not take place earlier than 1550 A.D. Secondly, religious teachings
and practices by Damodaradeva widely differ from those of Caitgnya.
Rather, Damodaradeva’s teachings and practices almost agree in fundaméntal
points with those of Sankaradeva. Thirdly, the Bengali sources have\not
mentioned Caitanya’s visit to Kamariipa, nor have they mentioned
Damodaradeva as one of the disciples of Caitanya.

On the other hand, the early biographers of Damodaradeva viz.,
Ramaraya and Nilakantha have indirectly acknowledged the indebtedness of
Damodaradeva to Sankaradeva. Ridmardya, and Nilakantha have made no
discrimination between Sankara, Madhava and Damodara. Nilakantha speaks
thus : “Sankara, Madhava and Damodara are identical ; there is no distinc-
tion beween them.”'* Ramaraya in a mythological strain says that Visnu
in the person of Damodaradeva would be a follower of Siva in the person
of Safikaradeva.'® Nilakantha distinctly states that Damodaradeva turned a
proselytiscr at the behest of Sankaradeva. He writes as follows :-

“That place Barpeta became as it were a second Vaikuntha where
Sankara, Madhava and Damodara resided. Damodara used to recitc the
Bhagavata regularly. One day, Sankaradeva said to him ; “You please start
initiating Brahmins, nobles and kings without any diffidence”. To this
Damodara replied : “You are burdening me with a noble responsibility
when your own self is present.”

Ramaraya narrates an incident wherein it is stated that Sankaradeva on
one occasion took Madhavadeva and Damodaradeva to a secluded place
where he revealed religious secrets to Madhava in the presence of
Damodaradeva.'” The very fact of Damodaradeva being present there, leads
one to infer a close tie between them. Nilakantha says that Diamodaradeva
also duly celebrated the death anniversary of Sankaradeva. If he was free

Vg Vamsigopaladevar carita, verses, 151-153,
4 Damodara-carita p. 2.

15 Ramaraya : Gurulild, p. 7.

18 Damodara-carita, pp. 71, 87.

17 Gurulila, pp. 33-34.
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from any spiritual tie with Safkaradeva, then why did he perform the death
anniversary ?.

All the above facts, considered dispassionately, points to the inevi-
table conclusion that Damodaradeva owed his religious impetus to
Sankaradeva.

But the assertion of the biographers of S$ankaradeva that
Damodaradeva was his direct disciple cannot be accepted in view of the
contrary opinion held unanimously by all the biographers of Damodaradeva.
Safikaradeva, no doubt, inspired and helped Damodaradeva to undertake
the arduous life of a religious preacher and reformer, but he was not the
mantra-guru of Damodaradcva, Vasudeva Misra of Orissa was probably his
sacramental Guru as corroborated by the evidence supplied by Ramananda
Dvija and Maniram Barbhandar Barua.

Damodaradeva’s contribution: Damodaradeva was not a poet like
Sankaradeva or Madhavadeva, but as a religious organizer he could be
ranked equally with them. After the death of Sankaradeva, he disowned
the leadership of Madhavadeva and came out of the orthodox Mahapurusiya
order to start a new sub-sect claiming complete independence of the sect
founded by S$ankaradeva. This he could do by modifying the religious
teachings and practices of the parent-cult by making a compromise between
the path of devotion and the Brahminical practices. The path of devotion
shown by Sankaradeva leaves no room for Brahminical ritualism ( at lcast in
teachings, if not totally in practice ) and that is why the Brahminical section
traditionally steeped in ritualism looked with an eye of askance at the Bhakti
cult. Damodaradeva could clearly sec that the wholesale abolition of
Brahminical rites and rituals would not only estrange the sympathy of the
Brahmins but the opponents of the Bhakti movement would make a capital
of it by interpreting the movement as a revolt against the Vedas. He, there-
fore, did not prohibit nitya (daily) and naimittika (occasional) dutics of
the Brahmins. This modification began to pay dividend immediately. The
number of Brahmin disciples henceforth began to increase by leaps and
bounds.

The success of Damodaradeva as a proselytiser largely depended on
his method of propagation. He selected a few capable and scholarly young
men whom he sent to different directions of Kamariipa where they were
installed as local religious heads. He remained as the radiating figure
guiding and directing them whenever necessary. Biographer Nilakantha
gives a detailed list of persons sent by Damodaradeva to different directions.

“Santadeva went over to a place named Garemara to the south of the
Brahmaputra and there he established himself as a proselytiser. Bhagavan-
deva, proceeding northward, established a satra at Nimis3d whence he propa-
gated his faith. Gopdla Miéra remained at Khudiya to the east of Barpeta.
Arjunadeva and Manohara Kayastha propagated the Ndama-dharma at Loca
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and Palwa. Vamsigopaladeva went further east carrying the message of
his Guru Damodaradeva.”*®

Expulsion of Damodara from Kamariipa by Pariksitanarayana proved
a blessing in disguise. It gave him an opportunity to extend the jurisdiction
of his religious activities to Cooch-Behar. With the help of king
Laksrhinarayana he organised a satra in Cooch-Behar on a grand scale
from where he viewed the activities of the regional religious heads appointed
by him and received tithes from them in recognition of his pontifical position.
Gopala Misra in his Ghosa-ratna describes graphically the pontifical position
of Damodaradeva in relation to the regional heads who derived authority
from him.*? ‘i

To the growth of the satra institution Damodaradeva’s contribution:
cannot be ignored. Probably it was Damodaradeva who for the first time
introduced the system of paying religious tithe ( dharmar kar) by disciples
to their respective satras. According to biographers, Damodaradeva, on the
eve of his death, having invited his principal disciples asked them to pay
annual tithe to Bhattadeva whom he nominated as his successor.?® This
new system of paying something in cash or kind to the central satra perhaps
induced the local or regional satras to levy a voluntary tax on their disciples.
The new system helped to improve the financial condition of satras.

From the account, given by Ramaraya, of the satra of Damodaradeva
at Cooch-Behar, it can be inferred too that he had a hand in giving a definite
shape to the structural pattern of the satra institution. Ramardya wrote his
biography about twentyfive years after the death of Damodaradeva. His
almost contemporary account of the satra of Damodaradeva at Cooch-Behar
practically resembles a monastic satra of the present day.?* That
Damodaradeva had some hand in the structural growth of the satra institu-
tion is further corroborated by an evidence supplied by Sarnkara-carita of
Ramacarana Thakur. It is stated that Narayana Thakur, one of the promi-
nent disciples of Sankaradeva and a collegue of Madhavadeva once advised
the latter to establish a satra on the lines of Damodaradeva’s satra at
Patbausi. Madhavadeva accordingly reorganised and reconstructed the
satra at Barpeta.??

Latter history of the sub-sect

Bhattadeva: On the eve of his death Damodaradeva nominated
Vaikunthanatha Bhagavata-Bhattacaryya alias Bhattadeva as his successor.?”

18 Damodara-carita, p. 153.

19 Gopala Miéra : Ghosda-ratna, p. 157f.

20 Damodara-carita p. 144 ; Gurulila, pp. 209f, 218.
21 Gurulila, p. 1571

22 Ramacarana : Sankara-carita, p. 310.

23 Damodara-carita, p. 144 ; Gurulila, p. 218.
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By virtue of this nomination Bhattadeva became the head of all proselytisers
operating in different parts of Kamariipa and Cooch-Behar. Bhattadeva
amply justified his selection. The Damodari sect of lower Assam owes its
glory, prestige and influence as much as to Bhattadeva as to Damodaradeva.
His profound scholarship, imposing and charming personality and above
all his deep devotion brought unstinted support and allegiance from all
sections of disciples of Damodaradeva and even his erstwhile colleagues
unreservedly paid allegiance to him. Thus Ramaraya speaks,

“Bhattadeva holds the stafl of authority over the path of devotion in
both the kingdoms. He is the head of all medhis (local religious agents)
of different places.**”

His works: Bhattadeva translated into Assamese prose the three
most important Vaisnava scriptures, viz. Bhagavata, Gitd and Ratnivali
and this gave to his sect a set of religious scriptures in their own language.
Further, the fundamental principles and practices of the cult have been set
forth in his three important works, viz, Bhakti-viveka, Sarana-sargraha and
Prasanga-mala, of which the first one is in Sanskrit and the last two in
Assamese. These devotional and liturgical works written by him, greatly
helped towards laying a surer foundation of the cult. He maintained a
regular Sanskrit fol (school) within the satra for his disciples from which
he annually sent out hundreds of youngmen well-versed in Vaisnavite lorcs
to various regions of Kamaritipa, entrusting them with the responsibility of
spreading the cult.?® Thus a network of satras was established throughout
the region of Kamariipa under the guidance of Bhattadeva. Bhaitadeva
died in the second quarter of thc 17th. century and after him no personality
of the sub-sect having his scholarship, status and dignity flourished in
Kamariipa.

The satra in Cooch-Behar after Damodaradeva: After the death of
Damodaradeva, his satra in Cooch-Behar was jointly held by Baladeva and
Paramananda, two of his faithful disciples. Vanamalideva, a disciple of
Baladeva about whom more will be spoken later on, conducted the affairs of
the satra after their death, but soon a rift took place between two contending
parties for the headship of the satra. King Prapanarayana with a view to
accommodating the contending parties. established another satra which was
named as Vaikunthapura satra, and Vanamalideva was placed in charge of
it.2%  After some time, Vanamalideva left for eastern Assam on the invitation
of the Ahom King Jayadhvaja Simha. The history of thc Damodari sect
in Cooch-Behar after this, is a history of gradual decay and obscurity.

24 Gurulila, p. 210,
25 1bid, p. 207.
26 Ibid, p. 1971
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Vamsigopaladeva: The history of this sub-sect in eastern Assam
begins with Vamsigopaladeva. Vamsigopaladeva, who lost his parents early,
hailed from Malipur in eastern Assam on the north bank of the river
Brahmaputra. He approached Madhavadeva at first for religious guidance,
but the latter sent him to Damodaradeva for necessary initjation. Though
he received initiation from Damodara, he spent a few years afterwards with
Madhavadeva for training in devotional matters.

He was deputed both by Damodaradeva and Madhavadeva to spread
the message and teachings of Vaisnavism in eastern Assam. The Vaispavite
movement till then could not penetrate into eastern Assam because of the
hostile attitude of thc Ahom kings and indifference of the local people.
Even Sankaradeva who spent his early life in Central Assam and nearly
twenty years in different places of eastern Assam could not make much
headway owing to the hostile attitude of the Ahom monarchs. Finally when
his son-in-law was beheaded at the instance of the Ahom king, he took the
earlicst opportunity to come over to western Assam. So, when Vam§i-
gopaladeva was entrusted with the missionary task, he at first showed his
reluctance, knowing well the dangers and difficultics ahead. But once he
accepted the responsibility, he left no stone unturned even at the risk of
his life to spread the Vaisnavite cult. He was assisted in this respect by
Yadumani, a Brahmin disciple of Harideva.

Vams$igopila at first settled himsclf at Kahikuchi, somewhere within
the modern Lakhimpur district and began 1o preach the devotional doctrines
to neighbouring villagers. Here he encountered the greatest opposition from
the Tantric-Buddhists who made several attempts on his life.

He, therefore, abandoned this satra and moved to kalabari and thence
to Deberapar. While he was residing in the last named place with his
disciples, he incurred the wrath of the Ahom king Pratipa Simha, who
sending a batch of soldiers raged the satra to the ground and took
Gopaladeva with his disciples as captives. His escape from imminent death
was due to the self-sacrifice of one of his disciples who impersonated
himself as Gopaladeva and thereby courted death. For a considerable time
Varh$igopaladeva, with his faithful followers, had to move from place to
place avoiding the notice of the royal officers, and in course of this period
he established twelve temporary satras at different places. Even during
this period of underground stage he did not give up preaching. At last,
the king came to know of his innocence and pardoned him. He came out
of his hiding place and established permanently a new satra at Kuruwibahi
near the mouth of the river Dhansiri. Here, according to Vamsigopaladevar
carita he died in the year 1634 A.D.

VamSigopaladeva’s contribution: Besides satras established by him
in course of his movement from place to place, he deputed fortyfive of his
disciples to different places delegating powers to establish satras and to ini-
tiate disciples. A detailed list of persons deputed by him is found in Santa-
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sarhprada by Govindadasa who wrote his work during the reign of king
Rudra Simha.*”

The credit of firmly establishing Vaisnavism in eastern Assam
against heavy odds is due to Varsigopaladeva. For nearly a decade he had
to remain underground to save himself frcm the oppression of the Ahom
king, yet he did not give up his proselytising activitics. Hec had to fight
against the so called Baudhas who cven tried to poison him to death.
Fighting successfully against hostile elements he made eastern Assam almost
safe for Vaisnavas.

The contribution of Vam$igopaladeva to the organizational side of
the satra institution deserves notice. When he permanently established a
satra at Kuruwabahi be constructed a huge prayer-hall capable of accom-
modating several hundred devotees, and huts for celibatc devotecs were
raised in an orderly manner around the central prayer hall. In order to
facilitate the smooth working of the institution he allotted different functions
to different individuals and thus a regular sct of functionaries with fixed
duty came into cxistence. The contemporary biographer Ramananda gives
a detailed list of persons with their newly allotted duties.*®

His successors: VamS§igopaladeva died a celibate. Miéradeva
brought up and trained by Vamsigopaladeva from his boyhood, became the
head of the Kuruwabahi satra. Giving up the simple and austere life of his
predecessor, Misradeva resorted to pomp and luxury. Onc Satinanda alias
fatai being jealous of Miéradeva’s affluence and prestige brought an alie-
gation against him in the court of the Ahom king that the satradhikara of
the Kuruwabahi satra had been trying to usurp the royal power. The king

27 The Santa-saripradi gives the following list of Medhis sent by Varsigopila-
deva to diffcrent places. (1) Nitydnanda to Belsidhiyd, (2) Bardagi Bapu to Caring,
(3) Bharathi Bdpu to Dergiion. (4) Mukunda Bipu to Dhipkatd, (5) Jayarima Bapu
to Jiyamard, (6) Krsna Bapu to Kalidbar, (7) Narayana Bapu to Kukurakata, (8) Visnu
Bipu to Salaguri, (9) Govinda Bapu to Tipam, (10) Caturbhuja Bapu to Batirgion,
(11) Kamdeva Bapu to Dvirakiya, (12) Chidananda to Kalabari, (13) Bhavinanda to
Dhapaliyi, (14) Nityananda to Pitkatd, (15) Manohara to Tulasijan, (16) Purnananda
to Ratanpura, (17) Kiysnacarana to Dichai, (18) Hari Misra to Ghuriyagiya,
(19) Laksman and Karuni to Tamolbari, (20) Sridhara Bhiagati to Karigadn,
(21) Krisnananda to Kharangi, (22) Nirafijana to Bandarkhel, (23) Bar-Bapu to
Riipkaliyd, (24) Singil Misra to Dih3djan, (25) Mohana Misra to Keliyal, (26) Dayal
Bipu to Manipura, (27) Haricarana to Cinatali, (28) Hari Bapu to Lijua, (29) Arjuna
Deuri to Dhakudkhand, (30) Kalki Bapu to Kardi-Khowd, (31) Ananta Kandali to
Kahikuchi, (32) Ramacarana Bipu to Kikiyal, (33) Raghupati to Dikhaumukh,
(34) Haricarana to Dhemdji, (35) Hari Miéra to Camaguri and, (36) Rima Misra,
(37) Gadadhara, (38) Govinda Bipu, (39) Gopal Bapu and six others to different
places. Altogether fortyfive preachers were appointed to carry on religious propaga-
tion at different places.

28 Ramananda : Varifigopaladevar Carita, p. 67.
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without proper enquiry into the truth of the report ordered for the
demolition of the Kuruwabahi satra. Accordingly, the satra was set on fire
and Misradeva was taken to the capital as a prisoner. He died very soon
as a prisoner, In the meantime the old king Pratapa Sirhha also died and
was succeeded by Surampha (1641-44) who took a kindly view of the
Vaisnavas. He ordered the reconstruction of the Kuruwabahi satra and
placed Jayaharideva as its head. But Jayaharideva died very soon leaving
Ramakrsna, son of Misradeva and Laksminardyana, his own nephew in
minority. Nirafijanadeva the ablest and senior-most devotec of the satra
was placed in charge of the satra.

King Surmpha was deposed after thrce or four years of his reign and
he was followed by two kings in quick succession. The last of these two
kings viz., Jayadhvaja Simha (1648-1663), on assuming office, desired to
make certain amends for misdeeds and oppression of Pratapa Simha. He
exprsscd his willingness to be initiated by the son of Miéradeva. The
latter, still a minor could not venture 10 do so and therefore Nirafijanadeva
had to come forward to initiatc the king. Afier the initiation ceremony
Niraiijanadeva was installed as the head of a newly built satra which came
to be known as Auniati. For the maintenance of the satra somc thousand
acres of land and a few hundred paiks were placed at the disposal of the
satra.

The prestige and influcnce acquired by Nirafijanadeva by virtue of his
position as the spiritual preceptor of the king, made Ramakrsna and
Laksminarayana a bit jealous. They appealed to the king for the return of
the idol of Visnu ( Govinda-miirti) and a few other things taken away by
Nirafijanadeva from the Kuruwabahi satra. The king, however did not
grant their appeal. He, instead, patronised Laksminarayana by placing the
latter as the head of a newly built satra which came to be known as the
Garamiir satra. According to the account submitted by the head of the
Garamiir satra to the Government of Assam, 1904, Jayarimadeva, a nephew
of Laksmindrayana was the founder of this satra and received patronage
from king Siva Sirhha®® (1714-1744).

Vanamalideva: Another noteworthy figure of the sub-sect of
Diamodaradeva who did a lot towards establishing Vaispavism in ecastern
Assam, is Vanamalideva. He was born, according to Vanamalidevar carita,
in the year 1576 A.D. at Kalabari in the present district of Darrang. He was
handed over to VamS$igopaladeva at the age of six. It is described in his
biography that he could explain and interpret the Bhagavata-purana even
from his boyhood. He lived with Vamsigopaladeva till the latter’s death
and during the chaotic condition that prevailed immediately after

29 Govindadisa : Santa-sarnpradd, chapter V ; Transcript vol. XXIII (D.H.A.S.).
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Vamsigopaladeva, he repaired to Cooch-Behar wherc he succeeded Baladeva
and Paramédnanda as the head of the Behar satra of Damodaradeva. But
as his nomination to the headship of the satra was not liked by the relatives
of Baladeva and Paramananda, he did not deem it proper to hold the
office of the satradhikara any longer. Therefore, he left the satra and went
on a pilgrimage as far as Puri.

King Jayadhvaja Sithha was a great admirer of Vanamalideva and
had been pressing him for some time to return to his kingdom. Accordingly,
on his way back from Puri, Vanamalideva strait-way proceeded to Gauhati
where he was formally received by the officers of Jayadhvaja Sirnha. In
the meantime the Mughal invasion under Mirjumla took place. Being
defeated by the Mughal the king retreated to the south. After the conclusion
of the treaty, Jayadhvaja Sirhha returned to his capital. In 1653 A.D. a new
satra under the royal supervision was constructed to the south of the river
Lohit within the islet of the Brahmaputra. Here Vanamalideva was duly
installed as the head. The prestige and affluence of this satra further
enhanced during the reign of Chakradhvaja Simha, Udayaditya Simha and
Ratnadhvaja Simha who, according to Vanamalidevar Caritra, were disciples
of Vanamalideva.*®

Vanamalideva cstablished several satras in central and eastern Assam
installing therein idols of Visnu. Hc is supposed to have introduced the
system of Tantric and Puranic diks@ in addition to the usual Sarana system
of Assamese Vaispavism. He was instrumental in initiating a period of
close contact between the satra institution and the royal court. He died
in the year 1683 A.D. After him no personality of this sub-sect worthy of
deserving out noticc flourished in eastern Assam.

1 (B) The sub-sect of Harideva

The so called Haridevi sect is generally taken as a branch of the
Brahma Sarhhati because of the existence of the Brahminical rituals along-
side the devotional practices. Excepting the manner and procedure of con-
ducting devotional services, the Haridevi sub-sect is practically identical in
fundamental teachings and practices with the sub-sect of Damodaradeva.

Relation with Sankaradeva: 1t has already been said that all the
biographies of $ankaradeva and Madhavadeva have uniformly stated that
Harideva was one of the four dharmacaryas appointed by Sankaradeva. The
biography of Damodaradeva by Nilakantha Dasa also refers to Harideva as
a follower of Sankaradeva.’’ Even Harideva-carita by Baneswara Dvija also
admits the indebtedness of Harideva to Sankaradeva in the following way.

30 Ramakanta  Vanamdlidevar Carita, p. 15.
31 Nilakantha  Damodara-carita, p. 103, verse, 394.

11
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“There will be an incarnation of Visnu by the name of Sankaradeva
in Kali yuga, who will emancipate people by his preachings on knowledge
and devotion. In order to release people from the bondage of the world he
will explain cverything on knowledge and devotion to a Brahmin named
Harideva.”*?

Moreover, the sub-sect does not differ in essential points from the
sect founded by Sankaradeva. These alone will show that independence of
the sect claimed by the followers of Harideva is based rather on sectarian
zeal than on genuine ground.

Harideva: Harideva was born in a Brahmin family in the yea 1493
(1415 Sakabda) ap. His family originally hailed from Narayanapura in
eastern Assam and later on migrated to Kamartpa and scttled at a place
called Bahari. He died according to Harideva-carita in the year 1568 'A.D.,
the year in which Sankaradeva also said to have breathed his last. He is
said to have performed many miracles, such as restoring of eye-sight to
blind persons and swallowing of poison without any ill effect.*® According
to the above biography he preached the Bhakti cult independently of
Sankaradeva, and the latter not only admired him but duly honoured him
by celebrating a big festival which continued for seven days. The satra of
Harideva for that reason came to be known as Maneri ( mana=honour®*)

Harideva had no son and therefore, on the cve of his death nominated
his daughter Bhuvanesvari for the headship of his satra at Maneri. Perhaps
this is the first instance of nominating a woman to the position of a religious
head. The later history of the sub-sect after Bhuvaneévari is devoid of any
notable event. The three principal disciples of Harideva, viz,
Haricaranadeva, Jagannathadeva, and Narayanadeva propagated the teach-
ings and practices of the sub-sect in different directions of western Assam.
But the sphere of their religious activity did not extend beyond the present
district of Kamartipa and parts of Goalpara and Darrang district. His
another disciple, Yadumanideva accompanied Vams$igopala to castern Assam
t{o propagate the faith.

Characteristics of the Brahma Sarhati: The Brahma Samhati com-
prising two sub-sects and consisting of the most affluent satras of Assam, is
naturally the most influential of the sarhhatis. Most of the satras affiliated
to this samhati are headed by Brahmins, though non-Brahmin heads are not

32 §ri-Sankara name dsi avatara haiba 1
Jidana-bhakti upadeSa loka nistariba 11
loka taribaka hetu prthivika asi 1
Harideva Brahmanat kahiba prakasi 11
Dhaneswar & Baneswar : Harideva-carita, p. 37.
33 Dhaneéwara and Bane$wara Dvija : Harideva-carita, pp. 101-103,
34 1bid, p. 99.
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altogether negligible. Some satras affiliated to this sarmhati developed fully
the monastic characteristics, The compromising approach of the Brahma
Samhati considerably removed the misapprehension of a section of orthodox
people who considered the new Vaisnava faith un-Vedic and as such con-
trary to the traditional Hindu religion. The leaders of the Brahma Sarnbati
showed that the Vedic and Puranic rituals and devotional practices are not
mutually exclusive. One can be a good Vaisnava even performing daily and
occasional rites enjoined by the dharmasastras.

Damodaradeva on the eve of his departure to Cooch-Behar advised
his favourite disciple Bhattadeva in the following way :

“Do not alienate the Brahmins by telling them to give up nitya and
naimittika rites. But yourself set an examplc by performing daily rites
like sandhya, and dahnikas regularly.”

This chalking out of a middle path between Vedic rites and rituals
and devotional practices helped considerably to win over the twice-bon
classes to the fold of Brahma Sambati. Of the four fundamental elementy
(vastus ), it lays special emphasis on deva (god ) and that is why images of
Visnu and salagrama-$ila, the symbol of Visnu-Narayana are considered
necessary in satras as well as in households. Though the originators of the
two sub-sects did not tolerate the worship of any other god than Visnu the
followers, later on, began to take a liberal view as regards the worship of
other gods or goddesses. They did not, however, personally encourage or
practise it.

Principal satras of the Brahma Sarnhati

The total number of satras affiliated to the sub-sect of Damodaradeva
exceeds one hundred in the entire Brahmaputra valley, and the number of
disciples is larger than those of any other sub-sect. The most important satras
of this sub-sect in western Assam is Patbausi established by Damodaradeva
himself. Vyaskuchi satra established by Bhattadeva comes next. The other
notable satras of this sub-sect established by principal disciples, are
Govindapura, Loca, Garemara ( Amranga), Khudiya and Palwa.

The most influential and affluent satras of eastern Assam are Auniati,
Dakhinapat, Garamiir and Kuruwabahi popularly known as cari-satras. The
first three are purely monastic in nature and are situated in Majuli (the
island of the Brahmaputra). The first three trace their genealogy to
Varh$igopiladeva and the last one to Vanamalideva. The satras established
by Yadumanideva who accompanied Vamsigopaladeva to eastern Assam
and by his sons, are Adhar, Mahara, Patiyari and Dokharamukh,

Each of the principal satras mentioned above have several branches
at different parts of eastern and western Assam.

' The most important satra of the Haridevi sect is Maneri established
by the founder himself. The other notable satras established by his disciples
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arc Bainakuchi, Jagara, Subha, and Parena. Each has more branches than
one. All these are situated in the district of Kamariipa and Goalpara.

(II). KALA SAMHATI

We have already stated that the Kala Samhati owes for its origin to
Gopila Ata of Bhawanipura. He was one of the twelve apostles ( dharmi-
caryas) nominated by Madhavadeva. The followers of this branch of
Assamese Vaisnavism claim that Madhavadeva nominated Gopaladeva as
the supreme religious head after him. :

Gopala Ata of Bhawanipura: Gopal Ata was the son one
Kameswar Bhuya and hailed from the village Nacani-ghdt of eastern Assam.
During the Koch invasion of 1562 A.D. he migrated to western Assam: with
his father where he was duly initiated to the Vaisnava faith by Madhavadeva.
But before this, he had developed a slight inclination towards Bengal
Vaisnavism having been in constant touch with a proselytiser of the Bengal
school of Vaispavism.* He gave up this idea after his initiation by
Madhavadeva. Henceforth Gopala began to lead the lifc of a vaisnava
devotee and very shortly became one of the right-hand man of Madhavadeva.

He was very much adept in illustrating abstract teachings and precepts
with appropriate stories and parables for which he was known as kathar-
sagar (ocean of stories). His advice was eagerly sought not only by his
colleagues but even by his Guru as well. Padma Ata, alias Badala Ata who
had his initiation from Madhavadeva during the last days of his life was
advised by the latter to meet Gopala on, his way back to castern Assam, for
Gopala Ata was considered as competent as Madhavadcva to teach religious
matters. After Midhavadeva, Gopala’s help was eagerly sought by
Vaisnavas whenever a decision on various religious matters could not be
arrived at. His biography mentions several incidents where we find Gopala
Atd, by his tactful handling of situation, maintaining unity and concord
amongst Vaisnavas. He was also a strict disciplinartian and did not tolerate
any laxity on the part of his disciples.

His twelve principal disciples: Gopal Ata also nominated twelve
principal disciples or apostles to act as regional religious heads. They were—
(1) Bar Yadumani (2) Saru Yadumani (3) Murari (4) Narayana (5) Sanatana
(6) Aniruddha (7) Srirama (8) Ramachandra (9) Purusottama (10) Rima-
carana (11) Paramananda (12) Daloipo-Sanatana. The first six were non-
Brahmins and the rest were Brahmins. They were sent to different parts
of Assam for the propagation of the faith. As a result, several satras came
into existence for the purpose of religious propagation.

35T, N. Goswami (edited) : Gopala Ati-carita, p. 18.
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Gopala Ata established a permanent satra at Kalajhar, a place situated
at a few miles’ distance from Bhawanipura where he died in 1611 A.D. at
the age of seventy.* His eldest son died in his life time and the younger
ones were minor when he died. The satra at Kalajhar after his death was
run for a few: years by Sririm Ata, but later on he moved 1o eastern Assam
abandoning the satra. After a period of temporary eclipse the satra was
again revived by the descendants of Gopala Ata.

He left two dramatic compositions, viz., Gopi-Uddhava-sarivada and
Janma-yatra and several songs for the posterity. The most notable religious
contribution, according to tradition, is that he brought to the forefront the
doctrine of Guruvada.*” The Guru in his sub-sect occupies the same exalted
position as that of Sikhism,

The twelve Acaryas nominated by Gopala Atd preached the message
of the Kala Sarhhati in diffcrent directions. The notable branches of the
Kila Samhati which greatly contributed to the development of the sub-sect,
are Dihing, Mayamara, Gajala and Ahdtaguri. The first two branches
deserve special consideration for their historical importance.

Dihingiya branch: The foundation of the Dihingiyd branch of the
Kila Samhati was laid by Bar Yadumani, also known as Henguliya
Yadumani, because of his preference for vermilion colour ( Aeagul=red).
It is narrated in the biographical works that Bar Yadumani’s original name
was Gopala and he resided in the early part of his carcer with Sririma Sarma
in the satra of VamSigopaladeva at Deberdpar for a few years as a novice.
Vamsigopiladeva on a certain occasion sent them to Barpetd with some
presents to be delivered to the principal religious leaders. Accordingly, they
came to Barpeta where they happened to meet Gopila Ata of Bhawanipura
and were highly impressed by his scholarship and saintly behaviour. Gopila
Ata gave them a copy of Namaghosa which they began to recite after their
return to the satra of Vamgigopaladeva. Varhsigopaladeva asked them,
either to stop reading of Ghosa or to leave his satra for good. They pre-
ferred the latter alternative and came back to the satra of Gopala Ata where
they were duly ordained. Gopala Ata changed the original name of Gopila,
to Yadumani, a common practice still prevalent in the satras of Kala
Sarhhati. In order to distinguish him from another Yadumani, he is popularly
known as Bar Yadumani ie., Yadumani the senior. After a few years,
Yadumani came back to his native place in eastcrn Assam wherc he esta-
blished a satra at a place known as Bihbari.** Bar Yadumani was not only
an able cxponent of the Vaisnava faith and a zealous proselytiser, but was

36 Ibid, p. X (introduction).
37 Kathd-gurucarita, p. 521; Gopala Atd-carita, p. XIL )
38 Gopila-Atd-carita, p. 175 ; Ramananda : Gopaladevar Carita (MS).
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also a poet of considerable merit. He leaves behind more than hundred
devotional lyrics and one or two devotional plays.

Dihing satra was established by the eldest son of Bar Yadumani and
within a few years of its establishment became one of the leading satras
of eastern Assam. It mainly concentrated its proselytising activities to
the socially backward communities and thus gathered a large following
within a short time. The number of its disciples became too numerous
within a short time and it added in no less a degree to the prosperity of
satra. The satra could claim some of the leading officers of the Ahom
court as disciples of whom Kirticandra Barbarua, the right-hand rhan of
Rajeswara Simha and Laksmi Sirhha may be specially mentioned.?®

Because of its numerous followers and considerable power and wealth,
King Rijeswara Sirhha and Laksmi Siraha solicited the friendship with the
head of this satra as a counter-measure against the impending Mayamariya
“revolt.’® Thus the two important branches of the Kala Samhati viz., the
Dihingiya and the Mayamariya came to an open conflict. The followers of
the former were royalists, while those of the latter were insurgents. The
conflict thus created continued till recent times between these two important
branches of the same sub-sect.

Mayamard branch: The other important branch of the Kaila
Sarhhati viz., the Mayamara, owes its origin to Aniruddha Bhiiyd (1553-1626).
He translated the fourth and fifth Book of the Bhdgavata-purana and
composed a large number of songs in Assamese which bear testimony to his
scholarship and religious fervour.

The term Mayamara or Moamara deserves some consideration here.
Aniruddha was said to have been in possession of tantric scripture with
the help of which he could perform miracles. It is further narrated in
Aniruddhadevar Carita that he was adept in Yogic practices also. It is
stated that once Khorad Raja, the ahom king, invited Aniruddha to his court
to test his magical power. The king, covering the mouth of an empty pitcher,
asked him to tell without uncovering its mouth of the unknown thing it
contained. Aniruddha by his magical power created an illusory snake and
told him accordingly. On the removal of the cloth_a cobra actually came
out from the pot. At the request of the king Aniruddha caused the serpent
to disappear again. For this magical power the king gave him the appella-
tion Mayamard which literally means one who dominates over Miya
(maya :—illusion, magic)'* The term Madayamara afterwards corrupted
into Moamarid and Moamariya owing to confusion created by the name of

39 D. Hazarika : Dihing Satrar Buranji (MS. D.H.A.S,, Gauhati).
40§ K. Bhuyan (edited) : Asamar Padya Buranji : p. 83f.
41 Chidananda, Goswami : Aniruddhadevar Carita, p. 28.
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a lake Moamara on the banks of which the Miyamara satra was situated
in the early part of its history.*?

The followers are also known as Mafak. According to the sectarian
interpretation, the word Marak is a compound word, composed of mat
(faith) and eka (one) i.c., men of one faith.”® But the explanation of the
term as suggested by Gait in the census report of 1891 seems to be a correct
one. He writes : “When the Singphos began to raid in Assam, they found
the Senapaty-people (i.e., the people ruled by Bar Senapati ) better able to
defend themselves than those residing under the decayed power of Ahoms
and therefore called them Matak meaning strong as distinguished from
Mulung or weaker subjects of thc Ahoms. The term Matak thus applics
simply to the people residing the tract of the country formerly ruled by
Bar Senapaty and has no reference to any particular caste or tribe. As the
majority of the inhabitants of this tract are disciples of Moamariya Gosain,
the word has almost been synonymous with Moamara™.!*

Disciples of the Mayamara Gosain are also known as Purani-bhakat.
The reason for designating them so is obscure. One interpretation as stated
in Aniruddhadevar Carita is that he ( Aniruddha) went to meet Gopala Ati
by an old road, avoiding the newly constructed one, and that was why he
was named purani (old) bhakat (devotec) and his disciples also came to
be known by that epithet.’* But the reason stated secms to be a later-day
invention. Another explanation gencrally taken to be more realistic is that
Aniruddha’s followers consisting mostly of tribal and low-class people did
not altogether gave up their old practices even after their conversion and
some of their old practices and manners persisted under the cloak of
Vaisnavism and this adherence to old customs ( purani-pratha) was perhaps
responsible for lending the epithet to the followers of Aniruddha.

Aniruddha concentrated his work mainly amongst the Chutiyas,
Morans and other tribal people, though the Hindus of upper classes were not
altogether left out. It is narrated in Adi Carita that the cause of Aniruddha’s
rapid success in the proselytising activity was the magical power exercised
by him with the help of a tantric scripture which originally belonged to
Sankaradeva’s family.*®

The Mayamara Mahanta became in course of time morc than an agent
ministering only to the spiritual needs of his disciples : he became the virtual
sovereign of the Morans by making them to submit to his teachings with
unflinching obedience. They were taught to regard the Guru as God in

42 B, Gait : History of Assam, p. 59.

43 C. Goswami : Aniruddadevar Carita, p. 50.
44 Census Report of Assam 1891, p. 266f.

45C. Goswami : Aniruddhadevar Carita, p. 50.
46 B, C. Das (edited) : Adi-carita, p. 691L.
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human form. As Aniruddha admitted converts from non-Aryan tribes and
placed the disciples on an elevated footing and as his satra was run on a
democratic basis the number of disciples increased by leaps and bounds
which excited the jealousy of other satras. Aniruddha was, therefore,
branded as a dissenter, a promoter of hetcrodoxy for offering initiation to
unrefined tribes. The prevalence of certain tantric rites amongst some of
his followers was attributed to him and to his successors’ connivance.

The Mayamariyas werc notable for their fanatical dcvotion to their
Gurus and uncommon exclusiveness in their observances. Unity and con-
cord amongst themselves were unique and the binding link were the $uccess-
ive Gurus. Because of thc unique hold over disciples and of the material
prosperity, the Mayamariya Gosains were looked upon with jealouéy and
suspicion by the Ahom monarchs right up from the times of Pratapa Simha
down to the last days of Ahom rule. The fourth adhikiara Nitydnanda was
killed at the instance of Bhagaraja, and the fifth adhikara Jayaraima had to
remain in concealment for several years during the rcign of Jayadhvaja
Simha. Similar acts of oppression and persecution over the Maiyamara
Gosains and their disciples ultimately drove them to a desperate stage of an
open rebellion. The history of Assam from 1770 to 1795 A.D. is the history
of the rebellion mainly initiated and conducted by this sect of Vaisnavas and
ultimately the rebellion had to be quelled with the help of the British. The
chronicle of the Mayamara satra narrates that out of eight lacs of disciples,
only about ten thousands remained after the rebellion. Most of them were
either killed by the royalists or took refuse in hills and distant places.

Gajald and Ahdtaguri: The Gajala satra, founded by Saru
Yadumani, with its several branches and off-shoots, constitutes another
important branch of the Kala Samhati. This branch has twentyfour
affiliated satras established by descendants and disciples of Saru Yadumani
in the different parts of eastern Assam. Another notable disciple of
Gopila Ata is Srirama Sarma of the Ahdtaguri satra whose disciples and
decendants arc responsible for establishing a number of satras in central
and eastern Assam. His son Ramananda, celebrated biographer of
Sankaradeva and Gopala Ata, and his grandson -Ramagopala, as known
from Rdamagopala-carita, were also zealous proselytisers.

Characteristics of the Kala Sarmhati : Having given a short history of
the important branches of the Kala Sambhati it would not be out place to
state here the main characteristics of the sub-sect during the last three
hundred years of its history. The first and the foremost thing, as has been
already stated, is the supreme position occupied by the Guru. To the
followers of this subsect the Guru is God in human form. An interesting
account of guru-bhakti is given in the biography of Gopila Atid. Once
Purusottama Thakur abused Gopala Ata in the presence of the latter’s
disciple Ramacandra. Ridmacandra unable to tolerate the aspersions cast
on his Guru violenly struck his head against a solid slab of stone and as a
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result sustained injury in his head which caused profuse bleeding. The
extremists of the Kala Samhati viz. the Mayamariyas cut the doors of their
houses through the gable-ends so that they might not be required to lower
heads while they passed through them. The side walls of village huts, being
very low, it is difficult to pass through doors fitted to side-walls without
lowering one’s head. As the Mayamariyas did not bow their heads to any
one but their Guru, the doors were accordingly fitted to the gable-ends.
This fanatical reverence to their Guru was put to a severe test by the Ahom
king Pratipa Sirhha. He, as told in the biography of Aniruddhadeva,
ordered a few followers of this sub-sect to gallop at the highest speed
across a hanging sword kept at the level of the neck of the galloping horse-
men. The horsemen, accordingly, did so without lowering their hcads and
as a result their heads were severed from the trunks.*’” The Mayamariya
rebellion of the eighteenth century against the Ahom rule was to a great
extent a vindictive uprise against the oppression of the Ahom monarchs on
successive religious heads of the Mayamara satra. Their very war-cry was :
“T will kill or will be killed and thus I will repay the debt to my Guru.”*®

The next important fact to be noted is the softening of the rigour of
caste distinction. Though the practice of inter-dining and inter-marriage
were not prevalent, yet no distinction was made between one disciple and
another on grounds of caste. Aniruddhadevar Carita, however, gives out
an interesting reference as regards the practice of inter-dining. It is
narrated that Aniruddha, a Kayastha by caste, used to cook food and serve
meal to all devotees who resided within the satra compound of Gopala Ata.t°
But this solitary reference does not prove that inter-dining was actually in
vogue. B. C. Allen in his Census Report of Assam, 1911, gives out the
information that inter-marriage is prevalent amongst certain castes and sub-
castes religiously attached to the Mayamara branch of the Kala Sambati.
He writes : “The majority of the Mataks arc Ahoms, Chutiyas and Doms,
but there are certain members of the Kalitas, Keots and Koches amongst
them. All these castes except the Doms inter-marry.”*® This statement of
Allen was vigourously contradicted by followers as well as by the head of
the Mayamara satra. It is a fact that inter-marriage or inter-dining is not
prevalent in any of the Vaisnavite sects. But it is also a fact that the Kala
Samhati is more liberal in its attitude towards these social problems. A
Brahmin, simply because of his birth, does not receive a higher position or
status in their sectarian assemblies than a non-Brahmin.

147 Gopala Ata-carita, p. 255, Aniruddhadevar Carita p. 48f.
48§, K, Bhuyan (edited) : Tungkhungiya Buranii, p. 61.
49 C, Goswami : Aniruddhadevar Carita, p. 18.

50B. C. Allen : Census Report of Assam, 1911, p. 34.
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The influence of Brahminical rituals has been reduced to a negligible
position. According to the Buranji-vivekaratna even the Brahmins affiliated
to this sub-sect did not perform the Vedic sandhya or mutter the gayatri-
mantra.°* The present Brahmin disciples of this Sarhati vehemently deny
the truth of the above assertion of the Buranji-vivekaratna. The upper
class Hindus of this Samhati are seen to observe the Vedic rites even today.
The statement of the above work should be accepted with a certain discount.
Brahminical rituals have not been uniformly cast off by all sections of its
disciples, but the sphere of their influence have been limited to unavaidable
rites like theose of marriage and death.

The next feature to be noted is that this Samhati is primarily réipon-
sible for bringing to the fold of Vaisnavism the tribals and socially back-
ward communities and thus giving them an opportunity to satisfy their
spiritual urge. The practice of initiating woman is absent in this sub-sect.
According to this Sarhhati, Bhakti cannot be cultivated by owning double
allegiance to the husband as well as to the Guru.>2

Lastly, the sub-sect is characterised by the absence of practices of
telling beads of rosary and image worship. The Guru is considered to be
the image of God and therefore the religious heads of the Mayamara satra
have been designated as migrti (image). Aniruddhadeva, the founder is
called Adya-marti (the primal image ).

Principal Satras of the Kala Sarmhati.

The satras of the Kala Samhati are mainly confined to central and
eastern Assam. The twelve principal disciples of Gopéala Ata are credited
with having founded twelve satras. These are (1) Bahbari and Dihing of
Bar Yadumani, (2) Mayamard of Aniruddha, (3) Gajala of Saru Yadumani,
(4) Ahataguri of Srirama Ata, (5) Ikardjain of Ramacandra, (6) Haladhiati
of Narayana, (7) Nogariya of Sanatana, (8) Habung of Paramananda,
(9) Caraibahi of Murari, (10) Kathpar of Purusottama, (11) Daloipo of
Sanatana, (12) Khairamochard of Ramacandra.

Of the above mentioned twelve satras, Gajald, Abhdtaguri and
Bihbari, also known as Dihing, have numerous branches and offshoots. The
Mayamard satra of Aniruddha has four or five branches, and sons and
descendants of Gopal Ata also established four satras at different places.

III. PURUSA SAMHATI

It is narrated in the biographial literature of this sub-sect that
Madhavadeva declared on more than one occasions that Purusottama being

51 Maniram Barbhandar Barua : Buranji-vivekaratna (Ms).
52 This information was supplied by Mohan Chandra Mahanta, the head of
Telpani satra, Jorhat,
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the direct descendant of $ankaradeva, would be the real successor to the
headship of the order founded by his grandfather; he (Madhava) simply
acted as an agent during the interim period. That Madhavadeva actually
pominated Purusottama Thakur as his successor, as claimed by literature
of this sub-sect, is doubtful in view of the fact that earlier biographers like
Daityari, Bhiisana and Ramacarana have nowhere mentioned this; rather
they have categorically told that Madhavadeva did not nominate any body
to succeed him. Nevertheless, Purusottama is regarded by the followers of
Purusa Sambati as the real successor of Sankaradeva.

Purusottama Thakur : Purusottama Thakur, from whom the name
of the sub-sect originated, was only a boy of six or seven when his grand-
father Sankaradeva breathed his last and his father Ramananda also died
within a year or two after the death of Sankaradeva. Thereforc, the early
life and education of Purusottama were conducted under the guidance of
Madhavadeva.

According to biographer Aniruddha Dasa, Purusottama assumed the
role of a dharmacarya in the twenty-second year of his life while the family
was in his ancestral home at Patbausi. From Patbausi he temporarily shifted
to Barnagar the capital of eastern Koch kingdom where he is said to have
initiated the wives of king Pariksitanarayana and prince Ripanirayana.
Thence he again returned to Patbausi and therefrom again shifted to Javaniya
(modern Jania ), a village at a distance of few miles from Barpeta. Here
he resided for six years and finally went to Madhupur near Cooch-Behar.
There he died in the year 1616 A.D. (1538 Sakabda).>®

Purusottama appointcd twelve of his principal followers as apostles
( dharmacarya) to initiate disciples in different parts of central and eastern
Assam. These twelve religious heads diffused the teachings of the sub-sect
by establishing satras in their own localities.

Besides the acts of propagation through his important disciples,
Purusottama was also responsible for reviving the eclipsed glory of
Sankaradeva. For some time, Sankaradeva’s fame was fading owing to
activities of over-zealous disciples of Madhavadeva who placed the latter in
the forefront of Assamese Vaignavism. Purusottama proclaimed $ankaradeva
as the only Guru of the sect and called the other proselytisers or religious
heads as mere representatives or agents of Sankaradeva. He was even
reluctant to acknowledge Madhavadeva as the second Guru of the sect.
Religious heads who came after Sankaradeva have been termed as Acharya
and not as Guru. Thus, a separate sub-sect under his leadership developed
which owed exclusive allegiance to Safnkaradeva. Dvija Bhiisana, biographer
of Sankaradeva and a contemporary of Purusottama, speaks of the latter as

53 Aniruddha Das : Guru-varméivali (MS), verses 141-160,
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follows—*$rimanta Purusottama, the elder brother of Caturbhuja, lived for
sometime at Behar. On the eve of his death he summoned all his disciples
to his side and asked them to regard as their Guru none else but
Sankaradeva.”** Vidyananda Oja, author of Thakur-carita categorically
supports the view when he says “Know it for certain that Sankaradeva is the
only Guru ; there can be no other Guru besides him®5.”

Caturbhuja Thakur : Purusottama at his death-bed nominated his
younger brother Caturbhuja Thakur as his successor who was then residing
at a place called Ghara$iya. Caturbhuja Thakur on assuming the role of
dharmacarya constructed an ideal satra at a place surrounded by lake
Tamranga in the modern Goalpara district. The writer of Thakuricarita
compares that satra Visnupura with the city of Dvaraka surrounded bn all
sides by water. He propagated the faith in both the kingdoms of Kamariipa
and Cooch-Behar. After some time he, set out for a course of pilgrimage
with his family including the wife and daughters of Purusottama, as far as
Puri. It is stated in the biography written by Vidyananda Ojha that five
hundred disciples accompanied Caturbhuja in his journey towards Puri.
After his return he initiated almost all the princes of both eastern and western,
branches of the Koch royal dynasty to Vaisnavism.

Like his predecessors, Caturbhuja also nominated twelve principal
disciples as religious heads or apostles to preach the tenets of his sub-sect
in the Ahom kingdom.

Kanakalata :  About this time his satra at Visnupura was demolished
by the invading Muslim army under Abdus Salam in 1635 A.D. After the
retreat of the army he reconstructed the satra and then went to the Ganges
to immerse his mother’s bone. On his way back he died in the year 1648
(Sakabda 1570°°), nominating his wife Kanakalata as his successor.
Kanakalati discharged the duties entrusted to her with wonderful success.

54 §rimanta purusottama daru Caturbhuja 1
Sarirata bhinna duiro datma ekanuja 11
Behdr nagare katodina achilanta 1
bhakatasavaka mati prabodha dilanta 1}
Suniyo bhakatasava kaho sare sira 1
Sankarata bine guru nedekhiba ara 1l
Purusottama ndama dhari loka nistarila 1
Sankarata bine guru ana nakahila 11
Bhusana Dvija : Sri-Sankaradeva, p. 222.
55 Sankaradevese guru jana sare sira 1
Mahapurusata pare guru nahi ara 11
Vidyananda Ojha :1 Thakur-carita verse 446.

56 According Aniruddha who was a contemporary of Ramikiinta, grandson of
Caturbhuja, the dates of birth and death of Caturbhuja are $akibda 1517 and 1570
respectively. The dates given by Aniruddha probably are correct in view of the fact
that he lived in the Vaikunthapura satra established by Caturbhuja himself,
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After a few years of her husband’s death, she left Visnupura satra of her
husband for Bardowa the ancestral place of Sankaradeva. But unable to
trace the exact location of the ancestral home she remained at a place which
subsequently came to be known as Ai-bheti (literally, mother’s place.).
A few years later she again moved further east and settled for four years
at a place known as Cinatali. Thence she returned again to central Assam
where she died in the year 1668 (1590 Saka).’” Kanakalati also selected
twelve of her prominent disciples to carry on the work of the sect in different
parts of Assam. She was a resourceful lady having a strong personality
and religious acumen. She not only maintained the revived glory and repu-
tation of the family of Sankaradeva, but greatly contributed towards radia-
ting its refulgence by discovering and reclaiming Bardowa, the ancestral seat
of Sankaradeva.

