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FOREWORD

Assam has a rich legacy of culture and civili-—
zattion behind her. Being the homeland of different
races of men: Austric, Mongolian, Dravidian and
Aryan that came to dwell in her hills and valleys
at different times since remote antiquity, she has
developed a composite culture of variegated colour
and of great intrinsic value. The variety and
diversity in her cultural life are noticeable in
the language and literature, religious beliefs,
manners and cusfoms, dance and music of her people
in the.hills and plains.

Assam has also to her credit some works of art
of no mean value in the realms of sculpture, archi-
tecture, epigraphy, literature and painting. The
‘Buranjis® of Assam which are unique historical
works of the Ahom period of her history have
attracted the attention of historians, both Indian
and European. The dynastic history of Assam from

‘the fourth to the beginning of the nineteenth

century also presents an almost unbroken story of
the rise and growth of this frontier State of
India. | :

Tt is a matter of great pride for Assam that
the historians of India have assembled in her soil
at Gauhati on this memorable occasion of Twenty-
second - Session of the Indian History Congress
Association. T have great pleasure in commending
to them this Souvenir Volume of the Session as
brought out by the Reception Committee, and I trust
the volume will be useful in giving a brief view of
Assam’s heritage in some of its essential aspects.

Dated Shillong, RW

December 20, 1959 (B, P. CHALIHA)
Chairman, Reception Committes.
AND

Chief Minister, Assam
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ure 26—Devaki’s marriage procession. Kaiisa catches e
bride by her bair in an attempt to kill her -
Bhacavata-purana, Book X, f 2B.

Fig

Figure 27—XKansa on his throne, _conferring with  Asurag,
putana, Aghasura, Vakasura, and an attendant,
left : another servant, Kesi and Arista, right :
Bhagavata-purana, Book X, . 9A.

Figure 28—Krsna mimicking a peacock’s dance ; left ; Krsna,
Balarama and cowherd boys, all going to the
Vrinda forest, with cattle®in front, and articles of
food on shoulders : Bhagavata-puranas Book X
f 22A.

Figure 29—Krsna quelling the hydra-headed monster, Kaliya.
On the left are the wives and their children paying
obcisance to the Blue God : Bhagavata-purana,
Book X, f 37B.

]

Figure 30—King Sivasinha on elephant—a folio from the
Hastividyarnava.

Assam and India
By

-

SUNITI KUMAR CHATTERJI, M.A. (CAL), D.LIT. (LONR.), F.A.S.,
EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF COMPARATIVE PHILOLOGY
IN THE UNIVERSITY OF CALCUTTA AND CHAIRMAN,
WEST BENGAL LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL

THE pI’OViJvlCC of Assam is at the extreme North-East of India, and
although it is the sentinel of India in its North-Eastern Frontier, it has
never been cut off from the rest of India. As a matter of fact Assam, from
very ancient times, has always been regarded as having participated in the
affairs of Northern India, which was the heart of the country, and where
Indian Civilisation took shape. While being an integral part of India and
sharing in the general lifc and culture of the country, Assam has, like all
other component elements within the Unity that is India, its own special
characteristics—its own particular cachet, so to say.

In the first instance, if we look into the physical features of Assam,
we have to note the great riverain valley of the Brahmaputra, which is one
of the most majestic rivers of the world ; and to the North and South and
East of this fertile Brahmaputra basin, we have the regions of the mountains
and hills.

The population of Assam in its composition has all the basic
elements which go to make up the modern people of India. There are the
Austric or Austrc-Asiatic elements, the Dravidian elements, the Indo-
Aryan, and finally the Indo-Mongoloid elements. Just as in the extreme
South of India the Dravidian element is preponderating, so in Assam (as
much as in North Bengal and much more so in Nepal and the Southern
Slopes of the Himalaya Range), the Indo-Mongoloid element forms t.he
most dominant one in the population. The Mongol'oid p_eoples of India,
speaking various languages and dialects of the Sino-Tibetan language-
family, appear to have started to come into India through the Ea'stern .and‘
Northern gates of the country from over 3000 years ago. I_n their various
tribes and bands, they came and settled down 1n tl}e sub—H_lmaIayan tracts
and even came down to the plains of India, particularly in North .Bxhar
and North Bengal and East Bengal and in the Brahmaputra_vallcy ; and,
besides, the outlying hill regions of Assam were fully occupied b)g 2RI,
excepting that in the Khasi and Jaintia HIHS_ we have a I?;ﬁpebpr§-
dominantly Mongoloid in race, but Austric 1n laln;;;,'uangez.md Clljmr:sgcé
Mongoloid e‘leme:nt, which gives the.ton;a to Itheo fpﬁ}f’: 15; ;30 R
Assam, consists in the plain lands very largely 4 P Sl
closely related to the Naga and the Mikir to the East an ;
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the NEFA territories Abors and Miris and

suzerainty of the Ahom kings of
Akas and Daflas, who Famj snd’f’;eﬂgodos, : ay M e a% =
TE Cmfmrlesd f s'olid bloc 6f a Mongoloid people throughout
L a};])p]f:ar ;01\];;1;; %ril}jxlar North Bengal, East Bengal and the Brahma-
1th :]vglfe 'o with extension's in the Cachar Hills, the Garo Hil?s and i.n the
?r:irura H)i],ls. Local Austric and Dravidian elements were in possibility
absirbed by the Bodos. Here they also accepted North‘ Indian Gangetic
culture with the Brahmanical religion, it would appear, fairly early.

The Bodos who early became Hindus evidently created history for
Assam for the first time as they entered into the community of Hinduised
or Hindu nations in the centuries before Christ. ‘In the Mahabharata, the
historical nucleus. of which appears to go back to the middle ‘of the 10th
century BC., a king of Assam of those days, Bhagadatta, came with his
hosts of Kirata and Cina troops—and these were tribes of the Mongoloid
people, golden and yellow in colour ; and Bhagadatta himself took part in
the Mahabharata battle as an ally of the Kauravas. Bhagadatta was,
according to the Mahabharata saga, a very powerful chief who used to
fight from the back of an elephant ; and after performing various feats of
valour, he was killed by Bhima, the second of the five Piandava heroes.
The ancient dynasty of Assam consisting of Hinduised Bodos, with possible
Iéryfm and Dravidian as well a3 Austric mixture, were described in the
ng;‘fﬁ;;f :}Eﬁg;izgraio thehfamjly of Narakasura, the Asura or demon or
e e 4, who was looked upon as the son of Vishnu by

; ocdess. It would appear that the family of Bhagadatta, as
scions of the Narakasura Hoy i 8 e g

to the middle of the 1gt millese'_contmued to rule over Assam, right down
nnium A.D, ‘

We do not have - ;
: any dire 4 ; )
the time of the Mahzb y direct evidence of happenings in Assam from

the king who belonoedh‘;z)m?h“ght down to the time of Bhaskara-Varman,
and who was 3 Verb ; e Brahman caste according to Hiuen-Ts’ang

0 .
half of the 7¢h centzlr;) :v.’xe)fful monarch ruling over Assam during the first

There is no reas
Tepresenting actually
historical core to the
OVer one millennium
Assam was evidently ¢
to India evep prior t

area. In the North, there are in

on v §
an histc\:h‘y e should not consider Bhagadatta as
Mah(‘:bhréc.al persoU: if we concede that there is @

CRuie the period of time extending

fro
akir?; ;1222 B.;:h' onwards, a silent Aryanisation Of
0 the arriyg] 0 ¢ Indo-Mongoloid peoples had come

Kiratas wp ; the.Aryans- In the Yajur-Veda W€
. 10 lived in the hills, and a Kirata girl 18
medicinal herbs by the slope of the
I by which the Aryan-

ongoloid pe
that even fro, o are also g People, and  the people over whom

escribed o
i " Pre-Christian A Kirata-Cina; so that we may S3Y
Assam, like the Bodos wcr'can Umes the Kz, o y