Latter history : With the passing away of Kanakalata, the last’
notable religious personality of the Purusa Sarmhati ended. After her, the
Imme of religious headship descending from Sankaradeva bifurcated itself
into two branches— the one connected with Purusottama and the other
with Caturbhuja. Both Purusottama and Caturbhuja died without any
male issue. Purusottama’s three grandsons through his daughter estab-
lished threc satras in eastern Assam. Caturbhuja had three wives. By
his first wife Kanakalati, already mentioned, he had a daughter Subhadra
and the latter’s son Anantardya and his descendants established several
satras in eastern and central Assam. Kowamara and Salaguri founded by
Anantaraya are the most important satras of this branch. The sons and
grandsons of Sumitra, another daughter of Caturbhuja, continucd to occupy
the headship of Visnupura satra originally established by Caturbhuja in
western Assam.

Damodara Ata, nephew of Caturbhuja (according to some biographi-
cal literature of this sub-sect, Damodara Ata was Caturubhuja’s adopted
son)*® also left western Assam owing to frequent troubles created by the
Muslims and ultimately succeeded in receiving the favour of the Ahom king
Jayadhvaja Simha (1648-1663 A.D.) Japadhvaja Sirmha by a liberal grant
of land and money helped him to establish a satra temporarily at North
Lakhimpur, which subsequently acquired the name Narowa satra. Accord-
ing to some accounts, Narowd satra in North Lakhimpur was established
during the reign of Chakradhvaja Simha (1663-69) and it was actually

57 Ramikanta Muktiyar (edited) : 4i Kanakalatad-carita, p. 90.
58 The Kayastha Samajar Itivrtta compiled by H. N. Datta Barua, quotes a few
liges from a biography written by one Ratikdnta Dvija, wherein Caturbhuja is des-

cribed to have adopted his sister's son Diamodara as his son ( vide, Kayastha Samajar
itivritta, p, 234),
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founded by Ramakanta, son of Damodara Ata. Any way, the satra traces
the genealogy of its headship to Damodara Ata. After staying and propa-
gating a few years in eastern Assam, Damodara Ata returned to central
Assam to trace the original position at Bardowa where Sankaradeva lived
and preached during the early period of his life. He succeeded in tracing
it in collaboration with Kanakalata and permanently established a satra which
henceforth came to be known as Bardowa satra. In course of time, the
two main satras, viz.,, Narowa and Bardowa established by Damodara Ata
became two of the leading satras of the Purusa Samhati. Damodara died
between 1655 and 1662 A.D.%°

When Damodara Ata died, his son Ramakanta was a boy &f four
years. The Bardowd satra became a bone of contention bktween
Ramakanta and Anantariya, son of Kanakalatd. In the mean time, the
invasion and victorious march of Mir-zumla in 1662, brought about a state
of instability to the Bardowa satra also. Both Ramakinta and Anantaraya
moved towards eastern Assam in order to avoid Muslim oppression.
When peace was restored, they did not come back to Bardowa. King
Chakradhvaja Sirhha patronised them and helped to establish themselves
in castern Assam. Ramékidnta reclaimed the site where his father
Damodara Atd had once tcmporarily settled and established a satra which
came to be known as Narowa. Anantardya, on the other hand, founded
two more satras in the present Sibsagar district which later on assumed
importance as Kowamara and Salaguri.

The satra at Bardowa, reclaimed by Damodara Ata and Kanakalata
a few years before, was managed jointly by the descendants of Ramakanta
and Anantaraya respectively. But towards the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury an internecine quarrel between the two families brough the satra to the
verge of ruin. At long last, a settlement was reached through the inter-
vention of the royal court and the satra was equally divided between the
two families descending from Ramidkanta and Anantariya. Two more
satras viz., Camaguri and Dighali, claiming affiliation with Purusottama,
grandson of Sankaradeva, sprang up. Purusottama had no son, but a few
daughters. His two grandsons Cakrapani and Sarangapani by his daughtet
Kesavapriya managed to secure patronage from the Ahom king Cakra-
dhvaja Sithha. As a result, Cakrapani established Camaguri satra in 1663
(1558 Saka) in the Sibsagar district from which several offshoots and
branches later on developed. S$arangapani founded Dighali satra which alsa
branched off later on.

59 The medieval biographer Aniruddha gives the date of Damodara Ati's death
as Sakabda 1577 (1655 Ap.), while the Kayastha Samdjar Itivrtta gives the date as
1584 (1662) without informing the source.



HISTORY OF SUB-SECTS AND EXPANSION OF THE SATRA 95

With the establishment of above satras with their offshoots and
branches, the history of Purusa Sarhhati practically comes to an end. The
subsequent history is stale and lifeless.

Characteristics :  According to the Vaisnavite tradition, the Purusa
Sarhmati lays special emphasis on Nama which is one of the four funda-
mental elements in the practice of devotion. Chanting, and singing in
praise of God and meditating on His various names and forms are consi-
dered acts of special merit according to this sub-sect. This is why the
satras of this sub-sect developed various ways and modes of singing
or chanting congregational prayers, such as pal-nama ( chanting prayers in
succession throughout night ), utha-nama ( chanting of prayers with rhythmic
movements in standing posture ) etc. The followers of this sub-sect observe
Brahminical rites and in most of the satras affiliated to this sub-sect images
o¢f Visnu are to be found. In fact Purusottama plainly expressed once
before Vamg§igopaladeva thus: “Those who do not recognise the Gitg,
Bhagavata, images of Visnu and Brahmins and do not perform §raddhas
are the offenders of Mahapurusiya cult”.®® Thus, though it lays special
emphasis on Nidma, it does not deny the necessity of image-worship and
Brahminical rites. Viewed from this point, the gulf of difference between
the Purusa and the Brahma Samhhatis is very narrow. The image worship
and the Brahminical rites are more prominent in the latter while in the
former it is not so. Another noteworthy feature is that the sub-sect does
not recognise Madhavadeva as of equal footing with Sankaradeva. The
position of Sankaradeva is unique in the hierarchy of religious saints.

Principal satras of the Purusa Sarihati

Principal satras affiliated to the Purusa Samhati are grouped under
three categories :—(i) Bar-bdrajaniya satras i.e., satras established by the
twelve Principal disciples of Purusottama Thakur, (ii) Saru-bdrajaniya satras
i.e. satras established by twentyfour disciples of Caturbhuja Thakur and
his wife Kanakalatd. The former group is called Bar-barajaniya or senior
twelve satras because the founders of these satras received initiation and
inspiration from Purusottama Thakur who was the senior of the two grand-
sons of Sankaradeva. The latter group is called Saru-bdrajaniy@ because
of its affiliation to the junior grandson (Caturbhuja) of Sankaradeva. The
third group is called Nati ( grandsons) satras i.e., satras founded by great-
grandsons of $Sankaradeva.

(I) Bar-barajaniya satras :—(1) Kurcung (Keéava Bhagati),
(2) Cekeratali (Gopinatha), (3) Catamiya (Visudeva), (4) Gomotha

60 Ramananda : Varifigopaladevar Carita, p. 140.
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(Rimakrsna), (5 Puniyd (Paraurama ), (6) E:lengi (Bapu-Krsna ),
(7) Ratanpur (Paramananda), (8) Saud-kuchi ( Haricarana), (9) Kathpar
( Kamala-locana ), (10) Bengena-ati (Murdri ), (11) Cupahd. (Krsnacarana ),
(12) Thakariyal (Kamalalocana). ‘

(I)  Saru-barajaniya satra: Satras established by di.sc1ples of
Caturbhuja Thakur are (1) Bargion (Deuram), (2) Ghar-katiya (Jaye{-
krsnna ), (3) Gobhir -( Jaykdnai), (4) Kawaimari ( Gopinatha ), (5) Haladhi-
ati (Mukunda), (6) Salaguri (Ratnakara), (7) Bihampur ( Govinda ),
(8) Nacanipird ( Rimabhandra), (9) Bhandulai ( Visnudeva ), (10) Cunga-
para (Kanai), (11) Uzaniyal (Kanu), (12) Belsidhiya ( Sanatana). \

Satras established by disciples of Kanakalata are (1) Khaupati
( Ramacarana), (2) Nacpar (Ramasobhana), (3) Nalatiya ( Gopikanta ),
(4) Nepali (Ratikanta), (5) Lakhipur ( Raghupati ), (6) Karatipar (Hari-
gati), (7) Kathargram (Paramdnanda), (8) Kamalabari (Gopala),
(9) Pokardiya (Krsnagrahan), (10) Gatamtya (Jayagovinda). (11) Micimi
( Haricarana ), (12) $almariya (Krsna).*

(UII) Nati satras:  Visnpura (Caturbhuja  Thakur), Bardowa
( Damodara), Narowa (Ramikanta), Kowamara ( Anantaraya), Dighali
( $arangapani ), Camaguri (Cakrapani ).

Each of the above satras has several branches.

IV—NIKA OR NITYA SAMHATI

The Nika Sammhati scems to have taken shape after the formation
of other threc sub-sects. The tradition current amongst the Vaisnavas also
support this view. The very name Nika ( pure, clean) points to the con-
clusion that it originated immcdiately after the formation of other three
sub-sects. The neccssity of organizing a cleaner sect arose when other
sub-sccts appeared to have gone somewhat astray from the original path
chalked out by the first two Gurus. Therefore, Padma Ata who was the
youngest of Madhavadeva's chief disciples and who was also saddled with
the responsibility of the religious headship in eastern Assam, thought it
necessary to evolve a proper code of conducts for the Vaisnavas. He got
immediate response from Mathuradasa of the Barpeta satra who was also
no less anxious to purify the sect by laying stringent rules and conduct of
life. They were also helped in this act by Kefava Ata, a close companion
of Padma Ata throughout the latter’s religious career. These three, viz.,

Padma Ata, Mathurda Ata and Kesava Ata may be considered the trio of
the Nikd Samhati.

* Names included in brackets are those of founders.
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Mathuradasa was the eldest of the three. His original name was
Gopila and is said to have professed Caitanya Vaisnavism before he met
Madhavadeva. His name was changed to Mathuradisa after his conversion
to the $ankarite Vaisnavism of Assam. Within a short time of his con-
version he become one of the most trusted disciples of Madhavadeva, so
much so that on the eve of Madhavadeva’s departure from Kamariipa to
Cooch-Behar, Mathuradasa was nominated to the seniorship of the Barpeta
satra.’!

Mathuradasa was an able organiser and an unflinching devotee. He
reconstructed the satra and systematised its management after the original
constructions of the satra built by Madhavadeva were reduced to ashes
as the result of a devastating fire. The democratic procedure of managing
the affairs of the satra so prominent in the present Barpeti satra was
initially introduced by Mathuradasa Budha Ata. Under his able steward-
ship Barpeti satra became the radiating centre of the Mahapurusiya
Vaisnavism.

Kesava Ata and Padma Atd: Kesava Ata was next to Mathuradasa
in age. He hailed from the easternmost part of Assam and became a disciple
of Madhavadeva when the latter was at Barpeta. Het met Padma Ati on
bis way back home at Narayanapura and being very much impressed by his
dcvotional bent of mind, advised Padma Ata, who was still uninitiated, to
proceed to Kamariipa where he would meet Madhavadeva. The young man
1equested Kesava Ata to escort him to Madhavadeva, to which he readily
agreed. Accordingly. after a few days, they started by the river Brahmaputra
for Barpetd, but unfortunately Madhavadeva had already left for Cooch-
Behar. So Padma Ata ultimately met Madhavadeva at Bhela (Cooch-Behar)
where he receeived necessary religious training and ordination from Madhava-
deva in due coursc. Both of them came back to eastern Assam and
having preached the religion at several places ultimately established a satra
known as Kamalabari within the island of the Brahmaputra. Within a short
time of its establishment, it became onc of the prominent satras of eastern
Assam. Padma Ata is also known as Badala Ata, as he was sent fo eastern
Assam by Midhavadeva on his behalf ( badal=exchange, on behalf ). It is
further narrated in carita-puthis that Madhava clearly demarcated the geo-
graphical jurisdiction over which the religious influence of Mathuradisa,
Padma Ata and himself would hold sway. According to this demarcation,
the eastern and central Assam came under the jurisdiction of Padma Ata,
Kamariipa and Goalpara under Mathuradasa and Cooch-Behar remained
under Madhava’s direct control.”> Kesava Ata subscquently established a
satra of his own which came to be known as Barjaha satra.

81 Dgityari : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, pp. 185 241.
82 Kathd-guru-carita, p. 532.
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Besides Mathuradasa, Keéava Atda and Padma Ata, another person
to be taken into consideration in dealing with the development of Nika
Sarihati is Ramacarana Thakur, nephew of Madhavadeva. He had been
a constant companion of his maternal uncle and helped him in all possible
ways. After the departure of Miadhavadeva to Cooch-Behar he became the
head of Sundaridiya and Ganakkuchi satras originally established by
Madhavadeva. His sons and grandsons also contributed towards the spread
of Vaisnavism by establishing several satras in western Assam. Rama-
carana is also credited with several literary and devotional compasitions.
a few scores of devotional songs, two plays, (Kawisabadha and Nysirmha
varrd) and metrical translation of Sankaradcva’s Sanskrit work Rhakti-
ratnikara. He also collected the different parts of Sankaradeva’s Kirzana
which were lying scattered in different parts of Assam. !

There is nothing very much noteworthy in the history of Nika Sarhhati
after the passing away of the above personalities.

Characteristics : These three apostles, viz., Mathuradasa, Padma Ata
and Kesava Ata evolved a set of conducts and rules for their followers which
were meant, to purify Vaispavas in body and mind. For its exclusive atten-
tion to cleanliness of mind and body, the sub-sect came to be known as
Nikda, (M.ILA.—nikka) i.e., pure. The followers of this sub-sect are
required to observe strict discipline in respect of food, dress and manners
and in all religious matters. They never partake food prepared by others,
never take even a betel-nut without taking bath and never put on a piece of
cloth that has not been washed or dipped in water daily. Even fuel is
sprinkled with water before it is actually put into fire. Similar stringent
rules are noticed in other spheres also. These conducts of every-day life
are uniformly followed in all satras affiliated to the Nika Sarmhati.®

The sub-sect had certain religious characteristics which also deserve
notice. This sub-sect lays special emphasis on serving holy association
(sat-sanga). The second noticeable feature of this section is that its
followers consider Madhava as the Guru of the sect, while Sankaradeva is
regarded as the Guru of their Guru and as such, their relation with Madhava-
deva is immediate and that with Sankaradeva is indirect. Every ncophyte
of this sub-sect is required to owe allegiance to the name of Madhavadeva.5t

Th".lS the position of Madhavadeva is more important than that of
Sankaradcv.a in their religious hiearchy. The sub-sect is further characterised
by a negative attitude towards the practice of image worship. The worship
of the scripture is a marked feature. Though this characteristic of worship-

83 M. Barbhandar Barua : Buranji-viv 7 .
( Gauhati ), uranji-vivekaratna, (transcript No. XII, D.H.AS,,

54 Tbid.
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ping a scripture is also present in the Purusa and the Kala Sambhatis, it is
more prominent in the Nika.

Principal Satras of the Nika Sarnhati: The most influential satra
affiliated to the Nika Sarhhati in western Assam is Barpeta established by
Madbavadeva. The other important satras in western Assam are
Sundariya, Camariya, Dhopguri and Khatara founded respectively by
Ramacarana Thakur, Bar-Visnu Ata, Laksmikanta and Govinda Ata.
Founders of above satras were disciples of Madhavadeva.

In eastern Assam principal Satras affiliated to this Sambati are
Kamalabari and Barjaha founded by Badala Ata and Ke$ava At respectively.

Relation between the sub-sects: The sub-sects detailed in the pre-
ceding pages, created a net-work of satras throughout the entire
Brahmaputra valley, and practically converted more than half of its popula-
tion to Vaispavism. Excepting a brief period of twenty years between
1770-1790 in which the Mayamariya sect in a fit of religious frenzy and
political intoxication tried to dominate over the followers of other sub-sects,
the history has not mentioned any friction between the different sub-sects
of Vaisnavism in Assam. Rather, a spirit of co-operation and harmony
marked the relation between the different sub-sects throughout the history
of Vaisnavism in Assam.

1t cannot, however, be denied that there are a few spurious biographi-
cal works written in the names of Madhavadeva, Bhattadeva, and Krsna-
Bharati in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of the Christian era ; they
contain vilification against Vaisnavite saints of opposite subsects. Adi-carita,
Sat-sampradaya-kathda, and Santanirnaya, for example, supposed to be
written by Madhavadeva, Bhattadeva and Krsna Bharati respectively, con-
tain sectarian vilification which is usually rare in the earlier biographical
literature. But its effect on the relation of the sub-sects was negligible.
Satras of different subsects expanded and thrived side by side without mutual
antagonism.,

It must be said that the rapid and mushroom growth of satras had
its darker sides also. But the merits of the institution which contributed
so much to the religious and culural development of Assam, out-weigh the

demerits. The details of its nature, its contribution and defects have been
discussed in the succeeding chapters.



CHAPTER V

THE NATURE, ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF
THE SATRA INSTITUTION

The special feature of Assam Vaisnavism is the satra instit'\tion.
It is an institution resembling, to a certain extent, the Buddhist monastery
system or the matha institution of the medieval period. Before we proceed
to deal with its origin and development, we should give a clear account of
the nature and characteristics of the institution as obtained today.

STRUCTURAL FEATURE

Satras are generally situated on quadrangles surrounded by palisades
or walls. Each principal satra is marked by the existence of a namaghar,
a manikuta, a batcara and two or four rows of hdfis. Details of these
structures are noted below.

Namaghar :  The centre of the main activities of a satra is the namaghar.
It is a large open hall with gabled roof having an apsidal facade. The
namaghar serves the purpose of a prayer hall as well as a hall for holding
religious mectings and discussions. A namaghar of the ancient type (a
modern namaghar is simply an open rectangular hall) consists of a nave and
side-aisles having rows of wooden pillars separating the nave from the aisles.
The size of namaghar may vary according to the number of disciples it has
to accommodate.

The existence of namaghar is not confined to the satra alone. It is
a common feature of Assamese villages also. In addition to serving as the
common prayer hall in the villages it also serves as a stage for dramatic
performance and a venue of village paficayets.

Manikiita: The actual shrine where the idol of the deity or the
sacred scripture is kept, is called manikata. Tt is a smaller structure than
the namaghar and is generally attached to the latter adjoining the eastern
cnd: In addition to the idol and sacred scriptures, all the precious things
dedicated to the deity are kept in the manikita. 1t is the sanctum-sanctorum
Qf the entire establishment and as all the valuables and jewels of the satra
1pcluding the sacred idol are kept and preserved here, it is called manikiita,
literally the house of jewels. C

In a separate house adjacent to the manikita, relics of the early
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reformers are being preserved in some satras. It is commonly known as
pada-Sila-ghar, because it usually contains foot-impressions or foot-wears of
some early saints or religious heads. Unlike the n@maghar, the manikita or
the pada-§ila-ghar is not open to all. '

Hafi:  Centering round the manikiiia and the namaghar exist
four rows ( sometimes two ) of residential huts intended for clerical devotees.
These four rows of huts are known as cari-hati. The word hdti is derived
from Sanskrit hatfa, meaning a market or a fair. To each devotee is allotted
a hut consisting one or more rooms according to his status and need.

Minor satras, where monastic life is not observed, could hardly be
distinguished from ordinary households. Such minor satras could be identified
as such only for the existence of the namaghar and the manikiita. The
system of cdri-hati is rarely noticed there.

Batcora: The entrance leading to the interior of a satra is usually
marked by a small open house known as barcara or karapat. 1t functions as
the gate-house. Distinguished guests are first received at the bdrcara and
then they are escorted to the interior of the satra.

Satra and than: Although the word than is used loosely to mean
any place of public worship, it has a special connotation amongst the
Vaisnavite circle. The places where the principal apostles of Assamese
Vaisnavism worked and died and where some of their relics have been
preserved are called than (Skt. sthana). Therefore, those satras which have
been preserving some relics of the early saints are also called than. In Kala
Samnhati, the places of cremation of religious heads are also called than or
agnithan by the disciples.

Description of a modern satra: The following account of the
Garamir satra as given in the District Gazetteer of Sibsagar, 1905, may be
taken as a representative description of the principal monastic satras of
Assam.,

“The buildings of the satra are approached by a good road which is
constructed at some expense. The namaghar is a huge structure, the roof
of which is supported on huge wooden pillars and the great floor-space is
entirely bare save for one or two lecturns on which the sacred writings are
reposing. The actual shrine is a separate building closely adjoining the
eastern end of the nimaghar. The shrine is very different from the pene-
tralia of the Sikta temple. There is no trace of blood or grease ; there is
nothing disgusting or grotesque and the whole place is dominated by the
note of decency and propriety which is so marked a characteristic of
Vaisnavism of Majuli. In a square around the gardens stand the lines of
huts in which the resident monks live. They consist of well-built rows of
rooms which are much more spacious than those ordinarily occupied by
village folk and are kept scrupulously clean. There is singularly gracious
and pleasing in the whole atmosphere. Everything is fresh, neat and well-
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to-do. The well-groomed smiling monks are evidently at peace Wwith them-
selves and with the world at large and even little boys that flock around
them are unusually clean and well-behaved. The children are recruited
from the villages and trained to be dcvotees, but if at any time they find
the restraint of celibacy irksome they are at liberty to return to the outer
world.”!

Parties attached to the satra: Each satra consists of three principal

parties, viz., (i) adhikara and deka-adhikara, (ii) bhakat, (iii) sisya. The first
two partics generally reside within the four walls of the satra campus and
the last viz., the sisyas live in villages outside the satra leading househol‘der's
life.
(i) Adhikara and deka-adhikara: The head of a satra is popu}hrly
known as adhikdra or satriya. His position is similar to that of the mohunt
of medieval mathas or the abbot of the Christian monastic system. He is
the religious head and spiritual guide of the flock under his care. The
formal initiation ceremony Sarana and the confirmatory bhajana are con-
ducted under his direct supervision. Next to adhikdra in power and prestige
is deka-adhikara who usually becomes the head after the demise of the
adhikara. When the adhikara remains absent or goes out on a tour the
deka-adhikara performs the dutics of the head.

(i) Bhakat: Though the term bhakat (Sk. bhakta) means any
devotee, yet it is popularly applied to mean those devotees who either hold
ecclesiastical office of the satra or lead the life of a celibate within the
satra campus. In monastic satras where celibacy is strictly observed, the
number of such celibate devotees is more numerous than those of grhasthi
satras.  Such unmarried devotecs are called kavaliya-bhakat. The word
kevaliyq is derived from Sanskrit kevala (lone). Celibate devotees are
recruited in their early years by elderly celibates and under guidance and
supervision of the latter they remain as apprentices for a few years. When
they are sufficiently acquainted with the religious tenets and practices they
are formally initiated to the religious order. These apprentices are to wait
upon their superiors and reccive religious lessons from them.

(ili) Sisya: Lay devotees or disciples of a satra are called Sisyas.
They generally live in villages and towns leading houscholder’s life. Every
Vaisnava householder in Assam belonging to the Assamese community, is
invariably affiliated to one or the other of the satras of Assam. Custos
fng{ily every Assamese young man of the Vaisnava families must have his
Initiation before hc gets himself married. Formerly this custom was obli-

.gatorx and an uninitiated young man was not allowed to take active part
in religious functions.

1 District Gazetteers of Assam, (Sibsagar) p, 951
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The satra institution is thus a religious community having three parties
and having a definite location with certain structural characteristics.

ORIGIN AND EVOLUTION

Having given an account of the nature of the present satra institution,
we now proceed to deal with the origin and the process of its evolution.

Use of the word satra: The use of the term satra in the sense of
a Vaispava institution or establishment appecars altogether to be a new one
in the religious history of India. The word satra is a corrupt form of the
Sanskrit word saftra. In Sanskrit literature the word has been used in two
senses, firstly, in the sense of an alms-house and secondly, in the sense of
a sacrificc lasting from a few days to a year or more.” The latter sense is
responsible for lending the nomenclature to the Vaisnavite institution of
Assam.

In the opening chapter of the Bhagavata-purdna the word sattra has
been used to denote a long session of sacrifice of a thousand years’ duration
performed by sages in the forest of Nimisd. In course of the sacrificial
session Suta-Ugrasrava recited and explained the entire Bhdgavata-purdna to
the assembled sages. This process of reciting and listening to the exposi-
tion of the Bhdgavatu most probably gave currency to the word satfra in
Assam. S$ankaradeva probably initiated his movement by reciting and
expounding stories from the Bhdgavata-purana, to a band of followers who
clustered around him to listen to his religious discourses. The part played
by Sankaradeva reminded the listeners of the part played by Suta-Ugra-
$rava in the assembly of holy sages in the forest of Nimisa. The fact that
a sacrificial session known as sattra proceeded concurrently with the act of
expounding the Bhagavata, easily led people to believe that a saftra and
a holy association where the Bhdgavata used to be discussed were identical.
Under this impression devotees began to term an assembly where the
Bhdagavata used to be recited as a saffra. The etymological meaning of
the word which means an association or a sitting (4/sad +tra) or an instru-
ment which helps to liberate the noble (sat+ #/trai) must have supplied
additional weight to form the above notion about satfra. The word sattra
very naturally became satra in Assamese.

In the initial stage of the neo-Vaispavite movement the word satra
was used in the sense of a religious sitting or association and not a
systematized institution. Ananta Kandali, a contemporary of Sankaradeva
while tracing the genealogy of his family in his translation of Book IVi
of the Bhagavata-purdna speaks of his father Ratna Pathaka as having

2P, V. Kane : History of Dharmasastras, vol. 11, Part II, pp. 12, 39,
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founded a satra at Hajo where he constantly recited the Bhagavata-purana.
By the usc of the term satra, Ananta Kandali most probably refers to a
religious sitting or association where his father used to explain the
Bhagavata, because the satra in the shape of a monastic or semi-monastic
institution developed much later than Ratna Pathaka. Bhusana Dvija, one
of the earliest biographers of Sankaradeva has used the word satra-grha in
the scnse of a house where Sankaradeva immediately after his return from
the first pilgrimage used to hold rcligious discussion.’

Bhattadcva, one of the foremost religious teacher of the sixteenth
century, defines a satra in his Sarana-malika as an assembly of holy
persons where Bhakti in all its aspects is practised. He defines: “That
supremc place adored by gods and Vaisnavas, where ardent devoteck per-
form duties pleasing to God and where ninefold Bhakti daily prevails, is
called satra : Vaisnavas residing there arc naturally prone to Harinama.”*

Thus, we find that a religious sitting or association where the
Bhagavata was recited or explaincd was designated as a satra at the initial
stage of the Vaisnava movement. With the progress of time, these associa-
tions of devotees began to develop on a distinct line and ultimately emerged
as a well-developed institution having a distinct structural feature and an
claborate paraphernalia and practices. Henceforth, the term satra began
to signify a distinct type of institution with characteristics of its own.

Stages of Evolution: The first stage naturally began with
Sankaradeva. But in his times the religious association organised by him
did not take the shape of a regular institution of a permanent nature.
That there was no satra of a permanent nature during his times, can be
inferred from the fact that Madhavadeva who succeeded Sankaradeva as the
head of the sect did not become the head of any satra left by Sankaradeva.
He rather conducted the affairs of the sect by staying first at Ganak-kuchi
and later at Sundaridiya. On the other hand, the family of $ankaradeva,
as the carita-puthis statc, had to pass through embarrassing financial
circumstances and Madhavadeva had to come on a few occasions to its
help.” Had there been a permanent satra presided over by Sankaradeva,
his family after him would not have fallen in such a financial strait.

®Bhusana Dvija : Sri-$ankaradeva : verse, 157, & Ramacarana :S$ankara-
carita, verse 2051, p. 161.

4 Quoted by Ramdeva Goswami in his introduction to Prasanga-mala by
Bhattadeva,
Yatracaranti saddharman kevalda Bhagavata-priyah
navadhd bhagavadbhaktih pratyahariv yatra varttate.
tad-sattrari uttamam ksetrarh vaisnava-sura-vanditari
tatrastha-vaisnavah sarve haringma parayanah.
5 Ramacarana : Sankara-carita, pp. 309, 313 ; Katha-gurucarita p. 393f.
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Insecurity and temporary nature of his stay at different places perhaps
prevented Sankaradeva from organising the infant institution on a perma-
nent and systematic basis. ‘

It is not known from biographical or contemporary literature of the
period whether the satra of Sankaradeva besides containing the prayer-hall
and the shrine did really contain the system of cari-hati (cloisters for
monks) like that of later-day satras. Probably Sankaradeva’s satra con-
sisted of a prayer-hall and a few huts for devotees who preferred to remain
in close proximity to him. Absence of the system of cari-hati can be
inferred from the fact that therc were neither administrative functionaries
to manage the affairs of the cari-hati, nor was there any common store-
house to maintain the inmates thereof. Had there been such a system,
Midhavadeva, a celibate, would not have resided with his brother-in-law,
Ramadasa who lived at a distance of few miles from Sankaradeva’s resi-
dence. Even the existence of the shrine (manikiita) is doubtful. We do
not come across the word manikiita in any of the early biographies of
Sankaradeva. The biographies of the eighteenth century, notably Katha-
gurucarita, speak of the existence of cari-hafi and manikita ;® but the carly
biographers like Bhusana Dvija and Ramacarana have not referred to the
existence of manikita or cari-hdri. They have used the word deva-grha or
deva-mandira which may mean the prayer-hall as well. The manikiita
became a necessary part of the satra-structure when the system of installing
an image of the deity or of a sacred scripture came into vogue.

It was in the time of Damodaradeva and Madhavadeva that the
satra institution attained the second phase of its growth. There are definite
references in  biographies to the part played by Ddmodaradeva and
Maidhavadeva in shaping the structural feature of the satra institution.
In this respect Damodaradeva’s contribution seems to be morce striking.
R@maraya, biographer of Damodaradeva who wrote his work Gurulild in
the second quarter of the seventeenth century gives a graphic account of
the satra of Damodaradeva at Cooch-Behar. His account of the satra of
Damodaradeva at Cooch-Behar, therefore, carries some weight. The
Bhitaruadhap satra which later on came to be known as Vaikunthapura,
according to Ramardya, consisted of a shrine and a large prayer-hall well-
decorated with various designs and carvings and surrounded by four rows
of systematically constructed huts (cari-hati). The boundary of the satra
was demarcated by high palisades. The satra contained a separate rows of
huts outside the palisades for married disciples. There was also a gate-
house with a tower over it.”

S Kathd-gurucarita, p. 34.
7 Ramraya Dvija : Gurulila, p. 159£.
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That Damodaradeva did something noteworthy towards the growth
of the satra is also borne out by an evidence furnished by the biographies
of $ainkaradeva and Miadhavadeva. According to Rémacarana, Daityari
and the author of Katha-gurucarita, Madhavadeva planned and built the
satra at Barpeta on the lines of the satra of Damodaradeva at Patbausi.
1t is stated by Ramacarana Thakur that after the demise of Sankaradeva,
the people of Barpetda and its surrounding arcas were very much attracted
by the satra of Damodaradeva at Patbausi with its imposing structures
where religious performances were frequently held. Narayana Thakur, an
old colleague and disciple of $ankaradeva advised Madhavadeva, who now
headed the religious order, to plan and construct a satra at Barpetd with
a view to counteracting the move of Damodaradeva. Madhavadevy, by
nature averse to ostentation, at first showed his disinclination toward$§ the
suggestion of Narayana Thakur, but later on deemed it necessary to recon-
struct the Barpetd satra in a planned and attractive manner. The prayer-
hall was tastefully decorated with various designs and carvings. The lines
of huts for celibates were also properly arranged.® Both Madhavadeva
and Damodaradeva were cclibates therefore, the satra institution under
them took a monastic turn. According to Katha-gurucarita there were one
hundred and twenty celibate devotees within the campus of the Barpeta
satra during the times of Madhavadeva." According to Ramardya more
than a hundred celibates accompanicd Damodaradeva to Cooch-Behar.1®

The structural feature of the satra also reccived the final shape
during this period. The prayer-hall (n@maghar) and the shrine (manikuta)
attached to the former werec perhaps modelled on the structural pattern
of a Hindu temple which consists of a garbha-grha containing image of a
deity and a mandapa hall. The apsidal namaghar attached to the manikuta
exactly resembles an apsidal mandapa attached to the garbha-grha. The
main temple of Kamakhya has a similar apsidal mandapa adjoined to the
main shrine. Similar temples with apsidal mandpa are olso found else-
where in India.'* The bdrcara of a satra is a miniature imitation of
toranagrha of the Hindu temple. The quadrangle on which the temple of
Jagannatha at Puri is situated, having residental quarters of sevaites on the
four sides, may have influenced the reformers to build their satra on the
same model.

The final phase of the evolution was attained with the extension of

8 Ramacarana : Sankara-carita p. 310f; Katha-Gurucarita, pp. 349-356.
Thakur-Atar Carita, p. 186f.

® Katha-gurucarita, pp. 357, 362.
10 Ramardya : Gurulila, p. 131.
110. C. Ganguli : Indian Architecture, p. 24, (plate No. 39).
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royal patronage to the satras in the second half of the seventeenth century
which placed the satras on a sound economic footing. During this period
also, the headship of the satra began to devolve on the hereditary line.
The influence of the royal court in the management of the satra as well
as in observance of its formalities and dealings is also noticed. Details of
the courtly influence will be dealt with in the next section.

MANAGEMENT OF THE SATRA

The management of a satra is run by the adhikdra with the help of a
number of functionaries attached to different departments of the satra.
Before we go to the details of the present-day administrative system of
satras, a historical survey of this aspect of the satra will be helpful for
a proper understanding of the institution.

Early management : At the initial stage of the movement when
the satra institution was in the formative stage, the office of the adhikgra
or of a set of functionaries with various duties in the satra as well as in
villages could not be expected to have existed. As the number of disciples
were very limited and business that had to be transacted was simple, the
number of functionaries were, therefore, very much smaller than that of
a later-day satra. Few functionaries that existed during the time of
Sankaradeva were mainly concerned with the management of prayer-
services. During this period devotees residing in huts near-about the
prayer-hall of Sankaradeva had to maintain themselves by procuring food-
stuff from their home or by begging alms.!?> From the biographies we do
not get any reference to the existence of a common store-house or treasury.
There was no provision for a regular income and therefore, the infant
institution had to depend on voluntary gifts and presents from sympathisers
for its maintenance.

The organizational side of the satra institution improved a lot during
the tenure of Madhavadeva and Damodardeva. Besides reconstructing the
Barpetd satra on a permanent basis Madhavadeva systematically divided
the prayer-services into fourtcen units.'®* He placed some of his faithful
disciples in charge of different units of prayer-services. One of his faithful
disciples viz., Manpur was placed in charge of the store house. As stated
in Katha-gurucarita, Madhavadeva for the first time introduced the system
of sidhi-bhojani according to which every householder was required to
contribute food-stuff according to his capacity whenever he visited the

12 Katha-gurucarita, pp. 146, 275, 302, 386.
13 Ibid, p. 1.
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satra.’”* Though he did not introduce the system of paying tithe amongst
his disciples, yet, according to Kathag-gurucarita he advised disciples to set
apart one-third of their income for religious purpose and further advised the
proselytisers working at different places to visit at least once a year his satra
at Barpeta with necessary contributions.’®

He is said to have introduced strict monastic rules amongst his celi-
bate disciples. Celibate disciples remaining within the campus of the satras
were not allowed to stay outside, at night, without previous permission. Even
separate bathing arrangements were made for celibates and non-celibates in
the Barpeta lake.’® When he left for Cooch-Behar the management of the
Barpet satra, was left under the collective authority of devotees who npmi-
nated Mathuradasa as the leader of the community of devotees.'?

Simultaneously with Madhavadeva, Damodaradeva also systematised
the management of his satra by allotting definite function to different indivi-
duals. Hc appointed three bhagavatis to recite the Bhdgavata at morning,
after-noon, and evening. Another devotee was placed in charge of the store-
house with twelve others as his assistants.®  According to Nilakantha Disa,
Damodaradeva imposed a nominal religious tithe (dharma kar) on his
disciples. On the eve of his death he asked his disciples to pay religious
tithe to Bhattadeva, his successor.!?

So long Midhavadeva and Diamodaradeva were alive, their satras
functioned as central organizations. Local satras over which their principal
disciples presided, were dependent upon the central satras for religious
guidance and directions. Local or regional satras resembled the Sikh Sangats
over which local masands presided under the supervision of thc Guru. But
after their death each regional satra became independent of each other owing
lo the absence of a pontifical authority who could command allegiance
from all.

The organizational side of satras in eastern Assam owes a great deal
to Vamsigopaladeva who brought about many changes in the management of
the satra institution. In Kalabari satra established by him in the first phase
of his carecr in eastern Assam, the allotment of religious function was in
the following way.

“Ratnakara Kandali used to recite and explain_the Bhdgavata and
Aniruddha Bhiiya recited the metrical translations of the same. Yadumani

M Ibid p. 302.

151bid p. 344.

16 1bid p. 381.

'7L. N. Bezbarua : $ankaradevi-Madhavadevar Carita. p. 238;
Bardowd Gurucarita, published in Bahi, vol. XIII, No. 5.

18 Nilakantha : Damodara-carita p. 99f.

19 Nilakantha : Ibid, p. 144.
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initiated songs and eight others used to repeat the refrain. Murdri with his
six assistants chanted Kirtana. There were also threc leaders whose duty
was to lead congregational prayer-services at three parts of each day.”2°
For the regular worship of images installed by him, one head-priest (vrhat-
aeuri) assisted by twelve others were appointed.? He further appointed
five sravanis (listeners) whose duty was to listen to the recitation and exposi-
tion of the Bhagavata-purdna.** One of his disciple was placed in charge
of the common store-house ; a second one was placed in charge of collecting
and depositing things presented by votaries, and a third one was entrusted
with the duty of disbursing things when necessary.?® Vams$igopiladeva’s
satra at Kuruwabahi provided rooms for five hundred celibates and it was
not unlikely that satras in eastern Assam, established later on, received impe-
tus and considerably influenced by Kuruwabahi satra of Vamsigopaladeva.

The last phase of the management of the satra institution was attained
with the extension of royal patronage to principal satras of Assam towards
the second half of the seventeenth century AD. The Ahom and Koch
kings placed at the disposal of different satras a number of persons to act
as paiks and certain amount of devottara land also. This act of royal
patronage placed the satras on a sound economic footing. But the contact
with the royal court thus cstablished also brought about certain changes in
the management of the institution. To maintain relation with the court,
a functionary known as kharaniyar was appointed from the side of the satra.
To look into the affairs of satras and to keep the royal court well-informed of
conditions and situations at different satras, a royal officer known as satriya-
barua was appointed by the court. Whenever a new adhikara ascended the
religious gaddi, he had to be finally recognised as such by the king.**

On the other hand, the royal patronage and recognition extended
to satras helped a great deal to increase the sphere of their influence in
villages, and people in large numbers lured by the glamour of those satras,
enlisted themselves as disciples. Freedom from economic worries gave an
cpportunity to those satras patronised by Kings and noblzs to devote them-
selves whole-heartedly to propagation of religion by appointing ecclesiastical
officers at different villages like medhis, sajtolas and pacanis.  Their
duties were to keep contact with disciples residing at distant villages, to
collect tithes from them, to escort villagers to the satra for initiation, and
to arrange or collect nccessary materials whenever the adhikdra visited their

20 Ramananda Dvija : Varidigopdladevar Carita p. 66f.

21 Ramidnanda Dvija : Ibid p. 107.

22 Ivid, p. 167.

23 Ibid, p. 18S.

24 Manirim Barbhindar Barua : Buranji-vivekaratna (Ms).
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respective villages. These village functionaries were unnecessary in the early
stages of the movement, as large-scale initiation of disciples hailing from
distant villages did not take place.

The courtly influence affected the internal management of the satra
institution also. This influence could be noticed particularly in case of satras
of eastern and central Assam. The headship of satras, like kingship, began
to devolve on hereditary lines. The power of the head increased considerably
and he came to be designated as adhikdra i.e., possessor or owner of the
satra. In some satras, notably in the prosperous satras of Majuli, the func-
tionaries were graded into two or threc categorics according to their power
and prestige. The functionaries of the first categories known 4&s sar-
manbhagiya or bar-manowdi came to constitute the advisory council lof the
adhikara. Satras having several hundred paiks introduced the custom of
conferring titles like bard, and Saikiya in imitation of the Ahom administra-
tive system.*®

Certain formalities in imitation of the royal court crept into the affairs
of some satras. The power to approach the adhikara directly, without an
intermediary, came to be the privilege of a few persons. The adhikara’s
personal staff increased in number. Movements of the adhikdra from the
satra campus to villages become more and more pompous and formal.

Location of satras : Selection of site for a satra also descrves notice.
Usually satras were established on the banks of the Brahmaputra or its
tributaries, because the rivers were the high-ways and by-ways of communi-
cation and transport. There were roadways no doubt, but the number of
roads plodable in all seasons were negligible in number. Two more consi-
derations weighed with the founders while selecting sites for satras. The
fertility of land and availability of fish and vegetables were also contri-
butory factors in site-selection. The nature and attitude of local people were
aiso taken into consideration while selecting a place or site for a satra. If
we cast a glance at the location of principal satras of Assam we shall
invariably notice the existence of the first two contributory causes noted above
and the biographical literature of medieval period bears ample testimony
to it.

Present Management : For efficient management of the satras and for
conducting religious services regularly, the adhikara appoints from among his
devotees scveral functionaries to hold different departments under his control.
The number of such functionaries may vary according to the size and nature
of each satra. The management of big satra-establishments of Assam are
conducted by the following departments: (i) manikuta, (ii) namaghar,
(1)) dhana-bharal, (iv) caul-bharal, (v) general management. But in

25S. K. Bhuyan (edited) : Tungkhungia Barafiji, p. 14.
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minor satras where monastic characteristics are absent, no such well-ordered
division of functions is noticed.

(i) Manikuta management : Every satra possesses onc or more images
of Visnu. In satras where the practice of image-worship forms an indispen-
sable part of the daily devotional routine, the following functionaries are
usually found to exist. The man who is placed in charge of worshipping
images is known as bar-deuri (deuri < deva-grhika). Under him there may be
one or more assistants who are termed as pali-deuri. Their duties are to
preparc sandal paste, arrange naivedva (offering) and to kindle light. Then
there are two or three maliyds to supply with malas (garlands). In some
satras there is a separate functionary to recite the thousand names of
Visnu.

Satras having no image of deity or where the image-worship is of
secondary importance the number of functionaries working in the manikuta
is smaller than those having images and Brahminical rituals. Excepting the
formal worship (piija) as is done in the case of image, all other functions
noted above are performed in the above satras before the sacred scripture
installed on the holy throne.

Namaghar management : From morning till the early hour of night
a series of devotional functions are held in the namaghar. A vagis or a
bhagafi reads and cxplains the Bhagavata-purana. He is assistcd by one or
more duwaliya-bhagatis (duwaliyd=assistant). The person in charge of
reciting Assamese scriptures is known as pathaka and when he has his
assistants he is called bar-pathaka. The person who leads the congregational
prayer-services is called har-namlogowa and his assistants are called saru-
namlogowa. Each satra contains one or more orchestral parties known
as gayana-bayana. The lcader of the vocal musicians is called gayana.
Lastly, there are natuwas skilled in the art of dancing, dhulivdis (drum-
players) and kaliyas (fiute players) whose duty is to entertain the deity as
well as the devotees who assemble in the namaghar on different occasions.

(iii) Dhana-bharal management : The treasury (dhana-bharal) of the
satra remains in charge of dhana-bharali. He is the custodian of valuable
properties. He keeps accounts of income derived from lands, tithes, presents
and gifts from disciples and patrons. He is also requircd to keep regular
accounts of expenditure incurred in connection with the management of the
satra. The dhana-bharali has got a few subordinate functionaries including
a majindar (accountant cum clerk) to assist him in the work.

(iv) Caul-bhdral management: The store department (caul-bhdral)
remains under the supervision of the caul-bharali. In addition to his usual
duty of looking after the food-provision of the satra he is required to super-
vise works done by pdaiks or sevaits. Under the caul-bharali there are a few
functionarics in charge of different branches of this department. They are
lon-bharali (store-keeper of salt, oil and ghee), guva-bharali (incharge of
betel-nut, cloves, cinnamon etc.), bheti-dhara (receiver of gifts) mithai-bandha
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(in charge of sweets), paricdraku (attendants) and majindar (recorder). Under
cach of them a few more persons work.

(v) General management : There are a few more functionaries who
are not directly connected with any of the above departments but work for the
general management of the institution. The n@ma-afijaniyd trains up a neo-
rhyte, the hari-matd looks after or controls the hati (rows of huts) under his
charge and the arh-pariya keeps vigil at different hours of day and night and
makes provision for offering light in the namaghar and the manikiita. Then
there are one or more bilaniyd (one who distributes offerings made to the
deity), a few thai-mochds (in charge of washing or plastering floots of the
namaghar and manikufa) and a host of minor functionaries who supply the
satra with fuels, earthwares, flowers, milk and such other things.

The contact between disciples of far-flung villages and the adhikara
18 maintained through village ecclesiastical officers known as rajmedhi, bar-
medhi, sajtola and pacani. The duties of a rajmedhi are to collect guru-kar
(tithe), to keep a watchful eye on the religious life of people under his care
and to maintain a regular and close connection between disciples and the
satra through various ways of religious intercourse. Several villages consti-
tute one cahar (diocese) over which a rajmedhi excrcises his religious power.
Next to rdjmedi is bar-medhi who looks after the religious life of one or
more villages under the supervision of the former. A barmedhi is usually
assisted by a few medhis, sajtolas and Pacanis. Sajtolas are gencrally
engaged in collecting materials to be sent to the satra and pacanis work as
informants or carriers of orders. In return for their service rendcred, they
are exempted from any payment or enjoy revenue-free land of the satra.

Formerly, when big satras had to maintain a close contact with the
royal court of the pre-British days, an officer known as khdataniyar was
maintained to deal with all official business that had to be transacted in the
royal court. This functionary is still maintained to represent the sa‘ra in all
official matters. Another notable mofussil functicnary of the satra is
mukhtiyar who remains in carge of settling revenue-free lands with different
parties.?®

Functionaries noted above are usually graded into threc categories
according to their responsibility and power. Persons placed in charge of

26 Accounts submitted by Auniati, Dakhinapat, Garamir and Kuruwabihi satras
to the Superintendent of Ethnogrophy, Assam 1905 ( Transcript No. 142, vol. XXIlI,
D. H. A. S.), have given a detailed list of officers working in those satras. The
number of functionaries in each of the above satras exceeds one hundred. In minor
satras, we do not come across such well-ordered departments and the number of
officers also is smaller. Designation of functionaries are not always uniform. For
instance, the worshipper of images of the deity in Auniiti satra is called deurl, but
in Dakhinapat satra he is called pajari.
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different departments and branches of the sara-establishment are considered
as members of the first category and therefore, they are entitled to receive
the maximum honour. They are called bar-mdanowai or sat-manbhagiyi
(s@t=seven man=prestige, bhag=share). Their high status is indicated by
the honoured seats alloted to them on ceremonial occasions and also by
additional share of distributable things offered to them as token of respect.
In the monastic satras situated in Majuli, thz functionaries of this category
constitute the advisory council of the adhikara.

Functionaries of the second category arc known as saru-manowdai (saru
=minor, small, manowgi=man of prestige). Those functionaries, who
generally perform the duties of assistants and in the absence of their respec-
tive chiefs officiate in their behalf, are placed in the second category. They
occupy seats next to the functionaries of the first order. The minor func-
t'onaries of the satra are placed in the third category. To the first category
belong bar-pajari, bar-bhagati, bar-namlagowa, bar-pathaka, dhan-bharali,
caul-bharali etc.; to the second category belong pali-pajari (pali=assistant)
duwaliya-bhagati (duwaliya=second in order), saru-namlagowa, saru-pathaka,
miithai-bharali, lon-bharali, purohita etc.; and to the third category belong
ith-pariya, maliya, guwa-katiya (betel-nut cutter), natuwa, aldharas (pzrsonal
attendants) etc.?”

Of the mofussil functionaries, rajmedhi belongs to the first category,
Larmedhi to the second and ordinary medhis, and pdcanis to the third cate-
gory. All functionaries noted above hold offices under the controlling
authority of the adhikara. Tn case of absence or inability of the adhikara,
the deka-adhikara exercises the controlling power. The authority of appoint-
ing or discharging any functionary theoretically rests with the adhikara, but
he usually consults the senior functionaries in such matters.”®

Income : The present income of satras is mainly derived from two
sources. These two sources are, (i) lands originally granted by the kings of
the pre-British days and subsequently confirmed and recognised by the
British Government ; (ii) religious tithes contributed by disciples.?® All
affluent satras possess in varying degrees land-grants ranging from a few acre;
to several thousand acres of land, some of which are totally free of revenue
and others are half-free. According to the District Gazetteers of Assam, 1905,
Auniati, Dakhinapat Kamalabari and Bengena-ati satras, possess 21,000,
10,000, 5,900, and 2,500 acres of revenue-free land besides a large amount

27 Transcript No. 142, vol. XXIII, D.H.A.S. Gauhati.
28 1bid,

9 District Gazetteers of Assam (Sibsagar) p. 98f.
15
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of acreage, half-free of revenue.’® The minor satras, of course, are not in
possession of such a huge amount of revenue-frec land, but most of them
rossess some amount of revenue-free land or assessed at half the usual rate
of revenue.

The second source yields income according to the number of disciples ;
the greater the number of disciples, the higher is the income and vice-versa.
Every disciple is expected to make a small contribution annually in cash or
kind to his satra. Formerly this demand was small enough and did not
generally exceed from four to cight annas in cash and a few seers of rice or
some wearing apparel, if possible. This in itself was only a small tax upon
the villagers, but the aggregate of such subscription served to make bigger
satras extremely prosperous institutions. Formerly, the payment of annual
tithe to the Guru was considered a moral obligation by the disciples. ‘,Thcre
is a popular saying which enjoins the payment of tax to the king (rajar
khajana) and tithe to the Guru (gurur kar).

In addition to the above regular sources of income, occasional presents
or offerings from devotees and patrons and spzcial subscription (barangani)
raised from disciples to meet expenses of important functions are the two
additional but irregular sources of income. Though there is no legal obliga-
tion to pay that sum, yet force of the religious obligation was strong enough
to induce people to pay that small amount. .

Onwership and property: There are three types of ownership,
(i) ownership vested in the idol of a satra, (ii) ownership vested in the com-
munity of devotees, (iii) family ownership. In the first case the satra theo-
retically belongs to the chief idol of the deity to whose name the entire
property of the satra is dedicated. For instance, all movable and immovable
properties of the Auniati satra belong to Govinda, the chief idol of Visnu
installed therein. The adhikara acts as a trustee of the satra properiics. He
can dispose of any property of the satra only in the case of legal necessity.
He may or may not consult his disciples, though ordinarily he takes them
into confidence. The ownership is sometimes collectively vested in the com-
munity of devotees with the satriva or adhikara as the formal head. An
assembly or council of elder devotees of the satra elected or selected from
disciples with the adhikdra as the formal head decides all important issues
concerning the satra and its properties. Under this system the adhikara is
nothing but a figure-head. This mode of ownership is in vogue since early
times in Barpeta and a few other satras of western Assam. The third
mode of ownership, i.e., ownership vested in the family, is prevalent in most
of the hereditary satras. The adhikarship of this type of satras has been

30 Ibid ( Sibsagar ).
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traditionally and invariably held by one particular family and all movable
and immovable properties are held in the name of the family. The adhikara
manages the satra in consultation with the senior members of the family.

Properties of celibate devotees: So far as the properties of the
celibate devotees residing within the satra campus are concerned, it is
traditionally considered a part of the satra property. Their kinsmen cannot
lay any claim to the property left by them.*! Satras with extensive landed
properties generally allot one or two villages to principal celibate devotees
from which they (celibates) can earn an income in the shape of presents and
gifts from disciples of those villages. Whatever property is left by a celibate
devotee after his death, it is spent to meet his obsequial rites and if anything
is left after that it goes to the treasury of thc satra. But if the aldhard of
the deceased devotee is found to be without any property the adhikara may
grant him a part of the property. If anybody dies without any property the
expense of the obsequial rites is borne from the treasury of the satra.’?

In some satras, however, property left by a deceased celibate is
inherited by the junior celibate serving and residing with him.

Types of satras: Four types of the satra-establishment are found in
different parts of Assam. There are a few satras which are purely monastic
in nature. The adhikara with clerical devotees leads there the life of a
celibate. No woman is allowed to stay at night within the four walls of the
satra campus. Woman is not allowed even at day-time to enter the satra
establishment except on religious grounds. In the second type, the adhikara
and his devotees as well, lead householder’s life with wife and children. In
the third type thc adhikdra and the deka-adhikdra remain as celibates, but
thereby they do not detach themselves altogether from the family. Although
celibate, they remain within the family like any other member. The fourth
type is an admixture of the first and the second type. Here the adhikara
and the dekd-adhikdra are married but their devotecs consist of both celi-
bates and non-celibates. The celibates generally reside within the campus
of the satra. The first type is a highly developed one having a distinct com-
munity life governed by its own rules and regulations.

In western Assam, specially in Kamrup district, an institution similar
to the satra is satsangi-math (association of holy persons) which is popularly
known as sacang. It is called satsangi, because heads of at least five such
institutions form a sort of association having an acarye who presides over
their religious meetings. Tt is also a Vaisnavite institution having a prayer

31 Transcript No. 142, vol. XXIII, D.HAS.
32 Transcript No. 142, vol. XXIII, D.H.A.S. Gauhati.
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hall or a sanctum-sanctorum where idol of some deity is preserved and
worshipped. The satsangi or sacang institution is more of the nature of a
private property having its relation confined to a limited few. The esoteric
practices were once widely prevalent in these satsangi maths. These satsangi
maths came into existence in the early part of the eighteenth century and
some of organisers of these institution managed to procure land-grants and
raiks (serving men) from the Ahom kings, specially from $iva Sithha (1714-
1744). There are about fifteen such sacang in Kamrup district alone. In
sacang we do not have such elaborate paraphernalia, as we usually notice
in a satra. The system of ordaining disciples is not uniformly prevalent in
all satsangi institutions and heads are not usually designated as adhikara.
The primary object of these sacangs, it appears, was not to propagate
Vaisnavism as such, but to built up a religious centre where people would
cecasionally meet for religious purposes.

Gradation of satras: All satras, irrespective of their material pros-
perity, occupy equal position in respect of religious matters. Religious
activities of one satra cannot be questioned or nullified by another satra,
and consequently we do not find any satra occupying the position of a central
institution exercising the powers of a central authority. But in practice,
the parent or the main satras occupy a higher status or position of honour than
their branches or offshoots. To make the point more clear, let us take the
case of Dihing satra which is considered one of the principal satras of
Assam. It has several branch satras established by descendants of Bar
yadumani who founded the Bahbari satra which later on shifted to the bank
of the Dihing river and henceforth came to be known as Dihing satra. The
heads of its branches viz. Namati, Dhalar, Telpani, Silikhatal, and Lengdi,
established by descendants of Yadumani still give precedence to the head of
the Dihing satra in any religious or social assembly. Such branches estab-
lished by descendants and relations are known as Sala-banti satras, because
1t is supposed that these branches were founded by fetching religious flickers
from the main satra. In addition to these branches, there is a third category
of satras occupying a bit lower position of honour than the main one. This
type of satras were established by disciples in obedience to the orders of
the founders of the parent satras and therefore théy are known as ajfiapar
satras (djfia=orders). For instance, Govindapur, Karigion, Madhumisra
and a few others are ajfiapar satras of the Auniiti satra. It should not, how-
ever, be supposed that Salabanti and ajfiapar satras are in any way under
the contrel of the parent satra.

Then again, in each of the three Samhatis (except Kala Sambhati)
there are a few satras which are not only held in high esteem but their
opinion and judgment on religious matters carry greater weight than the
rest. Thus Auniati, Daksinapat, Garamir and Kuruwabahi of the Brahma
Sarmhati, Bardowa, Narowa, Kowamara, Digheli and Camaguri of the
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Purusa Samhati, Kamalabari and Barpeta of the Nika Samhati occupy an
exalted position among other satras of their respective Sammhati. The causes
that contributed to raisc the status in the estimation of the pcople above
all other satras are mainly three,—(i) the royal patronage which gave them
wealth and position, (ii) dignity and sombre appearance maintained by them
all through their history and (iii) their past tradition associatzd wiih some
of the outstanding religious proselytisers of the Vaisnavite period. Thus
the early history of Barpetd satra is intimatcly connected with activities of
Maidhavadeva and Mathuradasa Atd, and Kamalibari satra with Badala
Ata. Similarly, Daksinapat, Kuruwibdhi and the Auniiti satras cwe their
crigin to Vanamalideva and Vams$igopaladeva, th: two notable personalities
of the Vaispavite period. Bardowa, Narowda, Kowamard, Dighali and
Camaguri satras were founded by the descendants of Sankaradeva the
initiator of the neo-Vaisnavite movement in Assam, and these satras have
preserved the relics of Sankaradeva till today. The fact that these satras
vriginated from the family of Sankaradeva is considered as an additional
factor in assigning an honoured position to them. Thus, we find that though
theoretically therc is no difference in status between one saira and another
in respect of religious matters, yet in practice, difference is maintained on
considerations mentioned above.

Ecclesiastical tour : In winter seasons when the weather is clear and
village roads and paths are dry and plodable, the heads of satras go out
to the villages to see for themselves the conditions of disciples. The local
officers of satras viz. barmedhis, rajmedhis and pdcanis, are usually informed
in advance of the actual tour and they on receipt of the information make
necessary arrangements for the stay of the Gosains and their accompanying
devotees by constructing temporary residences and collecting necessary
articles from the village disciples. The heads of minor satras are usually
put up in village namaghars, but adhikdras of big and influcntial satras with
whom more than hundred devotees accompany, stay in temporary huts
popularly called bahar (vasa+ ghara) erected specially on the occasicn of
their visit. Such bakars for the heads of monastic satras are usually
constructed in open fields, and never in the midst of villages. On such visits
the heads not only initiate village boys and young men but collect tithes and
cecide religious and social disputes.

Tours are generally attended with considerable pomp and dignity.
If the journey is done during the rainy season the Gosains of big satras and
their followers travel in state barges whose curved prows and slender lines
distinguish them from ordinary rough-built country boats. On the surface,
Gosains are carried on litters; drums are beaten and cymbals clashed before
them and when they alight they are not permitted to touch the ground with
bare feet. After contactipg the village disciples and administering as far as
possible to their religious needs, they return to their head-quarters before
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the rainy scason sets in.*> It has been a traditional custom with the few
monastic satras that whenever the adhikara goes out for village tours, he
must not return within six months. He can return on expiry of six months
from the date of his starting. Incidentally, the tradition of not moving out
from the satra campus during the rainy season reminds us of Vassavasa of
the Buddhist monastic order. Bhikkhus of all denominations used to
observe ‘rain-retreat’ ; it means cessation from wandering during monsoon.*

33 District Gazetteers of Assam ( Now
gong) p. 90.
34S. Dutt : Buddhist Monachism, p. 101,



CHAPTER VI
RELIGIOUS RITES AND PRACTICES

It is needless to go into details of smdrta rites observed in accord-
ance with the prescription of dharma$astras. The attitude held by the
early Vaisnava rcformers in particular and Vaispavas in general towards
these rites have been discussed in the third chapter. It will be sufficient
here to state that Vaisnavas of the twice-born class regularly observe nitya
and naimitikka rites prescribed in the $astras and those of other higher
castes and sub-castes also perform the principal sariskdras according to
traditional $astric process. Vaisnavas belonging to backward classes and
tribes, however, do not uniformly perform these §astric rites or sarhaskaras.
Some of them, notably the Koches and the Chutiyas, have adopted it, but
many others have not taken to these rites.

As the smarta rites are more or less identical throughout India, we
will, therefore, confine ourselves to those rites which are exclusively observed
by Vaisnavas.

Rites of initiation and confirmation: A person in order to qualify
himself to be considered as a genuine member of the Vaisnava community
and to take active part in all religious functions, must of necessity, be
initiated by the head of the satra with which his family is traditionally
connected. The rite of initiation is called Sarane and it is usually per-
formed by the adhikdra within the satra campus. But, whenever the
adhikdra goes on ecclesiastical tours to see for himself conditions of disciples
at villages, the rite of initiation is also performed during such tours. The
rite should be performed as a rule before a person attains his majority.
. The character and conduct of the person secking initiation should be tested
before he is formally initiated. But as the process of observing and testing
requires some days and as it might not be possible in all circumstances, the
rite of initiation is performed relying on verbal testimony of good conduct
given by some senior devotees. But in the case of him who intends to lead
a celibate life as a member of any of the monastic communities, a certain
period of apprenticeship is compulsory. As in the case of Buddhist
monasticism where four months of probationary period (parivdsa) was
necessary or Christian monasticism of the Benedictine order where a novice
had to remain a year’s novitiate, Assamese monasticism also enjoins a
probationary period of a few months before a novice is formally initiated
and taken as a regular member of the community.
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Like prabbajja and upasampada of Buddhist monasticism, there are
also two stages of dcvotional hierarchy in Assamcse Vaisnavism. The first
viz., §urana marks the formal entry of a person into the Vaisnavite order.
It is of the nature of an oath by which the communicant promises to lzad
the life of a true Vaisnava under the sheltering guidance of the Guru. The
second stage is markcd by a ccremony known as bhajana where a person
is recognised as a confirmed devotee by laying bare before him the deeper
and esoterical mysteries of the cult. 1t is mainly intended for those who
are spiritually advanced and who intend to lead an intensely devotional
life. The bhajena ccremony is usually accompanied by conferment of
rosary (mald) with an appropriate mantra.

In the initial stage of the Vaisnava movement, probably thére was
no other cercmony save and cxcept the sarage. Tt is told in the biographies
of Sankaradeva that he introduced the system of ‘four carapas’ (cari-
Sarana) by deriving the idea of absolute surrender to Lord Krsna from the
Gira, the supremacy and cfficacy of the names of Visnu from the Padma-
purdna and the indispensability of holy association from the Bhagavata-
purana. The idca of the feourth principle, viz., the suprcme nccescity of
a Guru, is said to have been introduced by himself whken he received
Maiadhavadeva as an ideal disciple. A solemn oath to place oneself
absolutely under the shelter of the above four principles perhaps consti-
tuted the esscnce of tnc Surana ccremony during the initial stage of the
movement. There was no bar in the shape of a separate ceremony to
1ccognise a person as a cenfirmed devotee. We do not come across any
other ccremony known as blajana in the early biographies of Sankaradeva
and Madhavadeva.

With the cxpansion and development of satra institution the Sarana
ceremony also underwent a process of modification and became more and
more formal and cscteric in nature. Instructions on esoteric Yoga including
Cetails of the nerve system (nddis) and plexus (cakras) began to form parts
of the initiation ccremony. Thus, it became too complicated a process for
novices. Therefore, a new ceremony known as bhajana was introduced to
uccommodate the spiritually advanced devotecs where higher and subtler
instructions were imparted. With the introduction of this ceremony the
initiation ccremony became once more a simple process.

Though the detailed proccdure of the initiation ceremony is not
vniform in all satras, yet therc is general agreement in fundamental points.
The principal steps of the initiation ceremony in respect of which the all
Samhatis agree, have been noted below.?

1y, C Lekhdru (edited) : Katha-gurucarita, p. 34.
zDetal-Is of the procedure of initiation prevalent in satras of the four Sarhhatis
have been minutely described in Burafji-vivekaratna by Maniraim Barbhindar Barua
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(i) The condidate seeking initiation is required to keep himself
clean in body and mind from the previous day of initiation and he should
observe religious fasting in which a single vegetarian diet is allowed to be
taken.

(i) In the next day, i.e., the day of initiation, the rite of purification
and expiration takes place after the morning bath is over.

(iii) He is then taken to the presence of the principal image of
Visnu installed in the satra where he is asked to bow down five times to
the image and to the adhikdra as well. In the case of Nika, Kala and
Purusa Samhatis, instead of an image any of the scriptures composed by
Sankaradeva or Madhavadeva is placed on a farai (a tray having a pedestal)
to which the person seeking initiation is aked to bow down. He is then
acquainted with the history of the sect to which the satra is affiliated,
tracing the origin to one of the mythological devotees. Thus Brahma,
Nika, Purusa and Kala Sarhhatis trace their origin to Brahma, Narada,
Mahadeva and Ananta respectively.

(iv) The real part of initiation takes place at the next stage. Here
the novice is asked to take an oath, by which he is required to surrender
kimself to the four fundamental principles (cari-vastu), viz., Nama, Deva,
Guru and Bhakat.? . This process consists of a few steps and at the end
of each step the seeker is required to prostrate before the image or the
scripture touching the ground with eight parts of his body (astanga-
rranama). In this process the four adorable names of the deity viz., Rama,
Krsna, Narayana and Hari (cari-ndma) are revealed to the communicant
for daily meditation or prayer.

(v) At this stage the significance of and difference between manas
and amman and the process of achieving their unity (aikya-sadhana) for
spiritual attainment are explained to the novice.

(vi) Description and explanation of six plexuses (sat-cakra), nerves
(nadis), five subtle elements (pafica-tanmatra), five gross elements (pafica-
mahabhiita), ten organs (daSa-indriya), ten winds (daSa-vayu) and lastly
cosmological and cosmogonical accounts of the creation are given out in
Getails.

(vii) The Guru then explains to the neophyte how the universe
(brahmanda) remains in a miniature form within the microcosm (pinda).

(viii) The process of mental worship (manasa-piij@) of the Guru
and of the deity is then taught to the person.

(ix) Beatific forms (mirt;) of Rima, Krsna, Nariyana and Hari
(Visnu) are analysed and explained.

(ix) Elements and characteristics of Bhakti, meritorious and sinful

3a Sarana-sarhhita, 11/27-28,
16 '
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deeds, ways and conducts of life and such other topics relating to Bhakti
are explained to the newly initiated person. The person thus initiated
should take a few days’ training under a trained devotee known as nama-
drijaniya.

Though all the above instructions come within the scope of Sarana
ceremony, the esoterical and philosophical instructions noted in (v), (vi),
(vii) and (viii) arc generally reserved for the bhajana stage. A novice cannot
be expected to grasp those matters without a preliminary knowledge of those
things. Esoteric interpretations of various tenets, rites and practices of the
cult, the theological doctrincs and detailed rules and conducts are laid bare
before the devotce at this stage. The devotee at this stage gets an \oppor-
tunity to probe decper into the mystery of the cult. \

conferment of mald: A confirmed devotee is usually conferred
with a duly consccrated rosary carved out of basil plant or sandal wood,
consisting of 108 or 1000 beads. Rosaries used by Vaisnavas of Assam
do not contain mcru (largest bead in the central joint of rosary) but they
contain four to sixteen ndvis (small knots). Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-
carita by Daityari Thikur narrates a controversy between Madhavadeva
and some of his adversaries as to the propriety of inserting a meru in a
rosary. Madhavadeva is stated to have stressed the inadvisability of
inserting meru in a rosary with which only names of a particular deity are
muttered or remembered.” He admitted ils necessity in a rosary with
which a tantric-mantra is practised.

The usc of rosary is prevalent in the Purusa and the Brahma
Samhatis. The satras affiliated to the Nika and the Kala Sarnhatis do not
have the system of conferring rosary on their disciples. The ceremony of
conferring rosary on a devotee is as claboratc a process as that of initiation.
The main features arc noted below.

Having consecrated the rosary by dipping it in holy water for five
times and purifying (sariskdra) it according to sct formulas, the deity in
his four adorable forms is worshipped in the rosary. The Guru then utters
inaudibly the four adorable names (Rima, Krsna, Nariyana, Hari etc.) of
the deity from ten to one thousand times touching each bead of the rosary.

After the preliminaries are over, the Guru narrates the origin of the
rosary and traces the process through which that particular type of rosary
came to be associated with the Samhati to which the satra is affiliated.
Next, he whispers the four names of the adorable deity for five, seven or
nine times in the right ear of the conferee and then puts the rosary on the
head of the devotee. The spiritual guide then explains the significance of
each letter forming the four names of the deity as well as of the term mala.

3 Daityari Thakur : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 393t
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The esoteric significance of beads and the thread of the rosary is communi-
cated to the conferce by the Guru and then the procedure of jagarana
(awakening of spiritual potency) and the mode of handling the rosary are
also taught. Finally the procedure of conducting japa (meditation) with
the help of the rosary is shown to the conferce.*

In satras affiliated to the Brahma Samhati, a Vaisnava mantra con-
sisting of eight, or twelve or eighteen syllables, is offered to a disciple in
course of conferring a rosary. The system of conferring diksa of both
tantric and pauranic types is prevalent in a few satras of the Brahma
Sarhhati.’

Worship : Worship (piija) of image in the traditional sastric manner
has lost its importance in satras cxcepting those of the Brahma Sarhhati.
As the position of image is of sccondary importance in the three other
Sarhatis, its worship also is not considered as a nececssary part of the
regular devotional routine followed in satras.

It is stated in all biographies of Sankaradeva that he installed an
wooden image of Vispu at Dhudhatd in eastern Assam. This he did,
according to the biographies, with a view to winning over the Brahmins to
his side.® Excepting this solitary instance of image-worship no other
instance of image-worship could be noticed during his life. His disciple
Madhavadeva was also not an exponent of image-worship but they did not
prohibit their disciples to do it.

Though the practice of image-worship is considered as of no import-
ance in satras affiliated to the thrce sub-sects of the Mahdpurusiya cult,
yct many a satra contains one or more images of Visnu. The motive behind
the installation of image in those satras was to enhance the outward show
and respectability, which helped to attract people towards those institu-
tions. Another rcason for installing images in satras of the Kala, Nika and
Purusa Samhatis, might be to gain patronage from kings and nobles who
gencrally granted land and property in the name of an image. That the
images of these satras scrve only a decorative purposc, could be inferred
from the fact that daily religious services and all principal devotional
tunctions are held before the sacred scripture and not before the images.
Only on special occasions like Dola-Yatrd, in which an image of Visnu is
indispensable for the ceremony, religious functions are held before an
1mage.

But, in satras affiliated to the Brahma Sarmhati the worship of

4 Maniram Barbhandar Barua : Buraiiji-vivekaratna (Ms.);
T. N. Goswami : Vaispava-mald, p. 46.
5 Harideva Goswami : Daksinapdt Satrar Itivrita (Ms.) The manuscript was
lent for my use by his holiness the Adhikdra of the Duksinapit satra.
¢ Daityari Thikur : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 86,
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$alagrama and various images of Vignu forms the most important item of
daily services. Damodaradeva, Bhattadeva, Vamsigopaladeva and all other
apostles of this sub-sect were regular image-worshippers.” The mode of
worship is noted below:

Having given the daily bath to the image with appropriate mantra
(mantra recited is usually the Vedic Purusa-sikta), the image is
worshipped with ten or sixteen varieties of offerings. On ordinary days
worship is performed with dasopacaras consisting of padya (water for wash-
ing feet), arghya (offering of water containing rice, durva grass and flower),
dcamaniya (water for sipping), snaniya (water for bath), gandha (perfume),
puspa (flower), dhiipa (incense), dipa (light), naivedya (food offefing and
vandana (obeisance). But on special occasions the image is wotshipped
with six more additional upacaras viz., asana (seat), svdgata (welcome),
madhuparka (milk and honey), punaracamaniya (water for sipping second
time), abharana (ornaments) and vasana (dress). The thousand names of
Visnu (enumerated in the Padma-purana, or in the Mahabharata) are daily
recited before the image. A neverfailing light (akhandapradipa) is kept
bturning throughout day and night. Bhoga is oflered to the deity every day
except on days of ambuvaci, ekadasi and annual death ceremonies of pre-
deceased adhikaras. The worship of the deity is never suspended except
on the occasion of ambuvaci (days on which the earth is supposed to be
1n a state of impurity). On this occasion the Bhagavata-purana replaces the
image as the object of worship. The image is laid to rest after the evening
services are over.

In satras affiliated to the three other Samhatis where the practice of
image-worship is of secondary importance, religious services and functions
are conducted before the sacred scripture installed on an altar or a throne.
This mode of worship has been in vogue amongst many other sects of
India. The Sikhs, the Dadu-panthis, the Jainas and Pranamis of Gujarata,
for instance, are in the habit of worshipping scriptures. In the Kalika-
purana and the Yogini-tantra the worship of scripture and footware
(paduka) has been recommended.®

" Nilakantha : Damodara-carita p. 79; Ramardya : Gurulild, p. 204;
Riminanda : Vamigopaladevar Carita, p. 107

8 lingasthar pijayeddevimm pustakastham tathaivaca

sthandilastharn mahamdyam paduka pratimasuca

Kalika-purana 58/31.

pustake pratimavaica sthandileca mahe$vari

padukayarn  citrapate tathd khadge'nale jale

lauhityeca gangayimca sagare firthasarmgame

pratipithe vilvamile lingastharn devimarecayet

Yogini-tantra, 6/142-43.
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It is narrated in the biographies that Sankaradeva initiated his
aisciples by placing a devotional scripture on an altar (thdpand) to which
persons initiated were asked to bow down. 1t is told in Bardowa-guru-
carita and in Sankara-carita by Ramacarana Thakur that Sankaradeva on
the eve of his final departure to Cooch-Behar advised Madhavadeva to look
for him, if and when necessary, in the pages of Kirtana and Dasama.’
Perhaps on the strength of this utterance, Madhavadeva established the
sacred scriptures composed by $ankaradeva on a pre-eminent position by
formally installing Dasama-skandha ( Bhagavata) on the sacred altar of the
Barpeta satra.!® According to Katha-gurucarita, Madhavadeva too, advised
his disciples to regard Kirtana and Dasama as representative of Sankaradeva
and Namaghosa as his own representative.)* On the eve of his death,
when asked by his followers, to nominate some one as his successor, he
asked them to read and re-read Namaghosa and regard it as their guide.
He, therefore, did not nominate anybody as his successor.!? Thus,
Madhavadeva raised the status of the sacred scripturcs composed by
Sankaradeva and himself by making them symbol of Godhead as well as
of their own selves. After Madhavadeva, it became a uniform practice
amongst the Vaisnavas of the Mahdpurusiyd cult to instal one of the four
principal scriptures, viz., Dasama, Kirtana, Namaghosd and Ratnavali
composed by Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva respectively, on the sacred
altar (thapana) as the symbol of the deity and the first two Gurus. But
the nature of worship of an image differs from that of a scripture is that
while the former is conducted according to the pan-Indian pijae-paddhati,
i.e., with Sanskrit mantras and rituals, the latter consists entirely of devo-
tional prayers and recitations, and offering is made with paficopacdras
(¢andha, puspa, dhiipa, dipa and naivedya).

A form of relic worship (though it cannot be called relic worship in the
strict sense of the term) is prevalent in almost all the principal satras.
Foot-impressions cut on stones (pada-§ild) and footwares (paduka), sup-
posed to be of Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva or of any other apostle arc
carcfully preserved and homage is paid to them regularly with incense and
offerings. Places where such objects of relic are kept are called thdnas
(Sk. sthana). In satras of Purusa Samhati relics of Sankaradeva,

9 Rimacarana : Sankara-carita. p. 295; Bardowd-gurucarita, published in the
monthly journal Bahi, vol. II-V (1832-36 Saka).
107, N. Bezbarui : Srifankaradeva dru Sri-madhavadeva, p. 232f.
11 “edin Gurujane bole Dasam, Kirtan Gurujanar mirtir samdn,
Ghosa, Rathavali amar thakibar sthan.”
Kathd-gurucarita, p. 502
12 Daitydri Thiaknr : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 382f;
Katha-gurucarita, p. 514,
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Purusottama Thakur, Caturbhuja Thakur, and Kanakalata are being preserved
and worshipped. In the same way, foot-impressions, footwares and other things
supposed to be once used by apostles of the other three Sarmhatis have been
preserved and worshipped. In satras of the Kala Sarhhati, places of crema-
tion of deceascd adhikaras, called agni-thdna, are also carefully preserved
and disciples pay their homage annually on the occasions of the death
anniversaries.

The practice of relic-worship in different forms has been in vogue
amongst different sects of India from ancient times. It has been in use in
Jainism, Buddhism and many other medieval sects, so it is not a peculiar
trait of Vaisnavas of Assam alone.

This practice of relic-worship came to be in vogue after lhk death
of Madhavadeva and Damodaradeva. In biographies of Madhavadeva or
Damodaradeva we do not come across any instance of relic-worship. But
biographics of later saints contain several references to this practice.
Misradeva, the successor of Vamséigopaladeva, Vanamalideva, the founder
of Daksinapat satra and Anantariya the founder of Kowamara satra, wor-
shipped, as staled in their biographies, the wooden foot-warcs of their
predecessors, viz., Vam§igopiladeva, Damodaradeva and Purugotiama
Thakur respectively.’® Anantarya, on procuring a pair of wooden sandals
(khadam ) of his grandfather Purusottama. placed it on his head with great
reverence for a few minutes and finally laid it on a tray (thagi) so that all
his disciples could bow down to it.'4

Daily prayer-services: The worship of image is usually conducted
by a single individual ; the entire group of devotees cannot take part in it.
Therefore, different types of congregational services were introducad in the
daily religious routine of satras. These scrvices continue from morning till
the early hours of night. The singing of hymns and songs, the chanting of
prayers to the accompaniment of musical instruments and the reading and
explaining of the Bhdgavata and the Gitd, constitute the chief features of
the services. The whole programme is called namaprasanga i.c. prayers
and the functions connected with prayers.

13 Raminanda : VamfSigopaladevar Carita p. 225; Ramiakinta : Varamdlidevar
Carita, p. 65; Bhadraciru Didsa : Anantaraya-carita (Ms).

14 mora abhipriaya abe ihd $uniyoka

Purusottamadevara khadam aniyoka

Suniya Sarangapdni Atd tetiksana

khadam dukhani ani dila tataksana

dekhiya Ananta Ata hata pati laila

mahdprema bhave niya $irata cardila

thagira opare pace thaila seva kari

savabhakte seva karilanta pari pari

Anantardsya-carita (Ms).
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According to Katha-gurucarita, each prasanga, consisting of several
units, should depict four sentiments, viz. (1) sthapana, (2) vandana,
(3) ananda, (4) khela.'> The first depicts the sentiment of joy which
spontaneously arises in course of prayerful invocation to the deity. The
second depicts the worshipful attitude of devotees through their prayers
of self-surrender. The third depicts joy and happiness of the people of
Braja and of devotees owing to the presence of Krsna in their midst. The
last depicts the plays and childish pranks of Krsna in the company of
cowherd boys as well as sports (lila) of God in differeat avataras.

The total number of items of services is fourteen in the three
Mahdpurusiya sub-sects and twelve in the sub-sects of Damodaradeva and
Harideva. These are grouped into three divisions to be observed in morn-
ing, afterncon and evening. In minor satras where the number of devotees
entirely devoted to the devotional pursuit is limited, all the items are not
observed. The order of items in each service is not uniform in all satras.
But the principal items of each service are approximately the same.

At the initial stage of the movement the number of units was not
fixed and the order of performance of different items was not determined.
It is told in the Katha-girucarita that after the death of Sankaradeva, his
successor Madhavadeva fixed the number of units at fourteen and deter-
mined the order of conducting those items in morning, afternoon and
evening scrvices.’® The number of items in each service and their order of
performance in the sub-sect of Damodaradeva were fixed and systematised
by Diamodaradeva himself.'” Bhattadeva madc further modification in the
procedure of conducting daily scrvices.

Later on, every satra made certain alterations in the procedure of
conducting daily services originally prepared by Madhavadeva and
Damodaradeva. Songs and hymns composed by the founder of each satra
were introduced in place of those composed by Sankaradeva or Madhava-
deva. Of course, the major portions of prayers, songs, hymns and recita-
tions are adopted from the writings of Sankaradeva and Midhavadeva,

It is not possible to record the detailed order of items of different
services obscrved in so many satras with so many local variations. The
detailed programme of services observed in the Barpetd satra, the earliest
and the most influential satra of the Mahdpurugiya sects, has been recorded
below as a specimen.

Morning Service :

(i) The first item of the morning service consists in singing two

15 Katha-gurucarita, p. 521.
18 Ibid, p. 1.

17Ramrdya : Gurulila, p. 72; Ramikinta : Vanamalidevar Carita, p. 9.
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Bargita in Ahira or Kau or Lalita raga. The first one is
called jagaran-gita because it depicts the scene of rousing
Krsna from his sleep and the second one is called calanar-
gita as it describes Krsna’s preparation and start for
Vrndavana with cows.

(ii) The sccond item consists in chanting a bhatima (a devotional
song) which describes how Yasoda used to send Krsna every-
day to tend cows at Vrndavana with necessary supply of food,
milk and clothes.

(iii) The third item consists in chanting namachanda (prayer
consisting solely of names of Visnu) and sarana-chanda
(prayers ecxpressing self-surrender and supplication)y The
unit is brought to a termination by reciting one or two
chapters of Kirtana.

(iv) The fourth item of the morning service consists in reading or
reciting a few chapters from the Bhdagavaia or the Gita.

(v) In the fifth item, recitation from Assamesc versions of the
Bhagavata or the Gita takes place.

Afternoon Service :

(vi) The sixth item or the first item of the afternoon service consists
in reciting a few chapters from any of the following scrip-
tures,—Namaghosa, Bhakti-ratnavali, Bhakti-ratnakara, and
Bhakti-pradipa.

(vii), (viii} The seventh and the eighth items of afternoon services
are identical with the third and the fourth of the morning
service.

Evening Service :

(ix) In the ninth item or the first item of the evening service, one
or morc chapters from Gunamala are recited. Gunamala 1is
an abridged Assamesc version of Book, X of the Bhagavata-
purana.

(x) In the tenth item, some portions from Lilamala which depicts
the early life of Krsna at Gokula and Vrndavana are rcad out.
Lilamala is a section of Sankaradeva's Kirtana.

(xi) The eleventh item consists in recitation or chanting of Guru-
bhatima (homage to Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva).

(xii) This item is called seva-kirtana. It consists of two Bargitas
sung to the instrumental playing on khol and ral (cymbal).
The two Bargitas sung on this occasion should describe the
glory and greatness of the deity.

(xiii) The thirteenth item mainly consists in chanting nama-chanda

and Sarana-chanda described in the third item of the morning
service,
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(xiv) The last item begins with the recitation of passages from
Dasama-skandha composed by Saikaradeva. An Oja narrates
the different episodes with appropriate dance and song. The
service for the day terminates with readings from scriptures
noted in the sixth item.

Devotional services (prasangas) are finally brought to a close by invoking
glory to Nama, Deva, Guru, and Bhakta and blessings to the public. The
founder and principal saints of the sect are also rcmembered at the close
of daily services.!®

Daily devotional items of services observed in satras affiliated to
sub-sects of Damodaradeva and Harideva are twelve in number. But the
nature of services in both Mahapurusiya and Damodariya sects does not
differ very much. The difference lies in the fact that songs and compositions
used by one sect are not usually used by the other. Satras of Brahma
Sarbhati generally use compositions written by persons of their own Sarhhati.

On ceremonial occasions the following special items are generally
added to the usual routine.

(1) Oja-pali: Oija-pali is a party of four or five chorus singers.
The leader oja leads the chorus and his assistants pdalis repeat the refrain.
The right-hand assistant (daina-pali) intermittently carries on dialogues with
the leader of the chorus party to enliven the performance. Generally,
stories from epics and Puranas are illustrated.

(ii) Natuwa-ndc: 1t is a dance performance by one player or more
illustrating some incidents of Krsna’s life.

(iii) Utha-nama: 1t is a type of chanting prayer in standing pos-
ture with frequent rhythmic movements to the clapping of hands and
cymbals.

Services observed in satras have influenced villages also, where an
abridged programme of service is followed. As in a satra, so in a village
there are functionaries who are in charge of religious affairs. They conduct
the daily services in the village ndmaghar. Usually two wunits of service
viz., congregational chanting of prayer and reading from scriptures, are held
in the evening. Only on ceremonial occasions a somewhat extensive pro-
gramme is followed. Prayer-services are performed before a sacred scrip-
ture installed on a throne. No distinction between the Mahdpurusiyi and
the Damodariyd sects is maintained in conducting religious services in a
village ndmaghar. Compositions by $Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva are
recited and sung in all religious functions held in village namaghars.

Daily observances of a devotee : There is no real difference between
daily observances of a celibate bhakta residing within the satra campus and

18 Kantiraim Burhabhakat : Prasanga-pranali p. \ff ;. Hariprasanga p. 1ff,
17
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those of a houscholder. But, as the celibate life within the religious environ-
ment of a satra affords greater opportunity for observing detailed routine of
a dcvotional lifc than a householder who has so many diversions, the
difference appcars to be wide enough. As soon as a person is initiated he
is expected to observe certain rules and practices, no matter whether he is
a celibate or a householder, whether he resides within a satra: precinct or
in a village.

A vaisnava dcvotee should, rise from his bed before sun-rise with
the name of Midhava in his lips. He should then utter the eight auspicious
names of Narayana (Acyuta, Kcsava, Hari, Visnu, Janarddara, Satya, Hamsa
and Narayana). As soon as he scts foot on the ground he should bow apolo-
getically to Ananta and Prthvi. After answering to the call of nature in the
morning and cleansing himself in prescribed mode with soil and water, the
devotee should cleansc his tecth and besmear the body with oil, according to
prescribed method by uttering the names of Visnu. The choice of twigs for
tooth-brush and avoidance of oil on particular days are to be kept in view. The
shaving of beards and moustaches should preferrably be done on Monday
and Wednesday, uttering the name Cakrapani. But if any of the above two
days happens to be the birth-day of the devotee, it should be avoided.

He should then proceed to a tank or a river for bath. After untying
his long tuft of hair of the head (§ikha), he should invoke the sacred rivers
and take three dips uttering the name Narayana before every dip. After
changing clothes he should tie his hair remembering or muttering the names
Brahma, Visnu, and Mahc§wara or by the gavarri-mantra if he was a
Brahmin. Marks of sandal paste (filaka) should then be applied to twelve
parts of the body. Tn marking his forchead, neck, naval, chest, ears, arms,
sides of the body (parsva), centre of eye-brows and the back, a devotee
should utter Kesava, purusottama, Niarayana, Madhava, Madhustidana,
Visnu, Vasudeva, Dimodara, Govinda, Trivikrama, Hrsikesa and Padma-
nabha respectively. After this he should perform sandhya if he is a
Brahmin and then perform nitya-pija, according to rites and incantations
prescribed in puja-paddhati. After the conclusion of the nitya-pija, the Gita
or Visnu-sahasra-nama ( the thousands names of Visnu) should be recited.
Those conferred with rosary should perform japa by telling beads.

In case of non-Brahmins, the devotee after putting on tilaka marks
should remember his Guru and mentally worship him according to pres-
cribed modes as instructed at the time of his initiation. After the conclusion
of the mental worship (manasa-piija) of the Guru which is popularly called
gurusevd, the devotee should then proceed to meditate upon the ista-devatd
(Adorable God) by remembering every limb of the deity and muttering his
sacrefi names all the while. Persons conferred with rosary should then
practise meditation (japa) by telling beads. This is called hari-seva.

After guruseva and hariseva are over, the devofee should chant one
or two devotional songs or prayers by clapping hands or playing on
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cymbals. He winds up the process by reading one or two chapiers from the
Gita or the Bhagavata in original or in translation. The inmates of a satra,
instead of chanting individually, participate in the congregational prayer-
services.

In the evening, the householders generally perform jepa by telling
beads and chant prayers and if possible, read a few chapters from Kirtana
or Nama-ghosa. Those residing within a satra join congregational prayers
after finishing their evening japa.

In all activities whether religious or secular, sacred names of the
deity should be uttered or remembered. Thus a devotee should utter the
pname Vasudeva when he takes his seat for meals, Janirddana when he
touches meal and Kesava when he lifts the first morsel. He should go to
sleep by uttering the name Padmanabha. In the process of doing every
act, one of several names of Visnu should be uttered or remembered.!?

OCCASIONAL OBSERVANCES...

The following types of observances have been described in the
succeeding pages : (i) festivals, (ii) ceremonies connected with death anni-
versaries of saints and founders of satras and Sambhatis, and investiture of
adhikaras, (iii) special devotional functions, and (iv) fast. Excepting the
last one the other three categories of obscrvances are conspicuously held
in satras.

Festivals : Festivals of the Vaisnava sects of Assam arc mainly
related to some incidents or episodes of Krsna's life and are mostly identical
with those of other parts of India. In addition to those, the Vaisnavas of
Assam observe the thrce Bihus, the national festival of the Brahmaputra
valley with appropriate manner. The following are the main Vaisnava
festivals of Assam observed in satras.

Janmastami : The birth anniversary of Krsna is cclebraied on the
eighth lunar day of the dark fortnight in the month of Bhadra (July-August).
The Vaisnavas of Assam never observe it in Srivana (July-August) even
though the almanac sometimes places it on calculation in that month.?°

19 The section on daily devotional duties of a Vaisnava devotee is based on
T. N. Goswami's Vaisnava-nitykrtya.

20In celebrating any anniversary the Assamese people, particularly the
Vaisnavas, always stick to the month of birth or death. According to lunar calcula-
tion of the year, a particular fithi (lunar day) may change its month. For instance,
according to Bengali almanac, Janmdstami is sometimes placed in month of Bhidra
and sometimes in §rivana. But in Assam where the vear is calculated on the basis
of solar month, the date of -any anniversary does not move from the month in
which a person was born or died.
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The festival starts in the evening with illumination in honour of
the Lord’s birth day. A special programme of devotional services befitting
the occasion is added to the wsual services. After prayers and recitations,
a drama dealing with the birth episode of Krsna is performed. In satras
where image-worship is prevalent, an image of Krsna is worshipped with
Sastric rites and rituals.

On the next day which is know as Nandotsava, illumination takes
place as on the previous day and devotional services consisting of prayers,
recitation, and orchestral music continue throughout the day. A dramatic
performance known as Bokda-bhaona is performed. The perfqrmance
depicts joy and amusement of the people of Braja at Krsna’s nativity and
ends with the astrological calculation made by sage Garga. It is' called
Boka-bhdona, i.e., mud performance, because colour and mud are sprinkled
by the actors at each other representing the sentiment of joy owing to
Krsna’s birth.*?

The third festival connected with Krsna’s nativity is known a3
Pdcati. It is celebrated on the fifth day from the day of birth and that
is why it is called Pdcati (Sk. paiica). 1t is a festival exclusively conducted
by women-folk. The festival tries to represent joy and amusement that
permeated the womenfolk of Gokula at the birth of Krsna and ceremonics
performed by them to wash off impurities of the baby and the mother. In
monastic satras where women have no access, it is not performed. The
detailed reference to the performance of this festival is found in the
Anantaraya-carita by Bhadraciru Dasa.??

The next important festival is Phalgutsava celebrated on the full-
moon day in the month of Phalguna (Feb-March). The festival usually
lasts for three days. In the evening of the first day, preliminary purificatory
rites (adhivasa) connected with the worship of the deity and installation
of the image on the swing take place. One of the features of the prelimi-
mary rites is the token-burning of a goat confined within a temporary shade
or hut. As soon as the hut is set on fire the goat is released allowing only
a few shags to be burnt. The fire is not allowed to extinguish till the festival
is over. The image of Krsna popularly called Daul-Govinda is circumam-
bulated seven times around the fire. The the image is brought back to be
installed on the swing with appropriate rites prescribed in Puja-paddhati.??

Prayers chanted and passages recited on this occasion are generally

21 Hariprasanga, p. 304. Reference to its performance by Gopila Atd of
Bhawidnipur is found in Kathd-gurucarita, p. 406.

22 Bhadracaru Das : Anantara@ya-carita (Ms), vs. No. 1210-1226.

33 A detailed description of Dola-Yatra (Phalgutsava) is found in chapter 42,
of the Utkala-Khanda of the Skanda-Purana.
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taken from Oresa-varnana episode described in Sankaradeva’s Kirtana.2*
Devotional services and worship continue till the evening of the third day.
In the afternoon of the third day, the image is taken out in a procession
and is carried round the adjoining area. When the image is brought back,
a mock fight between those that went out with the procession and those
that remained within, takes place and coloured water is sprinkled by both
sides. The party supposed to be on the side of Krsna ultimately buys
peace by paying a ransom to the party supposed to be on the side of
Laksmi. The mock fight is nothing but an imitation of the quarrel between
the party which accompanied Krsna to the house of Ghunuca (she is
called Gundicd in the Utkala-Khanda of the Skandu-purana) and the
party headed by jealous Rukmini as narrated in Ghunuca-kirtana episods
of Kirtana?® The image is finally taken back to its usual place after
circumambulating seven times round the shrine. So long the image is

kept on the swing it should be kept with its face turned towards the
south.?®

24 The Oresa-varnana section of Kirtana by Sankaradeva describes the mytho-
logical origin of images of Jagannitha, Balabhadra, and Subradri. The story of
king Indradyumna and the installation of the images have also been described.
This section of Kirfana is based on description of Brahma-purina.

25 The Ghunuca-kirtana episode composed by Sridhara Kandali, a sixteenth-
century poet, deals with the story of Krsna visiting the house of Ghunuci, the
daughter of king Indradyumna. Ghunuci was betrothed to Krsna and therefore
Krsna without the permission of Rukmini paid a visit to her house. This act of
Krsna highly enraged Rukmini who thereupon did not allow Krsna and his com-
panions to re-enter her city. Krsna ultimately pacified her anger by paying her a
compensation. The story has been derived from the Jagannatha-purana, probably an
Upa-purana.

26 A mock-fight on the occasion of the Holi festival prevalent around the
region of Mathurd, has been noticed by W. Crooke in his Popular Religion and
Folklore. “Handfuls of red powder mixed with glistening talc were thrown atout,
up to the balconies above and down on the heads of the people below : and seen
through this atmosphere of coloured cloud. the frantic gestures of the throng, their
white clothes and faces all stained with red and yellow patches ... ... ... combined
to form a curious and picturesque spectacle. Then followed a mock fight between
men and women conducted with perfect good humour on both sides and when it
was over, many of the spectators ran into the arena and rolled over and over in
the dust, taking it as the dust hallowed by the feet of Krsna z(md :S?};ies".

p. .

The concluding part of the Dola-ydrrd@ festival in Assam, i. e, the taking out
the image of the deity in a procession symbolizing Krsna's visis to Ghunca (Gundic#)
is not strictly a part of the Dola-yatra festival, for, in the Utkala-khanda of the
Skanda-purana (chapter 33-35) this incident of Krsna's visit to Gundicd has been
narrated as a part of the Ratha-ydtrd festival. In fact the Ratha-yarrd festival is
nothing but a mimic representation of the mythological visit of Jagannitha to
Ghunuci (Gundica). In Assam this aspect of the Rathd-yatra festival has merged
with the Dola-yatra.
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The Rdasa-yatra which usually takes place on the full-moon day of
the month of Karttika ( Oct-November ) is another important festival. In
some satras, notably in the Dakhinapat satra, this festival draws a large
number of people annually. It is held in honour of Krsna's amorous
dalliance with milk-maids in the autumnal season. The dual-worship of
Radha and Krspa as is usually done in Rasa-pdja is not prevalent in
satras. It is observed strictly in conformity with the narration of the
Bhagavata-purana where Radha is conspicuous by her absence. Decvo-
tional services performed on this occasion are usually related to the Résa-
krida episode. The five chapters of the Bhagavata ( Rasa-paicadhyaya)
are read and explained to the assembled devotees. At night Rasa, dance
is performed by boys donning female costume. The play Kcligopale-na;a
by Sankaradeva or by some other author is also performed on| this
occasion. \

Other festivals viz., Ratha-ydtra, Snana-yatra and Jhulana-yatri
are not observed in all satras. These are observed in a less conspicuous
manner in principal satras of the Brahma Samhati. Again in some satras
of the Brahma Sambhati, cercmonies and festivals connected with Sayana,
parsva-parivarttana and jagarana of Visnu are observed. The Jdayara
festival is observed on the eleventh day of the bright fortnight in the
month of Asadha. The image of the deity is carried to a tank with the
accompaniment of music and song and after due worship it is requestcd
with proper incantation to liec down and sleep in water. The pdrsvapari-
varttang festival takes place on the eleventh day of the bright fortnight
in the month of Bhadra and in the same way the image which is supposed
to be asleep is requested to change sides. The jagarana or prabodhari
festival is held on the twelfth day of the bright fortnight in the month of
Karttika and the image is similarly requested to arise and awake from
sleep.””

The three Bihus observed in the last day of A$vina, Pausa and
Caltra are respectively known as Kati-bihu, Magh-bihu and Bahzg-bifi.
On the day of Kati-bihu, the basil plant (tulasi) is ceremoniously planted
and offering of light (dipaddna) to the plant constitute the special func-
tion of the day. This act of offering light continues throughout the
month. On the day of Magh-bihu, villagers celebrate it with bon-fires and
feasts and the satras observe it with congregational prayers and music.
Food prepared from newly harvested crop is offered to the deity. Bahag-
pihu is observed for three to seven days with special devotional programme.
On the second day, i.e., the new year’s day according to Indian calendar,
astrological reading of the new year (varsdphala-ganana) is made known

27 Daksinpat Satrar Itivrtta (Ms).
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to everybody present. Sweet disnes are offered to the deity and devotees
also partake of it in honour of the new year.?®

Ceremonies (tithis) : Death anniversaries of S$ankaradeva and
Madhavadeva are observed with due solemnity in all satras of thc Maha-
purusiyd order, i.e., in satras affiliated to Purusa, Nika and Kaia Samhatis.
In Barpeta satra, the festival connected with the death anniversary of
Sankaradeva is observed for seven days and that of Madhavadeva for ten
days. Madliavadeva was the founder of Barpetd satra and therefore his
anniversary is is considered more important than that of Sunkaradeva.
Dramas composed by them are performed one after another in successive
nights. Illumination takes place throughout thc entirc course of the fes-
tival. Death anniversariese of the founders of different Samhatis as well
as of different satras arc also celcbrated with due pomp and honour. Satras
affiliated to the Brahma Samhati observe anniversaries of Damodaradeva
Bhattadeva and other principal apostles of the sub-sect. Satras of the Purusa
Samhati celebrate death anniversaries of Purusottama Thakur, Caturbhuja
Thakur and Kanakalati and those affiliated to the Nikd Sarmhati observe
anniversarics of Mathuridisa Ata and Badala Ata with due festivity and
cercmony. The death anniversary of Gopala Atd is uniformly observed in
all satras of the Kila Sarmhati. Each satra again cclebrates the birth and
death anniversaries of its founder.

Investiture :  The investiture ceremony in which the junior adhikara
is formally raised to the headship of a satra is one of the solemn func-
tions of the satra institution. The ceremony is known as nirmali-lowa pratha.
Buradiji-Vivekaratna gives a detailed description of this ceremony.