Assam formeq the gzked UP With Northern Tndia,
India; and just as the

Bhagadatta ry

D ay

Mongoloid peoples of
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Western gateway led to Iran and Central Asia and the lands of the West,
s0 Assam was our high-way by land into China, Probably from the early
centuries before the Christian era, Chinese art-manufactures used to come
to India through Assam, as we can see from the evidence of the Chinese
general and explorer Chang Kien, in the second century B.C. At that time,
India used to import bamboo-flutes and silk stuffs (and possibly also other
articles) from China, and would export these to Central Asia. The con-
nexion between Assam and Northern India, the heart of Aryavarta, began,
it may be, from the beginning of the first millennium B.c.; and it became
very close as ecarly as the 7th century A.D., from the evidence of both
Hiuen-Ts’ang and Bana-Bhatta. In Bana’s Harsa-Carita, Bhaskara-Varman,
or Kumara, the King ofe Assam, who was contemporary with Hiuen-Ts’ang,
was a very close friend of Harsha-Vardhana of Kanauj, who was at the
time the virtual emperor of the whole of North India. On the occasion of
Harsha-Vardhana’s coronation, Bhaskara-Varman sent a number of very
valuable presents, which included, among other things, beautiful silk stuffs
and other art-products of Assam, besides a most remarkable umbrella
which was an ancient heir-loom and an outstanding example of old Assam
craftsmanship which has been described in detail by Bana-Bhaita. From
after that time, Assam’s history can be chalked out with a fair amount of
detail, and we can form some idea of Assam’s connexion with North
Bengal, with Nepal and with the lands further to the West.

Assam is the land of the Brahmaputra; and Assam forms one of
the important areas in which the Saiva Tantrics have divided India and
South-Eastern Asia and Indonesia, The Aryan language from Bihar and
Bengal passed into Assam, and there by about 1000 A.D. it became the
Aryan Assamese language, more or less in its present from : the Assamese
language is very closely connected with Bengali, and one would think that
Old Assamese and Old Bengali formed an identical speech. The Bodo
peoples were gradually giving up their language and taking up this Aryan
Assamese. The traditions of Brahmanical Hinduism (and to some extent
of Buddhism) were very strong in Assam. The native pre-Hindu myths,
legends and historical tales of the Assamese people were absor.bed by
Puranic Hinduism. Assam was one of the centres of Tantric religion and
philosophy and of Tantric cults and ritual, particularly Brahmaflica_l; and
the great shrine of the Mother Goddess Kamakhya in Kamarupa in Western
Assam is a place of pilgrimage of all-India celebrity.

Assam also became linked up with the rest of India through the
reconstruction of Indian History which we find in our Puranas. Not only
Bhagadatta was connected with the Mahabharata heroes, but_ we'have. also
the Purana story which is well-known all over India and which is belle\.red
in implicitly by large sections of the Indian people, that‘ the Asurz_l King
Bana who belonged to the family of Naraka and was Fuhng at Sonitapura
(“tfle City of Blood”), which is now identified with the little town of Tezp-ur
—(it should be noted that, in modern Assam.ese, the Sanskrit worg tejas
meaning “energy, or heat” has become fez, which now means “blood”), had

=1
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i hter Usha, and Aniruddha, oné of the grandsons of Ifirislma of
abea}mfu_l da:ug d Usha fell in love with each other. Aniruddha was
Fhe Ma]mbhamt;:_ z;n and then Krishna went with an army from Dvaraka
}mprlsfmed byd ‘:izf;ated and brought Usha as the bride of his grandson
12 Gu(];cllrl?; aIn heard a tradition in Guijarat that Usha brought ‘to her
l1uns[g§nd’5 'home some dances from her own native plz?rce Pllitgj}’(?tl-cs'lla or
Assam, and among these dances, which developed in Gujarat, is the Mm,?us
Garba dance. Thus we may see that in a way a close cultural connexion
between the extreme West of India and the extreme North-East had been

assumed from fairly early times.

In Assam, a great many pre-Aryan names have been /fxryanised. The
country had two Sanskrit names in ancient times : lhe. [11_‘3( was Prag-
jyotisa, the exact significance of which word and its origin is not known.
The other and later name is Kamariipa, and Kamartpa is specially con-
nected with Western Assam, where on the Nilachala or “the Blue Moun-

tain” the shrine of the Mother-Goddess, Kamakhya, is established ; and this

shrine is in a subterranian cleft in the rock. The word Kamakhya (or
Kamaksa) has been explained as being of Austric origin, by the eminent
linguistic scholar of Assam, the late Dr. Bani Kanta Kakati, in his very
valuable book on the “Formation and Development of the Assamese
La_nguage.” The Brahmaputra river has two names—Lauhitya, which is
ev:dex_nly a.Sanskntlsed form of the Tibeto-Burman name Lukit. The word
Lauhitya gives good enough meaning in Sanskrit as “the Red River,” but
it is in all likelihood just a Sanskritisation of the pre-Aryan, Sino-Tibetan
nartnc. ﬂ:le_"ther name of the river, which is now better known, is Brahma-
g ;‘ gl:n;silrc]ritu meansl the son of Bfﬂhmﬁ”, and that is quite within the orbit
s ‘ngme‘nc ature. But, as Sri Vishnu Rabha, a well-known writer
A © IS a member of the Bodo community, has suggested, the
Word 1s just a Sanskritisation of a Bodo expression, Bhull ) -, which
means “fowino wi : . Xpression, willum-outtur, Whic
g with a gurgling sound” I . 3
» Which would easily give a form

iike Blﬂ lun‘b“tu‘] and i p

Assam did not hay
over the rest of India.
Varman of Assam appear
dabad district in West B
quarter of the 13th
largely the history o

Be;lta?tf g to expand her military prowess
- hav:neex[ume, m. the 7th century, th‘askarq-
engal. The }?nded his conquest as far as Murshi-
century (1228) rj istory of Assam from after the first

*%) right down to the end of the 17th was

: the worg A
M Or Ahom, whic
people, Rpgm,

ssam or Asam is another
h are modifications of the
This name, as that of the
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dominant, ruling power from the 14th century onwards, gradually made
the earlier names almost obsolete, and these earlier names remained only
in Sanskrit. The name Kamariipa became in mediaeval times modified to
Kawamru (@@e ) and in Bengali Kaaur or Kawumr (7159 am::.:-( ); but
the name Assain (Asam) became generally accepted all over India, parti-
cularly during British times. The Ahoms were a Sino-Tibetan pecple
belonging to the great Dai or Thai (or Tai) group ; and the people of Laos,
the Siamese, as well as the Shans of Burma, and the Khamtis of the Burma-
India frontier, as well as the Ahoms, are related tribes belonging to the
same great Dai or Thai people. The Ahoms gradually became Hinduised,
and their Hinduisation started with very great vigour from the 16-17th
centuries, and it was agcomplished by the 18th century. Now they havz
become members of an important caste among Hindus in Assam, all
of them speaking Assamese, their original Ahom language being almost
entirely lost. The Bodos, on the other hand, have kept up to a large extent
their tribal identity by maintaining their language, although this language
has been dispersed in several detached pockets—in Kachar (both hills and
plains), and in the Chutiya area to the north of the Brahmaputra, and in
the Central and Western districts of Assam, as well as in North and East
Bengal, where they are found as Rabhas, Meches, Rajbansis and Garos
(within the Garo Hills), as well as Hajongs and as Tipras in Tripura. (The
Ruling House of Tripura is of this Tipra clan or tribe, but they had merged
within the fold of Brahmanical culture and religion many centuries ago).
We need not discuss in detail the early political history of Assam.
But we cannot dismiss Assam’s connexion with the rest of India without
making a reference to the Mogul invasions of Assam. When Bakhtyar
Khilji, the Turki leader who conquered Western Bengal in 1203, came to
Assam with an invading army and suffered defeat at the hands of the
Assam’s ruling house, which was evidently a. Hindu Bodo House, he
noticed that-the people of Assam and North Bengal, who were known as
Koches and Meches, looked like the Turks,—that is, were Mongoloid in
their features. Assam maintained her separate independence all through,
and although the Moguls invaded Assam from the 17th century .onwz.zrds.
they were not able to retain a firm hold over the country for any consider-
able period of time. In the 16th century, as a contemporary of Empf{:ror
Akbar, arose a great ruler who combined North Bengal.and Ass.am }nto
one powerful state. He was a Bodo, and a strong cha_mplon of Hinduism,
— orthodox Brahmanism and Sanskrit culture, and hz§ name was Nara-
Narayana, who was one of the most illustrious and pu1ssz}nt sovereigns of
India, and a great fighter as well as supporter of learning and culture.