When devotces and attendants of a particular satra consider the
death of the head to be imminent, they formally request him to invest the
junior adhikdra with the headship of the satra. The dying head, accord-
ingly, orders fer nirmali (flowers offered to the dcity ), garlands and other
necessary things. When everything is made ready, he gives a few instruc-
tions rclating to the maintenance of the satra and finally places two
garlands around the head and neck of the junior in the presence of the
assembled devotees. All auspicious musical instruments are simultaneously

28 The word Bihu is connected with the Sanskrit word visuva. Originally it
must have been exclusively used to mean the festival or ceremony connected with
the heralding of the new year with the approach of the month of Vaifdkha ( April-
May). The Bihu festival is also an agricultural festival in as much as observances
connected with it remind us of primitive fertility rites. The term, later on, came to
be applied to mean two other agricultural festivals observed in the beginning of
Karttika (Oct.--November) and Mdgha (January-February). The former marked
the beginning and the latter the end of the harvesting of crops. The Bihw festivals
-seem be a synthesis or fusion of the Aryan and non-Aryan practices. The Bahdg
Bihu is celebrated in the villages with hilarious music and daance, the Magh Bihu
with bon-fires and feasts and the Kati-Bihu by illumination.
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played on, when the dying head garlands the junior adhikara and offers
blessings with presentation of flowers.

After the obsequial rites are over, the new adhikara invites a few
heads of ncighbouring satras affiliated to the same Sarhhati to invest him
with the position, honour and dignity of a satradhikdra. The invitees
formally acknowledge the new adhikara by offering nirmali and blessings
on the appointed day. The principal satras of the Brahma Samhati
arrange an claborate rite on this occasion. On a square-sized altar a
sarvatobhandra-mandala (mystical cycle) is drawn whereupon 108 pitchers
containing consecrated water are placed and an equal number of lights
(dipa) is kept thereon. The person to be investitured sits with his faca
southward. The invitees, after sprinkling holy water and rice from the
consecrated pitchers with appropriate purificatory mantras, garland the
incumbent and offers him flowers previously offered to the deity. Finally
instructions as to the manner of conducting himself as the head are given
to the new adhikara. Unless a head is formally recognised in the above
manner by fcllow adhikaras of other satras, his opinion and judgement on
various religious matters may not be binding on disciples and his position
in any asscmbly of adhikdras may be questioned.?®

Special devotional functions: There are a few more devotional
functions that do not come within the above categories. These are observed
both in satras and households alike. They are noted below.

Bar-sabah : The word sabah is derived from Sanskrit sabhg,
meaning an assembly. In Assamese, the word is used only in a religious
context. It means a great religious congregation where devotional func-
tions of various naturc mark the proceeding of the ceremony. The great-
ness and grandeur of the ceremony has been well suggested in an
Assamese proverb: “An impudent only, without having a single corn,
desires to hold a har-sabah (gharat nai khudkan barsabahat man).” The
proverb is a satirical comment on the audacity of a person who, without
suflicient means, thinks of performing an impossible decd. Several house-
holders generally combine together to perform this ceremony. Satras
having sound economic standing can aspire to perform it.

The ceremony usually begins in the evening and continues through-
out the night. A square-size altar demarcated on four sides by plantain
trees and encircled by mango foliages (amrapallava), is raised in the centre
of the pnadal in honour of Visnu. The ceremony begins with the worship
of Visnu and one thousand and eight lights should be offered around the
sacred altar. Things offered to the deity on this occasion should not be
cut, sliced or peeled. Bananas in bunches, areca-nuts in clusters, sugar-
canes without cutting into pieces are offered. A complete recitation of

29 Manirim Barbhdndar Barui : Buraiiji-vivekaratna (Ms).
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the thousand verses of Namaghosa from the beginning to the end is the
special feature of this function.

Pal-nama: As the name pal (Sk. paryaya=one after another)
suggests, it is a type of congregational prayer lasting for a few days and
continues even for a month without any break or interval. Devotees of
satras participate in this function by rotation. This devotional function
is usually held in the month of Bhadra and Kirttika.

Bhakat-seva: 1t is a very popular function amongst the Vaisnava
householders, but sparingly held in satras. A few devotees are invited
on a particular day to be served with food and offerings. A prayer-service
is usually arranged on such an occasion. Esoteric practices somctimes
accompany the prayer service. The serving of dcvotces with food and
offerings is not only considered as a meritorious act but it is supposed to
allay evil influence of planets and spirits of departed ancestors.

Fasts : Vaisnava writers have expressed in their different works
that religious fasts are of no avail if they are not accompanied by Bhakti.
But they have not altogether ruled out the necessity of observing religious
fast. Sankaradeva censured a few of his disciples including Madhavadeva
for non-observance of fast on the day of ekddasi®® (11th day of every lunar
fortnight). Therefore, in practice we find that fasts specially on the
eleventh and the last day of every lunar fortnight are observed by all
sections of Vaisnavas. No distinction is made between ekiddasi of the
dark and bright fortnights and between amdvasyad (last day of the dark
fortnight) and purnima (full moon) days. Besides the usual ekddasi days,
there are a few important ekadasis, which, it is believed, beget higher
merit if properly observed. Nirjala ekadasi on the eleventh day of the
bright lunar fortnight in the month of Jaistha (May-June), Savana ekadasi
in the same lunar day in the month of Maigha (Jan.-February)—all these
days should be observed with fasting and night vigil. Nrsirhha caturdasi
on the fourteenth day of the bright lunar fortnight in the month of
Vais§akha (April-May) is also observed by fasting.

Then again, fast is observed on tithis (death anniversaries) of princi-
pal Vaisnava reformers. Disciples of a particular satra observe fast on the
occasion of the death anniversaries of their Guru. Reference to fasting
by disciples on the death of their Guru is found in biographies of
Diamodaradeva and Vams$igopaladeva.’® References to the observance of

other types of fast noted above are found in abundance in Kathd-guru-
carita.®?

30 Daityari Thiakur : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, p. 116.
31 Ramaraya : Gurulila p. 187; Nilakantha : Damodara-carita, p. 176;
Raménanda : Varfigopaladevar carita, p. 214,
32 Kath@-gurucarita, pp. 113, 414, 504,
*

18
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Unorthodox Practices : Towards the beginning of the eighteenth
century a few unorthodox and esoteric practices found their way into the
religious fold of some minor satras. Of these unorthodox practices a few
may be noted here.

One of these practices is called arifiyd-mat or ratikhowd-pratha.
It is called arifiya because it is not sanctioned by traditional laws and
custom (riti=custom) and rdlikhowa because it is associated with noc-
turnal enjoyment. The followers of this practice indulge in nocturnal
feasts, music, dance and wine-drinking in the name of some religious rites.
The origin of thesc nocturnal rites is spuriously ascribed to Sankaradeva
and Madhavadeva. According to Bhavisya-sarigraha (c. 18th \century)
by Krspananda Dvija, the left-handed esoteric practices observed in the
inner circle of these devotees (bhitarpakiya-bhakat) consist of thrée types
viz., Ankild, SambalG and Lampata. In Ankila-bhakti no restriction in
respect of food and eatables is observed and therefore prohibited things,
such as pork and wine are freely consumed. Sambala-bhakti consists
of sexual enjoyment. Lampata-bhakti is the culmination of the above two.??

These pseudo-vaisnavite night-worshippers are known by different
local names such as Purnabhagiva, Madhupuriya, Batibhagiyaé and
Bhitarpakiya etc. There may be certain local variations among them in
respect of rites and observances, but the common feature that marks all
these local manifestations of the night-worshippers is the extreme secrecy
in their esoteric bacchanalia. 1t should not, however, be supposed that
the adherents of these unorthodox order indulge in those nocturnal
revelries only for the sake of gross sensual pleasure. They rather observe
them with full religious faith that thcirs is the true devotional way origi-
nally revealed by Vaisnavite saints like Sankaradeva, Madhavadeva and
Gopaladeva. They call their path of devotion as Kevala Bhakti. Chant-
ing and singing accompany all their observances, and the songs are invari-
ably of mystic type resembling to a certain extent mystic songs (dohas)
of the Sahajayani Buddhists. Macrocosm in microcosm, position of
plexuses (cakra), and veins (nadis) in the body, the process of moving the
serpent power (kundalini Sakti), the futility of worldly existence and efficacy
of Kevala-Bhakti are some of the topics frequently dealt with in the songs
sung by the night-worshippers. From the prominence given to Siva and
the use of rosary of rudraksa beads it can be surmised that Tantric Saivism
directly or indirectly influenced the development of this heterodox order.
Women-folk play an equal part in all their ceremonies and they are considered
as human representative of the primal energy (Prakrti). According to them,
as purusa without Prakrti is incapable of creation, so the male-folk represent-

ﬁ“ Krsnananda Dvija : Bhavisya-sarhgraha, published by Haliram Hajarika,
p. off,



RELIGIOUS RITES AND PRACTICES 139

ing Purusa cannot attain perfection in esoteric devotion without conjunction
with the women-folk who are termed as Bhakti-matr (Mother Devotion).

These night-worshippers use symbolical language to denote different
things of their religious ceremonies. The state of ecstatic devotion is
called rasa and the Guru is called a dealer in rasa (rasar dokdani). The
word rasa is also in prevalence to indicate wine used in their ceremonies.
Their different types of bacchanalian performance like dancing and miming
is called vihara. Looking into its heterogenous elements that constitute
its beliefs and practices it may be surmised that the cult of night-worshipper
is an admixture of Tantricism, $aivism and Vaisnavism.

In Tungkhungi@ Burafiji, it is stated that one Panimuwid, a night-
worshipper, was put to death for an alleged conspiracy against the Ahom
king Kamaleswara Simha. In course of the investigation it was revealed
that the heads of a few satras were also members of the free-masonry to
which Panimuwd was attached. The head of the Katnipar Satra affiliated
to the Kala Samhati was found guilty of indulging in those nocturnal
practices and he was, thercfore, expelled from the kingdom. Medhis of
various satras working in villages were ordered to inform the royal
authorities as soon as persons indulging in those practices were found in
their villages.’*

Probably a class of pseudo-Vaispavas claiming themselves followers
of Sankaradeva and initiating disciples in the name of some satras had
been in existence from the time of Madhavadeva or even before. In
Namaghosa, Madhavadeva refers to this class of free-masons in the
following way: *“There are persons who putting on the cloak of
Vaisnavism roam about transgressing the path laid down by the Vedas.
They indiscriminately indulge in the enjoyment of sex and palate and thus
put unnecessary impediment on the path of devotion.”*® In Vamsgopdla-
devar Carita, such persons have been termed as Baudhas. Vamsigopala-
deva was greatly harassed by these Baudhas. According to the above work
they did not observe Hindu rites and freely indulged themselves in all
sorts of ‘gross pleasures.”® These were probably the adherents of debased
Tantric Buddhism. They, later on, switched off to Vaisnavism, and tantric
_practices so long observed by them probably went underground and same
were observed as secret rites. These rites, apparcntly attractive, mainly
thrived amongst the backward classes. Satras that worked and preached
amongst these backward people were influenced in turn by their secret
rites. Consequently the arifiyd-mat noted above found its place as a secret
practice in a few satras of interior places.®”

318. K. Bhuyan (edited) : Tungkhungia Buraiiji p. 16l1f.

35 Madhavadeva : Namaghosd, verse 295.

36 Ramananda : VariSgopdaladevar Carita, pp. 54, 161, 162.

37 Manirim Barbbandar Barud in his Burafji-vivekaratna refers to the exis-
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The other practice that found its way into the religious fold of a
few satras is known as gopidhara pratha. lIts peculiar characteristic is
that female devotees are to consider themselves as gopis of Vrndavana and
the Guru as Krsna. Men and women are here conceived as temporal
manifestation of Krsna and Radha, the eternal male and the female, the
perennial enjoyer and the enjoyed. At the time of initiation, female devo-
tees are instructed to surrender themselves absolutely to the Guru and
serve him in the same manner as gopis of Vrndavana had served Krsna.
It is apparent that the tenet is against the type of devotion advocated and
preached by the Vaisnava reformers of Assam. The erotic sentiment
based on the relation between a lover and his beloved, which has been
made the basis of devotion advocated by the School of Bengal Valknavism,
was deprecated by the Assamcse reformers on social grounds. Because
of its affinity with the Kisori bhajun system of Bengal, it may be inferred
that the practice owes its origin to the above practice of Bengal which
probably entered Assam in the eighteenth century along with musicians,
artists and rcligious persons imported by king Rudra Sirhha.*®

From the foregoing narratives it becomes clear that the Vaisnava
faith and movement which was initiated with the idea of establishing a
simpler mode of worship open to all, no doubt, achieved its objective
to a considerable cxtent in the first century of its history during which
simplicity marked its practices. But with the growth and development
of its institutional side, it became gradually enmeshed in formalities and
its ceremonies connected with initiation, ordination and devotional prac-
tices took a ritualistic turn. On the other hand, it must be admitted that
these ccremonies helped the new faith to place it on a systematic founda-
tion, gave it a dignified appearance and finally tended to bring about
discipline and order in the religious life.

tence of this practice in Cecd, Caliha Budbari, Kiatanipir and Tiphook satras of
Eastern Assam. It should be remembered that these satras have for their disciples
mostly tribal people. Tradition current amongst the Vaisnavite circle also supports
the statement of Burafiji-vivekaratna. But the above satras categorically deny it.

38 Prevalence of this practice has been testified by the late M. C. Bardaloi’s
report on the religious sects in Assam, 1904, to the Ethnological Department, Govern-
ment of Assam. The Report has been preserved in the library of the Department of
Historical and Antiquarian Studies, Gauhati.

Koabhaturi, a satirical work written by the late Hemchandra Barua in the
last quarter of the nincteenth century, gives a lurid picture of this practice resorted
to by a satradhikara. The characters are no doubt fictitious, but the practice depicted
is based on facts. The late S. C. Goswami in his article Vaispavism in Assam,
JLA.R.S, vol. 1, No. 2., also refers to the existence of this practice in a limited
number of satras. Because of general contempt for this practice, the satras which
were known to have practised it, now deny it altogether.



CHAPTER VII
CUSTOMS AND MANNERS

In the preceding chapter, daily and occasional obscrvances in satras
and houscholds have been noted. In this chapter, customs and manners
observed by devotees and monks attached to satras will be discussed
briefly in order to complete the picture of a satra institution. As regards
the Vaisnava houscholders, there is nothing peculiar in their outward
show which could distinguish them from those of other sects but for their
frontal marks of sandal paste. But devotees, who lead an intenscly devo-
tional life by keeping a close connection with their satras and Gurus, a
part of whom are celibates living within the four walls of satra campus,
are worthy of special consideration.

Celibacy: The first thing to strike our notice is the practice of
celibacy. How celibacy came into vogue has been discussed in the third
chapter. Here, it is necessary to state that it is not a general practice
prevalent in all satras. In satras situated in Majuli (an island of the
Brahmaputra) and in a few other satras, the practice has been in vogue.
Excepting a few purely monastic satras like Awuniati, Daksinapat and
Garamilr, where the inmates residing permanently within the satra premises
must be cclibates, celibacy is optional in the case of other satras. Even
in those satras where the inmates are required to be celibates thcy can at
any time, if they desire, marry. But in that case, they forfeit the right
of residing as inmates of the satra. Married persons can however reside
within the proximity of a monastic satra and have thc benefit of partici-
pating in religious discussions and prayers. In satras like Barpetd and
Patbausi, there are separate provision for lodging marricd and celibate
devotees. Therefore, whenever a celibate gets himself married he can take his
lodging in the line reserved for married devotees.

Women are, no doubt, allowed to have initiation and can enicr
monastic satras at day-time. But they are never allowed to stay at night
and at the time of initiation also celibate-heads of satras while initiating
them are not allowed by custom to look at the face of woman. The celi-
bate-heads usually conduct the process of initiation from behind a screen.
In semi-monastic or grhasthi satras separate exit and entrance for the
female exist and they cannot take part in religious functions organised by
and intended for the males.

The life of a purely monastic satra, where none but celibates
are allowed to stay, is however not absolutely cenobitical. The celibates live
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in separate huts where they sleep and dine in their own way. The caste
distinction is scrupulously maintained in matter of dining and social
practices. A Brahmin does not take food cooked and served by a non-
Brahmin, Certain ecclesiastical offices are exclusively held by Brahmins,
for instance, none but a Brahmin can serve as a Pijari (worshipper) of
the image of the deity installed in the satra. But in granting status or
dignity to devotees, no discrimination is made between a Brahmin and
a non-Brahmin. A non-Brahmin may hold an ecclesiastical office of higher
status than the one held by a Brahmin. All devotecs irrespective of caste,
meet together in the prayer scrvices and take their position according to
their ecclesiastical status. Usually the Brahmins are engaged in Lgstribu-
ting offerings (naivedya) to the deity after the prayer-services are\ over,
but there is no bar in cmploying non-Brahmins of higher sub-castes for the
above purpose. In fact, they are employed almost in all satras to scrve
uncooked offerings to all alike.

Maintenance : Celibates residing within the satra compus, like the
monks of Benedictine monasteries, are required as a rule to work with their
own hands and to do the necessary works of cooking and washing for
themselves. But in practice, they often perform these with the help of
the juniors attached to them. The intervals between the different prayers-
services are utilised by engaging themseclves in some sort of handicrafts.

In the formative stage of the satra institution when rcgular income
derived from tithes and grants from kings was not forth-coming, devotecs
choosing to remain within the campus of satra had to maintain them-
selves partly by begging and partly by utilising the presents given by vota-
ries and visitors from villages. Carita-puthis dealing with lives of Vaisnava
reformers contain instances from which it can be ascertained that most
of the celibate devotees maintained themselves by resorting to begging.
Gopala Ata, the founder of the Kala samhati, advised his disciples to
maintain themselves by begging alms and to discard the habit of hoarding
for the future.! From the Kathg-gurucarita it is known that inmates of
the early-established satras like those of Barpeta and Madhupur cons-
tructed their own huts and also lent their services for the construction
of shrines and prayer halls of their respective satras at the initial stage.
They had to look to their daily needs also. They husked paddy, brought
fuel from the wood. cleansed utensils and worked for the sanitation of
their satra-campus. The magnificent prayer hall of the Barpeta satra was
constructed under the supervision of Madhavadeva by the labour of devo-
tees alone. When it was formally opened with a grand festival where
hundreds of people assembled Mathurddasa A, one of the leading disciple

' Piirndnanda & Ramdnanda : Gopala-Atd-carita, p. 285.
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of Madhavadeva, practically did the work of a scavenger when he removed
the filth and garbage of the place that had accumulated during the course
of the festival.?

With the attainment of the material prosperity consequent upon the
prevalence of the system of paying tithes to the satra and of grants by the
kings, the problem of maintenance of celibate devotees was solved and
the necessity of begging ceased to exist. But the amount of manual labour
that was necessary in preparing food, cleansing utcnsils and other day-to-
day activities of life was still done by the celibates themselves and some
of them, as noted above, utilized the intervals between different prayer services
in pursuit of some useful crafts.

Food : Vaisnavas of Assam are scrupulously careful in taking food,
so much so, that food cooked by a person of the same caste or sub-caste
is not taken by another, unless the former is an initiated one and belongs
to the same order. There are extreme cases where one member of a
family is scen refusing to take food prepared by another. The carita-puthis
contains many illustrations where the husband had refuscd to take food
cooked by the wife because the latter was uninitiated.® Earthen pots are
usually uscd for cooking purposes so that those could be discarded after
one mcal. But where carthen pots are not easily available or when the
discarding of pots everyday appears to be costly, utensils made of brass
or bell metals are used in view of their durability.

Fish and meat (with a certain exception) are not taboos. Almost
all the reformers including S$ankaradeva and Madhavadeva were non-
vegetarians. The carita puthis have given minute details of their lives
from which it is known that fish and meat were not considered prohibited
things for Vaispavas. Vaisnavas should not indulge in killing animals
for the purpose of food but they can take meat of animals killed by others.
Incidents narrated in Kathdgurucarita as well as in the VamSigopaladevar
Carita regarding the use of fish may not be out of place here to mention.
Vam§igopiladeva was a celibate Brahmin and was a vegetarian. Once
when he visited the house of Sankaradeva (who was then no longer alive),
the latter’s wife deliberately served him with fish without his knowledge.
Vaméigopaladeva was, later on, informed of the fact and it was also explained
to him that the Vaisnava religion preached by Sankaradeva was not a religion
for yati, sannydsin and brahmacarin; it was intended for ordinary folk who
could not be expected to give up fish and meat which form two of the principal
items of diet. Self-mortification or self-deprivation on the one hand and
the self-indulgence on the other must be avoided according to this cult.

2U. C. Lekharu (edited) : Katha-gurucarita, pp. 353-358, 376,
3 Katha-gurucarita, pp. 42, 277,
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In this respect, Assamese Vaisnavas have been following a middle path.
“A celibatc devotee should be a tight-rope walker balancing his way bet-
ween the twin abysses of laxity and excessive austerity.” Of course all
kinds of mecat have not been sanctioned ; there are many exceptions. If
in some satras thc Gurus and devotces or disciples are not in the habit
of taking meat and fish, it is not because of any prohibition but simply as
a matter of convention.

The chewing of tambiila (areca-nut) together with betel-leaf, lime
and tobacco is largely in vogue. Areca-nul and betel leaf have a definite
place in all religious and ceremonial functions. Guests arc entertained
primarily by offering tambila with betel leaf. Whenever forgivcné;s for
some faults is to be asked or an invitation is to be sent, a trayful of
tambila and pan (tamol-panar $arai) is offered to the person concerned.
This practice of offering trays containing tamol-pan in all devotional and
socials dealings is widely prevalent in satras and villages. It is narrated
in Buraiiji-vivekaratna that a disciple of Mayamari satra at the time of
initiation is required to offer a betel-leaf ( pan) as a token of dedication
of his life ( prana) to the Guru. To receive a picce of tamol with a betel-
leaf from a revered or respected person is considered as an act of grcat
favour shown the receiver. Milk and its products are very liberally used.
All vegetables, with few exceptions only, are allowed, but irritant and
excitant food is generally eschewed by the inmates of a satra in the interest
of celibacy.

Offerings : Except in the casc of image-worship performed in
accordance with Brahminical rites, all the upacdras numbering sixtecn are
not necessary in other forms of worship or devotional practices. Pafico-
pacaras ( gandha, puspa, dhiipa, dipa and naivedya) are suflicient enough
for an ordinary devotional rite. Of the five upacaras, the offering of nai-
vedya is considcred to be of vital importance. Naivedya usually consists
of softened gram, mug pulse, rice, banana, sugarcancs cut into pieces,
betel-nuts and other palatable things that could be offered uncooked. The
softened or germinated gram ( gaji) and pulses mixed with rice are con-
sidered the main eclements of naivedya, others arc mere accessories.
Nothing that is cooked or boiled is generally offered.

Things offered to the deity or articles used in any ccremony are
supposed to have some symbolical significance. Devotees ignorant of
these symbolical significance, it is believed, do not get the full merit for
partaking of the offerings. This assignment of symbolical meaning is called
tattva-vicara. To quote a few, the canopy hung over the image stands for
the hood of the mythological serpent Sesa (Ananta) and the light that
burns before the image stands for knowledge. The plantain leaves used
for distributing offerings symbolise Bhakti and naivedya signifies the grace
of God. In this way, everything used or offered to the deity in a devo-
tional ceremony has been linked up or associated with the Vaisnava cult,
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Dress and other articles of use : Usually a celibate devotee attached
to a satra uses three pieces of white cloth, a dhoti (loin cloth), a cadar
(wrapper) and a gdmocha (towel). These three pieces of cloths are
indispensably and invariably used by all scctions of devotees. On cere-
monial occasions the devotees residing within a satra put on a bodice or
a waist-coat (caugd) or a long, flowing garment (cdpkan). Heads of
satras put on turbans when they go out of the satra-campus. Colourcd
clothes are never in use. Ordinarily, garments made of cotton are used,
but silk garments also are not infrequently scen to be used by devotees.
In early days of the Vaisnava movement, thc reformers insisted on the
simplicity of garment. In biographies of Sankaradeva and Midhavadeva
and other reformers we frequently find references to three peces of cloths
worn by them,—(I) bhuni (dhoti), (II) pacard (wrapper ), and (IIT) dopati
(a cloth or a wrapper folded double). No reference to the use of the head-
dress or bodice is found. Gopila Ata of Bhawanipur advised his followers
to put on tattered garments.* The use of bodice, waist-coat (cauga ), and
the long shirt (cdpkan) most probably came to be used by adhikaras and
other dignitaries of the satra in imitation of royal officers when contacts
with the toyal court came to be frequent. The head-dress (pag) also
came to be in use when contact with the royal court developed.

Instead of wooden furniture of various height, blankets (rhanga),
rush-mats and mattresses ( kath, pati and dhara) made of grass, bamboo-
slits, matrush and ribs of withered plantain leaves, have been in use in
all satras. High stools are never used. It is told in Katha-gurucarita
that Madhavadeva introduced and insisted on the use of a type of rough
mattress made of withered ribs of plantain leaves.® Tt is further narrated
in the Gopdla-Ata-carita that once a disciple gave Gopala Ata a fine mat
for his use. The reformer set the mat on fire remarking, “When my
Guru could pass his life using a rough mat of plantain ribs, why should
I take up a finer one? Do you think, the attainment of Bhakti is possible
only by using a cosy seat?”® Even today soft cushion is rarely used in
any of the existing satras by adhikdras and devotees. It cannot be denied,
however, that satras which received patronage from kings and nobles in
the latter stage of the Vaisnavite history of Assam, introduced certain
things of luxury like valuable gems and ornaments and utensils, etc., but
those were not intended for the use of devotees or monks; those were
intended for the use of images installed in the satras or for decorations on
festive occasions like bhdona. Footwears of hide or skin have nmever been
in use: instead, wooden footwears (padukd) and sandals made of coir

4 Gopala-Atd-carita, pp. 265, 285.
8 Katha-gurucarita, p. 132.
¢ Parnananda & Raminanda : Gopdla-Ata-caritap. 248.
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( phénati ) are commonly used and a kind of indigenous sun-shade (japi)
made of palm leaves (takau-par) has been in use from earliest times.
Umbrella ( chatra, arowan) was considered a privileged thing of kings and
nobles only. Heads of the most orthodox satras do not, even today, use any
mechanical conveyance of modern timecs. Dold, a kind of sedan chair
carried on by two men on their shouldcrs, was the usual land-conveyance
used by thc satra-heads. The elephant and horse were also sometimes used.
Boats of various designs were kept for the purpose of transport as well
as for amusements and races conducted in satras.

The celibate devotecs or monks living within a satra are in the
habit of keeping long hair, and like the fair sex they tie their trailing
hair to the back of the head. They are clean-shaven, and the kxeping of
beard and moustachc is against their tradition; nor matted hair (jara)
like that of ascetics is allowed. Karha-gurucarita rcfers to Padhiya Atai
and Jatiram who were accepted to the fold of Vaisnavism only after they
had cut off their matted looks and had cleanly shaven their faces.”

Assamese Vaisnavites of all sub-sccts have no special frontal mark
which apparnetly distinguishes one sect of Vaisnavas from the other. A
simple circular mark or two vertical lines of sandal paste on the forehead
forming a semi-circular curve in the juncture of the eye-brows are seen
to be in common practice. The latter type of frontal mark is more widely
prevalent amongst the Brahmins. Rosaries and garlands made of basil-
stem and leaves are commonly worn around head and neck. Wreaths pre-
pared from fragrant leaves of damana plant are profusely used.

Sacramental relationship @ Under the topic, two types of relation-
ship, i.e., (i) between the adhikdra and devotees and (ii) among the devotees
themselves will be discussed.

(i) The adhikara as the head of the religious community naturally
commands respect and obedience. Moreover, as the spiritual guide and
guardian, he is placed almost on an equal footing with the deity. His
enviable position is based neither on legal nor on physical strength, but on
moral and religious grounds. Vaisnavite works have waxed eloquent on
the merits of serving one’s Guru. As the adhikara is invariably the Guru
also he is, therefore, regarded as the representative of God. Theoretically,
the ceremony of initiation (Sarana), which purports to lay all that belong
to the communicant at the feet of the Guru, may tend to make the former
a creature of the latter for the rest of his life. In practice also, the
disciples of the satras affiliated to Kala Samhati are taught to look upon
their Guru as the God incarnate. According to the sect, the propitiation
of the Guru automatically leads to the propitiation of God also. The

7 Kathd-gurucarita, pp. 119, 320,
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carita-puthis contain incidents, too numerous to quote, of untold sufferings
undergone by devotees for the sake of their Gurus. The Guru cum
adhikara is looked upon as the human-God and thercfore, he is addressed
as Prabhu-Jaganndtha (Lord of the world), Prabhu-I§vara (the ruler of the
world). Ata-Isvara (Lord of the szlf) and so on according to the
traditional method of address prevalent in each satra. An adhikara
of a satra is usually referred to as Gosain-Isvara by villagers, even though
the particular adhikara may not be their religious head. He is also
addressed or referred to as Ata (Atma), though the term A/a is applicable,
according to the Vaisnavite tradition, only to those who were specially
delegated by Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva to preach the faith and initiate
or ordain disciples. The present relation between the Guru and the
devotees has become more or less stereotyped in nature and depends, to
a certain extent, on material consideration also. But in the early stages of
the Vaisnava movement the relationship as revealed through the narratives
of the carita-puthis was of ideal type. The outward formalities are still
present but the spirit seems to be gradually waning owing to the onslaught
of the present material civilization.

(ii) The relationship between one devotez and another could be
imagined from the attitude shown towards different kinds of offences
against devotees. According to Vaisnava scriptures, an offence against the
deity or Guru is redecmable in certain circumstances, but an offence (droha)
against a devotec, no matter how insignificant position he might hold, is
unpardonable and beyond redemption.® All the biographies of Vaisnava
reformers and prosclytisers contain anccdotes or accounts wherein this
particular aspect has been discussed. It has been narrated in the Katha-
gurucarita that Safkaradeva once advised his disciples not to commit any
offence against a bhakta, for, an offcnce against the Guru could be redeemed
by the holy association of devotees but an offecnce against a bhakta is
beyond redemption. The Guru cannot pardon such an offence. It is further
narrated in the above work that Madhavadeva expelled from his sect two of
his disciples for abusing and assaulting devotees.” Gopila Atd was reproved
by Madhavadeva for raising his finger in course of a heated discussion
with one of his friends in the following words :—“Whoever raises his finger
against a devotee, his finger should be chopped off.”!® Madhavadeva
refused to accept the presents sent by the queen-mother of Cooch-Behar
for her discriminatory behaviour to the devotees staying with him.}* The
same tradition of respecting a devotce even under great provocation has

8 Satvata-tantra, p. 61ff.

® Katha-gurucarita, pp. 99, 369.

10 Pirnananda & Raminanda : Gopala-Ata-caritap. 236.

11 Daityari Thakur : Sankaradeva-Madhavadeva-carita, pp. 375-376.
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continued till today in satras. A senior devotee or a monk behaves a junior
onc with utmost civility. Every devotee, irrespective of his age, is addressed
as atai. The term ata and atai though related to the same Sanskrit word
atman are not synonymous. The former is a more exalted and dignified
term, while the latter is more plebeian in significance. Disciples affiliated
to the same satra are linked up by the same religious bond and this bond
in former times had far-reaching effect on social activities also. For
instance, in selecting a bride or a bridegroom, girls or boys belonging to
families owning allegiance to the same satra or at least to the same Sambhati,
uscd to receive comparatively more favourable consideration than those
having allegiance to other satras. |

When two or more persons are initiated simultaneously by \Y'le same
satradhikdra, a sort of sacramental brotherhood is established between the
persons thus initiated. They generally address each other as hari-bhakat
(fellow devotee of Hari) and if they happened to be married persons, the
son or the daughter of one could not marry that of the other. The children
of onc sacramental brother usually addrcss the latter as fawai (<tata)
and his wife as amai (<ambd). The impurity connected with the death of
one sacramental brother devolves on the other also and the duration of
such impurity is onc day. He should take ablution on receipt of the news
of the death, and fasting should be observed as wecll. The Brahmins should
change their sacred thread also.

Manners: In manners and dealings, persons living in the atmosphere
of a satra are proverbially polite and highly polished. A devotee popularly
known as satriyd-bhakat never spcaks in term of the first person, in as much
as it indicates egoism. For instance, if a satriyd-bhakat is asked, “Have
you done it ?”, he will never say, ‘Yes, I have done it’. He will instead
reply, “By the grace of the Almighty and by your blessings, it has been
done”. The use of the first person in singular number is rarely seen. In
case of dire necessity they will rather use ‘we’ or ‘ours’. One will be
surprised to hear their uniform use of sentences in passive vo.ce in mutual
discussions or talks. There is a class of vocables, highly polished or
euphemistic in nature, the use of which is mainly confined within the satra
circle. The following few illustrations will serve as specimens.

St. Assamese. Satriya form.
teslok (they) —terasava
edlok (these persons) -—erasava
bhat (boiled rice) —cdul-sijowa.

jalakiya (black pepper)—bhojan-thela
Sauc (call of nature) : —bahir phura.
Uttering of one or the other of the names of Visnu, such as Rama,
Hari etc. in midst of every sentence is a sort of mannerism with most
devotees.
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They remain scrupulously neat and clean and do not chew cven a
pan or a tambula without taking their morning bath. An extreme case of
the habit of cleanliness may be noticed in their act of washing or dipping
even firewoods in water before they are actually put to fire. This is too
much, no doubt, and rather be called a mania for cleanliness, but it at lcast
points to their over-zealous attitude towards purity or cleanliness.

Offence and punishment : Religious offcnces against the four funda-
mental principles have already been dealt with in the third chapter. Besides
the religious offences enumerated in the above chapter, there are offences
against the vaispavite order and society as well. How these offences were
treated and what were the forms of punishment meted to the offenders and
how they are at present treated in satras deserve consideration. For lack
of regular codes or rules governing conduct of devotees, like vinaya rules
of Buddhism, we do not find any uniform and consistent set of rules and
procedure being followed in so many satras. A careful study of the
mecdieval biographical literature would reveal that certain offences were
considered very scrious and anybody committing such offences was liable
for expulsion from the order. Adultery, theft, assault and moral turpiiudes
of serious nature were severely dealt with and persons found guilty were
expelled from the order. Madhavadeva expelled from his satra one
Haricarana on the mere suspicion of adultery.’®> Another person Krspna by
name was similarly expelled from Madhupura satra at Cooch-Behar.
Purusottama Thakur, grandson of Sankaradeva, was boycotted by devotees
residing in that satra for his atlempt to give shelter to a guilty person.'?
Whoever was found to be involved in theft was similarly punishcd. Gopila
Ata expelled from his satra one Sivadasa for stealing. Again, persons found
to be involved in assaulting one another received expulsion orders from the
reformers. Madhavadeva is said to have expelled two of his disciples for
mutual assault. Indulgence in lying, libelling, back-biting, slandering and
abusing etc. were pardoned after having reprimanded them and having
realized a certain amount of fine from the offenders.’* S$ankaradeva is
stated to have rcfused to look at the face of one Udara Govinda for nine
months for telling a lie. He was pardoned after nine months when he
found him sincerely repentant for his action. On the other hand, candid
confession of any guilt, even of serious nature, was highly appreciated.
An extreme case has been narrated in the Katha-gurucarita. A certain
celibate disciple of Madhavadeva was forced by a young woman to have
sexual intercourse with her by threatening to commit suicide in the presence

12 Katha-gurucarita, p. 399.
13 Piirndnanda & Raminanda : Gopdla-Ati-carita, pp. 80ff.
4 Karha-gurucarita, p. 369,
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of the said disciple. He came back and reported everything with penitent
voice to Madhavadeva. He, however, not only pardoned him but highly
appreciated his moral courage for speaking out the truth.'

Besides the moral offences indicated above, there are certain kind of
offences which may be termed sectarian. Worshipping of gods or goddesses
other than Visnu was considered an act of grave misconduct. The designa-
tion of the faith, viz., Ekasaraniya-dharma (the religion of unique surrender
to one) precludes the worship of any other god than Visnu. Anybody
guilty of this religious offencc was severely dealt with by the reformers
and proselytisers. Biographies mention that Sankaradeva expelled. one of
his important followers, Vyasakalai Sarma, for worshipping K3li even
though he resorted to it in sheer desperation and with a view i&aving,
if possible, his eldest son from imminent death from pox. Though
Vyasakalai later on sicerely repented for his conduct and was even ready
to pay a big sum of money as an atoncment, Sankaradeva did not receive
him back to his fold.'* Madhavadeva also in the like manner cxpelled
one Parhiya Madhava for taking part in the worship of Durgl, but hc was
received back a few months later when it was known that the pzrson did
not attend the function intentionally.'” Similar cases are found almost in
all biographies.

Devotees found to be indulging in the practice of magic, charms
and sorcery were also severely dealt with. Absolute faith in God without
any diversion, whatsoever, should be the ideal of devotees. The Kathd-
gurucarita tells us that Madhavadeva drove out from his satra one Dhirdi
Atai who used to practise sorcery.'® Daityari Thakur mentions in his work
that once Madhavadeva agreed to reccive back to his sect a few dcvotces
who had gone to witness the feats of a Yogi only after they had undergone
a course of eight-day penance in the shape of fast and prayer.'®* Addiction
to opium-eating, smoking and drinking was ncver tolerated. The last vice,
ie. the habit of drinking wine is nowhere to be found amongst the devotees.
The mediaeval biographical literature has not referred to a single case of
this kind. References to the other two vices are found, though rarely, in
a few biographies. Ananta Ata of the Narowa satra in course of his advice
to his disciples told : “Take it from me, that whoever indulges in smoking
will forfeit my favour. Not to speak of merit, he will lose his caste also.”’3°

15 Daityari Thakur, : Sankaradeva-Madhava-carita, p. 246f.

18 Katha-gurucarita, p. 371.

17 Katha-gurucarita, p. 322.

18 Tbid, p. 383.

19 Daityari Thakur, : Sankaradeva-Madhava-carita, p. 332.

30 Bhadracaru Dasa : Anantaraya-carita (transcript No. 52, D.H.AS).
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According to one medieval biography of Sankaradeva, it is narrated that
he removed one Siirya Sarasvati from the office of the Bhdgavari for his
addiction to opium.?!

Even today, satras of monastic type try to maintain purity in the
moral and religious spheres by enforcing strict discipline. Acts of moral
turpitude and religious delinquency are not tolerated and devotees involved
in offences are required not only to pay monetary fine but they run the
risk of being expclled from the satra compound. Punishment generally
meted out to guilty devotees are monetary fine, excommunication and reli-
gious expiation (prdyascitia). In monastic satras the usual punishment for
a grave offence is expulsion from the satra campus. In every satra of the
some standing therc is a sort of council consisting of senior devotees with
adhikara as the presiding member, which decides such cases and pronounce
judgment according to the naturc of the crime. Innocence or guilt of a
person accused of committing an offence of which no evidence is available,
is generally determined by taking recourse to the process of swearing, If
the suspected person could swear by God touching the holy altar or the
throne in the prayer-hall in the presence of the satradhikara and other
devotces that he is innocent, then he is absolved from the alleged guilt.
In some monastic satras, notably in the principal satras of Majuli, guilty
devotees are sometimes kept in confinement for several days in a room
specially built for that purpose. Reference to such confinement is not
found in older biographies, but one eighteenth century biography, Rama-
gopala-carita by Jayanarayana states that while the raiding army of
Gadadhara Simha attacked the satra of Ramagopala at Ahitguri, the
condemned dcvotees locked up in a cell were set at liberty by the royal
soldiers.??

In grhasthi satras where the organizational side is not perfect and
rules are more flexible, we do not find such a strict enforcement of disci-
pline. Tt is only in monastic satras like Auniati, Dakhinapat, Barpetd
and kamalabari, traditional rules and codes of discipline are strictly
followed.

Marriage and obsequial rites: The cclibate monks or devotees are
not required to take a vow of perpetual celibacy. They can, if they desire,
come back to the house-holder’s life and marry. The practice of inter-
caste marriage has never been sanctioned or allowed amongst the Vaisnavas
of Assam. Anybody guilty of such marriage is socially boycotted. Amongst
the higher castes and subcastes viz., the Brahmins, Kayasthas, Kalitas, Kedts
and Kochas, the marriage ceremony is performed accordiny to §astric rites

21 Santg-carite : (Ms. No. 449A, D.H.AS.) V. 65.
22 Jayanardyana : Ramgopala-carita (Transcript No, 113, DH.AS.)
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conducted by Brahmin priests. But amongst the socially backward sub-
castes and Hinduised non-Aryan tribes, the Brahminical marriage system
is not uniformly prevalent : it is performed, in most cases, in accordance
with the traditional or tribal custom supplemented by Vaisnavite nama-
kirtana ohservance. In the past, it was the custom with Vaisnavite fami-
lies, though the custom no longer holds good, to send the bride and the
bride-groom soon after their marriage to a satra with a pair of cloth as
offering with a view to invoking blessings from the Gosain and get them-
selves initiated if thcy were not initiated before. A daughter-in-law is
not entitled to cook food or serve meal to the family members, specially
to the supcriors, unless she is initiated by the family Gosain.

When a Vaisnava dies, his dead body is cremated and not) buried.
If, due to somc unavoidable rcasons it could not be cremated, the body
is exhumated a few months later and the bones of the buried person are
formally cremated. This practice is, however, not confined to the
Vaisnava community alone ; it is equally true of all other Hindu commu-
nities of Assam. Impurity connected with the death of an adult member
of a family lasts for ten days in case of the Brahmins, twelve days in case
of the Ksatriyas and a month in case of the Sudras. Purificatory rites and
rituals and oblations offered to the deceased are performed according to
the Brahminical system. But recently, there has been a move among cer-
tain scctions of thc non-Brahmins to do away with the Brahminical rites
and rituals prescribed in the Dharma-§astras and to limit the period of
impurity from one month to ten or twelve days. This move has found a
considerable number of followers. They are trying to replace the Brahmini-
cal rituals by simple devotional prayers.

A few preliminary auspicious rites of purely Vaisnavite character
are performed immediately before the death of a Vaisnava and before the
dead body is taken out for cremation. When the inmates of a family or
of a satra perceive that the death is imminent to an ailing member, the
latter is taken out of the house and placed near or under the sacred basil
( tulasi) plant. Having washed the body, the dying Vaisnava is besmeared
with sandal paste and ganga-mrttika (soil from the bed of the Ganges).
Tn devout Vaisnava families and in satras, the different parts of the body
of the dying member are stamped with twelve names of Visnu and aus-
picious signs like Sarhkha, cakra, gada and padma are drawn on it. Sacred
rosaries for telling beads are placed around his neck. He is then attired
with a new dhoti and over the body a wrapper stamped with sacred names
is laid. Holy water of the Ganges or water with which the image of Visnu
was washed, is then offered to the dying person for sipping. If the person
happens to be a Brahmin, a $alagrama stone symbolising Vispu is placed
on his chest, and by offering madhuparka to the deity so placed. the pranot-
sarga ceremony ( formal dedication of the life ) is performed. Finally, when
he breathes his last, the dead body is taken to the cremation ground with



CUSTOMS AND MANNERS 153

singing of appropriate devotional songs. The crematory rites are per-
formed according to sastric prescription common to all caste Hindus.

Amusement and Entertainment : Dancing, and both vocal and instru-
mental music, are cultivated within a satra, Dramatic performance of
devotional plays is frequently held on all important occasions. As most of
the ancient satras were established on banks of rivers, boat-races were
held on festive occasions which served as amusement and diversion to the
inmates of the satras. Bedecked with flags and festoons, boats of equal
size having equal number of oars were engaged on such occasions and the
races were conducted to the accompanyment of songs suitable for the pur-
pose. Songs were so tuned as to synchronize with the rhythmic movement
of oars. This boat-race in Barpeta and some satras in Majuli still attracts
big crowd. During the days of Bihu festival, inmates of monastic satras
used to amuse themselves by playing dhop, a kind of indigenous play where
the players divided into two parties throw the dhop (a kind of ball made
of cloth) to the opposite party which try to catch it in the air without
letting the ball drop on the ground. If a party fails to catch, it loses a
point. Playing at cowrie on a board similar to the playing of dice was
another popular game amongst all scctions of people including inmates of
the satras.

20



CHAPTER VII
CULTURAL CONTRIBUTIONS

In the preceding chapters we have mainly discussed how the satra
institution gradually became the only organisation through which Vaisnav-
ism was propagated and stabilised in the country. The part played by
satras in other spheres of Assamese life is also worth noticing. During the
last few centurics of its existence it has been enriching the Assamese life
morally, socially and educationally and contributed a great deal to the
realm of literature and art. But these cultural effects are not altogether
independent of religion ; rather these may be termed as the products of the
same religious movement. Let us first of all discuss the social and moral
impact of the satra institution.

Moral and social : 1t has been shown in the first chapter that
Assam is the land where people of various ethnic groups with various
shades and grades of culture and heterogeneous beliefs lived side by side.
Even those who professed Hinduism were not uniform in their religious
and cultural practices. Consequently the foundation of the society was
very weak ; the cementing bond of unity of beliefs and practices was lack-
ing. They believed in different gods and observed different practices. The
Vaisnava movement, of which the satra institution served as the religious
organ, supplied a common and simple religion based on ethico-devotional
codes and conducts and to a considerable extent did away with the various
faiths and creeds of diverse shades and grades. The monotheistic devo-
tional cult prevailed over Polytheism, Animism and Tantricism. Indeed it
18 no mean achievement of the Vaisnava movement to turn the land of
Kamariipa, famous from the earliest times as the stronghold of Tantricism
and Saktism, into a predominantly Vaisnavite land. The fame of Assam
as the land of devotional cult reached as far as Rajasthan in the seventeenth
century AD. When Ram Sinha, the Rajput general of Aurangzeb, was
engaged in a bloody warfare with the people of Assam, his wife, according
to Assam Burafiji, sent the following written message, warning him of the
consequences of such an unholy war against the people of the land: “We
have attained enough fame and piety by subjugating princes of many lands.
Never think that this fame and piety will be enhanced by subduing the
Eastern Kingdom (Assam) and bringing it under the domination of
Mughals. We have besides learnt that there is universal nama-kirtang in
that country. By invading it, Oh, how long did Majumkhin (Mirjumla)
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e f .

live? Consider these facts, and act as you think proper.“* People living

in the easternmost corner of Assam could, now feel, as a result of the

spread of Vaisnavism, a sort of comradeship with those living in the

westernmost part of Assam. They worship the same deity, observe the

same practices, read same scriptures and pay homage to the same set

of saints. Thus, the satras supplied some of the principal elements of

Assamese nationality and laid the foundation of the Assamese society as
well.

The social life of any country could not be altogether detached from
religion. This is more true in the case of Indian social life. The ethical
basis of the society has always been derived from religion. What is reli-
gious is considered necessarily to be moral. Like Vaisnavism of- other
provinces, Assamese Vaisnavism inherits and blends into its texture much
of the recognised ethical and social ideas of larger Indian thought. The
universally accepted principles of right living and exalted virtues have been
accepted and recognised to be criteria of a virtuous life, while long recog-
nised errors of conduct have been deprecated. The satras acted more or
less as the guardians of morality by keeping close vigilance over their
disciples. By maintaining regular agents at different localities and by
personal visits, the heads of the satras tried to tone up the moral of the
people. The heads used to remain for several weeks in localities they
visited and not only took cognisance of moral attainment of the disciples
but instructed, whenever nccessary, on right life and right conduct. The
local agents of the satras, generally selected from amongst the ideal type of
disciples, were placed always at the disposal of the villagers for their
guidance. Moral turpitudes on the part of the village disciples used to be
adequately dealt with by the local agents in consultation with the leading
villagers.

In maintaining discipline, order and morality of the villagers, the
namaghar, i.e. the village chapels have been playing a prominent part during
the last four hundred and odd years. Existence of a namaghar, big or
small, is noticed in every Assamese village. Sometimes it is very difficult
to distinguish between two adjacent villages but for the existence of two
namaghars. 1t is the institution around which all cultural activities of an
Assamese village move. This institution is nothing but an extended wing
or a miniature replica of the satra institution. The namaghar, a gift of the
satra institution is at once a village prayer hall, a village court and a village
theatre : villagers assemble here on various occasions to discuss matters
concerning their village. The village elders assemble here to try moral or

18. K. Bhuyan (edited) : Assam Burafiji (from the origin of the Ahoms
to 1681 AD.) p. XXV.
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social delinquency on the part of any villager with the help of r@fmedhi ot
barmedhi, the local satra agents and mete out punishments according to the
nature of offence. Besides cases of moral nature, criminal and civil cases
of minor type were tried formerly.

With the introduction and institution of the British system of trial
and of dispensing justice, the hold of the village courts at the ndmaghar
gradually began to dwindle. But in religious and moral matters, decisions
taken at the village ndmaghars by the elders and under the guidance of the
agents of the satras are still carried out, The final appeal in such cases
lies with head of the satras of which the parties concerned ate disciples.
His decision popularly known as vyavasthi or Gdefa is considered to be
binding. Like the ecclesiastical courts of Europe in the middle &ges, the
satra iostitution of Assam has been serving as the dispenser justice,
specially in those cases where morality and religion are involved. All
contracts made binding by religious oaths generally come under the
purview of the satras.?

The namaghar has also been serving as the village public-hall and
all collective functions are generally held here. Congregational chantings
of prayers on all important occasions, religious recitations and dramatic
performances known as bhdona are also held in the namaghar. Thus, the
satra institution with the namaghar as its offshoot in villages, has been not
only responsible to a great extent for keeping up the moral tone of the
society but has contributed towards the maintenance of peace, coacord and
orderliness by providing an adequate forum for the villagers.