About 1563 he built the temple of Kamakhya near Gauhati (Guwahati) in -

Assam, which still exists. His chief General was h%s br.other (_jhil_a Ray,
or “the Kite King”, who was so called because of.hls blitz taCtIC.S in war.
The days of Nara-Nardyana, the Koch or Bc_)do King, were certainly great
in the annals of Eastern India. During the time of Aurangzeb, the Moguls

made a determined attempt to conguer Assam and were to some extent
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successful. But a succession of Assamjs Rulers with -.SOmC very clever
Ministers and brave Generals like Lachit Ba.rphukan ultimately dfOVf? the
Moguls out of Assam. The credit of doing this finally b(ilongs_ 2 Ga@adhgr
Simha, the Ahom King, who was also known as Su-pat-phz}, to give his
Ahom name. His wife Jayamatl Kunwari is a paragon of wifely love and
devotion in Assam, because of the cruel death which she welcomed when
her husband as a young prince was fleeing from his enemies, and Jayamati
Kunwari sacrificed her life rather than divulge the secret of her husband’s
whereabouts to a rival group which was bent on destroying him. The son
of Gadidnar Simha and Jayamati Kunwari was a very famous ruler of
Assam and Easter India, Rudra Simha alias Su-khrung-pha, who could be
described as “the Sivaji of Eastern India.” He was a great patron of arts
and letters, and he was also a great military organiser, and asconqueror
who had brought the Kachar and Jaintia hills under his sway. Rudra:
Simha wanted to form a confederacy of the Hindu States of Eastern India
—Tripura in East Bengal, Vishnupur in West Bengal, and Morang in South
Mithila, besides some of the great feudal lords of Bengal and Bihar like
the Houses of Burdwan and Nator. His idea was to drive the Moguls out
of Eastern India and re-establish Hindu régime, and his objective in that
was to prevent the Muslim ruling class from interfering with the Hindu
religion and bring about all kinds of disabilities upon the Hindus. He
fr“‘_efe% info direct negotiations with the powerful Hindu kingdom of
o s e R
B himsslélfered from internal disorder and

1 met w
1714 D, and that terminated his a
State in Eastern India.

After drivi
rather disfurrt?ercliwgg aitithe nggls, Assam went on its own way, but was
y Internal religious dissensions and rebellions during the

18th century. The
. n the Burme
Burmese gave to th S¢ came and conquered Assam, and the

ith an untimely death in
ttempt at forming a confederate Hindu

e Boro
sch‘oAlar i@ssams literature began js oah, 1.c.s who was a great Sanskrit
In-Assam’s literature a5 well as in career t?arly and the greatest name
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literaturc which is keeping abreast of the other modern literatures of India.
Assamese literature is remarkable for its buranjis or chronicles, which were
inspired by the Ahom custom of maintaining histories. The word buranji
itself is of Ahom origin, and the rich buranji literature of Assamese started
from the 17th century. In India’s economy, Assam has a noteworthy place
—the silk and tea of Assam are two of the great commercial assets of
India, particularly tea, which is largely exported abroad. In the textile art,
Assam has made a distinct contribution, particularly in her beautiful silk
weaves. Assam’s old school of miniature-painting, which has not been
very much studied, is also unique in its character. There are some beautiful
Assamese manuscripts from the 16th century onwards, and those which
belong to the 17th and f3th centurics have given us detailed realistic pictures
of the Ahom Courts in Assam.

After Independence, Assam has once again come to her own. In the
Central Parliament in Delhi, Assam has contributed her quota of politicians
and statesman, In their life, the Assamese pcople still maintain a
good deal of the old Indian simplicity—Assamese ladies even now keep
to the art of weaving as an accomplishment. But in integrating herself with
the rest of India and with the civilised world, Assam is marching ahead
with the other States and Peoples of India.
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The Back-Ground of Assamese
Architecture
By

RaJ MOHAN NATH, B.E., TATTVA-BHUSHANA

The Primitive Type
ACCORDING to the great Epic Mahabharata and the Kalika Purana, the
most ancient race of people who ruled over the Brahmaputra V'alléy with
an organised form of Government was the Kiratas. Though the Kiratas
have been described as cave-dwellers in the Sukla Yajur-Veda (XXX—16)
and_ as snake-charmers in the Atharva-Veda (X—4.14), during the Epié
perlod. they are described as rulers of different kingdoms in different parts
of Asia fr'om porth of Tukhara and Cina to the valley of the Lohita river
2;1;15:1(;5? ]1321 :Clglcsrtir;lt (p\l;mmpshties in the Himalay_an terrain upto the west
o5 i TR ar;a;‘awa—Ch. 1_76,_S'abha——Ch. 25, 29, 31).
. fromstiom ssam, the. Kacharis whp had ruled in different
o traditi()mf:llHnIanmonal to the',fmddle o.f the Nineteenth_
T e A sculy nown as t]lf“, Kiratas. Ruins of severa! of
o oo PtUFGS_and‘architecture peculiar to their culture
an idea of their prim't'm pliaslin dsaam and it is possibleMORERy
According to 1{}?}8 art from them,
Babostosts o raisez Athatva Veda, the common house was built of
“Srlmm?madhiroha vams 2 ba.m _b.oq roof frames covered up with grass—
the number of roofs'ios"m irdjan xx  trnam vasana” (AV. [I1—12.5.6)
(AV. II—7.3), AcCordjne;ntg either two or four “catushpaksha ochadili”
mUd'ho”Se“"”fl'nma)’am Z’rl?a}hf Rigveda while the poor man lived in the
with o pe?rlma?efﬁrggll)’ there were others who h?d
nanam sqf long anqg wide enough w'}{I g 00k dia e
that the rf;lasrmdva’_am &rham” (11 lg] Py ousand doors——“v_rhélrltfl']ﬂ
~“Pracq; S of the Sun riging ;1 the B, 8.9, some of which were so I3
1Yagadadhi pgppepy, ah” ¢ East could barely reach their pinnacles
he Toofs of {p, twO-r);a'lf (VII—76.2),
TION man g have hag ecli Or the four-roofed thatched building of
>anting or curyed roofs in the areas WHer®
ciples - 1ray . Prescribed fiy L in As§am. It may be mentioned that
Yoga impe g, Y082, Prasd, e for occupation by 1S
Was also caljeq "S\:Jo-roo edior do.cﬁia bar-m},,a and Guha. Of these Arddzh‘n
A specim Yama vanga-grpq » uilding which according to BUCCH
Cemury AD o 4 Tock.- G
AD. has beep e Ut temple of the: Kaahaw 1 : the 16th
at Mg ¢ Kachari king of Jous
"2 on the bank of the Mahur ™Y
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in the North Cachar Hills District. Carved out of a huge rock of black
sand-stone with a fairly commodious plinth area of rectangular dimension,
The temple was designed to house the tutelar war-goddess Ranacandi or
Mahamaya of the Kachari king.