Elevation of backward classes: But the most important Social
contribution of the satra institution is the upliftment of the backward classes
and minimization of the rigour of the caste distinction. So-called untouch-
ables and backward classes were freely taken into the religious fold, and
the portals to a better mode of living and a higher conduct of life were
epened to them. In this respect satras functioned more or less on the line
of modern Christian missionaries in India. Though inter-dining and inter-
marriage between the various classes were not prescribed, yet the spiritual
bond and fellow-feeling fostered by satras reduced to a considerable extent
invidious distinction between different castes and sub-castes. Members of
the so-called untouchable or scheduled castes have been found to live in
fellowship with the members of the highest class in Assamese villages and
subject to certain limitations they could take parft in all the functions of
the villages. Responsible functionaries of satras like barmedhi or raj-
medhi are also sometimes selected from amongst the backward classes.
In this connection, it would not be irrelevant to point out that the spiritual

2 District Gazetteers of Assam (Sibsagar), p. 95f.
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headship has never been exclusive monopoly of the Brahmins; non-
Brahmins, viz.,, Kayasthas and Kalitdas have been occupying the headship
of many of the existing satras.

Another notable social contribution of the satra institution is its
services to the tribes during its long history of more than four centuries.
The religious history of the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries is not
only marked by vigorous expansion of satras in the plains, but it is also
notable for missionary activities of the reformers, who risking everything,
penetrated into the tribal areas as well. The earliest attempt to bring the
backward tribes into the fold of Vaisnavism was made by Sankaradeva
himself who accepted Govinda, a Garo, Jayahari, a Miri, Candkhan, a
Muslim, as his disciples. In Sankaradeva’s translation of the fourth chapter
of Book II of the Bhdgavata-purana we find a significant stanza wherein
the tribes of Assam have been mentioned as getting themselves sanctified
by the influence of Vaispavism.* Amongst the early proselytisers, besides
Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva, the names of Vamsigopaladeva, Aniruddha
Bhiiyan, Bar-yadumani of Dihing and Srirama of Budhbari satra descrve
special reference. Vam$igopaladeva was the pioneer proselytiser in eastern
Assam, who risking the frown of the contemporary Ahom monarch,
preached his faith amongst the erstwhile uninitiated Aryans and non-Aryans
of eastern Assam. From amongst the fortyfive medis (local proselytisers)
appointed by him one Dayala Bapu was sent to Manipur to preach the
pew faith.* Aniruddha Bhiiyan, the founder of the Mayamara sect, con-
centrated his activities mainly in the north-eastern region of Assam, mostly
occupied by the Cutiyas, the Morans and other indigenous non-Aryan
tribes. The satras of the Kala Samhhati, notably Dihing, Budbari, Ceci,
Bareghar and Katanipar deserve special appreciation for their proselytising
works amongst the backward and tribal people.

The missionary works amongst the backward classes started by the
early reformers, were extensively carried out by their successors and
followers during the succeeding periods. A short survey of the tribes who
were thus brought within the fold of Vaignavism has been given below.

3 kirata, kachari Khasi garo miri,
yavana kanka goal 1
asam-muluk rajaka turuk,
kuvdaca mlecca candalll
ano papinara krsna sevakara
sangata pavitra hay 1
bhakati labhiyd samsdra tariyd
vaikunthe sukhe calay 11
Bhagavata, Book II, V. 474,
4 Govinda Dasa : Santa-samprada, chapt. IV.
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Koches : The Koches are the most important people that embraced
Hinduism from so many the indigenous tribes. “In Eastern Assam it has
becn the name of a Hindu sub-caste in which are received the converts to
Hinduism from the rank of Kacharis, Lalung, Mikir and other tribes. “In
former times the Koches and Mecas (a branch of the Kachari) freely inter-
married, but the conversion of the former to Hinduism has caused the
practice to be discontinued.”® The process of conversion commenced from
the time of king Naranardyana and his son Laksmiarayana, the Koch kings
who developed special liking for Vaisnavism and the latter proclaimed
Vaisnavism as the State religion also. As a result, many of their subjects
embraced Vaisnavism adopting Hindu manners and customs. Satras aug-
mented the process of conversion in the course of the succeeding c‘;;turies.

Kachari : Amongst the great Kachari tribes of the Tibeto-Burman
stock, there is a branch known as Saraniyd-Kachari ic. the initiated
Kacharis. Though they have been converted to Vaisnavism, they have
not altogether given up their tribal customs ; only certain broad and easily
observable practices of Vaisnavism, such as giving up wine and pork,
and chanting of devotional prayers to Visnu etc. are prescribed for them.
They have not been absorbed in the Koch caste because of the prevalence
of certain tribal customs amongst them. Agents of satras visit them from
time to time in order to acquaint themselves with vaisnavite practices.
Amongst the Rabhas (a branch of Bodos) there is a scction known as
Paramarthi. They are largely Vaisnavas and abstain from pork and liquor.*®

Chutiya: The Chutiya tribe of eastern Assam, which once ruled
the modern Lakhimpur district, gradually turned towards Vaispavism, and
became disciples of diffcrent satras, notably of the Mayimara Satra and its
branches. The Chutiyas were originally a tribe of the Bodo race. Their
tutelary goddess was known as Kecaikhati (cater of raw flesh) and human
sacrifices were also offered to her.” But later on they were completely
Hinduised by the Gosains and came to be known as Hindu-Chutiya and
some of them were assimilated with the Ahom community who came to be
known as Ahom-Chutiya. “The Hindu and Ahom Chutiyas have very
largely adopted Hinduism of the Vaispava type, and most of them are
disciples of the Tiphuk and Mayamara gosains.”®

Miri: Another tribe, popularly known as the Miri (but they call
themselves Micim) has imbibed a few Vaisnava practices under the
influence of Vaisnava Gosains. “The Miris like all other wild tribes are

SE. Gait : History of Assam, p. 46f.
6S. Endle : The Kacharis, p. 86.

4 »” Ibid, p. 93.

s v 1bid, p. 91.
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distinguished by the Assamese into bhakatiya and abhakatiya according
as they are or are not followers of a Gosain. Their Gosains are chiefly
those of Sibsagar district, on the south bank of the Brahmaputra, though
the great majority of the Miri settlements are on the north bank or in the
island of Majuli, itself the seat of some of the biggest Gosains in Assam.””®

Naga: Some of the Naga tribes of the Tirap Division came under
the influence of Vaisnava Gosains of the plains. The Noctes came in
contact with the plains more frequently than other tribes. They profess a
rudimentary form of Vaispavism which was propagated amongst them in
the eighteenth century by the gosains of the Bareghar Satra of Nazira.'*

Ahom: The Ahom, originally a Shan tribe, completely became
Hinduised and majority of its members embraced Vaisnavism under the
influence of different satriya-gosains. Thc Ahoms are at present a sub-caste
of Hinduism in Assam. But the most important acquisition to Vaispavism
is the Moran tribe of North-Eastern Assam. These Morins became staunch
disciples of the Mayamara satra and to avenge the insult offered to their
spiritual leader by the Ahom monarch, they, in a body, rebelled against
thc Ahom power towards the latter part of the eighteenth century, and
even succeeded in capturing the throne temporarily.

The members of the above tribes who took to Vaispavism have
gradually adopted Hindu conducts of life. They have also given up many
of their unclean habits, discarded animism and have become more and
more refined in their dealings. They have mostly discarded their own
tongues in favour of Assamese. It should not, however, be supposed that
the influence was an one-sided one. Customs, and bcliefs of the tribes
have influenced or at least coloured Vaisnavism of Assam to a certain
extent. The following remarks of Dr. S. K. Chatterjce with regard to
Indo-Mongloid participation in Hindu culture may appropriately be quoted
in this connmection: “It was of a piece with evolution of culture and
history in other parts of India : it was largely a case of progressive Indiani-
sation or Hinduisation of the Mongoloid people, bringing them within the
fold of what may be called Sanskrit culture. . . . . It was not a case of
one-sided influence, or absorption. It was also a case of the Mongoloid
speeches, ideologies, cults and customs being engrafted on the stock of the
Hindu speech and ideology, cult and customs.”* That the Vaisnavism
of Assam was adopted to suit the different types of people and also received
in its fold certain things from the tribes can never be doubted. The
practice of taking meat and fish by Vaisnavas including celibate devotees,

9 The Assam Census Report, 1901, p. 139.
10 p, Bhattacharya (edited) : Asamar Janajati.
1% 8. K. Chatterji : Kirata-Jana-Krti, p. 23.
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was allowed probably to accommodate the different tribes who could not
be cxpected to give up meat and fish so easily. The indigenous tribes were
given certain laxity in the observance of Vaisnavite practices and conducts.
Many articles of artistic quality and utility which we now associate with
Vaisnavism were originally received from the tribes, e.g. bkor-tal (Bhota-
tala), dabd (cattle drums), §arai (trays) etc. The habit of writing satra-
chronicles was probably derived from the Ahoms who introduced the
system of writing chronicles (Burafiji) in Assam. The influence on sa‘ras
which worked in the interior places was naturally greater. The case of the
Mayamara satra is a clear example in this respect. This give and take
(when nccessary) policy of the satras has brought several tribes noid above
to the fold of Assamese nationality, and thus helped in building the struc-
ture of Assamese society.

Educational :  Next, we consider the educational contribution of the
satra institution. In medieval times. up to the British occupation, the
education was not a concern of the State. Here and there were fols and
pathsalas manned by private individuals, but those were likc a drop in
an occan. With the development of the satra institution the responsibility
of imparting education came under its domain. The satra institution
voluntarily took upon itself the noble responsibility of enlightening the
people through their own fols. All the important satras used to maintain
and are still maintaining a regular band of scholars whose duty it was to
impart education, specially in respect of ancient lores and scriptures. The
Vaignavite lores were, no doubt, studied but other branches of study such
as Vyakarana, Nyaya and Kavyas were not neglected. Many of the early
Vaisnavite reformers took upon themselves the task of educating the pupils.
Madhavadeva himself taught Ramacarana, his nephew, Haricarana and
Purosottama, the youngest son and the grandson of $ankaradeva respec-
tively. He also imparted education to Paramananda, son of Nardyana
Thakur, Achyuta Sarma, Bar-Visnu Ata and Laksmana Oja.!'! Bhattadeva,
the satradliikara of the Patbausi satra and the father of Assamese prose-
literature, conducted a regular fol in the precincts of his satra and it is
narrated in the biography by Ramriaya Dvija that one thousand students
received education from him.)? Ramananda Dvija, a biographer of
Vamsigopiladeva, states that he received education from Vanamilideva,
the founder of the Daksinapat satra. There are many instances to show
that Vaisnavite teachcrs were greatly responsible for diffusing knowledge
amongst the mass. We may refer particularly to one instance narrated
in the Katha-gurucarita, where we find that an old couple arranged among

1U. C. Lekharu (edited); Karha-gurucarita, p. 618,
12 Ramardya : Gurulila, p. 207,



CUI TURAL CONTRIBUTIONS 161

themselves that the wife would manage ths houschold duties and the
husband would daily attend the congregational chanting of prayers held
by Gopila Atd and his disciples during thc day and would rccite in the
evening the verses learnt during the day to his wife. One evening, the old
man could not recite the verses learnt during the day and as a result he
was refused food and drink by his wife. The old man then went back
to the satra and narrated his experience to the devotecs, who thercupon
taught the verses again and again till the old man could commit to his
memory.'* Similar instances could be multiplicd from the medicval
biographies.

Like the Christian monastery of the medicval times, a satra was a
religious centre, a school and a library. Not only the existing books were
preserved with utmost care, but books were imported from other places of
India. Every satra possesses a library consisting of manuscripts to the
extent of a few thousand copies. Big satras like Auniiti and Daksipapat
oncc contained more than a thousand manuscripts, some of which are
being preserved in the different antiquarian institutions. It is not that only
religous scriptures were preserved, but books on music, dance, medicize,
literature, philosophy and even painting were carcfully preserved. Some
rare Sanskrit manuscripts like the Srihasta-muktavali, Satvata-tantra Hasti-
vidyarnava have been recovered from the satra-libraries of Assam.

The books that were preserved were not left to lie fallow. They
were industriously and assudiously copied and worn-out ones werc replaced
by new copies. The manuscript leaves were made of two materials. The
thicker variety was made from the bark of sic7 trec ( Aquilaria Agallocha)
and the thinner variety known as tulapat was made by pressing cotton.
The preparation entailed a labourious process no doubt, but a sct of persons
were specially entrusted by affluent satras to do the necessary work of
preparing manuscripts. The copying of manuscripts was considered a
meritorious deed.

Literary contribution : In the ficld of literature. the contribution of
Vaisnavism and the satra institution is no less considerable. It would
not be an exaggeration to say that early Assamesc religious literature is
practically a product of the Vaisnavite circle. Tt is truc that a certain
volume of literature was produced in royal courts of king Naranardyana of
Cooch-Behar and of Rudra Sirhha and Siva Simha of the Ahom royal
dynasty, but the output of the courts was not as extensive as that of satras.
The task of translating Sanskrit scriptures into Assamese started by
$ankaradeva and his collegues continued unabated till the modern times
under the inspiration and guidance of the heads of different satras. A

13U, C. Lekbaru (edited) : Karha-gurucarita, p. 332,
21
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detailed survey of the literature produced within the religious atmosphere
of the satra institution is given below under different sections.

(1) Translation and adaptation: The Bhagavata-purana and parts
of other Puranas were translated into Assamese verses. The Bhagavata-
purana, in particular, had been most consistently drawn upon as the
treasure-housc of stories and incidents, which provided materials for
kavyas, dramas and songs. Sankaradeva himself translated more than
half of thc Bhagavata-purana of which the Dasama (Book X of the
Bhagavata ) is the most popular. His followers of the seventcenth and the
eighteenth centuries continued the tradition of translating the Sanskrit
Purdnas into popular Assamcse verses. The Mahabharata, and the
Ramayana were translated into metrical Assamese and scores ‘of Vadha-
kavyas depicting heroism of Pandavas came to be written on the basis
of some incidents of the great epic. Similarly the Harana-kavyas dealing
with stories of elopment and abduction written by Vaisnavite poets drawn
from some episodes and incidents of the Purinas tried to meet the religious
and aesthetic demands of the people. Beside Sankaradeva and Madhava-
deva, special mention may be made of Ananta Kandali, Rama-Sarasvati,
Gopala-carana Dvija, Aniruddba Kayastha, Bhagavata Miéra, KeSava
Kayastha, Vispu-Bharati and Ratnikara Misra and Govinda Miéra.
Gopalacarana Dvija’s translation of the Harivamsa and Vispu-Bharati's
translation of the Visnu-purdna also deserve notice. All these wrilers were
either directly or indircetly, connected with satras. Some of them tran-
slated Sanskrit works residing within satra precincts and others derived
inspiration or received orders ( ajiia) from religious heads of satras. The
entire Bhagavata and the Gita were also translated into Assamcse prose by
Bhattadeva, the head of the Patbausi satra, in the last decade of the six-
teenth century. Episodes of the Visnuite Purinas were also developed
into independent kavyas by the Vaisnava poets.

Kavyas based on some stories or incidents of the Puranas but deve-
loped and elucidated by the poet’s own imagination deserve here a special
mention. In these kavyas, thc Vaisnavite poets have revealed their origina-
lity and poetical genius to the maximum degree. The Harana-kavyas or
the poems of abduction have depicted the romance between Krsna and
Rukmini, Aniruddha and Usi and similar stories of love and adventures
narrated in the Purinas and epics. The devotional stories of Dhruva,
Prahlada, Hariscandra, the adventures of Bhima and Hanuman and dceds
of Krsna have been the favourite subjects of the poets. The Assamese
life and manners have been woven into the narratives of these kdvyas with
skill and naturalness. The Vadha-kavyas numbering more than a score
constitute another type of kdvyas. Herein are narrated the adventures and
hardship, specially of the Pandavas, in course of their exile, and their deli-
verance from danger or victory through the grace of Krsna. The giants,
demons and goblins whom the Pandavas had to encounter in the forest
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were either vanquished or killed by the help of Krsna. Sometimes, these
heroic kavyas are seen to be coloured by love and romance. These stories
have illustrated, in concrete forms, the tenets of Vaisnavism. The superi-
ority of Krsna over the gods and his love for his devotees, the victory of
virtue over vice, the path of devotees attended with trials and tribulations
and the ultimate gain of stcadfast devotion, have been admirably illustrated
through these heroic kavyas. The actual and the ideal, the rcal and the
fanciful arc inextricably woven into these romances. They generate a world
of new vision, they give a dynamic spell and charm to the life dcdicated to
God. Rama-Saraswati, the chief translator of the Mahabhdrata into metrical
Assamese was the pioncer writer of this type of kiavyas. Another type of
narrative poems written by Vaispavite poets, is the light humorous kavyas
represented by Bhimacarita and Kankhowd (ear-cater). In the former the
second Pandava viz., Bhima, is pictured as an employee of Siva employed
to tend his bull. Siva is depicted as a cultivator addicted to hemp ( gaiija ).
The latter kavya may properly be called a lullaby in which Yoséda is shown
to have terrified Krsna to sleep in the evening by singing of the advent of
the demon Kankhowa ( ear-cater).

The poetry had its own diction. The requirements of alliteration
had already brought into being a large vocabulary of synonymous words,
many of which are not found in prose. “The writers devcloped under the
influence of their classical training, a style which carry their themes to
the conclusion so inevitably that the reader or hcarer is almost unaware
of the artistry by which that lucidity had becn obtained, of the carefully
chosen rhythms accentuated by alliteration and other rhetorical devices.”
Though much of their works are based on Sanskrit originals, yct we do
not feel the strain which is usually experienced in a translated work.

(I1) Theological works: There are several works of theological
nature with special reference to the Bhakti cult. The superiority of the
Bhakti cult over all other cults, devotion to Visnu-Krsna, types and elements
of Bhakti, necessity of Guru and of initiation ( Sarana), merit of holy asso-
ciation and such other topics have been dealt with in all the works of this
class. Sankaradeva’s Bhakti-ratndkara and Bhakti-pradipa mark the begin-
ning of this type of literature. Madhavadeva’s translation of the Bhakti-
ratnavall by Visnupuri, Bhattadeva’s Bhakti-viveka and Bhakti-sara, Rama
carana Thakur’s Bhakti-ratna, Narottama Thakur’s Bhakti-premavali are
popular and highly esteemed works. Except Sankaradeva’s Bhakti-ratng-
kara and Bhattadeva’s Bhakti-viveka the rest are in Assamese verses.
Madhavadeva’s Namaghosa and Gopila Misra’s Ghosa-ratna are impor-
tant works and deal with all aspects of vaisnavism. All these works are
of the nature of compilation. Devotional verses collected from the
Purinas mainly from the Bhigavata, have been classified and rearranged
according to the subject-matter into different chapters.

(iv) Drama: Tt has been stated in the second chapter that
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Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva each composed six one-act plays in the
Brajabuli language. Sankaradeva’s dramas arc Rukmini-harana, Parijata-
harana, Patni-prasada, Rama-vijaya, Rasa-krida and Kéiiya-damana
while those of Midhavadeva are Choi-dhard, Pimpara-guchud, Arjuna-
bhanjana, Bhojana-vihdra, and Bhiami-letowd. There are three more
dramas in the name of Madhavadeva but thos: are considered to be spuri-
ous ones. The language of these dramas, viz. Brajabuli, is an artificial
language being an admixture of Maithili and Assamese.

The Vaispavite pocts of medieval Bzngal, Orissa and Assam com-
posed their songs and dramas in this artificial language mixing Maithili
with their own dialects. The causes of introducing such a forcign clement
into their own vchicle of cxpression are not far to scek, specidlly in the
case of drama. The most important cause of making the language of their
dramas a bit outlandish, was their desirc to producc an illusion of reality
in the mind of the audience. The audience must be induced to believe that
the dialogues and songs given, in the lips of the characters who were invari-
ably thc deities of the religious scriptures, were really the words of deities.
If, in stead, the language of the cveryday life were given, the awe, mysiery
and rcverance which these dramas sought to arouse could not have been
evoked. Secondly, the Maithili songs and dramas composed by Vidyapati
and others who preceded Sankaradeva and his contemporaries, were
immensely popular with the Vaisnavas of eastern India and therefore, they
tried to imitate the language und style of Vidyapati in their compositions.
It became a sort of fashion with the Vaignava-poets to write in the language
and style of Vidydpati in thosc days. Thirdly, by using Maithili expres-
sions, the dramas were made to appeal to a larger section of audience. They
were not only understood by the Assumese audience but the non-Assamese
audience could also follow them.

As regurds the technique of 'these dramas, the frame-work was
supplicd by the Sanskrit drama. The nandi-Sloka (benedictory stanza),
the siitradhara, and the concluding verse resembling the Bharata-vakya
are no doubt borrowed from the Sanskrit drama. The preponderance of
song and dancc at the cost of dialogue and action is the common feature
not only of these Assamese plays but of all other popular plays and per-
formances of medieval India. The Rama-lild of Northern India, the Rasa-
dhari of Uttara Pradesa and Rajasthana, the Yama of Bengal, the Bhavai
of Gujarat and the dance dramas of the South India, all these medieval
plays and performances possess these common characteristics.’*  Another
special feature of the Ankiyd-nita is that the satradhara remains
as a permanent character from the beginning to the end of the drama. He

14Y. K. Yanik : Indian Theatre ( Allen & Unwin, 1933),
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begins the play by performing the preliminary rites and recitation, intro-
duces the characters to the audience, traces the link betwecn the different
incidents, explains to the audience wherever such an explanation is neces-
sary, and finally performs the concluding rites by singing appropriatc verses.
The action is meagre, while the narrative elements predominate. The charac-
ters act and speak at the dictates of the sirradhara and therefore, the charac-
ters in most cases appear conventional.

“The tone of these dramas is entirely religious and devotion to Krsna is
the central motive underlying them. The superiority of Visnu-bhakti over
all other ways of religious pursuit and the glory of Visnu-Krsna have been
stressed in all these dramas. The dramas of Safdkaradeva have [ull-fledged
stories for their plots, while those of Madhavadeva are incidental in character,
All his dramas deal with incidents of Krsna’s early life, depicting his childish
pranks, obstinacy and shrewdness. In order to evoke the religious sentiment
of the audience, the miraculous and the supernatural and at the samc time
the noble and the sublime qualitics of God arc depicted. To enliven the
dialogue and to make it homely, local touches are also introduced.

Though the dramas are deficient in dramatic qualitics, the majority of
them are rich in poetry. The various meires, images and vocables employed
to depict diffcrent situations or ideas are perfectly in tune with the senti-
ments they express. The songs have their appropriate melodies, each con-
sisting of a refrain (dhuva) followed by a lyrical stanza. The charm of
music lends additional attraction to these devotional plays of Vaisnavite
poets.t®

These religious dramas were performed and are still being peorformed
in two places, in the village namaghars and in satras. In the biographical
literature of the Vaisnavas of Assam, references to performances of such
plays on all important occasions and religious festivals are found. It
became a customary practice with every satradhikara to perform a drama,
composed by himself, to mark his accession to the religious headship. As a
result, we find scores of such plays lying in satras of Assam. But later
dramas are stereotyped and unimaginative. They are simply imitative pro-
ductions without much literarv value.

(iv) Biography: Medieval dramatic and biographical literatures in
Assamese are exclusively of the satra origin. The Vaispavite movement
gave birth to a new branch of literature in the form of caritra-puthis or
biographical books. These caritras or carita-puthis on the lives and deeds
of Vaisnava saints cannot truly be called biographies, they may rather be
termed as hagiography. A sense of hero-worship colours the biographer's

15For a detailed discussion on medieval Assamese plays, K. R. Medh'is
article incorporated in Aspects of Early Assamese literature, published by the
Gauhati University, 1953, may be consulted.



166 THE NEO-VAISNAVITE MOVEMENT & THE SATRA INSTITUTION OF ASSAM

approach to the lives of the saints, and as a result supernatural and exag-
gerated accounts are frequently to be met with. Writlen from a devotional
point of view and recording the day to day experiences and incidents of the
saints’ lives, personally witnessed by the authors or handed down by tradi-
tion, the carita-puthis may be considered to be the most valuable sources of
information of the Vaispava faith and movement. These biographies further
throw light upon the social conditions of Assam during the last four hundred
years.

These religious biographies are of two types: the caritra type concen-
trates mainly upon the individual lives of different saints, like Sankaradeva,
Madhavadeva and Damodaradeva, while the other type mainly tfaces the
history of different satras in chronilogical order dealing with lives and acti-
vities of successive heads. This type is also known as satra-vamsavali.
Almost all the important satras have such chronicles. These biographies
and chronicles are found both in verse and prose.

Biographies depicting the lives and activitiecs of Sunkaradeva and
Madhavadeva are more than a score in number. Of numerous such works,
those written by Ramacarana Thakur (17th century), Daityari Thakur
(17th century ), Bhiisana Dvija (17th century), Ramananda Dvija ( 18th
century ), Aniruddha Dasa (18th century) are noteworthy. Of the scveral
biographies of Damodaradeva, the works written by Ramriaya Dvija ( 17th
century ), Nilakantha Dasa ( 18th century ) are most famous. 1In the similar
way, lifc of every important Vaisnava saint or religious reformer has been
treated in one or more biographical works. There arc a few voluminous
biographies running up to several hundred pages or folios, where almost all
the early Vaisnava reformers’ lives and activities have been narrated. The
recently published Katha-gurucarita is one of such voluminous works. All
these types of religious biographies arc not only important from the point
of detailed lives and activitics of the early Vaignava reformers but arc also
valuable for the expositions of the Vaisnavite ideals and tenets. For these
reasons, the reading of carita-puthis has been a part of religious services
conducted on all important occasions in satras.!®

(v) Prose: One of the important contributions of Vaispavism and
of the satra institution is the prose literature. The Assamese prose litcrature
is one of the earliest prose literatures of Northern India. As a literary
medium of scholastic ideas and arguments, it has been in vogue since the
middle of the sixteenth century. The earliest specimen of prose is found
in the prose dialogues and the siitradhara’s narratives. “The prose style of
these dramas has all the good qualities of narrative prose. They can convey

18S. N. Sarma’s article on medieval biographical literature published in
Assamese journal Surabhi (vol. TII, no. 1) has elaborately dealt with the literary.
religious and historical importance of these biographies of Vaisnava saints,
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to the spectators the speed of events and actuality of objects through con-
cretness, economy, and speed ... ... .... There is simplicity of the most
naked kind .. no figures of speech, no difficulties of idioms and construc-
tion. There is nothing to obstruct the easy intelligibility of the passages.
The movement of the lines is rapid, and has religious solemnity and dxgmty
both by reason of its subject-matter and that of its rhythmn.!?

But the language of prose dialogues and narratives being in Brajabuli
language cannot be properly be called as a spccimen of pure Assamesc.
It is in the hand of Bhattadeva, the celebrated disciple of Dimodaradeva,
that Assamese prose received a distinct shape. Bhattadeva translated the
Bhagavata-purana, the Gitd, and the Bhakti-ratnavali, the three important
sources of Assamese Vaisnavism into Assamese prose. He did not exactly
employ the actually spoken language of the people ; it is similar to the lite-
rary language cmployed in the verse translations, being laden with Sanskrit
vocabulary and artificial forms. But his style has a ccrtain rhythm and
dignity which the actually spoken dialect could not have provided.

The dignified religious prose which Bhattadeva evolved and which
came to be known as kathd, served as a model of religious prose to subse-
quent Vaisnavite writers. Raghunatha Mahanta’s Kathg-Ramayana, Bhaga-
vata Bhattacharyya's Katha-satra (a gist of the Bhigavata in prose) and
Kathd-ghosa by Parasurama and a few other works arc modelled on the
prose of Bhattadeva.

Akin to religious prose of Bhattaveda in dignity of style but morc
natural in diction and less artificial in the use of syntax and vocabulary, is
the prose cmployed in the biographies of Vaisnavite saints and monastic
heads. This prose strikes a balance between the artifiiciul prose of
Bhattadeva and realistic prose style of the chronicles ( Burafijis ) written in
the courtly atmosphere. Katha-gurucarita, Bardowa-kathacarita, santa-
samprada and Sat-sampradiva-kath@ are some of the notable biographical
works written in prosc. The majority of prose biographies were written in
the eighteenth century and afterwards.

(vi) Songs: Devotional songs and lyrics produced by the religious
heads from the age of Sankaradeva to comparatively recent times are
enormous in extent. It is not that before S$ankaradcva there were no
literary songs in Assam. We come across poets like Durgabara, Pitambara,
Mankar of the pre-Vaisnavite period, who composed songs attuned ‘to
classical rdagas. But those songs of pre-Vaisnavite period lack that intense
devotional fervour and lofty ideals which mark the devotional songs of
Sankaradeva, Madhavadeva and other Vaisnava poets. These devotional
songs of lofty sentiments and poetic beauty composed by Sankaradeva and

173, K. Misra : A History of Maithili Literature, p. 398f.
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Maidhavadeva are called Bargitas, ie. noble or higher songs, to differen-
tiate from later imitative devotional songs. At present 240 songs com-
posed by Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva are generally accepted as
Bargita. The language of these songs is mostly Brajabuli, a Mischsprache
of North Indian Vaisnava poets, With all their lofty ideas, literary beauty
and heart-rending music, the Bargifas not only became the solace of spiri-
tually distresscd hearts, but they also came to be a potent factor in attracting
people towards Vaisnavism. These noble songs generally depict six senti-
ments (rasa), viz. (i) fila, i.e. divine sports of the Lord, mainly of Krsna,
(ii) paramartha (knowledge of the Supreme Being), (iii) viraha (pangs of
separation), (iv) virakti (apathy or indifference to worldly objects, (v) caura
(incidence of stcaling milk or milk-products by Krsna in his garly life),
(vi) caruri (childish pranks and cleverness of Gopila). k

With the growth and spread of the satra system, the popularity of
the Bargita increased by leaps and bounds and beccame a regular practice
with satras to begin the daily and occasional devotional scrvices with a
Bargita.

In the post-Sankaradeva period, the popularity and esteem enjoyed
by Bargita, inspired many othcrs, mainly the heads of satras, to write
songs in the linc of Bargita, and it continued to be written till the beginning
of the nincteenth century. The heads of different satras affiliated to the Kila
Sammhati have contributed most to this branch of old Assamese literature,
Gopiala Ata, founder of the Kiala Samhati composed a number of songs.
Amongst his twelve principal disciples, Srirama Sarma composed cighty-
one songs., Bar-Yadumani wrotc one hundred and fortytwo, Aniruddha
Bhiyan of the Miyamarid satra composed hundred and eightytwo songs.
Successive heads of the Dihing satra composed several scores of songs, and
heads of other Kila Sarhhati satras have also left a considerable number
of songs. The contribution of the Purusa Samhati is also not negligible.
There are nearly twenty songs to the credit of Purusottama Thakur.
Ramacarana Thakur. and Niarayana Thakur have also left a few songs.
In these songs of the post-Sankaradeva period Brajabuli language is not
uniformly used as the medium of expression. But the intensity of devo-
tional urge and elegance of composition are not always noticed in ths
later compositions. Besides these songs, there are songs incorporated in
devotional plays, known as Ankargita (songs of dramas) but usually they
have no independent use outside the sphere of dramatic performance.

Music: The cultivation of the musical art in medieval Assam was
assiduously carried on in satras. Devotional songs mentioned in foregoing
paragraphs, set to tunes of various classical ragas, are sung with scrupulous
care. Deviation from original tune is never allowed. Almost all the ragas
employed in the songs are found in Sanskrit musical treatises.

Ragas employed in devotional songs and plays and traditionally
current in the satras are—(1) Ahira, (2) ASowari, (3) Bhupali, (4) Barar,
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(5) Belowara, (6) Bhatiyali, (7) Dhana$i, (8) Gandhara, (9) Gauri,
(10) Kamoda, (11) Kalyana, (12) Kanida (13) Kedara, (14) Kau, (15) Lalita,
(16) Mahura, (17) Mallara, (18) Nata, (19) Nata-mallara, (20) Sindhura,
(21) Suhai, (22) $ri, (23) Saranga, (24) Syam, (25) Tur-vasanta, (26) Vasanta.
It is a customary practice to describe the origin and nature of a raga before
a song in a particular raga is actually sung. This type of composition
showing the mythological origin of ragas is popularly known as raga-malitd.
In raga-madlita the origin of every raga has been linked up with some
exploits of Krsna or Rama.

Tala (time-beat) is generally maintained by instrumental play of
drums (kholag) and cymbals. Talas employed in singing the above ragas
are—(1) Yati, (2) Bar-yati, (3) Min-yati, (4) Ektala, (5) Paritala, (6) Khar-
man, (7) Ripaka. (8) Domani, (9) Saru-yati. The above mentioned talas
are of common use. Besides these, therc atc a few more varieties of rala
prevalent in different satras. R. M. Nath states that there are nincteen
varietics of tala prevalent in satras of Assam.'?

As the art of music was cultivated with religious zeal and revercnce,
it had little chance of being debascd by novices. 1Tt is the satra institution
that helped in keeping its purity in tact as far as possible. Satras of all
dimensions maintain a regular band of vocal musicians headed by an
adept, known as gayana and a party of instrumental players headed by a
bayana. 'These two parties generally combine together in musical
performances.

Musical instruments generally associated with the safra institution
can be classified into four types:

(i) Tata-yantra, i.e. string instruments, is mainly tokari. (ii) Ghana-
yantras are mainly tala (cymbals). bhor-tala (cymbals of large size, pro-
bably taken from the Bhutanese), khuti-tala (miniature cymbals), kara-tala
(made of a split bamboo and the sound is produced by rubbing a cowri
across the notches of a stripped bamboo), rama-tala (a kind of musical
clapper made of two pieces of split bamboo and the sound is produced by
clapping one against the other), ghanta (bell), and kdh (gong). (iii) Anaddha-
yantras covered with skins are dab@ (kettle drum), nagara, mrdanga, khol
and dhol. (iv) Susira or wind instruments used, are Sankha (conch) and
kali (long pipes).

Besides the above mentioned instruments, there are many other
instruments, but as they are not generally used for religious purposes they

18R. M. Nath : Kaliyadamana-ndita, p. 85f. Rccently, a small treatise on
Tala (time-beat) with reference to playing in Khol (a type of drum) has
been recovered from Mitradeva Mahanta of the Letugrim Satra. An article on the
above work was published in the Journal of the Music Academy, Madras, vol.
XXII. The article was written by Dr M. Neog. Gauhati.
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are rarely used in satras. The leaders of the orchestral party, ie. the
gavana and the bayana used to coach young men having musical aptitude,
residing within the satra compound, in traditional methods and modes of
playing on instruments and the varied ways of singing religious songs.
These methods and modes of playing on instruments and singing religious
songs in satras have extended their sway over villages also. Every
Assamese village of some standing possessed an orchestral party (gdyana-
bayana) consisting of membcers of the village specially trained up for the
purpose. The village namaghar served as the centre of training. Of late,
however, it is in the process of gradual liquidation, but still 1t| cannot be
denied that whatever musical accomplishment of the claséis'cal order
Assamese villagers did posses or still possessing, it is because of the influ-
ence of satras. '

Dance and theatre : Closcly connected with music are dance and
theatrical performance. Dance is associated with rcligion from the remote
past. From the temple ruins of Deo-Parbat as well as from the architec-
tural ruins of Tezpur, dancing figures have been rccovered. In the inscrip-
tion of Vanamila (9th century) reference has been made to the existence
of female dancers in the temples.’® In the temples of Hayagriva-Madhava
at Hajo and the Saiva temples at Dobi, Viswanath and Negheriting dancing
by female dancers (naf7) formed a part of daily religious programme. The
custom of temple-dancing had been prevalent from several centuries back as
known from the above inscriptional refcrences and had been in vogue till
the last decade of the nineteenth century A.D. The type of dance prevalent
in the templc of Madhava at Hajo probably influenced the satriyd type
of dance also, for, there is still a type of dance prevalent in the Auniati
satra which is known as Hdajowaliya ndc, i.c. the dance of Hajo.

Satras have developed a school of classical dance in Assam. It is
entirely religious in motive. It is popularly known as satriya-nac, and has
received high appreciation from eminent dance connoisseurs of India. The
satra-dance, like all other Indian classical dances, is performed by rhythmic
'movement of body and feet accompanied with poses and gestures of hands,
suggesting various ideas and sentiments. Gestures and poses employed in
a satra-dance have certain affinities with those of Indian dance-scriptures.
The tradition of this type of dance is very old and goes back to the pre-
Sankaradeva period. The oja-pali dance performed generally on the
occasions of the worship of the snake goddess Manasa has been in vogue
from the pre-Sankarite period and as noted by Daityari Thakur, Sankaradeva
himself arranged oja-pali party occasionally for chanting devotional

1% Tezpur Grant of Vanamila, v. 24; B. K. Barua : A Cultural History of
Assam, pp. 120, 173f.
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prayers. Now, the oja, ie., the leader of the oja-pali party must be an
expert dancer and musician well-versed in the use of various gestures
(mudra) and rhythmic movements and poses. There is a popular floating
verse in Assam on the qualification of an 0ja, according to which, “The
best oja is he, who while singing keeps time by his feet, suggests ideas by
hand-gestures and can rapidly move like Garuda™*' A manuscript of the
Srihasta-muktavali, by Subhankara with an Assamese translation by
Sucindarai Oja has been discovered a few ycars back in the manuscript
library of the Auniati satra. The discovery of an Assamesc translation of
the Srihasta-muktavali at lcast points to the cxistence of a tradition of the
classical dance on the line of dance described by Bharata, Nandike§vara
and others. But it would not be true to say that Assamese classical dances
prevalent in satras are in strict conformity with the methods and modes of
dances prescribed in Sanskrit treatises on dramaturgy and dance. Assam
has evolved a new type of classical dance on the basis of the ancient Indian
tradition.

Of the several types of classical dances prevalent in satras, sifra-
dhdra-nrtya, natuwd-ndc, rasa-nrtya, cali-ndc and Kkrsna-ndc may be
specially mentioned. Safradhara-nrtya is a part of the religious dramatic
performance known as bhdona in Assamese. The satradhara by perform-
ing the preliminary dance in which he salutes God and invokes His bless-
ings, scts to motion the dramatic performance. The sitradhdra-nrtya
consists of three parts. In the initial part of the dance he salutes the Lord
and invokes His blessings through his dance. This part of the dance is
known as sarubhangi i.c. the lesser rhythm. In the sccond stage he gives
expression to the sentiment and content of the nandi-sloka recited by him.
In the third stage he recites the devotional prayer in Assamese and expresses
through his successive dance-movements the sentiments expressed in
different verses of the prayer. The latter stages of the dance is called
barbhangi i.c., the higher rhythm. 1In this dance the rapid and supple
movemenis of the body and feet are employed more than the hand poses.
The tempo of the dance gradually heightens.?!

Natuwa-ndac (natuwa <Sk. nata) is a class of dance, generally per-
formed by nautch-boys putting on a special costume. This class of dance
has several varieties and usually depicts some devotional sentiments.
Rasa-nrtya is a lasya type of dance and teen-aged boys donning female
costume appear as gopis with Krsna in their midst. Krsna-ndc includes a
few varieties of dance and depicts the adventures of Krsna.

20 The verse runs thus :
Mukhe git hate mudra pawe dhare tal 1
Garuda sadra ghiire sehi oja bhalll
21K. R. Medhi : Ankawali, p. LI; R. M. Nath : Kaliyadamana-ndta, p. 77f,
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The term cali-nac is used to mean two types of dances. The heroic
typc of dance performed by actors while entering the stage is called cali-
nac. It is also used to mean a lasya type of dance performed by nautch-
girls (males with female costume) representing gopis. In S$arngadeva’s
Sangita-ratnakara references to two types of dance, cari and cali are found.
The latter i.e., cdli has been styled as desaja-lasya.**

The dramatic performance known as bhdona ( Sk. bhava=sentiment )
introduced for the first time by Sankaradeva became increasingly popular
with the progress of times. One-act plays written by Sankaradeva and
Madhavadeva and other Vaisnava poets are enacted through the medium
of this bhdona performance. The centres of dramatic composition and
performance have been the satras. The bhdona performance at txe begin-
ning not only scrved as the medium of religious propaganda but also came
to be a source of pleasure and recreation. Of late, however, the bhdona
performance has ceased to function as the medium of religious propaganda
but its utility in giving aesthetic pleasurc to villagers has not decreased.

Assamese bhaond performance begins with a sort of purvaranga
which is called dhemali in Assamesc. Dhemali consists of the singing of
orchestral music of devotional type to the accompaniment of the playing of
instruments. The players move forward and backward and sometimes
whirl round the hall according to the tempo of the beating or mrdanga or
khol. Then the satradhara introduces the drama after his preliminary dance
is over. He recites nandi and introduces the characters. The satradhara
not only recites §lokas and bhatimas ( Assamese dcvotional songs ) but also
controls and directs the performar.ce from the beginning to the end, supplying
and explaining the links of the piot.

The preponderance of songs and dance is a marked feature of the
bhdona performance. Even the actors enter and move on the stage with
rhythmic gait. The decorations and accessories employed in the bhaona also
deserve consideration in this conncction. Masks form the principal acces-
sory ; actors playing the part of Gods, Asuras, Raksasas, monkeys, birds,
reptiles etc. wear masks of various types. Thus, for instance, masks con-
taining ten and four heads are worn by players representing Ravana and
Brahma respectively. Similarly, masks resembling a monkeys or a bird is
worn by the players representing Hanumat and Garuda. Model works
include chariots, thrones, trecs, animals, bows, arrows etc. Bodily deco-
rations include false hair, false beards and whiskers, various ornaments and
face paintings. The faces of actors are painted Krsna, Ramacandra,
Nardyana and some other characters are painted with blue colour; sages,
Brahmins etc. are painted with the white, while Asuras, Danavas and some

23 Sarngadeva : Sangita-ratnakara, VI1/904-1215,
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Devas are painted with the red and Rakrasas with black colour. Costumes
of various designs for different grade of characters are specially prepared.®®

The earliest reference to the performance of bhgona is found in the
Sankara-carita by Ramacarana Thakur. He, being a junior contemporary
of Madhavadeva, vividly describes the first performance, Cihna-yatra,
wherein were depicted the scenes of seven Vaikunthas with a presiding
Visnu over each.** It was staged on a painted background. Sankaradcva
trained dancers ( natuwa) singers and musicians ( gd@yana-bayana), prepared
masks (mukhas) and accessories (cho) and made necessary arrangement
for the entry and exit of characters. He gave the performance on a certain
night by making provision for light. After the preliminary orchestral
music consisting of several stages viz., nat-dhemali, chota-dhemali, bar-
dhemali and devadhemali, was over, Sankaradeva himself entcred the stage
as the siatradhara. Then, seven actors ( Sankaradeva was onc of them)
representing seven Visnus entered the stage followed by six Laksmis. Six
boys dressed as maidens performed the role of Laksmis.?® There was no
Laksmi in the seventh hcaven wherc $ankaradeva himself in the rdle of
Visnu appeared. Sarvajaya, performed the role of Garuda putting on a
mask resembling the head of a bird. Similar accounts of dramatic perfor-
mances are found in other biographies also. Madhavadeva, on one occa-
sion, performed Rdma-yarrd where Thakur Ata, Paramananda, Rama-
carana, and Baldi and Gopala Ata represented Dasaratha, Rima, Laksmana,
Bharata, and S$atrughna respectively ; Harivallabha appeared in the role
of Sita. On another occasion Madhavadeva, at the request of his favourite
disciple Visnu, staged a drama Nrsirmha-yatra at the latter’s locality.?® The
performance was so successful and interesting that when the audience saw
Nrsirhha earing open the entrails of Hiranyaka$ipu, they fled in confusion
believing the incident to be a real one. Instances can be multiplied.

Bhaona performance specially flourished in satras where it became a
regular feature on all ceremonial occasions. With the incrcases of its popu-
larity it gradually spread to villages also. Even in royal courts it began
to receive more and more appreciation. Bhaona performances were held
on distinguished occasions. Ravanavadha-bhaonad was performed on the
occasion of the visit of the Rajas of Cachar and Manipur to the Ahom court ;
Padmavati-harana was performed in the presence Gaurinatha Sithha by sons
of Na-Gosain and the Rukmini-harana was staged in the presence

23K. R. Medhi : Ankawali, p. LV-LVIL

24 Ramcarana Thakur : Sankara-carita, p. 114ff.
b : Ibid, V. 1415,

28U, C. Lekharu ; Katha-gurucarita, pp. 247, 409,
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Kamale§wara Simha under the direction of the Mahanta of Bareghar
satra.*’

Crafts : The growth and popularity of bhdond performance gave
birth to a class of artisans who specialised in the art of preparing costume,
decorations and accessories of the performance. The making of masks and
costumes necessary for the bhaona performance required specialised profes-
sional skill and in course of time it became a sort of hereditary art confined
to a few families at diffcrent localities. But in satras where celibate devotees
in large numbers permancntly reside, these crafts of making and preparing
decorative materials and accessories of dramatic performance were; cultivated
by a section of celibate inmates of satras.?®

Besides the crafts connected with bhaona, therc were a few more
crafts which found suitable atmosphere for their growth and development
in satras. Some of these crafts are still lingering in a few satras. Thus, the
art of carving miniature images of deitics. thrones and seats (dsuna) of
ivory, beautifully decorated and painted with various designs, are stiil in
existence, in a few satras at Barpetd and Majuli. Finely carved and chisl-
led wooden images of gods, goddesses and incarnations adorn the shrincs
of many a satra. Images of Visnu, Narayana, Vasudeva and ten principal
incarpations of Visnu, no doubt, form the bulk of these wooden carvings.
The class of people professionally devoted to this type of works is known
as khanikar. References to carving and installing of wooden images of
Visnu in some satras are found in medieval biographies of saints and prose-
lytisers. The earliest reference is found in the biographies of Sankaradeva
who in order to induce the Brahminical section to embrace his faith, caused
one Karala Biarhai to carve out a wooden Vispu image and installed that
with appropriate ceremony.?” A similar instance of carving and installing
another Visnu image ( Kesavarava) in the Kowamara satra is found in the
biography of Anantariya Ata, the founder of the above satra’®® The
wooden and ivory images serve two-fold purpose. Ceremoniously installed
images are generally worshipped as deities and others are kept fitted to
walls or panels of the shrine (manikiita) and prayer halls ( nidmaghar) for
decorative purposes Figures of gods and incarnations seated on their usual
vdhanas are frequently seen carved on the door panels and bcams of satra
structures.

378, K. Bhuyan (edited) : Tungkhungia Burafiji, pp. 51, 92, 177.

28 Monks of St. Benedictine Monastic Order utilised their spare hours in the
field of literary works, but their primary and essential work was what Benedictine
called ‘the work of God'.

Cambridge Medieval History, Vol. 1, p. 537f.

29 Daityari Thakur : Sankaradeva-Mdadhavadevar carita, pp. 85, 89.

30 Bhadraciru Das : Anantardya-carita (Ms.) V. 325.
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Images, fashioned out of stones and metals, adorn thrones of a
number of satras. These were mostly imported {from outside. The bio-
graphy of Vamsigopaladeva and Vanamilideva have described in details
how images were imported from outside the state and installed them with
due ceremony in their own satras. A few of the icons installed in satras
were originally discovered while digging plinth or excavating tanks, bui the
majority of images were imported from other provinces. That such images
of gold, silver, copper and stonc installed in satras were considerable in
number during the seventeenth and eighteenth centurics, is known from the
chroniclers’ account of the period. The Tungkhungia Buraiiji records that
king Gadadhara Simha (1681-1696) and Queen Phule§wari (1724-1732)
replenished the royal treasury by melting images of various metals force-
fully taken from satras.®* The Ananta-carita by Bhadracaru Dasa, narrates
the vandalism of Gadadhara Sirmha in the following way : “Some images
were of wood and others were of various metals and stones beautifully
carved. The wooden and stone images were cast into rivers, while those of
metals were melted out.”®? Besides the images of dcities, wooden standing
figures of dvarapalas ( gatekeepers) and knecling figures with folded hands
like Garuda, Hanumat, Jaya and Vijaya are noticed in the cntrance of the
shrines and prayer halls of satras.

Wooden and copper thrones ( sirihdsana) consisting of one to seven
tiers supported by four to thirty-two lions and painted and dccorated with
various designs, adorn the shrines of satras. On thesc thrones, images of the
deity or copies of sacred scriptures are kept. In a manner less gorgeous
but artistically made are the karanis ( Sk. karandika ) where necessary mate-
rials for daily worship are kept. Another noteworthy artistic thing most
commonly used in satras as well ag in the household of nobles and kings on
all ceremonial occasions is Sarai (Sk.=sarava) of various sizes and types.
The Sardi is a kind of tray having an artistically carved stand and made of
both wood and copper. To offer anything in a Sar@i, whether to deities or
to guests, is considered to be an expression of the highest honour and rever-
ence in Assamese life. The craft of making artistic fans with finely split
canes decorated and painted with hengul (vermilion) and harital (yellow
arsenic ) is exclusively confined to satras. The celibate bhaktas in their off-
time engage themselves in such crafts which attract ready customers also.