Later on, when the Kachari king shifted his capital to the valley of
the Barak river at Khaspur in the plains of the Cachar District near Silchar,
the same goddess was housed in a building enclosed with thick brick-walls
and roofed over with four-planed curved roofs. The design and construc-
tion of this roof was ingenious : Pan-tiles 3 ft. to 5 ft. in length were made
with baked earth, in the shape of a half bamboo with its internodes scooped
out. Two such tiles were placed side by side longitudinally along the slope
of the roof on timber rafters with their concavity facing upwards and over
the longituainal joint was placed another similar tile with its concavity
downwards. Joints were flushed with lime and surki mortar. This alone
was sufficient to prevent rain-water from percolating down into the room
below. As a sufficient further pre-caution the whole roof of tiles was
covered over with a thick plaster of lime and surki beaten down slowly.
This made the building completely leak-proof The poor Kachari people
living in the hills still adopt this method of roofing their houses with pan-
tiles scooped out of bamboos which grow abundantly in the hills.

The Vaishnava shrines in the western part of modern Assam still
house the deity in a rectangular room with carved roofs of the same
pattern as the Ranacandi rock temple at Miibong and call it ‘Bhanj ghar'.

The term Vanga Grha or Banga Grha as used by Buddha Ghosha,
and from which the English word ‘Bungalow’ appears to have been derived,
has been construed by some scholars as referring to Bengal, the houses of
the common people of Bengal being designed with such curved roofs. But
apparently, the term has been derived from the ‘Bhanj-ghar’, the word
‘Bhanj’ meaning bent like the snapped branch of a tree or like the familiar
‘Bang’, the curved and bent pole for carrying loads on the shoulder. The
fact that the term ‘Bhanj-ghar’ is still in common use amongst the Assamese
people, specially with reference to the house in which the god of the
Vaisnava Satras is housed, is perhaps ample proof in support of the
argﬁrﬁent. A ‘Bhanj-ghar’, freshly thatched with the common ‘u.loo’ grass,
assumes a golden colour, this being the natural colour of this variety fJf tho:
thatching grass and it is with reference to the newly thatched ’bhﬁn;-gh{rr
that Buddha-Ghosha evidently used the term ‘suvarna banga grha wlplc
explaining the ‘Ardha Yoga house meant for the occupation of Buddhist

monks.

The classical period
The classical period of the history of anci_ent Kamariipa commenced
by the middle of the 4th century A.D. with the reign of_the Varman dynasty
(350-654 A.p.). Apart from a few copper-plates of Bhas]fara Varman (5?1?.)-
650), the only other dependable records of archaeo](.)glcal value o\f/ t 15
dynasty are—the Umacal Rock inscriptioni near Gauhati of Surendra Varma
2
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10 THE HERITAGE OF ASSAM
(alias Mahendra Varmﬁ—480_-500_) and the r_uins f’f a temple with a rock
inscription at Baragangd, Mikir Hills, of Mahabhuti Varman (520-560). The
Jatter site contains a few specimens ‘_’f S?UIPEUICS O_f excellent workmanship
and the general layout of the temple is also fairly undisturbed though
architectural specimens have been ruffled. After the Varmans the $alstambhy
dynasty (otherwise known as the Mleccha dynasty) ruled in Assam (655-985)
and they were great builders. All the buildings are in ruins. The next
dynasty was the Bhauma Pala (985-1130). They too were great builders.
Except for one temple which is somehow standing up even to this day on
the Siddheéwari hillock at Sualkuchi in the Kamartipa district all other
buildings are buried under ruins.

The plan

From what has been gathered so far from the sites of old temples
whether in ruins or in sites, some of the tempies of later times having been
: apparently constructed on ancient
‘plinths, it appears that the general
lay-out of temples by the Kamarlpi
architect consisted of : —

(I) Gateway situated at some
distance from the main temple on the
approach road, (2) Mandapa or Nat-
mandir (Assembly hall), (3) Go-puram
or Entrance chamber and (4) Garbha-
grha or the sanctum-sanctorum.

In some minor temples only
one deity was housed and the struc-
ture consisted only of the garbha-grha
with an enclosed yard in front of it.
In other cases every temple was pro-
vided with accommodation for four
other deities apart from the main
deity, making the panca-devata parn-
theon. While the main deity WS
housed in the main garbha-grha, the
four companions were housed 10
small temples constructed as annexures
in the four corners of the main tem}?]e-
In some cases as at Rajbari-Yogi)a?
at Hojai and at Mikir-Ati 162
Doboka, Nowgong, the four com
GRoUN P anion deities were housed in separat®

UND pLay temples constructed in four corners ©
the yard of the main temple.
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inmost sanctuary with its usually square plan—‘caturasra’ had the main
shrine or vimana, the sky-scraping chariot constructed over it with ‘sikharas’
of various designs. The square
plan appears to have -been based
on the Srshti Cakra or the Sii-
cakra of the Sakti-cult—a com-
bination of nine triangles—four
pointing upwards and five point-
ing downwards with a common
centre of gravity. Corners  and
sides were worked out from this
Sri-cakra. It may be noted here
by the way that even in the 16th
century A.D. the whole Vijaya-
nagara city in the Deccan was
laid out on the plan of the Sri-
Cakra.

Super structure

The Vimana or the sky-
scraper is the general structure
over the sanctum-sanctorum or the recess of the god’s habitation. This is com-
pared to the cave or guha of the human heart, the seat of citi or consciousness
or of prana, the vital energy which is both the breath and the dynanism of the
cosmos. From the conception of the seat of the citi, the Buddhist used the
term Caitya for the sanctum sanctorum. The Vimana is therefore considered
to be a chariot in which the soul is the master, the body is the chariot, the
intelligence is the driver and the mind is the rein—

DETAILS OF CORNERS

“Jtmanam rathinam viddhi Sariraih ratham eve tu,
Buddhi tu sarathimm viddhi manah pragrahameva ca.”
(Katha Upanishad—1-3. 3)...

The vimana therefore being a replica of the human body has its pada
(leg), jangha (thigh, waist), kandha (neck) and the Sikhara (the peak-crown).
The last item ie. the Sikhara is the main structure round which all the
architectural craftsmanship were concentrated by architects according to
their ideas and conceptions with local variations—and thus different types
of temples derived their architectural nomenclature.

Of the various types, three are the most important : (1) Nagara—-
the North India type, a square base, $uka-nasa (bird-beak), sikhara with a
tower gradually inclining inwards in a convex curve ji.e. a curvilinear tower
finishing to a point or apex which is covered up with an amaloka (the well
known fruit) over which is placed a kalasa (pitcher). On the top of the
kalasa is placed the metallic insignia peculiar to the god or the goddess i.e.
a trisula or a cakra.

(2) Vesara—The South Vindhya type, usually from the south _and
of the Vindhya upto the bank of the Krshna river ; circular, ellipsoidal,

e
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-dal or square base with invariably a round circular dome as the Sikharq.
apsida actually means a nose-ornament of % rds. moon-pattern.
Vesara Indian style—hexagonal, octagonal—regular of

(3) Dravid((———south 3
elongated, or square base with generally octagonal and occasionally hexa-
’o) ’

gonal Sikhara. The Sikhara has a pyra_midal eleyation consisting of a mulfj-
plication of storey after storey, cach with a replica of the sanctum-cella ang
s]jghtly reduced in extent than the one belo“i. The tower docf not necessarily
finish to a point to be covered up with an amaloka as in Nagﬂ"'f_l or Vesarg,
but remains wide open with a rounded-top garret called the stupika, stupi or
topi, i.e., the crowning element like a turban or pugree.