Painting : Painted ceilings and walls of namaghar and manikiita of

318. K. Bhuyan : Tungkhungia Burafiji, pp. 26f, 38.
33 kato darumaya katosava patharar
kato dhatumaya miirti parama-sundar
dhatumaya sakalak bhidngiya nileka
darumaya patharak jale pelaileka
Anantaraya-carita, V. 606,
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some satras give ample proofs of artistic faculty of Assamese artisans.
Medieval biography of religious saints and the satra chronicles contain des-
criptions of a few namaghars having painted ceilings and walls where the
stories from epics were portrayed and painted with various decorations and
designs. The walls of the namghar of the Barpeta satra, constructed under
the supervision of Madhavadeva were covered with thin sheets of tin (ran) and
mica (balicanda). Beautiful creepers with floral designs were carved on
the panels of front doors and the gate.®* The chronicle of the Mayamari
satra gives a vivid description of painting and decoration drawn on the walls
of the satra-namaghar at Khutiapota. Various incarnations of Visnu, prin-
cipal gods ( devas), great mythological kings like Mandhatr, Dhruya, Sagara
etc. and their deeds, venerable sages, Gandharvas and Kinnaras weXe painted
on the walls. On the beams and posts of the structure, animals'and bird
of all descriptions were portrayed.”* Similar descriptions of wall-painting
and decoration arc also found in some other biographies and chronicles
of medieval times. The specimens of paintings on the walls of namaghar
and manikita of satras are still to be found in those satras wherc the ancient
types of structure are extant.

The art of book-illustration by means of miniatures was largely culti-
vated in the seventecth and eighteenth centuries of the Christian era. All
the illustrated manuscripts have not yet been published, and thercfore, no
serious attempt has been made to study the technique of Assamese reli-
gious paintings of the medieval period. Recently, an illustrated copy of
the Book X ( Dasama-skandha) of the Bhagavata-purina, dated 1461 (Saka)
recovered from Bali satra of Nowgong, has been published. The remark of
Dr. S. K. Bhuyan with regard to the illustrated manuscripts of Assam deser-
ves to be quoted here : “The skill of a painter was gencrally requisioned to
decorate the labour of penmanship. The scribe was sometimes a painter
himself, and if not a regular painter, supplemented the work of the trans-
criber by sketching appropriate pictures on spaces left blank for the purpose.
The epics were generally illustrated, specially those prepared for princes and
principal Gosains ( satradhikara ). The pictures are available in all combina-
tions of colours, prominent of these being yellow, green and red.”*® Mono-
chromic picture is singularly absent from the medieval Assamese paintings.

33 Katha-gurucarita, p. 356.

34 Cidananda Goswami : Aniruddhadevar carita, p. 35ff.

35 The published Citra Bhagavata does not contain the date referred to by
the publisher H. N. Datta Barua. Perhaps the date referred to by the publisher
forms a part of the metrical composition of the original manuscript. In that case
the date referred to, may indicate the time of composition of the metrical portion
by S$ankaradeva.

365, K. Bhuyan (edited) : A Descriptive Catalogue of Assamese Manus-
cripts by H. C. Goswami, p. XVIIL
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Illustrations are of two varieties, viz., (i) decorative (ii) thematic. In
the former type borders of each folio are painted with various floral and
decorative designs. In the latter type, the story described in the manus-
cript is illustrated with vivid details. This type of illuminated manuscripts,
so far recovered, are (i) Sarmkhaciida-vadha, (1926) Dharma-purana (1735
AD.) (iii) Hastividyarnava (iv) Ananda-lahari, (v) Gitagovinda, (vi) Lava-
Kus$ar Yuddha, (vii) Kalki-purana, (viii) Da$ma-skandha (Bhagavata ),
(ix) Lanka-kanda and Sundarakanda ( Ramdyana) and (x) Darrang-Rajvari-
Savali. A few more illuminated manuscripts are definitely known to be in.
existence in different satras of Assam. Excepting the Dasamna-skandha, the
others have not yet been completely published.

The fine art of manuscript-painting was culiivated in the royal court
of Rudra Simha (1696-1714) and Siva Simha (1714-1744) as well as in
satras. There are reasons to believe that there was a close liaison between:
the court and satras with regard to the cultivation of this branch of
the fine art. Almost all the illustrated manuscripts definitely known to be
the products of the court painters such as Ananda-lahari, Hastividyarnava
and Gua-govinda have been recovered from the satra libraries. Moreover,
the manuscripts which do not bear any reference to the courtly influence or
inspiranon and tor whicn we can take them to be products of satra pawaters,
bear close resemblance to court-illustrations. The only difference being that
the court illustrations in some cases as those of Sarmkhaciida-vadha and
Hastividyarnava appear to be sophiscated and more competent.

All the manuscript illustrations are conventional in style and technique
and almost all of them are religious in motif. What has been said by Dr
N. C. Mehta with regard to Gujardti painting is equally applicable to
Assamese miniature painting: “The artist is more concerned with his narra-
tives than with the exhibition of his accomplishment. Mere technical skill
fis held in reserve in subordination to the narrative flow of pictures.”’
In these illustrations the use of turban or mugldi pdg (head-dress worn by
Muslim nobles and princes ), long flowing garment (angaraksa) like those
worn by Muslim nobles of medieval times, ornds wrapped round the upper
part of body and covering the head as well and skirts or §ari (lower gar-
nent like petticoat ) worn by female figures as those of the Rajasthani paint-
ing, is frequently seen. Men are usually depicted as wearing three pieces
of cloth, viz., dhoti, waist-band ( kamarbandh) scarf (dopatta) and women
are also seen to put on three pieces of cloth, viz., ghagra or $ari, waist-band
and a gaily coloured scarf or chaddar with both ends hanging loosely over
the two sides of the body. The use of bodice (coli) by female figures is
confined to noble-class ladies.

Facial features are unifomly drawn in profile. The long almond-

37N, C. Mehta : Indian Painting.
23
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shaped eye of the Indian canon of beauty has been stressed. The human
figures, both male and female, are depicted showing thin waist and broad
chest. The facial appearances, conventionally or flatly drawn, appear all
alive. Raksasas have been painted in black with monstrous appearance,
while Asuras or Danavas are generally shown either in black or in red
colour wearing muglai pag, long flowing garment (chapkan) and pyjamas
and containing beard like those of Muslims. Devas, with certain exception,
are painted red or yellow ; Mahideva, Balabhadra, Brahma and Brahmanas
have been painted in white and Visnu or Krsna black or green colour.

The birds and animals are realistically portrayed. Trees of different
kinds are conventionally but charmingly painted. Birds of different colour
and species have been depicted in both static and moving positian. Trees
are usually painted having each leaf clearly differcntiated. Ele‘yation or
depression of sites is clearly indicated by subtle use of linc and colour.
Commenting on the medieval landscape painting as seen in manuscripts of
Assam, Dr S. K. Chatterjce remarks : “One thing marks off the eighteenth
century paintings of Assam—therc are beautiful landscape, mostly green and
undulating plains with flowers, trees, and hills and rivers. It is a wonder
how the beauty of nature as spread out over the face of the earth could
captivate these artists of Assam in a way it never did artists in other parts
of India.”*® Water is generally indicated by broad wavy parallel lines of
green colour interspersed with thin white lines. Houses have been indi-
cated by showing the frames of facades and gables. But in the court-paint-
ings, notably in Dharma-puran and Sarikhaciida-vadha ponds and lakes
with lilies and lotuses are more realistically portrayed. Palaces containing
superstructures and dome-shaped temples with spacious mandapas have been
ably painted by the courtpainters. These architectural drawings by the
court-painters showing houses, palaces and temples resemble those of the
Rajput painting. Lying or slecping position is indicated by drawing the
figures horizontally.

Things of the Assamese life are not altogether absent. Drums ( khol ),
cymbals (1al), Assamese trays ($arai) horn-pipe (pepa). Bihu-drums
(dhol), sitting stools ( tamuli-pira) and bed-steads (chal-pira) and country-
made sun-shades ( japi ) have been depicted in many a scenc.

The sole aim of the Assamese miniature painting is to tell the story
swiftly and vividly through the medium of line and colour. Perspective
in the usual sense is absent and subtle use of light and shade and com-
plexities of colour are also lacking. The remark made in respect of the
paintings of the Citra-Bhagavata is broadly applicable to most of the
illuminated manuscripts in Assam. “There is a striking similarity in form

38§ K. Chatterjee : Place of Assam in the History and civilisation of India,
p. 38
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between the paintings of the Citra-Bhagavata and those of Gujarata between
the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries of the Christian era. The paintings
of the Citra-Bhagavata are marked by angular convention and linear com-
position. The tone of colour is flat and perspective is conspicuous by its
absence.”®® The miniatures of the Samkhacida-vadha, however, are
sophisticated and more competent and predominantly influenced by
Mughal-Rajput style.

That Assamese painting, whether cultivated in the court or in satras,
is basically of the same category and technique, cannot be doubted ; they
only differ in degrees of perfection. Assamese miniatures, according to
Dr S. K. Chatterjee shows a happy blending of eastern Indian style of reli-
gious miniatures with more sophisticated Mughal and Rajasthani paintings
and possibly also of Kangra art.® The date 1539 A.D. assigned to the
published illuminated Bhagavata is doubtful, because most of the paintings
of the same style are definitely known to be products of the eighteenth
century and after. But it cannot also be denied that tradition of medieval
painting in Assam could be traced back to Sankaradeva (1449—1568) and
his times. It is uniformly stated in all the biographies of Sankaradeva
that he introduced for the first time the painted sccnes as back-ground of
a dramatic performance known as Cilna-yatra. Possibly this attempt of
Sankaradeva marked the beginning of the religious painting in medieval
Assam. Tt is further told in biographics that a sanyisi taught him the art
of painting. The art of painting received further impetus and took a
definite shape during the reign of king Rudra Simha (1696—1714) and
Siva Sithha (1714—1744) whose portraits are appended to a few illustrated
manuscripts so far recovered. Probably they also imported painters from
northern India to do the work of painting. The names of Dilbar and
Dosai, the two Mahmadan painters of the Hasfividyarnava help us to form
such an opinion. But whatever might be the origin of the medieval manus-
cript-painting in Assam, the art as cultivated and developed in Assam and
distinctly showing an Assamese bias cannot but be called Assamese
painting. The satra institution has also played a considerable part in its
growth, preservation and popularity.

In short, the cultural history of Assam in respect of fine arts and
crafts, of education and lcarning, and of literature and fine arts since the
beginning of the sixtcenth century till the advent of the British deve-
loped centering round the Vaisnava movement which in turn found expres-
sions through the satra institution.

39 Article on Citra-Bhdgavata by R. Majumdar in Paricaya, vol. XIII, part 1,
Issue No. 3, 1953.

40S. K. Chatterjee : Place of Assam in the Hisiory and civilisation of
India, p. 58.



CHAPTER IX
RELATION OF THE SATRA WITH THE STATE

In this chapter an attempt has been made to trace the history of
the relation of the satra institution with the State till the British occupa-
tion. From the earliest times the kingship in India was never regarded
purcly as a political office devoid of any religious significance. \ The king
was the upholder of dharma and the defender of thc established faith.
Therefore, any rcligious movement of revolutionary nature was naturally
looked upon with an eye of suspicion and hostility, until it could prove
itself to be beneficial to society and largely accepted by the public.

The neo-Vaisnavite movement and the satra institution of Assam,
did not have a smooth-sailing progress in the early part of its history. But
later on, in spite of royal indiffcrence or hostility, when it became firmly
established and widely spread, the Government had to acknowledge it as
an established fact and afterwards patronised many a satra. But it is
futile to scek a clear and consistent religious policy either on the part of
the Ahom monarchs or of the Koch kings of western Assam with regard to
the Vaisnava movement. The religious attitude of the State towards the
Vaisnava movement was more or less determined by the temperament of
the different kings and the exigencies of time. Towards the later part of
the Ahom rule (in the eighteenth century) when numcrous satras sprang
up in different parts of Assam, some sort of state supervision impelled by
a political rather than recligious motive, bccame necessary.

Early relation: Owing to the hostile attitude of the Ahom
monarch, Sankaradeva at the initial stage of his proselytising career had
to move out with his followers to the Koch kingdom about the middle of
the 16th century A.D. But here too, the reformers could not peacefully
pursue his proselitising work for long. He was misrepresented several
times before Naranariyana, the contemporary Koch king, by some
interested persons. Once he was saved from being molested at the hands
of the king’s officers by the timely intervention of Prince Sukladhvaja, who
at the critical moment had him removed to his own house. The officers,
failing in their attempt to arrest Sankaradeva, subjected two of his disciples
to untold humiliations. Of course, he came out, with flying colours, of the
religious disputation arranged by the king.! Allegations against him was

1 Rimacarana : Sankaracarita, p. 262f.
Rimananda : Guru-carita pp. 266-289.
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that he did not observe, nay, prohibited the observance of the established
practices of the Hindu religion. Similarly Madhavadeva and Damodara-
deva were expelled from eastern Koch kingdom by Raghunardyana and
Pariksitanarayana for their alleged revolutionary religious ideas and beliefs.?

Ultimately when a considerable section of people embraced the new
faith and the true nature of the faith became firmly established, the Koch
monarchs of both the eastern and western Kamariipa began to take a
kindly view. Lakshmindriyana (1584—1622), Viranardyana (1622—1633)
and Prapanarayna (1633—1666) of western Koch Kingdom and Dharma-
naraydna (1615—1637) and Mahendranarayana (1637—1643), of the
eastern Koch kingdom encouraged and patronised the Vaisnavites by
granting land and money towards the establishment of satras. A glance
at the history of satras of western Assam will reveal the names of several
kings who werc associated with the foundations of many a satra.

But the history of Vaispavism in castern Assam presents a more
chequcred carecer. We have alrcady described (Chapter IV) how the
pioneer reformer Vamsgopiladeva had to live in concealment for several
years and how his satra at Kalabari was set on fire under the orders of
Burhid-raja Pratap Simha. Mukunda Gosiin and Balabhadra Ata, two of
Gopiladeva’s collcagues were beheaded. Gopiladeva’s successor Misra-
deva also died in the prison and his satra at Kuruwabahi was demolished
at the instance of Pratipa Simha. Edward Gait, cclebrated historian of
Assam, writes, “At the instigation of the interested Brahmins the Maha-
purusiya (i.c., Vaisnavas) whose tencts were rapidly gaining ground were
subjected to much persecution and several of their gosdins were put to
death.”?

Persecution by Gadadhara Sithha: The Vaisnaviles fared no better
during the reign of Pratapa Simha’s successors. The fourth adhikdra
Nityanandadeva of the Mayamari satra was put to death by Suramphi’s
(1641—1644) orders and several attempts were made to kill Bar-Yadumani
of Bahbari satra suspecting his loyalty to the king. Subsequently, his three
sons including Sanatanadeva the satrd@dhikara of the Dihing satra, were
either killed or tortured at the instance of the then king Nariya Raja for
their alleged conspiracy against the king without proper inquiry into the
truth of the allegation. Even Jayadhvaja Simhha (1648—1663) who was
instrumental in establishing the four great Brahminical satras of eastern
Assam, was not absolutely frce from persccuting the Vaismavas. “He
persecuted the Mahapurusiya sect and killed some of their leading mem-

3 Daityari Thakur : Sankarodeva-Madhavdeva-carita, pp. 347-359.
Ramrdya Dvija : Gurulila, p. 122f.
3 E. Gait : History of Assam, p. 121.
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bers.”* From Chankradhvaja Simha (1663—1669) to the accession of
Gadadhara Simhha in 1681, the Vaisnavites lived and prcached somewhat
peacefully. This happened because of the preoccupation of the kings and
nobles in wars with the Mahmmedans and in intcrnecine struggle within.

But with the accession of Gadadhara Simha to the throne in 1881
A.D., the royal persecution of the innocent Vaisnavites reached the climax.
The reasons, uniformly given in all the chronicles, is that while Gadadhara
Simha was moving from place to place in disguise to save himself from
being killed by the agents of the king, he was maltreated by some of
devotces of the Dakhinapat satra. This he took to his heart and waited
for an opportunity to wreck vengeance upon them. During this period he
noticed the wealth, pomp and grandeurs of the Dakhinpdt satra,and he
also obscrved that the satra was a miniature State with functionaries like
Bora, Saikia etc. His notion of the satra institution as a menace to the
State was further confirmed by his experience in other satras. He consi-
dered the satras, though erroncously, to be States within the State, as such,
a menace to the sovereignty of the State. On coming to power hc immedi-
ately confiscated the propertics of satras and idols of deities were ecither
thrown away or melted down. The eyes of the adhikara-gosdin of the
Dakhinapat satra were put out, while the adhikara of the Aunidti satra was
exiled to Sadiya. Under his orders, most of the Gosains ( heads of the
satras ) were sent to Namrup, a place of penal servitude where some of them
were put to death, while others were subjected to such manual labour as
were required in the construction of roads.” Sir Edward Gait writes in this
connection ;

“The neo-Vaisnavite sects, founded on the teachings of Sankaradeva
had now attained remarkable dimensions. The country was full of religious
preceptors and their followers, who claimed exemption from universal liabi-
lity to fight and to assist in the construction of roads and tanks and other
public works. This caused serious inconvenience. = = - - - He bore however
a personal grudge against some of the leading Gosains for having refused to
shelter him in the days when he was hiding and for having endcavoured
to dissuade the Barphukan from his design to set him up as king in the
place of Lara-Raja. He, therefore, resolved to break their power for good
and all. Under his orders many of them were sent to Namrup and put to
death there. ... ... ... ... Nor did their Bhakats or disciples fare much
better. Those belonging to the better castes, such as Ganaks, Kayasthas,
Kalitas were left alone, but those of low castes such as Keots, Kochas, Doms

4 Ibid, p. 140.
5S. K. Bhuyan (edited) : Tangkhungia Burafiji, pp. 14, 26.
&

r ” : Asamar Padya Burafiji, pp. 28, 32.
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and Haris were haunted down, robbed of their properties and forced to eat
flesh of swine, cows and fowls. Many of them were deported to out-of-the-
way places and made to work as Coolies on the roads ; other were multilated,
other werc put to death and a few were offered up as sacrifices to idols.
The persecution spread far and wide and at last no one of any persuation
was safe if he had anything worth taking. When the king found that things
had reached this pass he ordered the persecution to be stopped and restitu-
tion to be made in all cases where people had been wrongly despoiled.™®

Rudra Sirmha's attitude : The above description of Mr Gait is not at
all exaggeration. It is also borne out by evidences of almost all the contem-
porary chronicles and carita-puthis. There might be certain political justifi-
cation in suppressing or curbing the excessive growth of the Vaishavite
monasteries, but the measures taken were too severe. With the accession of
Rudra Sirhha to the throne in 1696, the Vaisnavas could heave a sigh of
relief, for, the new monarch showed a conciliatory spirit in his attitude
towards the Vaisnavite sects. He recalled and reinstated the exiled or depor-
ted Gosains in their former positions and allowed to resume their old
avocations subject to certain limitations.

But in spite of this liberal attitude shown towards the Vaisnavite
proselytisers he seemed to have developed, under the influence of Brahmins,
certain prejudices against the non-Brahmin Gosains. The persecutions over
the Stdra Medhis or Gosains ceased no doubt, but they werc strictly for-
bidden to initiate or ordain Brahmins. For contravening this order of the
king, the Mayamara Gosain and a few others were punished. and the Goséin
of the Kamalabari satra was publicly whipped for preaching against the
worship of idols.” But in spite of one or two stringent measures adopted
pgainst the non-Brahmin Gosains, Rudra Simha’s general policy towards
the Vaisnava sccts was liberal. He made for the first time a comprehensive
list of satras and gave official recognition to those that were included in the
list.* Thus the tradition of etaka-mahanta, a vague term no doubt, still pre-
valent amongst the Vaisnavas, probably originated from the time of Rudra
Sithha. A rupee at that time consisted of twelve hundred eighty cowries and
the medium of exchange was mainly cowries. Efakd-mahanta, therefore,
may be a collective name of twelve hundred eighty officially recognised
Mahantas, or sixtyfour Mahantas, as that number of pice constituted a rupee.

Mayamariya revolt and after : Siva Simmha, son of Rudra Sirhha, was a
disciple of a $akta Brahmin of Bengal and his eldest quecn Phule$vari who
virtually became the king assuming the epithct Bar-raja was also a fanatic

8 E. Gait : History of Assam, p. 168f.
78. K. Bhuyan (edited) : Tungkhungta Burafiji, p. 31.
8 Govinda Dasa : Santa-sampradid (Ms. No. 128, D.HAS.)
&
L. N. Bejbarua (edited) : Bahi, vol. V, part I, p. 567.
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Sdkta. She assumed a vindictive attitude towards the Vaignava Gosains,
particularly against the thakuriya Gosains who would not worship idols or
perform piijds. They were made to bow down their heads to salagrama stone,
and even she went to the extent of forcibly applying frontal marks ( tilakas )
with blood of sacrificed goats. This fanatical zeal on the part of the power-
intoxicated queen greatly exasperated the feelings of the Vaisnava Gosains,
of whom the Mayamara Gosain who commanded eight lacs of disciples swore
vengeance upon the king. The Mayamara Mahanta’s rise to prosperity and
influence roused the misgivings of thc Ahom Government. The Mahanta
gave indications of the political intent by comparing his eminence to that
of the Ahom sovereign. His disciples would not bow their h¢ads to the
Ahom king, a circumstance which could not be reconciled to their position
as a subject people. The attitude of the Ahom Government towards the
Mayamara Mahanta was one of suspicion, and hence curbing the power of
the Mahantas, was a matter of common political expedience. Execution of
Nityananda Mahanta by Bhagd Raja marked the beginning of atrocities.
Fifty years after thc exccution of Nitydnanda, another Mahanta Vaikuntha-
nathadeva was put to death by Gadadhara Simha. Frequent insults and
atrocities in the succeeding periods, ultimately drove the Mayamara Gosiin
and his followers to open rebellion. Further persecutions and insults heaped
upon the disciples of the Mayamara Gosain during the reign of Rije$vara
Simha (1751-1759 ) and Laksmi Sirnha who were all Saktas, goaded the
disciples. known as Mataks and Marans, to retributive actions.

The transformation of the Mayamariyas from a religious sect into
a fighting and ruling body was not the outcome of accident or the successful
enterprise of any individual adventurer. It was the culmination of an urge
coming spontaneously from the hearts of the people bound together by
common sufferings at the hands of the enemy. There was never a tribe called
the Mayamariya, but their unification for the purpose of resistance to the
Ahom government was so complete that they appearcd to have possessed
al the characteristics of a regular tribal organisation. The solidarity of the
Mayamariyas was kept by their common desire to avenge the insults heaped
upon their Gurus by Ahom sovereigns and nobles to which several new
factors were afterwards added.’ .

They were biding time and secretely prepared for an open rebellion,
under the leadership of Ragha Maran and Nahar Khora, two of the leading
disciples of the Mayamara Gosain. Raje§war Simmha foresaw this danger
from the quarter of the Mayamara disciples and therefore, to counteract that,
he made friendship with Cikan Gosiin of the Dihing satra, an equally power-
ful satra belonging to the same sub-sect.!®

9S. K. Bhuyan : Anglo-Assamese Relations, pp. 205, 254.
10 ” . Asamar Padya Buraiiji, p. 83ff.
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But in the reign of Laksmi Simmha, the Mayamariyas mainly composed of
Morans, openly rose against the king and after defeating the royalists at
several encounters, ultimately occupied Rangpur, the capital. The king
was kept confined in the temple of Jayasagar. Ramikanta, a son of the
insurgent leader Nahar Khora was installed as the king. Adhikara-gosains
of the four important satras, viz., Auniati, Garamir, Daksinapat and
Kuruvabahi were forced to acknowledge the superiority of the Miyamari
Gosdin and to secure their release they had to pay a few thousand rupees
as ransom. The Gosain of Auniati and Daksinapat had to pay eight thou-
sand rupees each, while those of other two had to pay four thousand each.
Gosains of other satras were also forced to pay ransome to escape
humiliation.??

Laksmi Sithha was however, restored to the throne by a successful
counter-revolution and the Mayamariyas including their Gosidin were killed.
The Mayamariyas though subdued temporarily, soon gathered up the'r
strength for a fresh rebellion during the reign of the next king Gaurindtha
Sirhha (1780-1795). The royal armies were overpowered at several encoun-
ters. The royalists were helped by the disciples of Dihing., Garamur and
other satras at diflcrent encounters against the Mayimariyds, but to no avail.
Ultimately the leaving his capital to fate he left for Gauhati in search of a
shelter.  As a result, the whole of Eastern Assam came practically under the
domination of the Mayamariyas, the lcading members of whom proclaimed
themselves kings of various parts of the country. At long last, Gaurinatha
Simba with the help of the English regained his throne by overthrowing the
Mayamariya regime in 1793. After the restoration, a ruthless policy was
adopted against the Mayamariyas and a large number of them were put to
death.

The Mayamariya rebellion is the only instance where a satra could
be seen involved in a political embroil. But it must be said to the credit
of the Mayamara Gosdin, that though they implicated themselves at the
initial stage of the rebellion lured by powed and prestige, they had no con-
trol over later developments. The history of the relation of satras with
the State after 1793, till the Burmese invasion of 1817, is without any nota-
ble events. The Burmese invasion and oppression from 1817 to 1825 prac-
tically threw the entire country out of gear. Satras were sacked and set on
fire, Gosains and disciples fled for their lives leaving everything to the mercy
of the barbarous invaders. As a result, many valuable manuscripts and
images and such other treasures of arts and letters were lost for ever. What-
ever remained after seven years of barbarous invasion, formed only a part
of the original treasures. With the establishment of the British reign in

11§, K. Bhuyan : Tungkhungi@ Buraiiji, p. 66.
24
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1826, the Gosains and the disciples returned to their original satras, then
mostly in ruins, and on production of sufficient evidences, satras were granted
lands free of revenue or at nominal revenue. But a close contact between
the State and satras practically ccased here. The British followed a policy
of non-intervention in the sphere of religion, and satras were left to their
own fate.

In the foregoing discussions, it can be noticed that the Vaisnava
movement and the satra institution did not find favour with the ruling
monarchs at the initial stage. The cause of this hostile attitude was partly
supplied by the revolutionary nature of the new faith and the institution, and
partly supplied by jealousy of the priestly class or other interested persons
who instigated the kings against the new order. This hostile d&titude was
more pronounced in the casc of Ahom monarchs of eastern Assax’n than the
Koch kings of Kamariipa and Cooch-Behar,

Royal recognition: From Jayadhavaja Sirhha (1649-1663 Ap.) till
Ratnadhvaja Simha (1679-1681 A.p.) the monarchs and the nobles were
adherent of Vaisnava Gosains and the most important satras of eastern
Assam were established under their patronage. 1In spite of the initial persc-
cution, Vaisnavism survived and established a net-work of satras through-
out Assam. Even severe and brutal presecution by Gadidhara Simha could
not root out its existence. So, Rudra Simha felt the nccessity of changing
the policy of persecution carried out by his father. Towards the later part
of the Ahom rule, mainly prompted by political motive, an officer known as
satriya-barua was appointed to look after the workings and management of
satras.”* The necessity of such an officer to inspect and look after the satras
was felt as the some satras were found sometimes harbouring claimants and
pretenders to the throne. The duty of the satriva-barua was 1o inspect vari-
ous satras occasionally and recommend steps to be taken in various matters
concerning satras. In the investiture ccremonies of satras he used to
represent the king and proclaimed, before the assembly of disciples and
Gosains, the orders of the king appointing or nominating the new incumbent
to the Adhikaraship. His further duty was to advise and remind thc new
adhikara of the duties towards the king and the State.'®

Towards the later part of the Ahom rule., a new custom in the shape
of blessing the king by the heads of the principal satras on the occasion of
the coronation ceremony came into vogue.

On such an occasion the heads of different satras in order of prece-
dence were formally ushered in to the presence of the nmew king. They,
according to their status determined by the court, interviewed the king and

120p.cit. p. 31; Govinda Das : Santa-sarhprada, Chapt. V, (Ms. No. 128,
D.H.AS.)
13 Maniram Barbhandar Barua ; Burafiji-viveka-raina, (Ms. No. 108, D.H.AS.)
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offered religious advice and blessing. The four principal satras ( cdri-satra)
of Majuli generally used to get precedence over other satras in this respect.
The Tungkhungia Burafiji records such a custom of blessing the king by
satradhikaras on the occasion of the coronation ceremonies of Pramatta
Simha (1744-1751), Raje$vara Simmha (1751-1769) and Gaurinatha Simha
(1780-1794).'* In major satras which kept constant liaison with the coun,
a custom arose whereby a newly investitured satradhikara used to present
himself to the king officially on an appointed day ; the latter formally received
the new satradhikara in conformity with the status of the satra.!®

Royal visit to satras : The custom of visiting the principal satras by
each king at least once in his tenure of officc came into vogue towards the
later part of the Ahom rule. Maniram Barbhandarbarua in Burafiji-
vivekaratna gives a vivid description of royal visits to satras and the status
given to the heads of different satras in the Ahom court. Instances of royal
visit to satras were marked by unusual gaity and pomp and reference to
such visits are to be found in the chronicles. The Tungkhungia Buraiiji
records the visits of Gaurinatha Simha and Kamalc$wara Simmha to Auniiti,
Daksinapit and Narowa satras.'® Whenever the king intended to visit a
particular satra he conveyed it through Barbarua or Satriva Barua to the
head of the satra fixing a particular date in advance. The satradhikar would
make an elaborate arrangement as far as the mcans of the satra permitted
to receive the august personality.

In the four great satras of Majuli, the occasion of the royal visit was
markcd by usual pomp and dignity. Rows of plantain trees were
planted on the both sides of the road leading {from the prayer hall to out-
ward gate with mango leaves and twigs ( @mnrapalluva) hung from one row
to the other. Pots filled with water ( piarnahumbha ) and caskets of various
fruits and flowers arranged in an orderly manner were kept on the both
sides of way. The prayer hall was decorated with beautiful overhanging
canopies, and festoon and carpets of various designs bedecked the floor.
When the king with his usual retinue approached the outer gate, he was
received by junior satradhikara with flowers and incense. The king was
then escorted by musical parties ( gayvana-bayana) to the inner-gate of the
satra where the senior adhikare reccived him as before with flowers, incense
and presents. Here in the inner gate the king used to descend from his
litter and went on foot led by the senior adhikara through the praycer hall
to the inner shrine ( manikat). After paying due obeisance to the idol he
used to take his seat specially arranged for him in the prayer hall along with

14§, K. Bhuyan (edtied) : Tungkhungia Burariji, pp. 45, 86.
15 M. Barbhidndar-Barua : Buradji-viveka-ratna ( Ms ).
16 § K. Bhuyan (edited) : Tungkhungia Burafiji, pp. 92, 168f,
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his rctinue. The scnior adhikdra then acquainted him with the details of
the satra and the king gave his opinion or decision accordingly. He was
entertained at night by dramatic and musical performance. Finally, when
the king came out of the satra to depart, the Gosain with their musical
parties accompanied him to the outer gate. The king usually repaycd
sumptuously in return for the reception accorded to him.!?

Allotment of seats to heads of satras in the court : In the course of
dealings of the Ahom royal court with the satras, the heads of various satras
also came to occupy allotted places in the hierarchy of official status and
position. A regular gradation of satras was made kceping in view of their
size, power and prestige and seats were allotted in the royal court accord-
ingly. To the four great satras of Majuli ( Aunidti, Dakhinapat, Garamir
and Kuruwibahi) was allotted the first row. They had the p\;ivilege of
directly addressing the king without any intermediary and they could perso-
nally offer blessing to the king touching the latter’s head. They were allowed
to sit on soft blankets with pillows to lean on in the prescnce of the king.
The king used to address them as bapu. In the same line, but at a little
distance, the heads of threc main branches of above satras, viz, Saru-
Garamir, Phutukicapari and Difalu, could sit. They also enjoyed almost
the same privileges which their parent satras enjoyed. Seats in second row
were generally meant for Dihing, Salaguri, Bengena-ati and Miyamara. But
after the religious insurrection during the reign of Laksmi Simha and Gauri-
natha Sirmha, in which the Mayamara satra was implicated, the adhikara-
gosdin of the Mayamara satra was debarred from sitting in the same row
with the Gosiins of the above satras. Gosains of the second row could
also sit on soft blankcts with pillows to reclinc on. The third row was
generally reserved for Nerowd, Kowamard, Dighali and Camaguri satras,
These four satras, as stated elsewhere, were cstablished by the great-grand-
sons of Sankaradeva. They used to sit on mattresses with pillows. In the
next row bar-barajaniyd Gosains of Alengi, Letugraim, Cupaha, Kaicungiya
etc. were permitted to sit. The next two successive rows of seats were
intended for important satras of the Kala Samhati (excluding Dihing and
Mayamara ) and of the Nika Sarhhati. The Gos3in of Kamalabiri satra
occupied the first secat reserved for the Nika Samhati satras. Gosains of
these satras were also allowed to sit on mattresses with or without pillows
according to their status. But Gosains of less important satras had to sit
on bare plantain leaves in the presence of the king. There were slight
addition or alterations in the order of scats from time to time as a result
of patronage shown by the high-ranking officers to this or that satra, but the
front row occupied by the four satras of Majuli remained constant. The

17 M. Barbhindar-Barud : Buradji-viveka-ratna (Ms).
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special privilege of directly addressing the king without an intermediary
belonged only to the front rankers.'®

Effects of royal influence : The satra system originally came into
existence for the effective propagation and practice of the Vaisnava faith.
In the then existing circumstances it was considered a more effective organ
of propagation, than sporadic or stray attempts of individuals. It was not
intended to be an instrument for gaining power or prestige. Simplicity,
austerity and devotional zeal marked its beginning. But when this institution
gradually came within the sphere of the court influence and conscquently
when inter-relation between the court and satras developed, a noticeable
change in the outlook of the propagators took place. They began to move
around the court seeking royal favour and patronage and thereby attempted
to increase their power and affluence. Simplicity and austerity which marked
the beginning of the satra institution gradually gave place to love of power
and prestige. As a natural corollary to this acquisition of power and
wealth, courtly formalities and customs began to gain ground in the deal-
ings of the affluent satras. For instance, direct access to the adhikara-
gosain without an intermediary became difficult for the disciples, and the
movements of the Gosdin within and out-side the satra campus came to be
more stately and pompous. Free and frank exchange of ideas between dis-
ciples and their Gurus became difficult owing to the increasing number of
formalities. In short, the wealthy satras developed an atmosphere of courtly
formalities and etiquette. This development, no doubt, lent colour and
dignity to satras but at the same time it created an artificial bar betwcen
Gurus and their disciples. On the one hand, it gave rise to a scnse of reve-
rential awe in the mind of disciples which cannot altogether be ruled out
as unnccessary, on the other hand, it removed, to a considerable extent, the
intimate personal contact between religious preceptors and their disciples.

In conclusion, it must be admitted that the history of the satra insti-
tution would have taken a different turn but for the royal patronage which
helped it to tide over difficulties that confronted it. The royal patronage
placed many satras on a sound economic footing and thereby helped them
to pay exclusive attention to the pursuit of religion and culture. It cannot
be denied that the satras which largely contributed towards the cultural
development of Assam and have still preserved the sombre appearance of
a religious institution, are those satras which received royal help at one time
or other. Freedom from economic worries gave opportunitics to those
living under the protection of the satra to cultivate the art of dancing, music,
wood-carving and painting etc. besides usual religious duties.

18 Opp.cit. Ibid.



CHAPTER X
CONCLUDING REVIEW

In the preceding chapters the history of the neo-Vaisnavite move-
ment in Assam started by Sankaradeva and the growth of the institution
through which that movement manifested and developed have begn traced.
The single-minded devotion to Krsna under the guidance of a Gury and the
cultivation of Bhakti in the association of holy persons as enjoinéd in the
Bhagavata-purina, constitute the main feature of the faith. To credte such
an atmospherc where companionship of devotees and guidance of a Guru
could be procured in the same place, the satra institution was brought into
existence and it became a well-organised and a popular institution within
a century of its inception.

The movement commenced in the first decade of the sixteenth century
and reached its climax towards the middle of the seventeenth century. By
the end of the first quarter of the seventeenth century, three sub-sects and
two seceding sects having minor differences in exoteric and esoteric obser-
vances sprang up. By the end of that century the most fruitful period of
the Vaisnavism in Assam also came to an end and the galaxy of Vaisnava
stalwarts disappeared from the religious firmament. The later history of
the faith and the sub-sects is marked by the expansion of the satra institu-
tion throughout the entire Brahmaputra valley and the stercotyped prosely-
tising process and religious activitics continued unabated. Difficultics, hard-
ships and opposition from the State that confronted the religious reformers
of the first two centuries of the history of the movement practically ceased
with the beginning of the eightecnth century. The Vaisnava religion and
the satra institution by this time got itself firmly rooted to the soil and the
royal authority had to acknowledge it as a fait accompli. Proselytisers by
this time found a more peaceful and accommodating atmosphere to preach
their faith and conscquently numerous branch satras were cstablished by
family members and disciples of the principal religious proselytisers of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centurics. The period between 1650-1800 may
properly be called the era of the growth of the branch-satras ( §akha-satra).
As a result, every Assamese village came under the religious influence of
one or the other of satras and even its influence gradually penetrated into
the neighbouring tribal areas. The emergence of the namaghar as the forum
of all religious and cultural activities is the direct result of the growing
popularity of the satra institution.

According to the District Gazetteers of Assam (1905 ) eighty percent
of the Hindus of the Assam Valley are Vaisnavities. Districtwise percentages
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of Goalpara, Kamrup, Darrang, Nowgong, Sibsagar and Lakhimpur districts
to the total Hindu population have been given respectively as 90, 98, 72, 90,
68, 62, percent respectively.! The high percentage of Vaisnavites in Assam
Valley speaks eloquently of the proselytising activitics of the satra institution.
We can get an idea of the proselytising activities of satras in the eighteenth
century from the fact that the Mayamara satra, onc of so many satras,
claimed on the eve of the Mayamariya insurrection eight lacs of disci-
ples. The then adhikdra made a survey of his disciples and found the above
figure after a thorough counting. But the religious activities of satras
received two staggering blows within fifty years from 1770 to 1820 from the
two political upheavals in the shape of the Mayamariyi rebellion and the
Burmese invasion. The adverse eflect of thesc two political upsurges was
great and some satras were destroyed totally and properties of others were
looted or set on fire. With the British occupation of the country in 1826,
many satras werc revived and restored to their former position, and they were
allowed freely to pursue their evangelical avocation. The impact of western
civilization and the growth of rationalistic idcas amongst the people have
stood on the way of its further expansion and the process of gradual deca-
dence has alrcady set in. But in spite of many handicaps and difficulties,
it is stll surviving as a living institution with considerable influence upon
the villagers.

The importance of the institution does not lic alone on its religious
activities. It has contributed much to the cultural development of the
Assamese people. It gave a rich religious literature, revived and popularised
the art of classical music and dance, introduced dramatic performance,
encouraged handicrafts and introduced the art of manuscript painting. The
clevation of socially backward people by presenting before them a higher
and healthier conducts of life, the opening of the portals of a monotheistic
religions to all alike irrespective of caste and sex. the loosening of the caste
rigorousness by recognising the value and equality of all beings at the spiri-
tual level, the spread of learning through Assamese versions of Sanskrit
scriptures, the popularisation of ethical virtues like kindness non-violence,
obedience etc. amongst the villagers, and above all the fostering of a spirit
of fellow-feeling or a bond of unity amongst persons of different parts of
the country, are some of the notable social contributions of the Vaispava
movement and the satra institution.

But no institution can claim perfection and the satra is not an excep-
tion. The unusual muliiplication of satras during the later part of the
seventeenth century and after, cannot be ascribed solely to the evangelical
motive. Allurement of money, power and prestige cannot be altogether

1 Assam District Gazetters : 1905 ; Goalpara, p. 53; Darrang p. 97; Kamrup,
p. 95; Nowgong, p. 96: Sibsagar, p. 95: Lakhimpur, p. 123,
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ruled out of the motive behind the foundation of so many satras. Brothers
and other members of the same family are frequently seen founding different
satras in stead of devoting themselves to the cause of the ancestral satra.
The chronicles of scveral satras contain accounts of friction among members
of the same family on the question of succession to the headship, and esta-
blishment of seperate satras consequently. The history of Mayamara,
Dihing and Flengi satras furnishes illustration of such internal dissension.
Tithes and offerings given by disciples and honour and prestige associated
with the headship of a satra provided sufficient allurement to establish new
satras. Morcover, the principle of hereditary succession to the headship, as
adopted by most of them, sometimes elevated unworthy persons to fthe head-
ship resulting in intcrnal fueds and the lowering of the religious\ standard
of satras concerned. With the extension of the royal patronage \o a few
satras, attempts to bring the nobles and if possible the princess within the
fold, and thereby increase their sphere of influence, could be noticed in the
cases of many sastras. They began to consider themselves fortunate if
they could somchow, through the help of their influential disciples, procure
honourcd seats in the royal court. The greatness of a satra no longer
depended upon the religious attainments, but upon the power and prestige
securcd in the royal court. Satras favoured by kings began to get prece-
dence over satras without such patronage in other spheres also.”

As a result of constant intercourse with the courtly atmosphere, satras
favoured by the Kings and nobles began to enhance their outward show
by adopting courtly formalities, pomp and grandeur. Others also tried to
imitate them as far as possible. In the Rdamagopala-carita there is an inter-
esting comparison between heads of satras of eastern and western Assam.
Ramananda, head of Ahataguri satra who lived during the last decade of
the seventeenth century, is said to have remarked to one of his disciples
pointing out the difference between religious heads of the two parts of the
country in the following way : *“Religious heads can maintain themselves
here and are recognised by people if they can make a show of luxury and
pomp. Therefore, they require soft cushion, big pillows to recline, beautiful
trays of brass, and fine mattresses having floral design to sit on and costly
clothes to put on. But religious heads of Kamariipa and Behar are not in
need of such things to get recognition as sadhus. They use simple things
made of bamboo and wood, put on simple white cotton cloths and can
perform their prayers sitting on mattresses made of ribs of the plantain leaf.
There (Western Assam ), the simplicity is considered the charactersistic of
religious persons”.® Even some heads of satras went to the length of using

2 Maniraim Barbhandar Barua : Burafiji-vivekaratna (transcript Vol.XII).
3 ata anantare prabhu dachanta basiyal
Hairamaka cahi range bolanta hasiya 11
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royal insignia viz., Achéradola (litter specially designed for the Kings) and
@owan (type of umbrella usc by the Kings).* Of course they had to pay
dearly for such audacity on their part whencver it camc to the notice of
the kings. The fourth adhikara of the Mayamara satra, Nityananda, openly
proclaimed in a non-chalant manner the cquality of the status of his family
with that of reigning royal dynasty, viz., Tungkhungia dynasty.®

The crave for power and prestige and the love of wealth gradually
tended to replace simplicity and sincerity by formality. The intimate and
sincere relationship betwecn «dhikaras and their disciples, as we find in
the carly period of the movement, gradually gave place to formal relation-
ship.  Direct approach without an intermediary ceasel to cxist. On the
whole the relationship between the heads of satras and their disciples
became to a certain extent artificial.  Of course, it is not true to say that all
satras developed the above characterisiics ; it is specially true in the case of
satras which imbibed courtly formalities.

The multiplication of satras adversely aflected the country in another
way also. During the later part of the Ahom rule, satras served as an
asylum to those who tried to escape from the compulsory labour in connec-
tion with works of public utility during the Ahom rule. Hundreds of able-
bodicd person putting on devotec’s garb sought refuge in satras. As noted
in the preceding chapier, Gadadhara Simha had to take unusually stern
action against this tendency on the part of his subjects. The non-violent
teaching and insistence on simple diet probably affected also thc martial
quality of the people. The people who could successfully resist several
mighty Mugha) invasions, strangely cnough, succumbed to the untrained
weaponless Maydmariyds in the last part of the ecighteenth century and
to a few thousand Burmese soldiers in the first quarter of the ninctcenth
century. Therc might have been many rcasons for this physical and martial

ito rijye pravarttive tevese paray 1

Kataki-tulita saj basibe ldgay 11

brhat bdlica lage $arai sundarl

puspe viracita katha bhakat vistar 11

uttam vasana lage gawat raijit 1

sehi jana sadhu buli janay ahitll

amar rdjyar $una sadhur laksanl

vamia karandit guva karay bhojan 11

varsar cungdar carvvanaka pelaway 1

dopati vasan gawe ranjit karay 11

Sukla bhuni paridhan tanur madhyat 1

gamocha pindhiva thake uttam angat 11

rambhadhari kathe basi nimak gaway 1

sehi jona sadhu buli tahit janay. 1l

Ramagapala-carita, transcript No. 113 patas.: verses, 1901-4,
< Dutirim Hazarika : Dihing Satrar Vam$avali (transcript No. 136 D.) wwv.
616-624.

58 K. Bhuyan : Anglo-Assamese Relations, p. 145;

25 : . ("vﬁ'



194 THE NEO-VAISNAVITE MOVEMINT & THE SATRA INSTITUTION OF ASSAM

deterioration, but the influence of Vaisnavism as one of the factors cannot
be altogether denied.

A fatalistic and othcr-worldly attitude fostered by the vaisnavite
tcachings which creates an impression that cverything of our lifc is predes-
tined and that the worldly lifc is futile tended to destroy the rhartial spirit
of the people. They began to develop an aversion towards military actions
which compel man, somectimes, to be violent and vindictivee. How
Vaisnavitc ideas colourcd the attitude of the people could be judged from
the fact that the political historian like Dutiram Hizarika, the writer of
the Padya Buranji and the political personality like Manjay Barbarua
ascribed the reverses sustained by the royal army at the hands of the Mayi-
mariyas to the activity of the inscrutable fate.” Hcaring the hews of the
victory of the insurgents during the reign of Gaurinatha Simha (1730-1794) one
of his ministers, viz., Manjuy Barubarua remarked : “Gur soldicrs have
previously defcated even the Mughals : but now they are even afraid to
face the Moamariyas. Such a turn of fortune takes place surcly because of
the will of God and Goeddess. Therefore, the whirl of time is too power-
ful to comprehend.” The following comment of Sir Edward Gait on the
physical deterioration of the Ahoms may broadly be applicd to other tribes
also which embraced Hinduism; “By accepting a subordinate place in the
hierarchy of Hinduism, not only did the Ahoms lose their pride of race
and martial spirit, but with a less nourishing dict their physic also under-
went a change for the worse™.”

The later history of the satra institution is also marked by the grow-
ing spirit of conservatism and orthodoxy in placc of catholicity which
characteriscd the early period of the movement.

In some satras women and socially backward people were debarred
from entering the prayer halls.® Intolerance of the beliefs of other sects,
undue supremacy given to tradition, attention paid to the Ictters rather
than to the spirit of rules and regulations, and similar trends have made
the institution a less progressive onc. Instances of sons refusing to take
food prepared by their parents because they happen to be uninitiated, though
pious and clean. are not rare.

Because of this gradual loss of the dynamic quality. the satra insti-
tution at present no longer enjoys the same enviable status which it used
to enjoy formerly. Unless it adapts itself to the changing circumstances, its
future can not be assured.

[t}

6 op.cit (edited) : Tunghhungia Buraijii, p. 106 ;
Asamar Padya Buraiijii, vp. 100, 112,
TE. Gait : History of Assam, p. 185.
® A few years back. a successful agitation led by the schedule-caste community
demanding entry into the kirtana-ghar of the Barpeta Satra may be noted in this
connection. Even now, women-folk arc not allowed to enter into the prayer hall
of Barpeta and Bardowid satras.



APPENDIX 1
CAITANYA VAISNAVISM IN ASSAM

There have been in existence since the beginning of the eighteenth
century a few satras in Assam professing Vaisnavism of Bengal. Their influ-
cnce is very much limited and include not more than a few hundred families
as their disciples. Though these satras arc affiliated to the school of Bengal
Vaisnavism, their organisational side is purely modelled on the lines of
the satras of Assam Vaisnavism.

Though the faith propagated by Caitanya never took the form of a
popular religion in Assam and though its hold was never strong on any part
of Assam during the last few centurics, yet rxferences to its stray existence
in western part of Assam as far back as the sixteenth century of the Christian
cra could be found in the Carita-puthis. No systematic attempt to propa-
gate that faith was made in Assam during the initial stage of its history.
During the life-time of Caitanya the faith was firmly established not only in
Bengal but in Orissa too. But neither Caitanya nor any of his principal
followers came 10 Assam to propagate the faith in a systematic way. It does
not, however, mean that Assam was completely unaware of Gaudiya Vaisnav-
ism. The mediceval biographies contain a few references from which it is
known that the cult of Cuitanya silently penetrated to western part of Assam
towards the middle of the sixteonth century through the propagation of some
unknown adherents of this faith. According to the medieval biographies
of Sankaradeva, Nirdyana Thikur alius Thikur Ata was preparing to get
himself initiated to Vaispavism of Bengal when accidentally he met
Sankaradeva. After his meeting with Sankaradeva, he gave up the idea of
becoming a follower of the Bengal school of Vaisnavism.! Mathuradas Ata
and Gopala Ata, two of the principal disciples of Midhavadeva were follow-
ers of the school of Bengal Vaisnavism before they were admitted and
initiated to thc Vaisnavism of Assam.” Some of the biographers of
Damadaradeva have stated that he was a disciple of Caitanyadeva and one
of them has even gone to the length of saying that the saint of Bengal
remained for some time as a sanydsin in a cave near Hajo, a place situated

! Rimacarana Thakur : $aikara-carita, p. 200; Katha-gurucarita, P 86.
2U.C. Lekharu (edited) : Kathi-gurucarita, p. 263; Gopdla Atar Carita,
p. 18.
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at a distance of fiftecn miles from Gauhati® Hari Bharati, grandfather of
Ramakanta the biographer of Vanamilideva, was propbably an adherent of
the school of Vaisnavism founded by Caitanya. Ramakanta, in his colo-
phon, has stated that Hari Bharati practised and professed sixteen names
(sola-nama) of Hari.t Sixteen names referred to in the biography most
probably indicated the sixteen names of Gaudiya Vaispavism. Ramakanta
belonged to the second half of the seventeenth century ; thercfore his grand-
father must have lived in the last quarter of the sixteenth century A.D.