As stated above, the superstructure of none of the ancient temples of
the classical period of Assam is standing up except only one of the Pala
period. It is therefore not possible to judge exactly what was the common
style that was adopted by the Kamartipi architects, except from whatever
facsimilaes of the Sikharas have been carved out in some of the architraves
and bresummers of temple buildings.

The kings of the §alastambha dynasty with their capital at Harup-
peswara at modern Tezpur were as stated above, great builders. A frieze of
a temple at Gharpura-chupari near the Tezpur town contains facsimilaes of
three §ikharas carved in bold relief. They are clearly of the Vesara type.

King Harsha Deva (730-750) contacted friendship with the king of
Nepal by giving his daughter in marriage with the latter. The next king Vala-
Yama—(750.765) offered his daughter Amrt-prabha in marriage with the
king of Kashmir. The Kashmir king requisitioned the services of a Buddhist
saint Stuna. Pa 'from Kamariipa capital to teach Buddhist rites to his subjects
:‘S;f’nellv:gdmo;f;be.tanl borders within Kashmir. Evidently there was a Buddhist

Twemygsl;:f::onrllﬂnear about Tezpur in those days. 3
Al e T elis west of the modefn Teszr town a_nd‘about Sl_
iy e ¢ Assam Trunk Road is t.he Nij-Barchola village conﬁ
contains three dimer?s?entdcny. z op e pitee, huge ston_e archltrﬂ]\’f
Nepali temple paty oned bold reliefs of three Buddhist Cuaifyas of the

pattern, three Bodhi and two Nyagrodha trees. The Bodht
ype.

attained the light under Z ‘;VOI' the Bo-tree, his predecessor Buddha .K'clS’)_/z‘l;ﬂ
(because of the I00ts growi Yyagrodha tree. The Nygrodha or the Nicd-34 o
9gaiN growing yp g e llnf out of branches going down to the earth :lof
People who were gpposed ke the mother-tree) tree was sacred to @ €€ -
they were knowp g the L Yed_‘c rituals in the early Vedic pel_‘IOd aor

Magadha (North Bih N?lca'quh‘“” with a stronghold in Kikatd

T "a0—(Vide Rig Veda TI1-53.14
© NeXt dynasty that 1y e . Bhaum?
Pfitlas (1000-113¢ K tuled over ancient Kamariipa were the Bha i
0;\ l\afi?arried With Durlab‘;ﬁm; R.atna Fala, the Great, had his son Pu,r-ag'gzm
and aﬂ.’ha of South India, prmc_ess of the Dok ey e tors
archltects f . The Palas brought a large number of S(':L;lpsky‘
th

rom So . 2
uth India ang literally littered the kingdom Wi
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scraping temples and palaces the pinnacles of which flashed with ihe
ambrosia-emitting smiles of beautiful damsels—

“Samada sundarismita sudha-dhavalita saudha-$ikhara
sahasran”,
(Ratna Pala’s Bargaon Copper plate, para. 16).

In the outskirt of the Sualkuchi village on the north bank of the
Brahmaputra about 18 miles to the west of the Gauhati town stands the
Siddheswari temple on the top of a fairly high hillock, commanding a clear
view of the whole surrounding country with the mighty Brahmaputra mean-
dering through it. The main temple is constructed of old style bricks with
intermediate stone architraves and chaukats, The temple has somehow
survived the onslaught of time and earthquakes and though neglected and
covered up with vegetation growth is standing somehow still to this day,
exhibiting its ancient architectural beauty.

The Sikhara consists of a dome with the Vesara background, the top
has no a@maloka but is finished with a finial which is very much like a
miniature stupi of the Dravida school. The two images placed in front of
the maindoor having been displaced from their original positions—the onc
of Mahisha mardini with a rounded stele, and the other of Suryya with a
conical stele are cvidently specimens of South Indian sculpture. The hair-
knots of Siiryya’s consorts Chaya and Samjia are definitely of the Dravidian
pattern.

The capital of the Palas was at Durjaya Nagara very likely at Rajbari
near Yogijan in Hojai, Nowgong District where the extensive ruins of vast
temples—one main and four subsidiary with an imposing gate house on the
bank of the Yogijan lake, clearly testify to its ancient glory. The main
kalasa of the main temple with some specimens of architectural floral
designs is still lying scattered about.

The whole of the Kapili and the Yamuna river valleys of the Now-
gong District as has been stated above were littered with temples as
testified by finds of a large number of ancient sites, with innumerable
ruins. Two architraves found amongst the ruins of the ancient shrine at
Kawai mari village on the south bank of the Yamuna river, depicts Six
§ilkharas with fluted faces of the Nagara type. Similarly, a frieze at
Mahideogal near Dharamtul on the north bank of the Kapili river has fac-
similaes of five temples with Nagara Sikharas. The frieze at Akasi-Ganga
near Parokhoa on the north bank of the Yamuna river depicts fac-similaes

of two temples of the same pattern.

The Koch Period

The shrine of the Great Mother Kamakhya on the top of the Nilacala
hillock about 2% miles west of the Gauhati town on the south bank of the
Brahmaputra river, is rich with hoary traditions. ‘In Ccipper p_late grants of
the classical period, the goddess has been named ‘Maha Gauri ; an except
for the find of the Sth century rock inscription of Surendra Varma, alluded

e
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14 THE HERITAGE OF ASSAM
bove, in the Umacala Aérama on the castern slope of the Nilacala hill,

to above, finds of ancient architecture is available. Only a few stone slabs
of pﬁrs‘vradevatés now embedded in the pane.]s of the present structure are
pelieved to have been recovered from old ruins as some of .them are exact
replicas of similar images found in other an.c1ent sites, ascribed, according
ion embedded in the inner wall of the temple to

to a stone inscripil : npl
Sukladhwaja, the brother and general of the Koch king Nara-Narayana

(1540-1587) in 1565 A.D. : d

The general lay-out of the temple follows the ancient Kamaripi
style : the plan conforms to the Sri-Cakra and from the outer end there are
respectively the Nat-madir or Mandapa, the Gopuram and the Garbha-
Grha. Each one of them has a Sikhara raised on itsetop.

The illustration (Plate No. I—fig. 1) shows the general view of the
temple with all its adjuncts. The slanting roof with a rounded-off cave in
front is a subsequent addition on the side door approaching the Gopuram.

It also gives a clear view of the main sikhara dome on the top of
the grablha-grha, with Srngas or peaks grouped in the lower courses of the
Sikhara, each in continuation of a buttress or off-set of the perpendicular
wall of the prasada. These miniature Sikharas are known as ‘Tilakas—
devotional nose-paint marks.

The question arises—of what type is this Sikhara of the Kamakhya
temple ? It is neither Nagara nor Vesara, but evidently a combination of
bqth. Apparently it has the Siddheswari temple of the Pila period (des-
cribed above) as the model though a local variation has been made by
lengthening its height. It any nomenclature is at all necessary, it must be
called the ‘Nilacala type.

e ﬁn (& (()). oddess Tara, designed and constructed in the

U s tngli]g gate on the apprqach .rozfd to the _temple.
Brahmapuira river cast of 51 e 1211 the P_eac.ock 1§1and in the {mdst of the
sort of Maha Gaurt and is ae da_makhya hlllocl< is sacred to Siva, the con-
however, has a $ikhara of d?ffa bR dkamakiyaishine, The rerh L
vertical flutes. It is belj erent type more or less cupolic in form with

clieved that the old temple having had collapsed due

to earthquake, the pre
later period—ip 16]9)4 iegt femple was constructed by an Ahom King of the

no othe:

S West of Gauhati. Some ancient sculptures

to the fact that iy ver cound in other parts of Assam clearly testify
Y ancient time there had been several jmportant

temples in this ar
=5 ca, i .
Rai’s architect followe?lng, e YeIy site of the present temple. Raght
al}d its adjuncts, byt the ;Ifame Principle of general lay-out of the temple
ikhara is of ap absolutely different type With

& 10 an apex point (Plate IT—fig. 3).

ng similarity with those
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The Ahom period

After the Koches, the Ahoms who gained mastery over the eastern
portion of the ancient Kamaripa empire were the greatest builders in
Assam. Though originally hailing from northern Shan States with ancient
culture of their own the Ahom kings later on embraced Hinduism of the
Sakta cult with a zeal that prompted them to devote a good portion of their
revenue to construction of temples in honour of $iva and Durga.

Plate No. II—fig. 5 shows the great Sib-dole temple at Sibsagar
town on the bank of the great Sibsagar tank with the main temple
Gopuram, the Mandapa and the gate, The Sikhara is a modified
Nagara, the Suka nasa ,curvilinear faces, however, are fluted with vertical
lines, The, main §ikhara is surrounded by fac-similaes of the main $ikhara
hugging the chest in its lap in quarter half and three quarter depths. This
kind of hugging Sikharas is called ‘Uramanjari’ (Ura lap, chest ; manjari—
spring of corn or flower as in the fulasi plant). This is a common feature
of temples in Northern India and Bengal.

The Devi-dole temple at Gauri Sagara in the Sibsagar District, shows
the tilakas and a clear view of the Gopuram with the Bangagrha roof with
bricks.

The top of the temples, however, does not contain the familiar
‘@maloka’ in the standard pattern, instead a tier of gold-plated ‘kalasas’ in
gradually diminishing sizes is placed on a solid circular base made of bricks.

The Devi temple on the bank of the Joysagara tank is of the same
pattern as the Sibdole temple.

Some specimens of Ahom palaces and court buildings, all constructed
with bricks are still standing up apd each one of them is a style in itself with
architectural designs peculiar only to Assam.

Fig. No. 9 in Plate No. 1V is the Talatalighar’, the underground
cellar palace of the Ahom King at Rangpur, three miles west of the Sibsagar
town.

Another palace is the four-storeyed ‘Kareng-ghar’ (or the royal
palace) at Gargaon near Nazira about 9 miles to the south east of the
Sibsagar town. (Plate TV—fig. 8).

The two-storeyed ‘Rang-ghar’ or the pavilion stadium in the parade
ground at Rangpur is also worth notice (Plate No. I1I—fig. 7).

All the above buildings were constructed between 1700 to 1750 A.D.

About the same time the Kachari king at Khaspur who came in
contact with the Ahom Court improved the architecture in his capital and
perhaps with the help of masons of Rajputana side constructed the ‘Snan
mandir’ or the bathing temple for the deity, in the Aihola pattern with a
Vesara dome adorned with $ajyas (chajja) i.e. cornices all round the dome
(Plate No. I1I—fig. 4) :

The Muhammedans who gained mastery over the western part of
Assam since 1594 to 1654 A.D. inspite of frequent troubles and political



THE HERITAGE OF ASSAM
16
meet with in the hands of the Ahom kings of
ue and a town at Rangamati in the Dhubri gyp.
) the north bank of the Brahmaputra,

reverses that they had t(;q
ilt a mo
Upper Assam bul ue 4
di[\jip;ion of the Goalpara District oI 5 l
Plate No. III—fig 6 shows the mosque at Rangamati ascribed tq
ate No. g. :

Hussain Shah—1594 A.D.

The Satra School

“satra”’, the Vedic word meanin_g an institulion} for pf:rpetual dis-
semination of holy thoughts and teachmgs‘has been in u.se m AS.Sam at
Jeast from the 16th century A.D., being.apphed to the centres of Vaishnava
teachings. The headquarters of the Val$lmava' gurigs were known as Satras.
These Satras inspite of various political turmoils that the country had been

e

TIMBER ROOF FRAME OF KIRTAN GHAR, KAMALABARI SATRA

from time to time

subjected to, managed t i traditional culture of
Fhe country in their g o retain the

A precincts. The country having had lost good craftsm?nslnp

bambooes :;c:irkt,h tth ;-Smm artists took to indigeous products—the timber:
a 1 . - - .

architecture. ching grass to give vent to their ingenuity in sculpture a0

The sanctum
: sanctory
ghar', and also the 4y, ,

with two curved roof;
torum was Construct
Was a very commod

; as has been stated above was called the ‘BA@""
anikuta’. This was constructed as a separate house either
> or with four flat roofs, In front of the sanctum Sarc”
.ed a l_)ig mandapa known as the ‘Kirtana ghar’ Thl:
With wide verandah U building 50 to 109 ft. wide and 100 to 200 ft. 10;12
hug $0n two sideg paralle] to the length. The roof of th

2¢ Kfrtana-g]m
. T was _ : amc
Which waq T Covered with thatching grass on bamboo roof fr

o p 0 £ 5 9
Artistic desjgy Thig " & timber queen trygs constructed with timb

n ¢j uge : 4
1 Circumference p]acedgatt;uzsisgisc Supported on timber pillars 9 ©
£

12 ft.
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The two roofs were of the docala pattern but the front of the house
was provided with a rounded slanting roof of the same pattern as the vesti-
bule in front of the Gopuram of the Kamakhya temple. The ridge of both
the Kirtana-ghar and the Manikuta or the Bhanj-ghar was invariably
finished with a round-roofed garret over it called the stupi or the tupi. In
design and nomenclature the influence of the Dravidian architecture is
clear.

In front of the Kirtana-ghar a few hundred feet away from it and its
approach road was constructed the ‘Bar cora’ or the gate house invariably
a two roofed small building without any walls.

o
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The Sculpture of Assam
By

P. D. CHAUDHURY, M.A., B.L.
CURATOR, ASSAM STATE MUSUEM, GAUHATI.

MATERIALS on which a discussion about Assam sculpture may be based,
with some degree of confidence, are meagre. Despite this deficiency, a
study of the plastic art of Assam is not altogether out of question. There
are valuable references and authentic evidences as to the existence of
sculptural and architectural activities in Assam long before her invasion by
the Ahoms in the middle of the 13th century of the Christian era.

Assam sculpture falls into the category of the fourth school accord-
ing to Gopinath Rao, who says : “Viewing broadly the conditions and
characteristics of Hindu sculpure, it may well be said that there are four
different schools representing four different regions of India... The fourth
school', which resembles closely to the third in respect of ornamentation and
grouping, i; chiefly represented by the sculptures of Bengal, Assam and
Orissa. It is at once recognised by the human figures therein, possessing

ro'und. faces, in which are set two oblique eyes, a broad forehead, a pair of
thin lips and a small chin”

volumeta?f Strl?: }j\ 1?1 Baﬂefjee, while compiling one of the most valuab}e
Satonll R TV FICSaeologlcal. Survey of India, namely ‘Eastern India
e g C;ar\fa culpture, mclu.ded almost all the important specimens
not refer to a sinlslsa art of the period concerned but unfortunately he did
of them richly defee Sgeclmen of Assam sculptures though at least a few
monumental work wg - refer«?nce from his learned pen in the aforesaiq
Archaeological Surve Chfolars like XK. N. Dikshit, Director General Of
some of the Assa sy of India (now deceased) have highly appreciated
M Sculptures belonging to the period under reference.
Early period

The finest and the oldest S

in Assam g the te

mple stone
of l?arrang (Central Assam) e
early Gupta Schools of sculp.tu

Pecimen of sculptural or iconoplastic art
or-frame at Dah-Parvatia, in the district
Its carving is characteristic of the style of
stand with garjangs in re. The two goddesses, Ganga and Jamund,
door jambs are decorated v 0 artistic pose and clegant posture. The
Sense of proportion, (he Wit beautiful ornamenta] foliage. The artists
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has been well observed by late K. L. Barooah, author of the Early History
of Kamariipa, that the temple must have been built in the fifth or sixth
century A.D, by a predecessor of Bhaskaravarman, the most powerful
Kshatriya king of ancient Kamariipa of the 7th century—a contemporary
and worthy ally of the celebrated Harsavardhana, the emperor of mid-India.