The above references indicate that Vaisnvism of Bengal propagated
by Caitanya was not unknown in the sixteenth century when Sankaradeva
propagated his own fiath. Probabaly it could not make any head-igvay in the
face of the growing movement conducted by Sarnkaradeva and the\concerted
and systematic propagation made by his followers. !

Towards the beginning of the seventeenth century, two brothers
belonging to the family of Nityananda camc to Assam with a few followers.
These two brothers, Ramacandra and Ramabhadra, settled in Kamarupa
with their followers. Their descendants in course of time moved to different
places where they established a few satras.® The satras founded by them,
at present, are known as Kalabari, Tamolbari, Kahuiitali and Nardyanpur,
situated in the Kamrup district. There are a few more satras in Nowgong
and Goalpara districts also.

The tenets and practices followed in these satras are derived from
the Vaisnavism of Bengal. But in organisational aspects, they are almost
identical with other satras of Assam. The mode of singing or chanting
prayers and hymns follows that of the Gaudiya school.

3 Nilakantha Das : Ddmodara-carita, verses, 284-85.
4 Ramakanta Dvija : Vanamalidevar Carita, p. 102.
58.C.Goswami : Introducing Assam Vaisnavism, p. 20.



APPENDIX 11
MONASTIC BUDDHISM AND SATRA VAISNAVISM

Relying on an apparent resemblance between the triratnus of
Buddhism under which monks were required to take shelter and the four
saranas of Assam Vaisnavism, and certain similaritics between the Buddhist
vihdra and the satra, it has been suggested by a few Assamese scholars that
the satra system of Assam is based on Buddhist monasticism. According
to S. C. Goswami “Vaisnavism of Assam adds Godhcad to the triratnas of
Buddhism, a faith which made no definite statement about the Godhead
and preached them as its four Saranus. Mr. K. R. Medhi writes : “There
are grounds for supposing that Buddhism had once great sway in Assam.
The monastic and congregational systems, the three precious objects
(saranus), the image procession, the pada-§ila, the dsana and relics, the
offering of lamps, oil and flowers ctc, point to some similaritics between
Buddhism and Assam Vaisnavism.?” Mr. K. L. Barua is also of the same
opinion when he says “These satras came into existence after the demise
of Sankaradeva. They were really modelled on the Buddhist vihiras, . . . . .
The word used to denote initiation of a neophyte in the Assamesc Vaispava
tenets is suruna. We find the word sarana used in the initiation of a
Buddhist, Buddharii Suranam gacchami.”

Against the above contentions, it may be said that Buddhism was at
no time a flourishing religion in Kamariipa as to supply inspiration to
Sankaradeva and his followers. The Chinese pilgrim Hiuen-tsang did not
notice any form of Buddhism in Kamaripa. Even Vajrayana which is said
to have prevailed in Kamariipa approximately between the ninth and the
twelfth centuries of the Christian era, was ncver a popular religion and
it was propably practised as a sccret or esoteric cult by a section only.' All
the ancient Kamaripa Kings were followers of Brihmanism and the ins-
criptions so far recovered do not testify to the existence of Buddhism in a
large scale. Even admitting that Vajrayina in its various tantric forms

18.C. Goswami : Introducing Assam Vaisnavism, p. 12.

2K.R. Medhi ; Assamese Grammar and origin of Assamese Language,
P. XXXViil,

3K.L. Barua : An Early History of Kamariipa, p. 317.

4B. K. Barua : A Culrural History of Assam, p. 162f: K. L. Barva : An
Early Mistory of Kamariipa, p. 142f,
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prevailed in Kamartipa, it is unlikely that Sankaradeva and his followers
whose aversion to Trantricism was so pronounced, did receive anything
directly from Vajrayana. Denunciation of so called Baudhas is most promi-
nent in the writings all Vaisnava saints.

As regards the use of the word Sarana to denote initiation of a neo-
phyte in Assam Vaisnavism, it may be said that the word is adopted
from the Gira and the Bhagavata-purana which are held to be the most
authoritative scriptures of the sect. Moreover, the word Saranae to denote
initiation is used by Vallabhites and Ramanujites also. The necessity of
taking shelter in guru (spiritual guide ) nama (names or attributes) sat-
sanga (holy association ) and in God have been recognised as indispensable
conditions for the development of Bhakti by almost all the sects of medieval
India. It is not an cxclusive characteristic of the Vaisnavism of Assam.
The Bhagavata-purina highly speaks of the utility of surrendering oneself
to the above principles. It canrot however be denied that Puranic Hinduism,
particularly Vaisnavism, owes a great deal to Buddhism and the existence
of many points of resemblance between the two have been commented upon
by competent scholars. But to link up Vaisnavism of Assam and the satra
institution of the sixtecnth century directly with Monastic Buddhism, is to
deny the intcrmediate stages and therefore it seems to be a far cry.

As regards image procession, relic worship and offering of light, it
may be said that thesc practices are not exclusively confined to Buddhism
and Assam Vaispavism. Not to speak of Indian sects, the relic worship is
found in many other sects of the world including Roman Catholicism. The
Pranamis, the Kabir-panthis, the Dadu-panthis and the Goraksa-panthis, to
mention a few of the Indian sects, worship thrones, sandals and foot-prints
of celebrated Mohunts of their sampradayas.” The image procession like
Ratha-yatra and Sndana-vatra have been in existence in the temple of
Jagannatha from early times. These characteristics might have been the
legacy of Buddhism or Jainism, but they entered into the fold of Hinduism
long before neo-Vaisnavism of Assam came into existence. Therefore, it
would be a hasty conclusion to state that Assamese Vaisnavism derived the
above characteristics directly from Buddhism.

As against the suggestion that the satra institution was modelled on
the Buddhist vihara, it may be said that Monastic Buddhism was practically
extinct in India when the foundation of the satra was laid in the sixteenth
century. Moreover, the term satra does not point to its Buddhist origin.
No reference to any visit to a Buddhist monastery, if it existed at all, could
be found in the list of places visited by S$ankaradeva and his followers during

5J. N. Farquhgr + Quitline of Religious literatures of India, pp. 342. 347;
Thoothi : Vaisnavas #f Gujarata, p. 336.



MONASTIC BUDDHISM AND SATRA VAISNAVISM 199

their holy sojourns throught India. Thercfore, the direct influecnce of
Monastic Buddhism on satra Vaisnavism of Assam seems improbable.

It will not be far from truth if we state that the satra institution
probably owed its foundation to the matha system of Northern and Southern
India, which received a great fillip after the time of Sankarachiryya who
established four mathas at different outposts of India. After him teachers
of various sects, like Ramanuja, Madhva and Ramananda established their
own mathas and the number thus grew into a legion. The satra institution
as we find today is a product of an evolutionary process, but behind the
formation of its nucleus inspiration supplied by the matha system could be
inferred. During his first pilgrimage of twelve years’ duration $ankaradcva
practically covered the whole of India and visited all the holy places and
mathas of importance. During his second pilgrimage he is said to have
visited the matha of Kabir.® But the subsequent growth of the institution
after Sankaradeva was a process of gradual development, a product of expedi-
ancy and need of time. No external influence scems probable in the later
stage of its growth.

$ Katha-gurucarita, p. 153 ; Ramacarana : Sankara-carita, p. 251fL.
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DEMOCRACY IN SATRA VAISNAVISM

The Vaisnavite reformers of Assam and other parts of India asserted
the dignity of human soul. No man was considered by rcason of his birth
and social rank unworthy or uscless in the religious set-up of Vaisnavism.
It raised the Stdras to a position of spiritual power and social importance,
almost cqual to that of the Brahmins. A democratic outlook permeates the
entire teachings and practices of the Vaisnava cult. On the one hand, God
has been brought down from the metaphysical height to the reach of the
ordinary people by cndowing him with personality and making him sub-
servient to the will of his devotees ( bhakatara vasya ). on the other hand the
status of human being. nay, of all creatures, has becn clevated by insisting
on the identity of God and soul. 1In a few passages of the Kirtuna as well
as other Vaisnava works, a devotee (hhakatu ) has been raised to a more
exalted position than that of God and the latter according to the Vaisnavite
works cannot act arbitrarily against the wishes of his devotees. Like true
democrats Vaisnavas have given an honourable position to those who are
even opposed to God. It has been asserted in the Vaisnava scriptures that
those who think God as enemy attain God sooner than others.!

The same democratic outlook could be noticed in the working of the
satra institution and its practices in carly stage of Assamese Vaisnavism.
In initiating disciples no discrimination was made between Brahmins and
non-Brahmins, the high and the low. The fact that the Guruship was not
reserved as the exclusive monopoly of the Brahmins and that the Sidra
classes, viz., the Kiyasthas and the Kalitis, were ungrudingly raised to the
position of the headship of many a satra, bear eloquent testimony to the
spirit of equality among the Vaisnavas.

In the Vaisnava reformers’ desire to educate the masses, the same
democratic attitude could be noticed. They translated Sanskrit scriptures
into Assamese and thus rendered them comphehensible to all people, whereas
the privilege of reading and interpreting them had hither to been the virtual
monopoly of thc Brahmins. The procedure of conducting congregational

* Materials alrcady incorporated in different chapters in different contexts
have been re-arranged here to present a complete impression.
1 §ankaradeva : Kirtana, section vi, vv. 281, 289.
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prayer where all devotees irrespective of their social position used to parti-
cipate and receive equal treatment also speaks of the levelling influence
of Vaisnavism and the democratic zeal of the reformers.

When we cast our eyes upon the management of earlier satras founded
by Madhavadeva and others, we can clearly discern the democratic basis on
which they were run. Unlike the satras of the later peroid, neither
Madhavadeva nor Damodaradeva considered the satras, over which they
presided, as their personal property and the title adhikidra which convey
the sense of ownership was never applied to them. The satra collectively
belonged to the community of devotees and the reformers simply acted
as their guides or leaders. They did not consider themselves any way
superior to other devoices. The attitude of Madhavadeva has been best
illustrated in the following anccdotes narrated in Katha-Gurucarita.>®

(1) Sririma Afi, the attendant-devo’ec to Miadhavadeva had to pass
one night outside the satra campus with one of the fellow devotees of the
satra. Next morning he hastened to thc satra to serve his superior
Madhavadeva, leaving bchind his companion. When Madhavadeva came
to know of it, he at once sent him back directing him to apologise to his
companion. He further instructed Srirama, not to pay over-attention to his
( Madhava ) personal comfort by neglecting other devotees who were no way
inferior to him.

(iiy The mother of the Koch king Laksminarayana greatly admired
Madhavadeva and his folowers and occasionally sent presents to them. One
day, she sent several pairs of dhoties and chadder of unequal size and
quality to Midhavadeva and devotees making a certain distinction between
the rccepicnts. Madhavadeva was given the best pair. He immediately
returned the presents to the queen-mother for making uncalled for distinc-
tion between himself and his followers.

When Madhavadeva left for Cooch-Behar, he handed over the
management of the Barpeta satra to the community of devotees appoint-
ing Mathurddasa Ata as the leader. The management of his satra
at Cooch-Behar was similarly vested in the community which selected one
Achyuta Guru as the leader after the death of Madhavadeva. Damodara-
deva on the eve of his death, having summoned all his principal disciples
from different parts of Assam, formally nominated Bhattadeva as his suc-
ccssor with approval of all. Padma alias Badala Atd also left the
management of the Kamalabari satra under the collective authority of the
cclibate devotees nominating $ririma as the head of the community.?®
Thus we find that in the first stage of the satra history, when the system

“a Karha-gurucarita, pp. 501, 586.
2b Kathd-gurucarita, pp. 513, 598 ; Bezharua - Sankaradeva-aru-Madhavadeva,
p. 363f.
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of hereditary succession was not introduced, the democratic method of
chosing the best person as the leader of community prevailed. The owner-
ship of the satra and the responsibility of managing its affairs rested with
the assembly of devotees residing within the satra campus.

That the collective voice of community was powerful enough to
check any arbitrary action of the leader, is borne out by a few instances
noted in the medieval biographies of saints and the chronicles of satras.
Two of them are noted below.,

Mathuradasa Ata who succeded Madhavadeva as the leader of the
religious community of the Barpeta satra once incurred the displeasure of
the community by acting against the sanction of the Vaisnavite ideals.
His fault was that he had tricd to escape from being arrested for an alleged
offence by bribing the officers of king Parikshitaniriyana. Inmates of
the satra on coming to know of this, decided to depose him:from the
leadership. But a last-minute compromise through the intervention of
Gopala Ata of Bhawanipura saved the situation.® A similar case of
deposition and disowning of the leadership happened in the Bheld satra
after Madhavadeva’s death. Achyuta Guru, who was the hecad of the
Bhela satra after Madhavadeva, was disowned by the devotees for his high-
handed actions.* The system of electing the leader or the head by voting
procedure is still current in the Barpetd and a few other satras of
Kamriipa.

The conspicuous branch of Assamese Vaisnavism with a pronounced
democratic bias is the Kala Sarhhati. Theoretically the Guru occupies an
exalted position and is even ranked cqually with God but in practice the
relation between him and his disciples has been throughout its history
friendly and intimate. The Dihing and the Mayamara satras admitted
converts from non-Aryan tribes and placed their disciples on an elevated
footing. Though these satras had caste Hindus in their fold, their disciples
mainly consisted of Kachiris, Ahoms, Kaivartas, Brittiyals, Chutiyas and
Morans. These castes, which are now denominated as backward, were
freely admitted to the fold of these satras and they gradually imbibed
refined and enlightened ways of living. In Assam the liberal policy of the
Kala Sambhati satras endowed them with a sense of self-respect and indivi-
dual value.

The Kala Samhati satras literally translated into practice the Vaisna-
vite teaching that a devoted cindila is superior to a learned Brahmin with-
out devotion. A Brahmin or a member of any of the higher castes does not
get any special preference or privilege because of his birth. The head of

3 Gopila-Atd-carita, p 234f.
4 Thakur-Atar Carita, p. 255f.
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a Kala Samhati satra ic. the Guru is required by tradition to salute
with his knees bending, even a devotee of the so-called depressed classes,
in return for the latter’s salutation. But in three other Sarhhatis, parti-
cularly in the Brahma Samhati, the caste privileges have been retained.

With the prevalence of the system of hereditary succession to the
headship of the satras the importance of the community of devotees in
the management of the satra affairs began to diminish. The hereditary
heads virtually became the owner of their satras and the community of
devotees shorn of its former power was relegated to an unimportant posi-
tion. Henceforth they (heads) came to be known as adhikara.

The influence of the Ahom royal court on the administrative system
of the satras of Eastern Assam is another factor that contributed to the
decay of democracy in satras. The Ahom administrative system with the
king as the supreme head and assisted by a council of nobles (dangariyas)
and a host of officers of various grades owning allegiance directly to the
king, secmed to have cast its reflection on the satra administration also.
The adhikdra assisted by a council of elder dcvotees known as sarman-
bhagiya formed the main administrative machinery under which devotees
of sccond and third categories function. The paik system of the Ahom
administration was also introduced in a few satras. The principal satras
of Majuli werc favourcd by their patron kings with several villages con-
sisting of a few hundred paiks. Duties of these paiks were to serve their
respective satras with manual labour and to supply the satras with neces-
sary things. In each village, twelve paiks served under one bard and a
hundred paiks served under onc saikid similar to those of the Ahom
administration. According to the Tunghhungia Buranji, prince Gadadhara
Sirmha. while he was moving from place to place in disguise, noticed in some
satras, particularly in the Dakhinapa( satra, how they copied the royal
court by conferring titles like bara, faikiad and hajarikad on their devotees.®
When he came to power he took stern actions to curb the power of the
satras. The influence of the royal court helped to develop unnecessary
formalitics which stood as barricrs between the Guru and the disciples.

But the satras of western Assam did not try to copy the secular
administrative system either of the Ahoms or of the Koches. There are
neither so many gradation of ecclesiastical officers nor over-laden forma-
lities as in the satras of eastern Assam. These satras were far away from
the courtly atmosphere of Sibsagar and Cooch-Behar. The eefster.n Koch
kingdom, after Dharmanarayana (1615-1637 A.D.), shorn of its mdepefx-
dence was practically reduced to a zamindary and therefore, it could not in
any way influence satras situated in Kamarupa and Goalpara areas.

5S. K. Bhuyan : Tungkhungid Burafiji, p. 14.
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In the working of the village nd@maghar the same democratic spirit
operates. 1t has been noticed in the chap. vii, that the corporate life of
an Assamese village moves centering round the village na@maghar. 1t is cons-
tructed by the joint labour of the villagers. Every houschold is considered
as an unit and therefore, each household is required to place the service
of at least one member of the family in constructing and maintaining the
namaghar. Every household must contribute proportionately to namaghar
according to the number of its members in cash or kind. Those who are not
in a position to contribute they are required to put additional labour in the
cause of the ndmaghar. The daily religious functions held in the namaghar
are performed on a co-operative basis. Works like the kindling of light,
cleansing and sweeping of the floor, and arranging of nccessary materials that
are necessary for daily services, are done by each household by rotation.
If the material condition of a householder is deplorable, he is generally
exempted from the obligation of supplying materials for religious services.

The same coopcrative principle holds good in thc casc of social
functions. No discrimination is made between the rich and the poor in
distributing roles in village dramatic performances where all the villagers
contribute according to their capacity and aptitude to make the perfor-
mance a success. The same tendency to treat all the willagers with an
equal eye is noticed in community feasts and festivals. 1In settling up of
village disputes and in trials of moral turpitude and social indiscipline,
the head of each family is invited to the ndmaghar to take part in the
proceedings. Before the trial is formally opened the complainant as well as
the respondent must offer a nominal fee usually not exceeding one rupee,
with a trayful of tamol-pin to the assembly of villagers. After the trial
is over, these are distributed amongst the assembled members.

In the Bihu fcstivals, particularly in Bahag Bihu, a mcmber from
each houschold should, as a custom, accompany the dancing and singing
party which visits and entertains every houschold of the village and its
neighbouring areas. The party is reverentially received by the house-
holders with the offering .of hand-woven cloth, money and tamol-pan
With the amount, thus realised, the party at the end of the festival buys
a few bags of salt and distribute them amongst the members that accom-
panied the party. The village namaghar, a wing of the satra, has thus
been serving as the centre of democratic activities of the villages.



APPENDIX IV

SOURCE MATERIALS:
BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTES

The neo-Vaisnavite movement produced a mass of literature comn
sisting of dramas, kdvyas, songs, biographies and hymns. Some of these
are translation and adaptations of the Purinic literature and others are
original. Sankaradeva and his chief disciple Midhavadeva, not to spcak
of the others, were powerful writers and they harnessed their pen for the
propagation of Vaisnavite tcachings. The importation of new ideas from
other parts of India as from Sanskrit epics and Purinas brought about a
renaissance in Assamese literature.

The important works which have embodied the tenets, teachings and
trends of Vaisnavism of Assam may be classified into two broad divisions,
viz. (1) scriptural, i.e. those based on Sanskrit scriptures, and (2) non-scrip-
tural, ie. biographies and chronicles. The former class consists of two
types of works :—(a) thosc based on episodes of Purapas and (b) devo-
tional compilations without any story-element. In the following pages all
those works that shed considerable light on Assam Vaisnavism have becn
briefly discussed. Vaisnavite dramas, kavyas and songs have been left out
of this discussion because they are not considered as authoritative works,
and also, unnecessary for the study of the history of Assam Vaisnavism.

1. (@) Devotional works with stoties :

Bliagavata: 1t is considercd the supreme religious work. Lauda-
tory verses in praise of this work arc found in almost all the works of
Assam Vaisnavism. It has been styled as the sun of the Purinic litcrature
and the essence of the Vedic scriptures. The entire Bhagavata was tran-
slated into Assamese in the Vaisnava period by different poets. Of the
twelve Books of the Bhagavata, Safkaradeva alone translated no less
than seven books including the most popular Book X (Dasama skandha ).
His Assamese version of the Book X, popularly known as Dafama is not
only the most popular work but also held in the highest esteem. Impor-
tant teachings of the sect have bcen appended to every chapter. Al
the twelve Books have been recently printed and published in one single
volume by Harinirayan Datta Barua of Nalbari, Kamrup.

Kirtana: It is another important work of Saikaradeva. As the
name suggests it was composed for the use in prayer services. The book
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contains twentythree sections. They are mostly devotional stories summerised
from the Bhagavata-purana with the exception of three sections which are
based on chapters of the Padma-purana and the Brahmananda-purdna.
Every chapter begins with a ghosd (burden, refrain) followed by narra-
tive verses. “A work of mature years, it has poise, dignity and charm and
with a supreme mastery of the language he ( Sankaradeva) has clucidated
the various subtleties of his cult.” 1t has several printed editions.
Srimudbhagavadgita: This is considered as important a work as
the Bhagavata-purana and the idea of Sarama (surrender) is said to have
been derived from it. It has several Assamese versions of which the
Katha-gita by Bhattadeva and Padya-gita by Govinda Misra of the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries respectively, are widely popula'r\. The
former was printed and published by the late Hem Chandra Goswami
(1840 Sakabda) and the second has several popular editions. ‘

Besides the above two major works, there are several minor works
where ideals and teachings of Vaisnavism have been discussed and
explained in details through the medium of some cpisodes of the Purinas.
Nimi-Navasiddha-samvada : ( discourse between Nimi and nine Siddhas)
Anandi-Patan (accounts of creation) by Sankaradeva and Rajasiiya-kavya
by Madhavadeva may be specially mentioned amongst so many minor
works. Most of these have many popular printed editions.

1(b) Devotional digests and compilations :

Bhakti-ratnakara : 1t is a compilation of devotional tenets and teachings
from various Sanskrit Puranas and devotional works. The following are
the main scriptures from which verses have becn quoted in support of
various topics discussed in several chapters relating to Bhakti.

Bhagavata-purana,  Bhagavadgita,  Kiarma-purana,  Narasitmha-
purana, Naradiya-purana, Visnu-purana, Brhannaradiya-purana, Matsya-
purana, Vaisnavanandalahari, Pandavigita, Prabodhacandrodaya, Visnu-
dharmottara, Yogasdara (Kriyayogasara), Santisataka, Silhana, Satvata-
tantra and a few others. Here Sanskrit $lokas, compiled from the
Bhdgavata and other Purinas and Tantras having a Vaisnavite bias, have
been classified and arranged in chapters according to various topics con-
nected with Bhakti.

The topics discussed in the Bhakti-ratnakara are : (i) service to
Guru (guru seva), (i) glorification and praise of human life (naradeha
mahatmya ), (iii) eulogy and efficacy of holy association (sadhu-sanga-
mahatmya), (iv) characteristics and qualification of devotees ( Bhakta-
laksana ), (v) determination of the nature of God (Ivara-nirnaya), (vi) merit
of listening to God’s names (S§ravanamahatmya), (vii) difference between
God and soul (Jiva-I$vara-bheda-mahitmya), (viii) merit of singing God’s
names ( kirtana-mahatmya), (ix) merit of remembering God’s names and
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forms (smarana-mahatmya), (x) merit of worshipping and bowing to God’s
image ( arccana-vandana-mahatmya) (xi) glorification of the path of
devotion ( Bhakti-yoga-mahatmya), (xii) characteristics of a best devotee
(uttama bhakta), (xiii) characteristics of a middling devotee, (xiv) charac-
teristics of an ordinary devotee ( Prakrita-bhakta), (xv) salient featurcs of
Uttama-bhakti, Antaranga-bhakti, Saprema-bhakti, and Nirguna-bhakti,
(xvi) comparative value and praise of the three gunas (gunabheda mahatmya)
(xvii) devotees devoid of social codes and conducts (acara-bhrasta-bhakta),
(xviii) praise of the limbs of devotees, (xix) praise of the birth and deeds
of devotees, (xx) fate of the enemies of devotees, (xxi) censure of the
persons devoid of devotion, (xxii) censure of the birth and deeds of persons
devoid of devotion (xxiii) censure of the limbs of persons devoid of
devotion, (xiv) censurc of the worldly pursuit (- - pravriti-pathaninda),
(xxv) censure of the ritualistic expiation ( prayascitta ninda), (xxvi) cen-
sure of happiness associated with the svarga (heaven), (xxvii) eulogy of
vairagya, (xxviil) duties in the Kali-yuga, (xxix) eulogy of Bhdratavarsa
(xxx) means of escape from the clutches of illusion (mava). The above
topics have been discussed and elucidated with profuse quotations from
different purinas and tantras.

Sankaradeva compiled it before he came in possession of
Visnupuri’s Bhakti-ratnavali. 1t was compiled probably in the first half
of the sixteenth century. An Assamese metrical version of this work
was made a few years after his death by Ramacarana Thakur the nephew
of Madhavadeva. The Assamese version is more popular on account of
its easy intelligibility. It contains fortyone chapters on different topics.
Two critical editions of the Assamese version have rccently been printed
and published. The edition by Mohan Chandra Mahanta, Satradhikara of
the Telpani Satra, Jorhat, has been referred to in this work.
Bhakti-ratnavali : This work needs no introduction being the famous
work of Visnupuri. Biographies of the saint-reformer uniformly narrate
an incident connected with the importation of the Rarnavali into Assam.
Kanthabhiisana, a young Brahmin scholar, unable to defeat Sankaradeva
in a religious dispute went to Banaras to study Vedanta and Bhagavata
under one Brahmananda. One day, a few §lokas of Book XI of the
Bhdgavata appeared too difficult not only for the students but also for the
teacher as well. Kanthabhiisana quoted the lines of the Assamese version
translated by Sankaradeva. Brahmananda highly pleased with the lucid
rendering of the verses enquired of him about the translator. When he
came to know from Kanthabhiisana about Sankaradeva, he sent back
Kanthabhiisana with a copy of the Ratnavali, with the commentary
Kantimala, to Sankaradeva explaining that the copy was left by his Guru
Visnupuri to be delivered to the saint of Assam. On receiving it Sankara-
deva asked Miadhavadeva to translate it into Assamese and the the latter
accordingly translated it into lucid Assamese verses, The Assamese
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verson contains thirteen chapters embodying teachings and tenets of the
Bhakti cult in general and the elements of Bhakti in details. It was tran-
slated between 1550-1568. There are several printed editions of this
work.

Nama-ghosa : It is undoubtably the magnum opus of Madhavadeva.
It consists of one thousand stanzas of psalms for recitation and prayer, of
which about seven hundred stanzas are translations from numerous
Sanskrit texts and the rest are his own compositions. It was composed
during the last few years of his life and that is why Dr. B. K. Kakati, the
eminent scholar and critic of Assam has called it the swan-song of
Madhavadeva. Like Bhakti-ratngkara or Ratnavali, it has not classified
various modes and elements of Bhakti, but is entirely devoted to the glori-
fication of the nama-dharma. 1t begins with a devotional prayer 19 the ten
incarnation of God and narrates in details the merit of reciting the name
of Hari. It contains among others, the interpretation of the various names
and attributes of Nirdyana and theological elucidations of the cult of devo-
tion and finally establishes its superiority. Its profundity of thought,
unity of outlook and music of expression make it a precious religions text
in Assamese literature. Tt has several popular printed editions.

Bhakti-viveka : 1t is a Sanskrit compilation of Bhakti-ratnakara
type. The compiler and annotator is Bhattadeva, the prose translator of
the Bhagavata and the Gita. The compitation was finished in 1621 A.D.
(1543 Sakabda). The following are the scriptures from which verses have
been quoted in support of different aspects of Bhakti.

(a) Puranas: Bhagavata, Laghubhdgavata, Adi, Visnu, Brhat-
Visnudharmottara, Garuda, Agni, Prabhasa (Skanda), Vargha, Kirma,
Muahabharata, Ramayana.

(b) Tantras and Samhitas: Satvata-tantra, VaSistha-samnhita,
Visnu-yamala, Visnu-rahasya, Agastya-samhita, Paranjala-sarmhita, Baudha-
yana-samhita,  Varaha-rahasya,  Brhat-Visnu-sainhita,  Kaumdra-tantra,
Vaisvanara-sarmhita, Jaimini-samhitd, Katyayana-samhita, Brhaspati-sarnhitd,
HayaSirsa-parncaratra, and Ndaradiya-sarhitd.

(c) Srutis and Smrities: Svetasvatara, Chandogya, Kathaka, Katha,
ISavacya, Mundaka, Manu-smrti and Cyavana Smrti.

(d) Miscellaneous : Guta, Hayasirsatapaniya, Itihdsottama etc.

It contains fifteen chapters on different aspects of Bhakti with a
special emphasis on Sarana. The following topics have been discussed in
different chapters : (i) determination of the place where Bhakti resides and
flourishes ( Bhakti-sthana-nirnaya), (ii) qualities of a guru and disciples
( guru-Sisya-nirnaya), (iii) definition and glorification of $arana (Sarana-
nirnaya ), (iv) glorification and efficacy of nama (nama-mahatmya), (v) glori-
fication and efficacy of devotion to Bhagavan-Hari (Hari-bhakti-mahatmya)
(vi) merit of holy association ( saf-sanga mahatmya), (vii} general discussion
about the nine elements of Bhakti, (viii) exposition and eulogy of the
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§ravana, (ix) exposition and eulogy of the kirfana, (x) exposition and eulogy
of the §marana, (xi} definition and exposition of the arccana, (xii) defini-
tion and eulogy of the Pada-sevana, (xiii) merit of worship (piija mahatmya),
(xiv) definition and exposition of the dasya, (xv) proof of the reality of the
form of God ( Bhagavanmiirteh satyatvam).

Of nine modes of serving God, the work discusses only seven, the
last two, viz. sakhya and atma-nivedana being left out of the discussion,
in as much as these modes of serving God do not accord well with the
mode of scrvitude (dasyabhava) cnjoined by Assamese Vaisnavas. The
work has recently been edited by Prof. L. N. Chatterjee and published
(1951) by Harinarayan Datta Barua, Nalbari. Kamrup.

Satvata-tanira: It is one of the important Vaisnava scriptures. It

was rendered into Assamesc in the seventeenth century. Of the two
Assamcse versions one is metrical and the other is in prose. Both the
translators have referred to Dimodaradeva. The metrical version by onc
Bhagavata Bhattacharyya is more lucid and popular. S$ankaradeva in his
Bhakti-ranakara and Bhattadeva in his Bhakti-viveka have quoted several
verses from the original Sanskrit version. The metrical version was printed
and published in 1942 by the Assamese Literary Association ( Assam Sahitya
Sabha).
Sarana-saringraha : 1t is a Sanskrit devotional compendium containing
scven chapters. The compiler is one Sukadeva. The work deals with
various elements of Bhakti and establishes its superiority by citing texts
from various puranas and tantras. The sub-sects of Diamodaradeva and
Harideva consider it as an authoritative work. The initiation ceremony in
satras of Brahma $amhati is conducted according to its dircctions.

Besides the above works there are a few more devotional works of
the same nature. Special mention may be made of Ghosa-ratna by Gopila
Misra, a disciple of Damodaradeva, Bhakti-pradipa by Safkaradeva and
Nama-malika by Midhavadeva. The first one belongs to the category of
the Nama-ghosa of Madhavadeva. But though brief, the number of topics
it treats is larger than those of Nama-ghosa. The work is more popular
amongst the Vaisnavas of the Diamodari sub-scct. It has two printcd
editions (1914, 1937). Bhakti-Pradipa, though comes from the pen of
Sankaradeva, is mnot, howecver considered as an authoritative work.
Besides two or three popular editions, there is one critical edition by Prof.
M. Neog, 1946. The Nama-malika was translated by Madhavadeva from
the original Sanskrit version compiled by Purusottama Gajapati, king of
Orissa. It discusses the efficacy and the superiority of the nama-dharma.

2. Biographical works.

Sankaracarita: 1t is supposed to be the carliest biography of
Sankaradeva. The biographer of this work is supposed to be Rimaf:arar,n.a
Thikur, the nephew of Madhavadeva, who spent most of his life with his

27



210 THE NEO-VAISNAVITE MOVEMENT & THE SATRA INSTITUTION OF ASSAM

maternal uncle. The work is modelled on the Dasema-skandha (Book
X of the Bhagavata) and treats Sankaradeva as an incarnated being and
thus endows him with marvellous and miraculous powers. All the phases
of Sankaradeva’s life have been narrated in minute details. But it is doubt-
ful whether Ramacarana, the nephew of Midhavadeva really wrote it, for,
his son Daityari Thakur the most (rustworthy biographer. categorically
denies the existence of any model before him when he started his work. 1f
his father had rcally wrote a biography he must have surely known it.
Morecover Ramacarana completely deifics Sankaradeva endowing him with
supernatural powcrs.  This act of deification suggests that the work must
have been written after a lapse of considerable times after the ‘death of
Sanikaradeva. The published work consis's of seven parts of which the
sixth part is definitely a modern wor as its language beways 1t to be so.
The other parts are fairly old. 1t begins with un account of Sankaradeva's
ancestry and practically ends with his death.  Whether it is the work of
the nephew of Miadhavadeva or not, the nformations supplied by it
(excepting thosce incorporated in the sixth part) are on the whole reliable
as they tally with other biographics.

Sunkaradeva-Midhavadevarcerita: Daityuri Thikur. son of Rima-
carapa Thakur, is the author of this work. The work was written in the
first half of the scventeenth century. Caturbhuia Thakur. onc of the two
grandsons of Sankaradeva, who died within the first haif of the seventeenth
century was alive when Daitydri finished this work. R. M. Nath, oue of
the modern editors of the work has assigned 1620 A.D. as the date of its
composition. He has relied mainly on the informations supplicd by the
biography of Kanakalatd. wife of Caturbhuja Thikur. Daitydari briefly
describes the life of Sankaradeva but lavs more emphasis on and gives
detailed accounts of the lifc of Miadhavadeva. The biography begins with
the coming of Candibara, the grcat grandfather of Sankaradeva, to Assam
from Kanauj and cnds with the death Midhavadeva. It gives definite
dates of the death of Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva in the concluding
chapter. The accounts of this work arc more reliable on account of the
fact that supernatural elements and miracles are lesscr than those of
later biographies. Morcover, Datyiri compiles his informations from his
father Ramacarana Thakur and Govinda Atai who were direct disciples
of Madhavadeva and who had the opportunity of secing Sankaradeva with
their own eyes. It has two published editions: the earlier onc is by
Harivilash Gupta (1900) and the recent one (1948) is by Rajmohan Nath.
The latter edition has been referred to in body of this work.

SriSankaradeva: The third early biography of Sankaradeva is by
Bhiisana Dvija. It is the briefest of the important biographies of Sankara-
deva and was most probably written in the second quarter of the seven-
teenth century. Biographer Bhiisana Dvija was a contcmporary of
Purusottama and Chaturbhuja Thakur, who lived and preached in the first
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half of the seventeenth century. The accounts of this biography, though
brief and devoid of supernatural elements, are almost indentical with those
of the Sankaraccrita supposed to bc writien by Rimacarana Thakur. Tt
was first published by D. Barkakati, Jorhat, 1925.

- Guru-carita: 1t is a work of the later part of the seventeenth cen-
tury. The biographer is Ramananda. son of Sririm Atd of the Ahdtaguri
satra was a prominent disciplc of Gopila A1 of Bhawidnipur. The
work deals with the lifc and activities of Sankaradeva. RAmananda and
Daityari Thakur agree in holding that Sankaradeva reccived a copy of the
Bhagavatae from Jagadisa Misra (according Ramiananda, his name is
Jaganniitha ) while he wus at Ginemau and seriovsly engaged himself 1o
religious pursuits after this event.  Ramacarana Thikur, Bhisana Dvija
and otheis ave unenitroas in holding that Jagadisa Midra met Sankaradeva
at Bardewd. The Guevearire was fust printed and published about sixty
years back by the Late Hariviiash Gupta, Tezpur. But the last part of the
printed work s a mere reproduction of  Senkaracarita by Rimacarana
Thakur.

Kathd-gurucarda : 1t 15 the most voluminous of all the biographies.
It is written in an inimatabic rhytiimic prose. Tt not only deals elaborately
with all the incidents and activitics of the life of Sankaradeva but treats
with equal minuteness the accounts of the lives of Midhavadeva, Gopila
Ata, Badala Ati, Haribara At and oll other contemporary Vaisnava saints
of the period. Though many of its accounts are highly exaggerated and
contains supernatural details, yet it contains a vast mass of informations
regarding 1ligious aclivitics. proselytizing  methods, tenets,  practices,
customs and menners of the Vaisnavas of medieval times. Dates of birth
and death of Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva have been given and also
the years they spent at different places.  From the genealogical lists of Gurus
enumerated in the work, as well as from other internal evidences it may be
concludcd that the work was actually written down in the eighteenth cen-
tury. It has been rencertly (1951) edited by U. C. Lekharu and published
by Hariniriyan Datta Barua.

Gurulila: Written by Ramraya Dvija. this biography narrates the
life and activitics of Damocdaradera and his disciples. The biographer
was the disciple of Arjunadeva, a prominent disciple of Damodaradeva.
This scems to be the carliest biographical work dealing with life of
Damodaradeva. It was finished during the reign of king Chandra-
nardyana of Cooch-Behar who ruled from 1640-1660 A.D. The work
depicts Dimodaradeva as the disciple of Caitanya, though the rclationship
with Sankaradeva has not been denicd. The work begins with a discrip-
tion of the ancestry of Damodaradeva and ends wnth the death of Bhatta-
deva. The utility of the work in properly understanding the sub-sect
cannot be denied. It has been edited and published in 1869 (Sakabda)
by Sarat Chandra Goswami, Patbausi, Kumrup.
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Damodara-carita: Biographer Nilakantha Das according to the late
S. C. Goswami, belonged to the first half of the eighteenth century.
Nilakantha, like Rimarlya, ascribes the guruship of Damodaradeva to
Caitanya. The accounts of this work are not exhaustive as the Gurulila
of Ramraya, but it is more important and informative as rcgards the organi-
sational activities of Damodaradeva. To know the view-points of
Damodaradeva and his sub-sect, these two biographies of Damodaradeva
by Ramraya and Nilakantha, are indispensable. Nilakantha’s work was
edited by the Late S. C. Goswami under the auspices of the Assam
Sahitya Sabhd in 1927.

Vamsigopaladevar Caritra: To follow the progress of Vaisnavism
in eastern Assam started by Vam§igopaladeva, this biography by Rama-
nanda Dvija is indispensable. 1t not only gives a graphic account of the
life of VamS$igopaladeva, but throws much light upon the reliéious and
social conditions of the eastern part of Assam during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries of the Christian era. It begins with an account of
the ancestry of Vamsigopaladeva, his life and religious activitics through
untold sufferings at the hands of the hostile Ahom monarch and ends with
the foundation of the four royal satras ( Auniiti, Dakhinapat. Garamir
and Kuruwabahi) under the patronage of Jayadhvaja Sirhha. The work
is free from sectarian bias generally found in other biographies of the
period. Ramainanda, the biographer was thc disciple of Vamdigopaladeva,
as such, his accounts arc bound to be highly authentic. Prof. M, Neog has
recently (1951) edited and published this work.

Vanamalidevar Caritra: Vanamalideva, a disciple of Vamsigopitla-
cdeva was the founder of the Dakshinapat Satra. He was the spiritual pre-
ceptor of three Ahom monarchs viz.,, Jayadhvaja Simha, Cakradhvaja
Simha and Ratnadhvaja Simha (1648-1663, 1663-1669, 1679-1681). He
was not only a prominent personality in paving the way for the spread of
Vaisnavism in Eastern Assam but he was also responsible for initiating
the contact with the royal court which subsequently influcnced the satras
so much. Biographer Ramakanta was the disciple of Vanamalideva and
a contemporary of Ramadeva, the successor of Vanamilideva. Rama-
kanta’s narratives, may be taken as contemporary cvidences of the Vaisnava
faith and movement of the seventeenth century. A critical edition of the
work was published in 1930 under the auspices of the Assam Sahitva Sabhd,
Jorhat.

Gopala-Atar Carita: Gopiladeva, better known as Bhawinipuriya
Gopala Atd, is the founder of the Kala samhati. He was one of the
principal disciples of Madhavdeva and a section of Vaisnavas acclaim him
as the successor of Madhavdeva to the pontifical office. There are four
mediaeval biographies of Gopala Ati written by Raminanda, Purna-
nanda, Harivallabha and Riamadasa. The printed onec published by
Tirthanath Goswami of Dhalar satra, is a compilation from the above
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biographies. The accounts bear the stamp of the language of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries and it is known that Raminanda and
Purnananda whose accounts supply the three fourth of materials of the
printed edition belonged either to the later half of the scventeenth century,
or the first half of the eightcenth century. Ramananda was the son of
$riraima  Ata, a prominent disciple of Gopila Ata, and Purninanda was
the grandson of Ramacandra, another prominent disciple of the same
saint. Gopala Ata’s date is definitely known to be 1541-1611 A.D. The
printed edition not only treats Gopila Ata’s lifc in details, but gives short
accounts of lives and activities of his principal twelve disciples.

Other important works written in 17th and 18th centuries of the
Christian era are briefly noted below.

Santa Sarprada (18th century) by Govinda Disa is an informative
work. Govinda Dasa was a discipie of Vanamalideva. His work gives
a rapid survey of the Vaisnava movement with brief accounts of prosely-
tisers and satras established by them. Anantariya-carita (18th century)
by Bhadracaru Dasa, Thakur-carita (18th century) by Vidyananda Oja
and Guri-vainsivali by Aniruddha Dasa are valuable for informations
about the leading personalities of the Purusa samhati. Mayamara Satrar-
Vamiavali (19th century) or the chronology of Mayimard Gosains by
Cidananda Goswami, Dihing Satrar Varisavali by Dutirim Hazarika,
Ramgopala-carita (18th century) by Jaynirdyana, supply considerable
informations about the history of Mayamara, Dihing and Ahdtaguri satras
of the Kila Samhati. All these works supply copious informations on
tenets and practices of different sects of Assam. Besides these,
Damodara-carita by Krsna Misra and Harideva-carita by Banesvara and
Divakara Dvija are uscful works for a proper appreciation of the contri-
bution and activities of the two saints. But these are probably the works
of the eightcenth century and therefore cannot be as reliable as earlier
biographies.  Excepting Mavamara Satrar Varisavali  published by
Hridayananda Goswami in 1931, and Harideva-carita, other works noted
above have not yct been published and they are being preserved in manus-
cript form in the library of the Historical and Antiquarian Department,
Gauhati.

The most important work of the ninteenth century is Burafiji-
vivekaratna by Maniram Barbhindir Barua. It is a voluminous work con-
taining elaborate narratives on religious, political and social conditions of
Assam during the last days of the Ahom rule and of the beginning of the
British rule. Maniram was the towering personality of the first half of
the nineteenth century and was intimately connected with the Ahom royal
court as well as with the religious institutions of his times. He was hanged
by neck by the British authority for his alleged complicity in the Sepoy
Mutiny of 1857. His work furnishes details of the Mayamariya insurrec-
tion as well as the religious systems and institutions of Assam of his times,
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The work also gives details of some important rites and ceremonies
observed in leading satras of different §amhatis. His descriptions of the
Kila Sambhati, specially of the Miyamard sect, should not bz accepted
without some discount. Being a man of the royal court he painted the
sect in an unfavourable light with a prejudiced mind. The manuscript of
the work has been preserved in the library of the Department of Historical
and Antiquarian Studics, Gaubati.

Of the modern works, L. N. Bezbarua's two works viz., Sankaradeva
(1911) and Srisankaradeva aru Srimddhavadeva (1914) deserve mention.
But these two, spccially the latter, are not written with a critical mind
and therefore make no discrimination between the supernatural and the
rcal, the historical and the legendary. The recent biography of ‘Sankara-
deva (1949) by M. Ncog, tries to give a critical appreciation of the saint’s
life and activitics. But these books are of little use for the study of the
growth and deveclopment of the satra institution.



APPENDIX V
LIST OF SATRAS

A list of satras affiliated to different Sarmhatis has been given in
the following pages. Though the list cannot claim to be an cxhaustive one,
yet all the available sources of information have been tappsd to make it
as exhaustive as possible. The main source of information is the District
Gazetteers of Assam, 1905, where two hundred and enghty satras have been
enlisted. But the names of founders and dates of foundation have not
been given in the said list. T have incorporated three hundred and cighty
satras with the names of founders and approximate period of their founda-
tion. In finding out the names of founders, Buradji-vivekaratna (19th
century) by Maniram Barbhandar Barua, Santa-samprada (18th century)
by Govinda Dasa, Etaka Mahantar Jhuna (18th century) by Bibhunatha
and Bahi, vol. 1, part ii (1912) were of great help to me. My personal
correspondence with several satras and accounts submitted by them in res-
ponse to a set of queries published in the Assamese Daily Natun Asamiya
on 8.10.50., not only enabled me to verify the informations reccived from
the above works but also helped me to supplement the list. Recently
published Pavitra Asam has further helped me to verify and modify the
list.

In ascertaining the approximate dates of foundation the following
matters have been taken into consideration. (i) contemporary historical
cvidence,, (i) gencalogical tables (iii) circumstantial cvidences.

T have arranged the satras in alphabetical order under the four tradi-
tional groups, viz., (A) Brahma Samhati, (B) Kila Samhati, (C) Purusa
Samhati, and (D) Nika Samhati. Principal satras of each group have been
marked with asterisks. Almost all the satras of the Brahma Samhati are
presided over by Brahmins. But in the other three Samhatis the number
of Brahmins and non-Brahmin heads is roughly of equal proportion.
Satras marked by (H), and (C) belong to the Haridevi and the Caitanya
sect.

The list is given in the following pages :



(A) BRAHMA SAMHATI

Nante of Satra.

* Adhar
Agnisala
Allibari(C)
Amranga

*Auniati
Auwaguri

Bagunibari
*Bahari(H)
*Bainakuchi(H)

Bainara (1)

Bali(H)

Balipariya

Balipara

Bimundi

Batargaya

Bejkuchi(H)
Belguri
Bethart
Bhalukiguri
Bhagaribari
Bihampura

Biringa-guri
Brahmachari
Cakala

Camairkuchi
*Cameri

Cakravartythan

Caringiya

Catrapura
Cikarpura
Cinatali
Cintamani
*Daksinapat
Dawaguri

Founder

Yadumanideva

Narayan1 Bapu

Ramdeva

Santadeva

Nirafijanadeva

A disciple of
Vamsigopaladeva

Haridasa
Harideva
Jagannithdeva

Acharyadeva
Sarvajaya Bapu
Vanamalideva
Harihara
Paramananda &
Caturbhuja.

Manohara Kayastha
Santadeva
Santadeva

Vigvambhara Bapu
Mohana Bapu

Bhagavanadcva

Krsnadeva

Bapu Bharati

A disciple of
Vamsigopaladeva

Cintamanideva
Vanamilideva

Time of
foundation.

1600—1625
16501675
1600—1625

1654 A.D.
1625—1650

1650—1675
1560—1580
1600---1625

—

1715—1740
1650—1675
16501675
1600---1650
1625—1650

1600—1650

16251675
1625—1675

1750—1800
1650—1675

1600—1625
1675—1700
1625—1650

1644 A.D.
1653 A.D.

Location.

Sili‘sagar
Kamrup
Kagirup
Kamrup
Silsagar.
Sibsagar.

Kamrup
Hamrup
Kamrup.
Darrang.
Kamrup.
Sibasagar.
Darrang.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.

Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Kemrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Komrup &
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Nowgong.
Darrang &
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.

Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.



Name of
Satra.

Dhapkata

Diciyal(C
cherz'ipz‘xr)

Darakiyal
Daipara (c)
Dhakuakhana

Dhakuabari
*Diphalu
Duramara

*Garamur
Garemira
Garpukhuriya
Gauranga
Ghagariyal
Gharmara

Ghuriyi- gaya
Gomora
*Govindapur
Govindamijra
Guimari
Guiya
Guwabari

Haladhibari(H)
Haligaon
Harimisra

Haripur(H)

¥Jagara
Jakhalabandha
Jalkuriya

Jatkard
Jayantipur
Kahikuchi

Kaharathan
Kahuitali(C)
*Kaihati
Kaihati(H)
Kakayal
Kakila(Dhemaji)
Kalbari
Kaliyabar

28

LIST OF SATRAS

Founder.

A disciple of
Varhéigopaladeva.

Krsnacarana

Vam§igopiladeva

Kamdeu Bapu

Arjuna Deuri

Risabha Bapu
Krsnacandra
Madhavendra

Jayaharideva
Santadeva
Hari Bapu
Gauranga Bapu

— —

A son of yadumani
of AdlLar Satra
Hari Bapu

Bhagavandcva

—

pa—

Krsnagiri
Garudadhvaja

Kapiladcva

Haricaranadeva

Damodara Bapu

A disciple of
Vaméigopaladeva

Vanamalideva

Vams§'gopaladeva
Jayarama

Kcsava Bipu
Rimacarana Bapu
Ilaricarana

Srirama Bapu
Krsna Sravani

Time of
foundation

1625—1650

1625-—1650
1600—1625

1625—1650

— s

1625—1650

J—

1650—1675
1600— 1625
1715— 1744
1600—1625

1625—1650
1625—1660

1650—1675
16251650

16001625

1700—1750
1650—1700

17001750
1700—1750
16001625
1650—1675
1625—1650

16501700
1600—1625

— e ——

—_—

16501700
1675—1700
1625—1650
1625—1650
1625—1650
1625—1650

21

Location.
Sibasagar.