The other relics of historical importance and artistic beauty, dis-
covered in the Darrang district, namely the Bamuni hill ruins, the sculptural
remains now lying in the Cole Park and the Missionary compound have
been described at length by scholars in the respective reports of Archaeo-
logical Survey. These remains have been dated back to the 9th-10th
century A.D. Of these finds, the highly striking specimens are the two
massive ornamented storre pillars now adorning the gate of the Missionary
compound at Tezpur, Darrang District.

“The most remarkable sculptures of the first group are two shafts
of pillars. . . . The shaft of one of these pillars is sixteen-sided, the upper
end being ornamented with a broad band having ‘Kirtimukhas® at the top
and the lower with dentils. Over this band the shaft is round and appears
to be lathe—turned like the upper parts of the Western Chalukyan Columns
of the Bombay Presidency.”—R. D, Banerjee.

At Gauhati and its neighbourhood carved images have been found
in abundance. The huge rock-cut Vishnu Group at Sukreswar, the
Anantasayi Vishnu at Asvaklanta on the north bank of the Brahmaputra,
the rock-cut figures near the Gauhati Water Works and in the Urvasi
island depict the masterly skill of the sculptor. Besides, the sand-stone
Natardja Siva, the Nrittyarata Ganapati, the black stone images of Vishnu,
Brahma, Indra of the 10th-11th century A.D., the metal images of Vishnu
and Durga, now preserved in the State Museum at Gauhati are but few
examples of fine specimens of Assamese iconoplastic art so far unearthed
in this eastern-most State.

At the Kamakhya hill located at the distance of about three miles
from the town of Gauhati—a well known Mahatirtha—a good number of
sculptures of archaeological interest, dating from the 8th to the 17th century
AD. have been found. A few of them have been preserved under the pro-
visions of the Ancient Monuments Act. A special reference may bc made
to the stone gateway that dates back to the time of Naranarayana, the
famous Koch King of the 16th century A.D., the rebuilder of the temple of
Mother Goddess Kamakhya. The doorway has a pointed arch and thc
wall surface is decorated in places with lotus medallions and heraldic
looking lions on either side of the gate. _ N

At Nowgong district (Central Assam) espe.clally on the Davak_a side,
ruins of the 10th-11th century A.D., have been dilscovered and described at
length by Sri T. N. Ramachandran, (Ex. Joint Dlrector.General of Archago-
logy in India) in the annual report of the Archa(io_loglcal Survey of India,
1936-37. Of the Davaka finds the image of Umalm_gana-mum appears fo
be the most artistic and this neatly carved image is now decorating the

State Museum of Assam.
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ruins in the Sibsagar district (Upper Assam)
described by the same scholar in _the same Ieport deser}ze mentﬁion in this
connection. The ruins are of a Siva Temple dated back to the 10th-1¥th
century AD, A few of the finds have been removed to the museumn of which
the most striking one is the frieze with a row of busts with hands ho!ding
lotuses, tiara on the head, a big ‘tilaka’ mark on the 'forehead gml _w1th a
sweet smile in the face. “No visitor can go back without falling in love
with these smiling faces”, said late Dr. Benimadhab Barua.

Another sculpture found in the same district and now preserved in
the Museum is the famous Deopani Vishnu image bearing an inscription in
corrupt Sanskrit verse. The contents of the inscription have been brought
to light by late Rao Bahadur K. N. Dikshit, who attributed it to the 9th
century A.D. on palacographical grounds by correcting Dr. Bloch’s estimate
of date.

A collection of huge stone images was long lying in the premises of
the Sub-Divisional Officer of Sibsagar, Upper Assam. They have been
assigned to the tenth-eleventh century A.D. Only a few years ago, these
valuable sculptures have been removed to Gauhati at a considerable cost
and the images of Gaja-lakshmi, Varahavatira, Kamadeva, Saraswati and
S0 on are now adorning the Assam State Museum. These images are
b'el.JcYed to be the remains of a Vishnu temple which possibly existed in the
vicinity of their find-place. This ancient Vaisnava temple was, in all likeli-
iqc;gt::::ttjii Ez thgt Kﬁlt]narﬁpa Kings of the tenth or eleventh century. 1t
Kings cxerc?sf:d ﬂI:ﬁ: rtl Iat even till the eleventh century the Kamariipa
Valley. “The affinities o? ZS g e crnost e of oS A R
schools of Bihar and Orissa tfnsames'e prlpons oo fo lie more vl
This is not unnatural as of than T 2 ntemporary Pala art of Bengal.
B © streams of influence that have moulded the

: ssam, the strongest current has always been f North Bihar
and Mid-India.”"— K. N. Dikshit. s Lot
at present which can be relesated tt ex;x alesof ter_racotta plaqucs,. knodts
at Dah-Parbatia, in the Darrano d(') the Gupta period were found in 1926

i & district of Assam. They show the nice

The Numaligarh

Sadiya (NEFA), which ¢ Dr. T. Bloch in Bhismaknagar, neat
common in medigeya] Ia‘:le- been described in type as ‘Indian and only to0

: _ ndian Art’, but ‘peculiar’ in design. Of the lat®
of interesting terracotta plaques have beet
Assam State Museum. The d OWer Assam) and now preserved in the
figure of the fighting byl 2heing and hunting scene and also the lively
b.e assigned to the 17tp ce nSttand ut most prominently. These plaques may
district) are also of UTY AD. Ruins at Sree Stiryya Pahar (Goalpar?

arc -
number of rock-cyt ﬁgurlg:esflo‘sf.aij interest. The site contains a 800
deserve special mentjon, They nlfy ;he images of Durga, Siva and Manasd

¢ dated back to 9th-10th century, A-D:
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The kingdom of Pragjyotisha was quite close to Uttara Kosala and
Magadha, where Buddhist influences reigned supreme. It is surprising that
Pragjyotisha or ancient Kamaripa was free from such influences, yet it
was something like a paradox. Yuan-Chwang said that in the seventh
century the people of Kamarupa worshipped the ‘Devas’ and did not believe
in Buddhism. Briefly speaking, there were a few Buddhists in ancient
Kamariipa, who were respected by the king and Buddhism did actually
exist in the country but did not flourish to a wide extent. This is evident
and borne out by the fact that there are only a few specimens of Buddhist
sculpture so far discovered in Assam.

Ahom period G

Plastic art in Assam degenerated to a considerable extent during
the Ahom period that ranges from the 13th century till the advent of the
British rule. Why? It is evident that art lacked royal support and
sympathy until the Ahom rulers turned full-fledged Hindu converts. In
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when the Ahom kings wanted io
build or rebuild Hindu temples, the Assamese sculptors of the time could
hardly do their jobs with credit. The result was that the sculptures carved
out were not on a par with those of the early period. The fine images
mounted on some of the Ahom temples, were stated to have been recovered
from old ruins of the pre-Ahom period.

The specimens of sculptural and architectural skill of Ahom period
are to be found in abundance in Sibsagar (Upper Assam) where they had
their capital for a long time. The Ahoms ruled successfully in Assam for
about six hundred years.