Sibasagr.
N. Lakhim-
pur.
Nowgong.
N. Lakhim-
pur.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Sibasagar.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar,
Sshsagar
Kamrup
Sibsagar
Lakhipur
Sibsagar
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Nowgong
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Kamrup.
Kamrun.
Nowgong.
Kamrup-
Darrang.
Kamrup.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
N. Lakhim-
pur.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Lakhimpur.
Darrang.
Nowgong.
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Name of
Satra.

Kalabari(C)
Kamdewal

Karakhowa
Karigaon
Kathalmiri
Kawalmari
Kceotkuchi
Khana (H)
Khatara

Kharanei
*Khudiya
Kulbil(H)

*Kuruwabahi

Lakhipur
¥Loca
Madhum’éra
Manpur
*Maiahara
Majdia Satra
Maniyari
*Maineri(H)
Micir Satra
Na-Satra
Namati(T)
Namati(H)
Na-Capatri
Nagdipur

Nalbari
Nahira

Naptipara(H)
Narayanpur(C)

Narangapur
Nogora
Pahumara
Palasbari
Pomara
Palowa
*Pathausi
Parena(H)
Patiyari
Phulguri

*Phutukacapari

Porolabari

Founder.

Kamdeu Bapu

Kalki Bapu

§ idhara Bhagati
Vasudeva
Gopala Bapu
Mukundadeva

Vasudeva

Krsnananda
Gopala M'éra

Vams§ gopiladeva

Paramananda
Arjunadeva

Madhu M sradeva
Jagadananda
Vanamalideva
Harideva

Hari M 'éra
Manohara Kayastha

Mukundadeva
Arjundeva
A disciple of
Damodaradeva
Madhava Kand:li
V énudeva
Narayanadeva
Ramacandra

Manpur Gosain
Krisnadeva
Manohar Kiyastha
Damodaradeva
Jagannathadeva
Purnanandadeva
Manocharadeva

Janarddana Bapu

Time of
foundation.

1700—1750
1625--1650
1625—1650
1625—1650
1600—1650
1650—-1675
1600—-1625

1625—1650

16251650
15751600
16001625
1600—1650
1650—1675
16501675
1650— 1675
1560—1580
16501675
1600—1625
1650—1700
1700—1725
1650—1700
1650— 1700
1600—1625
1600— 1625
1560—1590
1580—1600
1650—1675
1600—1650
1675—1700
1650—1700

Location.

Darrang.

{ Nowgong
Darrang.

Dorrang.
Goalpara.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup-
Darrang.
Nowgong:
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagir-
Nowgong.

Kamrup.
Kamrun.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Goalpara
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.



Name of
Satra.

Rajapukhuri
Ramrai-kuthi
Ratanpur
Rospur
Sanatpur
Slakhguri
Saudkuchi
$'lpota
S'ldubhi

*

Silatiya
Simalguri
Siyalmari
Sravani
Sravani Satra
Subha(H)
*Srihati
Srijangram
Tam»lbari(1)
Tamolbari (C)
Tantipara
Teokiyal

Tipamiya
Ulabari
Ulubari
Uzanijyal
*Vyahkuchi
Visnupur

Visnupur

Abhaypur
* Ahitaguri

Amguri
Amtala

Bagaritaliya

Baghmara

Balanii
*Bahbari

Bareghar

Barhaipukhuri

Bhiatmual

LIST OF SATRAS

Founder.
Baladeva

Purnananda
Madhava

Sarvananda
Jayharideva
Sirominideva

A disciple of Baladeva
Kysnzcarana
Gatikanta
Narayandeva

Hari Bapu
Raghunatha
Laksmena & Karupa

Vidura Bapu
A disciple of
Vamsigopaladeva.

Narada Bapu
Balarama

Kanu Bapu
Bhattadeva

A disciple of
Vamsigopila

Time of

foundation.
1625—1650
1600—1650
16751725
1650—1700
1650—1700
16251650
1650--1675
1650—-1675
1600— 1650
1600— 1650
1575— 1600
16251650
1650—1700
16251650
1625—1650
1650—1675
1650—1700
16251650
1600—1625
1650—1700

(B) KALA SAMHATI

Damodara Atai
S:irama Bapu

Madhavananda
Rangacarana
Bar-Guru
Vijayananda
Baryadumant
Siiraima

A disciple of Srirama
of Ahataguri.

16751700
16251650
1700—1750
1650—1675
17751800
16251650
16751700
1600—1625
1700—-1750
1650—1675

219

Location.

Kamrup.
Kamrup
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
{Nowgong
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Goalpara.
Lakhimpur
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.

Kamrup.

Sibsagar.
{Sibsagar
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Lakhimpur
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar &
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Nowgong.
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Name of
Satra.

*Bhawauipur
Bhogpur
Bholagari
Budbari
Cakala
Caliha

* Cardibahi

Caripota
*Ceca

Ciya-atiya

Dabamari
Dahghariya
Dangdhariya

¥Daukacapari
Dcopani

Dhalar
Dhapkata

Dhuapangiya
Dhopiabar
Diburu
*Dihing
*Dinjay
(Mayamara)
*¥Gajala
Gamiri

Garpara
Gatiara

Godhamnara
Habung
Haladhiati

*Hemarbarl

Founder.

Gopalh Ata

Murari Atai
Riamgovinda
Vijayananda

Nardyann Atai
Suda§ana
Murari Bapu
Kelis Ata
Ramaii Atai

A disciple of Saru-~
Yadum~ni

A descendant of
Saru-Yadum~ni
Narayana Atai

A descendant of
Saru-Yadumani

Jadavananda

A descendant of
Saru-Yadumani

Giridhara

A disciple of Srirama of
Ahitguri.

A disciple of Srirama of
Ahatguri Satra.

Svarupananda

Sadananda

Sanatanadeva

Aniruddhadeva

Saru-Yadumani

A disciple of Ramacandra
of Tkarajan Satra.

Harimayadeva

A disciple of Ramacandra
of Ikarajan Satra.

A disciple of Sririma
Ata

Paraminanda

Narayana

Ramananda

Time of
foundation
1595—1620
1675—1700
1675—1700
1700-—-1750
1625—1650
1700—1750
1625—1650
1650—1700
1650—1675
1700—1750
1700—1750
1625—1650
1700—1750
1650—1700
1700—1750
1700—1750
1650—1675

1650—1675

1625—1650
1700—1750
1625—1650
1600—1625
1625—1650
1650—1675
1807

1650—1675
1650—1675
1625—1650
1625—1650
1650—1709

Location.

Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.
Do
Sibsagar.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar &
Darrang
LNd\wgong.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.

Nowgong
Sibasagar.

Sibsagar.

Nowgong
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.
Lakhimpur
Sibsagar.
Lakimpur.

{Sihsagar .
Nowgong.
Darrang.

Lakhimpur.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.

N. Lahkim-
pur.
Sibsagar,
Nowgong
Sibsagar &
Nowgong.



Name of
Satra,

*Ikarajan

Jakai
Jariguri

Jawardi
Jurakata

Kzalakata
*¥Kaljhar

Kamsapar

K:ratipar

Kardaiguri
Khairdmochara
Khutiyapota
Kat mipar
Kathpar
Korckhana

Korachguri

Lengdi
Loaciuda
Madarguri

Madarkhat

Magurmara
Mahariyal
Meiramnra
Mcdhijin
Nacanipar

Nogariya
Naharkatiya

Na-mati
Paghadhara
Pahum~ra

Pukhuripar
Puranipim

LIST OF SATRAS

Founder.
Ramacandra

Ramikanta

A descendant of
Saru-Yadumzani

Gopala Ata

Kanai Atai

Daivakinandana
Gopala Ata
Aniruddha
Ramananda

Rama-Kanai
Ramacandra
Krsnadeva
Suncnda
Purusottaina

A descendant of
Szru-Yadvomzni
Yadumani

Moksadeva

Gopala Ata

A descendant of
Saru-Yadumani

Candrakanta

A descendant of
Saru-Yadumani.

Anupam Bapu

Bar-Krsna

A descendant of
Saru-Yaduman',

Ramananda

Sanatana

A descendant of
Siirama Ata

Srikanta

A descendant of
Narayapa of Dahghariya
A disciple of Stirama
Ata
amakanta
Madhuramarti

Time of

foundation.
1625—1650
1725—1750
1700—1750
1600—1625
1650--17C0
1650— 1700
16C0—1625
1650—1675

16501675
17251750

1625--1650
1630—.
1725—-1775
16251650
17¢0—1750
1650—1675
16751725
1600—1625
1700—1750
1880

1700- -1750
1650—1675
1675—17C0
17001725

1650—1675

1625--1650
1650—1700
1650--1700
1725

221

Location.
Sibsegar.

Sibsagar.
Sibscgar.

Komruep.
Sibsagar.

Nowgong.
Komrup.
Sibsagar,
Sibsagar
{l)ﬂ,rrmxg.
Sibsagar.
Kemrup.
Sibsegar.
Sibsegar.
Sibsz.gar,
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar
{N owgong.
Lakhimpur

Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Nowgong,
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar
Lakhimpur.
Sibsagar.

1650—1700 Nowgong

1675—1700
1683

Sibsagar,
Lakhimpur
Sibsagar.



444 THE NEO-VAISNAVITE MOVEMENT & THE SATRA INSTITUTION OF ASSAM

Name of
Satra,

Puranimati
Puthiparha
Rajanakhat
Sakopar
Sirmara
Saukajan
*Silikhatal

Sonaripar

Telpani

Thoramukhiyi

Ai-bheti

Auwa

Bahjengani
Bali (Naroa)
Balit
Bali-Pukhuri

Bagi-Ai
Bangion
¥Bardowa
Bargaon
Baralimara
Bar-Gomora

Bar-Sukdal
Bar-Elengi
Batargiya
Belagur:
Belsiriya
*Bengena-ati
Bhagati

Bhaguwal
Bhogpur

Founder.

A disciple of Ramai of
Ceca Satra

A disciple of
Saru-Yadumani.

A discendant of
Saru-Yadumani.

Ramacandra
Jagadhara

A descendant of
Saru-Yadumani
Sanatanadeva

A descendant of
Saru-Yadumani

Narabaradeva
A descendant of
Saru-Yadumani

Time of

foundation.

1700—1725
1675
1700—1750
1625—1650
1700—1725
1700—1725
165—1675
1700—1725

1700—1725
1700—1750

(C) PURUSA SAMHATI

Sasadhara Thakur

Svarupananda
Damodara Thikur
Midhavananda
Jivadhan

Deurama

Damodara Thakur

Rimanatha

Madhustidana

A disciple of
Chaturbhuja Thakur

Bhagati Ata

Krsnananda

Paramananda

Sanatana
Muriri
A descendant of

Bapu-Krsna of Elengi.

Visnudeva

1650—1700
1700—1750
1700—1750
1650—1675
1675—1700
1750—1800
1700—1725
1650—1675
1650—1675
1750—1800
1630—1662
1750—1800
1675—1700
1650—1625
1630—1660
1625—1650
1700—1750
1630—1660

Location.x
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

— o —

Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.

Sibsagar &
Lakhimpur
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Nowgong.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar.
Nowgong.

Sibsagar &
Darrang.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Nowgong.
Dahrang.
Darrang.
Kamrup.

Nowgong.

Sibsagar.
Sihsagar.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar &
Darrang.

Sibsagar.



Name of
Satra.

Bihampur

*Camaguri

Catamiya

Cekeratali

Cungapara
*Cupaha

Diangdhara

Dikhaumukhiya

*Dighali

Dokharimukh

*]Ecngi

Gatamiya
Gharkatiya
Ghilajhari

Gomntha-Maihara

Gonam wra
Gobhir

Haladhi-ati

Itakhuli
*Janiya

Kadobahi
Kaicung
Kajiranga
Kakarikatd

Kalsila
Kamjan

Kamalabari
Kankila
Kantari
Karati

Kathpar
Kathargram

LIST OF SATRAS

Founder,

Govinda Bapu

Cakrapani

Vasudeva Bapu
Gopinatha
Kanai Atai
Krsnacarann

Sarangapani
Jagatananda

Bapukrsna

Jayagovinda
Jaya-Krsna
Caturbhuja Thakur
Rama-Krsna
Bikdaram
Jaya-Kanai

Mukunda

Viswanatha

Narayana Thakur

Ramakanta
Kesavacarani

A descendant of

Bapu-Krsna of Elengi
Satra

Ananta Ata

A descendant of

Bapu-Krsna.

Gopalacarana

Raghupati
Harigati

Kam~lalocana
Paraminanda

Time of

foundation.
1630—1660
16601675
1625-—-1650
1625—1650
1630--1660

1625—1650

1750—1800
1700-—1750
1650—8675
1650—1675

1630—-1650

1650-—1675
1632—1660

1600—1625

1625—1650

1825—1840

1630—1660
1630—1660
1800

1575—1606

1675—1725

1625—1650
1700—1750
1652

1702—1750

16501675
1650—1675
1625—1650
1650—1675
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Location.

Sibsager &
Kamrup.

Sibsagar &
Nowgong.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.
Sihsagar.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar,

Sibsagur.

Sibsagar.,
(Nowgong.

Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Kamrup:
Sibsagar.
Nowgong.

Kamrup &
Sibsagar.

Nowgong.
Kamrup.

Sihsagar.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Nowgong.
Sibsagar.

Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar &
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.
Darrang&
Sibsagar.
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Name of
Satra.

Kithhapu
Kawalmiri
Kaupatiya
Khatpar

Kherkatiya
Khedapira

Khundamnra

*Koamnra
Kuji

Laksmipur
L-tugram

Madarguri

Madhatari
Micimi

Nacaaipar
Nacpar
Nalatiya
Nikimul
*¥Narowa

Narasimha
Naokatd
Nepali

Palengdi
Pasari
¥Patbausi
Patkatiya
Porabheti
Puniya

Rangapani
Ratanpur
Ratnakar
Rupnarayan

*Salaguri (1)
*$alaguri (1)
Salmariya

Saokuchi
Sarjapiya

Founder.

A descendant of
Mukundadeva
Gopinatha

Ram~carana
Sankara-gati

Narottama
Anantaraya
Damodara Ata

Raghupati
Krsnacarana

Ramakianta &
Ramananda

Madhavanarayana

Haricarana

Ramabhadra
Ram $obhana
Gopikanta
Lrksmandeva
Damnodara Ata

Narasimha
Bhubancswara
Ratikanta

Krsnhgrabana
§ mmkaradava
Sriram-~
Purtamcarana
Parad iramn

A descendant of
Param2nanda
Ratnakara
Padmwirdayani

Ratnakara
Anantaraya
Krsn2

Haricarana
A descendant of

Bipu-Krsna of Elengi

Time of
{foundation.

1650—1700
1630—1660
1650—1675
1700—1725
1700—1750
1700—1750
1640—1675
1660

1650—1675
17001725

1700--1725

1650—1700
1650—1675
1630—1660
1650—1675
1650—1675
17001725
1650—1675
1700—1750
1650—1675
1650—1675
1650—1675
1550—1568
1650—1675
1700-—1750
1625—1650

16251650

1650—1675
1775—1800
1630—1660
1650—1675
1650 1675
1625—1650
1700—1750

Location.
Sibsagar,

Darrang &
Sibsagar.
Lakhimpur
Sihsagar.
Sibsagar.
Lakhimpur
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.
Nowgong..

Si\)sagez r.
Silysagar.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar &
Nowgong.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar

Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Drrang.
Sibsagar &
Lakhimpur.
Sibsagar.
Nowgong.
Sibsagar.

Kamrup.
Sihsagar,

Kemrup.

Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Goalpara.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagakh.
J
Nowgong.

Sibsagor.
Sibsagar
Sibsagar &
Lakhimpur.
Sibsagar.



Name of
Satra.

Sikarhati

Sukdal
Silpota

Takaubari

Takaubari
Thakuriyal
Thukubil
Tunikagar

Ulutali
Uzaniyal

Visnupur

Auguri

Baguin
Baradi
Barbari

Barbhitha
*Barjaha

*Barpeta
Bilijana
Bhatokuchi
Bamuna

*Bhela

Bhogpur
Cakala
*Camarlya
Capari
Capitala
Cikarhati
Cinatali
Cirajuli
Dadhi
29

LIST OF SATRAS

Founder.

A disciple of
Chaturbhuja Thikur

Hariyara

Kanu Ata

A descendant of
Bapu-Krsna
Bipra Atai
Kamala-locana
Abhimanyu
A descendant of
_ Bapu-Krénn

A descendant of
Bapu-Krsnh.
Kanu Atai

Caturbhuja Thakur
(D) NIKA SAMHATI

A disciple of
Padina Ata

Narayana Thakur

Gadadhara
Kesavacarana Ata

Maidhavadeva
Narahari Atai
Kesavcarana Ata
Daityari Thakur
Madhavadeva

Dimodara Ata
Kesavacarana Ata

Bar-Visnu Ati

— —— e

Kamala-locana

-

Krsna Atai

Laksmikanta

Time of
foundation
1675—1700
1700—1750
1790—1800
1625-—-1650
1700—1750
1700—1750
1700—1750
1650—1675
1600—1625
1625—1650
1580-—1600
1600--1625
15001625
1570—1590
1650—-1675
1600—-1625
1625--1650
1590—-1596
1625—1650
16251650
1580—1620
1750A.D.
1650—1700
1580—1620
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Location.
Kamrup.

Nowgong.
Kamrup.

Sibsagar.

Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.
Lakhimpur.

Sibsagar.
Sibsagar.

Goalpara.

Sibsagar.

Goalpara.
Kamrup.
Darrang &
Lakhimpur.
Kamrup.
Darrang
Nowgong.
Kamrup.
Goalpara.
Lakhimpur.
Kamrup.
Cooch-Beha
Behar.
Sibsagar.

Sibsagar &
Lakhimpur.
Kemrup.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.
Darrang

Kamrup.
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Name of
Satra,

Dalaiguri
Dalgoma
Dhakuapar
Dbarmapur
Dhopguri
Dinganagar

Dumdumiya

Ganak-kuchi
Guagacha

Haripur

Hari-pukhuri

Hatimara
*Heramad

Jarabari
Jaypur
Jamalai
Jikapura

*Kaimari
*Kamalabari

Kharaimariya

Khatara
Khekapara

Komorakata
Katalkuchi
Kurhimairi

Lai-ati
Laitali
Madhupura
Mahariya

Maih-ati
Mainbari

Maijetiya
Maijbat
Malibari
Minikpura
Mudaibheti

Founder.

Beherua Visnu Ata
Ramacarana Thakur

— — e

Laksmikanta
A descendant of
Narayana Thakur

Madhavdeva
Ramacharans Thakur

A branch of Camariya
Padma Ata

Vanamaili Atai
ParhiyaAtai

Srikinta
Beherua VisnurAta
Dauityari Thakur

BalorimaAtai

Padma Ata

A disciple of Padma Ata
Govinda Atai

A descendant of
Ramacarana Thakur

A disciple of Padma Ata
Govinda Atai

— - eea

Srihari Atai
Jayakanta

Midhavadeva

A descendant of a
Khatara Govinda

A disciple of Padma Ata

A descendant of
Narayana Thakur

Harihara Ata

Govinda Atai

Manikbariya Krsna
Padma Ata

Thime of
foundation.

1580—1620
1600—1625

— o

18201830
15951620

— — —

1550—1575
1600A.D.

1600—1625
1650—1700
15951625

1650—1675
16251650

— e

1650—1700
15951625
1625—1650
15951625

1625—1650
1600—1625

—_— e e

1600—1625
1625—1650

1592—1595
1625—1650

1625—1650
1625—1650

1595—1625
1625—1650

1600—1625
1600—1625

Location.

Kamrup.
Goalpara.
Lakhimpur
Goalpara.
Kamrup.
Goalpara.

Nowgong.

Kamrup.
\(amrup.

Kamrup.
Lakhimpur
Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Sibsagar.
Goalpara.
Kamrup.

Kamrup.
Sihsagar.

Kamrup &
Darrang.
Goalpara.

Darrang.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Nowgong.
Sibsagar.

Cooch-
Behar.
Kamrup.

Kamrup.

Kamrup.
Darrang.

Kamrup.
Lakhimpur
& Darrang.



Name of
Satra.

Nahira
Naokata
Na-satra
Na-Sastra
Orpot

Panbari
Phulguri
Raghunith

Raumari
Rangapani

Sakajan

Saru-Heramad
Saru-Phulguri

Satrasal
Silpatiya
Sual-kuchi
Sundaridiya

Takaubdri
Tantikuchi
Tamrangiya
Thukuryia
Thakurbari

LIST OF SATRAS

Founder.

Szrurdma Bapu

Ramacarana Thakur.

A Successor of
Padma Ata

Parhiya-Madhava

Parhiya-Madhava
Bar-Hari Atai

A descendant of
Thakur Ata

A disciple of Padma Ata

Gopila Atai

A descendant of
Parhiyi-Madhava

Ramraya

A disciple of Padma Ata

A disciple of Padma Ata

Ramacarana Thakur

A disciple of Padma Ata
A disciple of Padma Ata

Balarima

Time of
foundation

1800—1825
1600—1625
1850—1875

1600—1650

1600—1625

1625—1650
1650—1700

1550—1575
1625—1650
1625—1650
1575—1600

1625—1650
1625—1650

1625—1650
1625—1658
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Location.

Kamrup.
Kamrup.
Sibsagar.

Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Kamrup.
Goalpara.
Goalpara.

Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Goalpara.
Sibsagar.
Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Kamrup.
Kamrup.

Sibsagar -
Kamrup



GLOSSARIAL INDEX

Acarya: A preceptor ; a spiritual guide,

Adhikdara : The head of a satra;

Aldhara : A personal attendant ( As. al=attendance).

Amai © Mother’s equal ; it is a term of address applied to the wife of one’s father's
sacramental friend. (Sk. Amba=mother).

4nkiya-ndta : One-act devotional plays written by Vaisnavite saints. (Sk. Arka=an
act, a type of drama).

At :  Grand-father ; it is a designation applied to Vaispavite saints (SK. Atma-).

Atai ;A vencrable person; A celibate devotee attached to a satra, (Sk. Atma-).

Ath-pariva : A watcher ; one who heeps vigil ( Ath=Sk. Asia; par=Sk. prahara).

Avidyd :  Ignorance.

Barangani :  Subscription for religious ceremonies and festivals.

Bargita : A class of devotional songs attuned to classical Rdgas.

Bhirali : A store-keeper ; (Sk. Bhanddagarika).

Bhajana :  The ceremony of ordination after the first initiation to Vaisnavism.

Bhakat : A devotee ; (Sk. Bhakta).

Bhatima : A devotional song employed in the Ankiva-nita; (Sk. Bhdta).

Bhagati :  An expositor of the Bhagavata Purana ( Sk. Bhigavati).

Bahar :  Temporary huts in a village to accommodate Satra heads and disciples on
tour (vasa+grha),

Bdp . Father; a term of address applied to Vaisnavite saints or satra heads,

Batcara : A gate-house ; an out-housc of the satra, (As, har=way. card=a hall).

Bayana : a leader of the party of instrumental players,

Bhaond : A religious performance ; a dramatic show of Vaisnavite dramas.

Bheti-dhard :  The receiver of gifts and presents to the satra; [ bheti (reward)+
dhard (receiver ).

Brahma : Absolute God.

Cuhar ©  An ecclesiastical area; a diocese. Several villages constitute one Cahar
under the supervision of one Barmedhi.

Carita-puthi : A biography of Vaisnavite saints,

Cari Vastu : The four fundamental principles, viz., Nama, Deva, Guru, Bhakat.

Dasama : Book X of the Bhagavata Purana wherein the life of Krsna has been
depicted.

Deuri : A priest; a worshipper (Sk. Devagrhika).

Diksa :  An initiation according to Tantric or Puranic method.

Dharmacdrya . Proselytisers who were authorised by Sankaradeva and Miadhavadeva
to initiate person and propagate the cult.

Dhemali : A preliminary orchestral music in" a Bhdond performance.

Dhop : A garland of Tulasi leaves.

Ekg-$arana : The supreme surrender to one God.

Etaka-Mahanta : A Mahanta of a traditionally recognised satra. During the reign
of king Rudra Sirmha it is said that he made a survey of satras and fixed
the number at a rupee value (efakd). This means that each satra formed a part
of a rupee which then consisted of 64 pices or 1280 cowries. A Mahanta
or the head of a satra which was included in the recognised list was consi-
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dered as a member of Etakd-Mahanta. The exact number of satras, whether
sixtyfour or twelve hundred and eighty, is not definitely known.

Ghosa : Refrain ; the Namaghosd by Madhavadeva is also popularly known as
Ghosa : (Sk. 4/ ghus=to sing aloud).

Gosain : A religious preceptor who is versed in the Vedas. The heads of Vaisnavite
satras are popularly called Gosain ( Goswdimin). -

Hati : Rows of huts where devotees are lodged in a satra are collectively known
as Hati (Sk. Hatta=market ).

Haribhakat : A fellow devotee of Hari. It is a term of mutual address by persons
initiated simultaneously.

Hatimata : The leading devotee of a particular Hari.

Kala-Sammhati : A sub-sect of the Mahapurusiva cult initiated by Gopal Ata.

Kar : Religious tithe due to satra from its disciples annually.

Karapat ©  Vide Bdarcard; a gate or a gate-house.

Katha : Prose; the word Aathd is generally prefixed to the title of works written
in prose. e.g. Katha-Gita, Kathi-Bhigavata etc.

Kewaliya : A celibate devotee; one whose only occupation of life is the render-
ing of service to God. (Sk. Kevalin).

Kirtana : The act of chanting prayers: it is the name of a devotional Kavya by
Sankaradeva,

Mahanta : A noble man; non-Brahmin heads of satras are popularly called
Mahanta ( Mahat).

Mahdapurusa . Literally the Great Being, i.c., God; $Sankaradeva is popularly known
as Mahdpuriusa.

Maliya : A functionary of the satra in charge of garland and rosary.
(Mala+iya)

Manikata :  The shrine where the Sucred Scripture or the idol of the deity is
installed,

Matak :  Disciples of the Miyamariyi Gosain are popularly designated as Marak
because of their strength and fanatical devotion to their Guru.

Mayamari or Moamariyd : The Siatra founded by Aniruddhadeva and disciples of
the same satra are called by this name. It is a branch of the Kali Sarhati.

Madaya : llusion, ignorance.

Medhi : A functionary appointed by the satra to look after the affairs in a
village. ( Sk. Medhavin).

Nam (Nama) : Names and attributes of God.

Nam-aiijaniya : A functionary of the satra in charge of training newly initiated
persons in the cult, The word aiijana means collyrium ; an adjaniyd, there-
fore, is one who colours the mind a person with collyrium of devotion.

Namaghar : A prayer-hall.

Namad-lagowd : One who leads or initiates the congregational prayer.

Nama-prasanga : Devotional services consisting of prayers. recitations and religious
discussions.

Natuwa : A dancer, a performer. ( 4/ nar).

Nivrtti-marga :  The path of selfless or desireless devotion.

Nika@ Sarnhati ©  Sub-sect organised by Padma Ata, and Mathuradisa,

Oja : An cxpert ; the leader of choral singers. (Sk. Upadhydya).

Oja-pali : A pre-Sankarite choral performance where episodes from Purinas were
recited accompanied by dance and music.

Pili ©  An assistant to the Oji. The right-hand assistant is called Daina-pali.

Pdcani : A functionary of the satra engaged on various errands.

Pacati : A festival celebrated on the fifth day of the birth anniversary of Krsna.
(Sk. Paficatika).
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Pail : Persons who had to render specific services to the State or to the satra.
Four persons constituted one Paik. Each had to render three months’ service
to the State or to the satra to which he was attached.

Pravrtti-marga :  The religious path dominated by ideas of worldly pursuits.

Pajari : A worshipper, a priest. ( Sk, Pajakari).

Purusirtha :  The four ideals of life according to the Hindus. They are Dharma,
Artha, Kama, and Moksa.

Purusa Sarhati © The sub-sect organised by Purusottama Thikur.

Sabah : Religious congregation where praycr services are held (Sk. Sabha).

Samhati :  Association ; a sect.

Sarana : The initiation ceremony in which a neophyte is required to surrender him-
self absolutely to the four fundamental principles.

Sardi . A brass tray having artistically carved stand ( Sk. Sardva).

Sat-sanga : A holy association.

Saj-tola : A village functionary appointed by the satra to collect materfals for
specific purposes. \

Sidha :  Uncooked catables supplied to a satra by disciples on ceremonial octasions
or things supplied to guest for the purpose of cooking.

Sic : A disciple ; (Sisya).

Sravani : A person appointed by the satra with the specific duty of listening to the
recitation of the Bhagavata-purdna.

Satriya : The head of a satra holding a limited authority.

Tawai : Equal to one’s father; it is a form of address applied to the sacramental
friend of one’s father. ( SK. tata=Father).

Thapana : Holy altar whereon the sacred scripture is kept.

Tithi © Literally a lunar day: it also denotes birth and death anniversaries of
Vaisnavite saints.

'
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132

of Indian

17.
126.

a biographical work,

Ananta Kandali, a poet, 15, 103-104, 162

Anaddha-yantra, a musical instrument, 169

Anarabdha Karma, 60-61
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Bhakti-pradipa, a work by Sankaradeva, 17,
128, 163
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Camaguri, a place in Eastern Assam, name
of a satra 116, 117
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King, 14
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Damodara Atd, a descendant of Sankara-
deva, 93-94
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sub-sect, 7. 15, 18. 20, 22, 67-69, 71-77,
73-78. 80, 105, 106, 107, 108, 124, 126~
127, 129, 135, 137, 181. 195, 201, 211
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Dasa, 71, 211
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Dasgupta, S. N., 47, 48
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115 !
Decva. 57, 59. 69, 129 |
Dy, S. K., 47
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175, 181, 182, 184, 193, 203

Gait, E.. 16, 71, 72, 182. 194

Gajal, name of a satra 85, 8§8-89
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116. 140
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187, 188,7194 .
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Ghosa-ratna, a devotional work, 26, 49, 51,
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Giia, 26. 43, 48, 49, 51, 77, 95, 126, 128,
167. 198, 206

Gopalacarana (Dvija), a Vaispava poet, 36,
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Gopiln Atd, founder of Kila Sarmbhati, §,
20, 64, 68, 69, 70, 84-85, 138, 142, 145,
147, 149, 195, 211

Gopdla Atar Caritra, 212

Gopdla Misra, a Vaisnava poet, 27, 75, 76
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Gopidhara-prathi, an
Vaisnava practice, 140

Govindagiri, father of Madhavadeva, 13

Govinda Miéra, a Vaisnava poct, 162, 206

Gunamdld, a work of Sankaradeva, 128

Guptamani, a spurious work ascribed to
*Midhavadeva, 44

Guptasara, a spurious devotional work, 44

Guru, 53, 57, 59, 66, 69, 70, 88, 92, 98,
120, 129; 140, 146-147, 184, 189

Guru-carita, a biography of Sunkaradeva,
52, 53, 211

Gurulila, a biography of Damodaradeva, 7.
71, 211

Guru-seva, 130

Haribharati, 196

Hari Bhiyan, son-in-law of Sunkaradeva,
14

esoteric  pscudo-

Haricarana, younger son of Sankaradeva,
18, 82, 160

Harideva, founder of Haridevi sub-sect,
15, 22, 65. 67, 69, 71, 78. 81, 82-84. 127

Harideva-carita, a biography of Handeva,
67, 81, 82

Hariscandra-upakhyang, a work by Sanhara-
deva, 11

Hajo. a place of mplgrimage in western
Assam, 5, 19, 70

Hastividydrnava, a  treatise
161, 177

Hayagriva-Madhava, a
Visnu, 5, 19, 170

Hati, devotees' residence, 100, 101

Hiuen-Tsang, 197

Idealistic Monism, 44, 47

IMuminated Ms. 176-177

Image worship, 123-124

Investiture. 135-136

i$vara, 46, 47, 54

Jagadisa Misra, a Vaisnava of Tirhut, 11,
211

on clephant.

manifestation  of

Jagannathadeva, a Vaisnava preacher, 82

Jagarani Ekiddasi, 134

Janmastami, 131

Jayadhvaja Simha, an Ahom King, 77, 80.
81, 181, 186, 212

Jayaharideva, a head of kuruwibdhi satra.
80

Jayante$vari, a S$akta goddess, 5§

]a)éz&rimadeva. founder of Garamir satra,

Jiva (Jivatmi ), 32, 34, 39, 42, 46, 47, 54

Jiva Goswami, a saint-poet of Bengal. 20

Kabir, 1, 10, 15, 64

Kabirpantha, 198

Kachiri, a community, 2, 158

Khamwniyar, a functionary of the satra, 109,
112

Kakaty, B., 10, 17, 208
Kalibari, a place in eastern Assam, 7&
10!

Kila Sarhhati, a sub-sect of Vaispavism, 69
84-90, 101, 121, 122, 123, 135, 142, 157
168, 188, 202, 203

Kalika-purana, 3, 4, 5. 124
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Kalitdi, a community, a sub-caste, 3, 151,
157, 200

Kaliyadaman, a devotional play, 164

Kimikhya, a $akta deity, 4, 7, 106

Kamalabari, a place and namc of a satra,
97, 99, 113, 117, 151

Kalr;lgleéwar Simha, an Ahom King, 39,

Karitsavadha, a devotional play, 98

Kamartpa, 2, 3, 6. 7. 14, 19, 20, 154

Kamatarijya, 3

Kanakalata, wife of Caturbhujo  Thitkur,
65, 9294, 126

Kanthabhusana, a scholar who brought
Bhakti-ratnavali from Banaras.

Kayastha, a sub-caste, 3, 13, 89 151, 157,
200

Katha-guru-carita, a prose biography of
Vaisnava reformers, 9, 15, 53, 60, 66, 69,
105. 106, 108. 142, 143, 127, 150, 160,
166, 211

Ku}csuékhﬁu. name of a Sakta desty, 2. 4,

Keligopala, a devotional play by Sankara-
deva 134

Keot, a sub-caste, 89, 151

Kesava Atd, @ Vaisgpava preacher, 20, 96,
97-99

Krena Bharati, 99

Kevali Bhakti, 52, 53

Kirtana, o work by Sankaradeva. 10, 17,
’2’(1)8 27, 28, 41, 44, 58. 09, 125. 131, 133,

KiSori-bhajana, a pseudo-vaisnava practice,
140

Koch, a sub-caste, 3, 13, 89, 151, 158

Kowiamara, a place, nume of a satra, 93,
94, 116

Kisna, adorable deity of Vaiynavas, 12,
21, 26, 32, 40, 41, 42, 46, 54. 55, Se,
SR, 60. 61, 65, 120, 128, 131-32, 134, 162,
163, 165. 190

Kuruwabdhi, name of a place and a satra
79. 80, 83. 109. (16-117

Kusumbara, father of Sankaradeva, 9

Laksmindrayana, a Koch King of western
Assam. 5. 19. 20, 22, 71, 72, 73. 76, 158.
181, 201

Laksmi Simha, an Ahom King, 86, 184,
185, 188

Laksmana Oji. a devotee. 160

Lampatd-bhakti, a pscudo-Vaisnava prac-
tice 138

Midhavadeva, a saint-poet and a great
reformer, 3. 13, 14. 18-24, 26, 27, 31,
39, 40, 42, 44, 49, 50. 55. 60, 61, 62.
66, 67, 69. 70. 73-76, 78. 81, 84, 91, 95,
96-99, 104-107, 109, 117, 120-123, 125-
127, 135, 137, 139, 142, 145, 147, 149,
150, 157, 160, 162, 164, 166, 168, 172,
173. 181, 201, 202, 210, 21}

Madhvachdrya, a Vaisnava philosopher,
25, 32. 41

Magic & charm, 150

Mahabhutivarma, a king of ancient Kama-
riapa, §
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Mahabharata, 124, 162

Minasa-piiji, mental worship, l"l 130

Manikuta, the shrine attached to the prayer
hall, 100-101. 105, 106, 110, 176

Manjay Barbarua, name of an officer, 194

Mankar, a poet, 167

Mahipurusiya (sect), 125, 127, 129

Maithili, a language, 164

Mﬁ%t‘;li, an island in the Brahmaputra, 174,
1

Majindar, a clerk, 112

Mala, rosary, 122

Manners, 148

Manohar Kayastha, 75

Marhkandeya-purana, 11

Marriage, 151

Matak, a community, 87, 89

Mathuradasa, the first head of Barpeta
satra, 20, 21, 68-70, 96, 97-99, 108, 117,
135, 142, 196, 201, 202

Maya, Nlusion, 32-34, 36, 37, 44, 55

Mayimard ( Mayamariyi ). 85-86. 88,
183-185, 188, 191, 193

Medhi, a functionary of the satra, 77, 109

Mehta, N.C., 177

Meru, central bead of a rosary, 122

Miri, a tribe, 158-159

Mirjumla, a Mughal general, 81, 154

Misradeva, successor of Vamsigopaladeva,
79, 80

Moamara, (sce Mayimard ) 86-88

Monastic Buddhism, 197-199,

Moran ( Marin ), a tribe of castern Assam,
87, 157, 159, 185

Mukti, liberation, 41-42, 46, 49

Mukunda Gosiin, a martyr, 181

Muridri. a disciple of Gopila Ata, 84

Nagi, 159

Na-ghosa, a devotional work, 69

Nihar Khord, a leader of thc Miyimara
sect, 183-184

Nama, one of the four fundamental princi-
ples of Assam Vaisnavism, 57. 69, 129

Nama-anjaniyd. a devotional guide, 112,

168,

122,
Niama-chanda, 128
Nama-dharma, 28

106,

Nimaghar, a prayer hall, 24, 100-101, 1%
90.

110, 129, 155-157, 165, 170, 176.
204

Namaghosa, a devotional work of
Midhavadeva, 21, 26, 28, 42, 44, 49,
69, 85, 125, 128, 131, 137, 139, 163, 208

Niama-lagowd, leader of prayer services,

111, 113
Nama-malika, a devotional work, 21.
Nanak, 18. 64
Nimaprasanga, 126-129

Naranarayana, a Koch King, 4, 14, 15, 22,

158, 161, 180
Nirdayana, the adorable deity of the
Vaisnavas, 13, 27-28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 41,

45, 46, 60
Nardyana, a disciple of Gopila Ata, 84
Narayanapur. a place in eastern Assam. 12
Nirayana Thakur ( Thakur Atd), onc of the
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principal disciples of S$ankaradeva, 14,
15, 19, 23, 68, 76, 106, 160, 168, 195

Nalrso(;va, name of a satra, 93, 94, 116-117.

Nath, R. M., 210

Nati satra, 95, 96

Natuwa, a dancer, an actor, 113

Neog, M.. 212

Nika Samhati, a subsect. 69-70, 96-99, 121,
122, 135, 188

Nilakantha, a biographer, 71, 72, 74. 75.
81, 108, 166, 212

Nilambara, a king. 3

Nimbirka, 41

Nimi-Navasiddha-samvada, a work by
Sankaradeva, 17, 27, 30, 31, 206

Niraijanadeva. founder of Auniiti-satra. 80

Nirgund Bhakti, 52

Nityinandadeva, a religious | head  of
Maiayamard satra, 88, 181, 184.1193

Nrsimha Caturdaéi, 137 |

Nrsimha Yatri, 98. 173

Obsequial rite, 136, 152

Offcnce & punishment. 149-150

O]]l7pdll a choral performance. 129, 170

Pabbajja 120

Piacani. a messenger, 109, 112, 117

Pacati, a festival on the fifth day of Krsna's

nativity, 132
Padasila, _foot-imprcssion__ on stone, 125
Padma Atd (Badala Ati). founder of

Kamalabiri satra, 20. 70, 84, 96-99, 201
Padmapurana, 13. 120, 124
Padya Buraiiji, a chronicle, 194
Phalgutsava, a religious festival, 132-133
Piik, person appointed by the Authority for
manual labour, 80, 110
Painting, 175-179
Pil nima. a mode of chanting prayer,
Piancaratra, 27
Paraminanda.
73. 77. 81
Paramananda,
84

137
a disciple of Dimodaradeva
a disciple of Gopala Ata,

Paramitman, 29-30, 32, 33, 34

Paramarthl. a scct, 158

Parhiya Madhava, a disciple of $ankara
deva, 150, 164

Parivasa, 119

Pariksitanirivana. a Koch King, 71,
91, 202

Pa_tbmm. a place and the name of a satra
ﬂﬁWcstcrn "Assam, 15, 16, 83, 91. 106.

Par§vaparivartana, a Vainsava rite, 134

Pathaka, a reciter of religious books 111

Premamayi Bhakti, a type of devotion. 52

Pimparda-guchuwa a playlet, 167

Pitaimbara, a poet, 167

Prakrti, 35, 37

Prarabdha (karma). 60-61

Pramatta Simha. an Ahom King, 187

Prg;ap?s?xmha an Ahom King. 78, 79, 88.

Prayer Services, 127-129

72.
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Purani bhakat, an epithet of Aniruddha
Bhiyi, 87

Purusa Sambati, a sub-Scct, 69-70, 90-96,
121, 122, 123, 125, 135

Purusa ( self ) 29

Purusottama Thikur, eldest grandson of
Sankaradeva, 68. 69, 70, 88. 90, 91, 92.
126. 135, 147, 160, 168, 210 _

Purusottama, a disciple of Gopala Atd, 84

Raghudeva, a Koch King, 19, 181

Riga, 168-169

Riagamilita, 169

Ragha Morin, a lcader of the Mayamari-
yis, 184

Raghunatha Mahanta, a writer, 167

Rajasiiya, a devotional Kavya, 21, 27

Rajeswara Simba, an Ahom King, 86, 184,
187

Raymedhi, a functionary of the satra, 112,
117, 156

Ramabhadra, a Vasnava of the Cuaitanya
cult 196 .

Ramacandra, a disciple of Gopdla Atd, 84

Rimacandra. a Vaispava of the Caitanya
fuith 196

Riamacarana Thikur. nephew of Madhava-
deva, 11, 20, 49, 76, 98, 160, 166. 1068,
173, 209, 211

Ramadasa, brother-in-law of Miidhavadeva,
13-14

Rdmuagopala-carita, a biography, 88,
192

Ramakdnta, a religous head of Bardowid
satra, 94

Ramiikanta, an insurgent leader, 185, 196

Rumz'lk:“;nlu, biographer of Vanamalideva.
81, 212

Raminanda Dvija, biographer of Sankara-
deva, 9, 10, 52, 53. 8&8. 166, 192, 211

Riamiinanda Dvija, biogrupher of Vamsi-
vopiladeva, 7. 73, 212

Rimananda, eldest son of Sankaradeva, 18

Ramiananda, a Vaisnava preacher of North
India, 1, 15

Riaminuja. Vasnava Philosopher of South
India. 25, 32, 37, 41

Rimariima Guru, priest
deva, 11. 15

Rinuuaya, brother of Sanharadeva, 1, 73

Rimiraya Dvija, biographer of Dimodara,
71, 72, 74, 76, 105, 160, 166, 211

Rama Sarasvati. a poet, 162-163

Rama Simha. a Mughal General., 154

Rdamavijaya-ndta, a devotional play
Sankaradeva, 21

Rdamdayana, 162

Rama-yatrd, a devotional play. 173

Rangpur, capital of the Ahom Kings, 185

Rasahkridd, a devotional play, 164

Risa-yatrid, a festival. 134

Ratha-yitrd, a festival, 198

Ritikhowd prathd, a pseudo-Vaisnava rite,
138

Ratnadhvaja Simha, an Ahom king, 81, 186

Relic worship, 126

151,

of Sankaradeva,

by
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Rudra Simba, an Ahom king, 140, 16},
177, 179, 183, 186

Rukminiharana, a play by Sankaradeva, 164

Riapa Goswami, a saint-poet of Bengal, 9

Sacang, a Vaisnava institution, 115-116

Sacrumental relationship, 146-148

Sadiya, a place in eastern Assam, 182

Sahajuyana, 138

Suaivism, 3

Sajtola, a functionary, 109, 112

Saktism, 3-4, 6, 9

salibanti satra, 116

Sambald Bhakti, a pscudo-Vaisnava prac-
tice, 138

Samkhya, a system of Philosophy, 38, 39.
40, 47

Sandtana, a disciple of Gopala Ata. 84

Sa?gx}anadeva. founder of Silikhital satra,

Sankaradeva, a saint-poet and a great reli-
gious reformer of Assam. 1-2, 8 9-18,
25-29, 32-33. 36-39. 40, 42, 45, 48-50,
54, 62-69, 73-75. 78. 81, 91-93, 95, 98,
103-107. 117, 125-127. 135, 137-138. 139,
143, 145, 147, 150. 157, 162, 164, 166,
167-168, 172-173, 179, 180, 188, 190, 195.
205. 206. 207, 210

Sankariicirya, founder of Advaita School of
Philosophy. 44, 48

Sagénnimava. an account of religious sain's,

Sunta-samprada, an account of Vaisnavite
_sects. 69, 167

Sarana (ceremony ), initiation ceremony,
81, 119, 122

Saraniyd Kachari, 158

Sarana-malika, a veligious work, 104

Sarana-samhgraha. a Sanskrit work dealing
wtih aspects of devotion, 77

Sarubdrajaniya, name of a group of 12
satras. 95

Sirangapini. founder of Dighali satra, 94

Sitmanbhagiyd, o class of functionaries
in a satra, 110

Satra. 1, 17. 21 23, 44, 75, 76, 78, 81,
83, 84. 90. 95-96. 99 seq

--Origin and development, 100-118
-Rites and practices. 119-137,

—Cultural contribution, 154-179.

-—Relation with the State 186-189

Satradhikira, head of a satra. 160,
165. 187

Satriyd Barua, an officer, 109. 186

Satriya ndc (nrtya), 170, 186

Satsampraddya  Katha, o spurious work
ascribed to Bhattadeva. 99

Satvata-tantra, 52. 53, 55, 58, 161

Sayana Ekidasi, 134

Scripture-worship, 124

Saru-yadumani, founder of Gajald satra.

164-

84
Sidha-bhojani. daily ration, 107
Siva, 3, 4
Siva Sirmhha, an Ahom king,
179, 183
Smarta rites, 119

116, 171,
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Snana-yatri, a Vaispava festival, 134,
198

Sravani, a listener of Bhdgavata, 109

Sridhara Svami, 26, 47, 48

Sri{zmtanzukldwli, a treatise on dance,
61,

Srirama Atd, founder of Ahdtaguri satra,
20, 84. 88, 168, 201

Sukladhvaja, a Koch Prince and general,
15-16, 23

Sundaridiyi, a place in Western Assam, 19

Suramphd ( Bhagaraja ), 80

Sotradhara. stage manager,

Thana, a holy place 101, (25

Tantricism, 3, 4, 0-8, 17, 139, 154

Tawai, equal (o one's father in status, 148

Tambila, 144

Thiimochd, a functionary of the satra, 112

Thihur Atd-carita. a biography. 68 92

Tantric Buddhism 78, 139

171-172

Tithi, a lunar day. an anniversaty, 135,
137
Triratna, of Buddbism, 197

Thikuriyd Gosain, 184

Tunghhungia Buranji, a chromcle. 203

Upasampada, a Buddhist rite, 120

Uthﬁgm'xma. a mode of chanting prayer,
12

Udavyaditya Sitsha, an Ahom King, 81

Upadhyiya, B., 47

Vadhakavya, a class of
105

Vagida, a scholar, 111

Vaikusthapura, name of a satra, 105

Vaisnavism. 3. 5-6. 10. 12-14. 16-18. 20.
22, 24, 32, 41, 43, 44, 48. 53. 57. S8,
65, 66, 70. 78, 116, 120. 139, 154, 155,
157-158. 159. 160-163, 166, 181. 190,
203. 205

Vujrayina, a form of later Buddhism, &,
197, 198

Vallabhaciarya a
25, 41

Vaméigopiladeva, founder of Kuruwiabihi

heroic  kitvyas,

Vaisnava  philosopher,
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satra, 7, 20, 78, 79, 80, 81, 83, 85, 108,
109, 124, 126, 137, 143, 157, 160 175,
181, 212

Vamsigopaladevar Caritra, a biography, 7,
73, 78, 212

Vanamilideva, founder of Dakhinapat
satra, 77, 80. 81, 83, 126, 160, 175, 212

Vurllgmdli(lm‘ar Cuaritra, a biography, 81,
o]

Vanamilavarman, a
Assam, 1. 170

Viasudeva, adorable deity of the Paficaratra
cult, 5. 6, 27, 31

VﬁS;IdL‘Vu Misra, a sanyisi of Orissa. 70,

king of ancient

Vedanta, a school of philosophy, 40

Vidvananda QOja, a biographer, 92

Vidyapati. a Maithili poet, 164

Vibhava, of the Pz’iﬁcara(ra\cult. 31

Vihira. Buddhist monastery) 139, 203

Virl;ériﬁrﬂyuna. a Koch king, 20, 72, 73,
\

Virocana K&rji, name of an officer of
King Laksminiiriivana, 20
Visnu, S0 11, 13, 14, 21, 31, 41, 51, 58,

82, 83. 123, (24, 136, 150. 152, 173. 174.
176, 178, 206. 210
Visnu Bhatati, a Vaisnava poct, 162
Visnu-purana, 48, 92, 93, 162
Visnupuri, a sanyisi. 21, 49
Visvaniatha, place in central
temple, 170
Vrndavanadisa, a Vaisnava preacher
Bengal
Vyasakalii, a follower of Sankaradeva,
but disowned afterwards 83, 150
Vyavasthii. prescription, order, 156
Vyuha, of the Pancaritra cult, 31
Waoarship, 123
Yadumanideva, founder
20, 78
Yasopiardyanadeva. a Kachari king, 2
Yoga, a system of philosophy, 39, 43, 44
Yogini-tantra, 3, 4, 5, 124

Assam, a

of

of Adhir satra,