In the seventeenth-eighteenth centuries they erected palaces and lofty
emples which attract the attention of an archaeologist and quite a few of
them have now been protected by the Archaeogical Department under the
provisions of the Ancient Monuments Preservation Act. The palaces are
well decorated and the walls of the temples are inset with icons of various
denominations. The lofty and the magnificent temples erected by the Ahom
rulers, though seen in profusion in the district of Sibsagar, also exist in
small numbers in other parts of the State. Clay models of
such architecture, such as of Kamakhya temple, Kareng-ghar (palace)
Rang-ghar (amphitheatre), Siva Déle (Siva temple) and so on have been
preserved in the Museum. : TP

Archaeological exploration or excavation of systematic and _smennhc
nature has not yet been undertaken in Assam. The present collection con-
sists of what may be called chance-finds from the upper stratum ?f the
earth and from tanks, ponds, pools, ditches and so on. ,I.Even then, 1't may
be safely concluded that sculptural or plastic art of skill and merit was

not unknown in the carly history of Assam.
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Kamarupi Systems of Ayurveda,
Astrology and Almanac

By
P. C. CHOUDHURY, MA., PH.D. (Lond.)
DY. DIRECTOR OF HISTORICAL & ANTIQUARIAN STUDIES IN ASSAM.

KAMARUPA is to the students of Indian culture not merely a geographical
expression or a political unit but has also been a spiritual and living entity ;
many Brahmanical works, the Puranas and the Tantras bear eloquent
testimony to this historical fact. Its cultura] pattern has been moulded in
a way that has given it a stamp of independent character, though it is to
be admitfed that in the evelution and development of all cultural aspects,
Kamariipa maintained close connection with the general Indian trends.
This could be possible because there has been frequent flow of cultural
ideas from one part of the country to the other; geographical frontiers of
Kamariipa stretched far beyond the present limits of Assam almost in all
directions, particularly towards the west, and scholars, due in a large
measure to the patronage of the pre-Ahom and Ahom rulers, visited and
Semﬁfi permanently in the land and helped in the diffusion of India’s
traditional lore among the people, whether Aryan or non-Aryan, Hindus
N T (o e ural fields thro.u_ghou't the centuries, and
old manuscript treasure wriEten e of the foreign visitors and wealth of

) In both Assamese and Sanskrit languages.
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commentators of the Arthasastra refer to Kamartipa in connection with
many industrial products—hailed from eastern India or probably from
Kamarupa.—(J.4A.R.S., VII, 83-86). Visakhadatta, the writer of the
Madraraksasa, who was patronised by the Kamartipa ruler Avantivarman,
is said to have belonged to Kamartipa.—(J. C. Ghosh, J.P.A.S.B., XXVI,
241-45). Abhinavagupta, a Buddhist scholar of the 9th century A.D.
belonged to Kamaripa, and it was undoubtedly because of the reputation
of the land that Sankaracaryya came here to engage with him in a religious
controversy.—(C. N. K. Aiyar, Sri Sankaracaryya—His Life And Times, 56).
Kumarila Bhatta, another noted Brahmana scholar, may have belonged to
Kamartipa. —({bid, 26), Most of the Tantrik-Buddhist siddhas including
Minanatha hailed from Kamartpa, and they were largely responsible for
cstablishing close contact with Tibet, Nepal, Gauda, Orissa and other parts
of India. Scholars from Kamaripa were equally honoured by the con-
temporary rulers. The name of a Brihmana, Visnusomacaryya from
Srngatikagrahara of the Kamariipa visaya occurs in the grant of the Ganga
king Anantavarman of Kalinga (A.D, 922). Among the twenty-six donees,
to whom the Paramara king Vakpatiraja donated lands, some were from
Kamartpa.—(E.I.,, XXIII, 109). It is evident, therefore, that there has been
frequent exchange of learned men between the neighbouring kingdoms, and
with the expansion of the political sway of Kamartupa, at least a large
portions of Eastern India came under the cultural influence of this land.
—(N. N. Vasu, Social History of Kamariipa, 111, 13f). This accounts for
the cultural progress obtaining in the land which must have drawn the
attention of scholars from all over India. Our treatment of the subject of
cultural heritage will, however, be confined to a few aspects.

Both epigraphy and literary evidence prove that vidya and kala were
studied by the people, provisions for which were made in the curriculum of
studies at the gurugrhas and the tolas. Vidya includes the four Vedas, the
upa-Vedas, including the Ayurveda, the Vedangas, including different
branches of jyotisa, etc. In ancient India the beginning of the science of
Ayurveda goes back to antiquity. In the Atharvaveda and the Kausitak:
Siitra, for instance, we find mention of medicinal herbs and of the art of
healing. The Buddhist works mention topics concerning medicine. Patan-
jali speaks of the Vaidyaka. There are references to the study of the science
in many Brahmanical treatises. The earliest references to a written work
is the Sarihita, ascribed to Caraka, who, according to traditions, was the
physician at the court of the Kusana king Kaniska. The next important
treatise is that of Susruta, and certain Nagarjuna is said to have worked
over Suéruta’s treatise. We are concerned with one Nagarjuna, but we have
in Indian traditions more than one Nagarjuna, and their dates have not
been satisfactorily established. Indian, Chinese and Tibetan sources seem
to have mixed up traditions with genuine history and do not appe_ar_ to
have distinguished between Nagarjuna, the propounder of the Mahayana
doctrine with Nagarjuna, the famous alchemist and‘ also a .Tz}n_tnk sz(_ldha.
According to Weber, Nagarjuna who revised the Susruta Samhita, flourished
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istory dian Literature, 287).
during the second century B.Cc—(Histor )_O_f .1” i ). a8
> Nagarjuna, the originator of the
known from historical sources, ON€ )]

A; Ihvamika doctrine and the author of the two noted works, the Madhya-
adityanik : (= :
o and the Sulirillekha, was the contemporary of the Kusana king
Kaniska—(The Age of Imperial Unity, 144-47). According to a tradition,
recorded in the accounts of Yuan Chwang and’conﬁrn.led by I-Tsing,
another Nagarjuna lived in a monastery built by ASOk_a= lying to the south
of the capital city of Daksina Kogala, ruled by a Satavahana ruler, who was
probably Yajiiasri $atakarni whose dates fall in the second cfcmury A.D.
The Mahayanist Nagarjuna, according to a prophecy recorded in Buddhist
literature, was born some 400 years after the mahdparinirvana of the
Buddha, and if this event took place in 433 B.C., the period of activities of
the former is to be ascribed to the first century. This Nagarjuna was born at
Vidarbha and became for sometime the head of the Buddhist sangha at

the University of Nalanda.

Besides these, there was definitely another Nagarjuna, a Tantrik siddha
and an alchemist, whose name is associated with Kamarfipa. According
to the Tibetan work Pag Som Zon Zang, Saraha or Rahula was born at
Saraha was a Stdra from Kamariipa.—(J.P.4.S.B. (NS), XXVI, 133-41). He
is said .lo have conver_ted one Ratnapala, a Kamariipa ruler, and both of
them might have flourished towards the end of the tenth or the beginning
of the “Ele_"e.mh century AD. His disciple, probably a native of Kamarupa,
gas _zagarjuna, mentioned by Alberuni who states that the former
t‘:uns_ ;d about one hundred years before his time, He is associated with

o a rava q 5 . .
Mah;g;n;“’;‘_’;ﬁ(’ﬂi }for Vajrayana and the other for Ekajata, identified with
sl » Whose cult is said to have been recovered by Nagarjuna

1bet.—(Sadhanamala, 193f). His important Tantrik k is the

B()OddhfcfnpaviVarnana._(l) C Ba h 1 wor 1
5L 17 (e i - . bagehi, LH.Q., VII, 1-16, 740-41). M. M.

H. P. ound the manuscript of a medical ise i §
in Nepal. The work, with al treatise, entitled Yogsataka
Nagarjuna, and his n;medies z?:eethkundred [iagioons, 15 attribuladig
village medicinemen of Assam Inaﬂen 8 efficacious even today by the
i le Kamartpi Ayurvedic pharmacopocia

pECIﬁC i i

King Dharmapila of
the 11th-12¢
the grant was composed b b century Ap, and it i significant that

Sasanavalr, 146f). Like the idya Prasthanakalasa.—(Kamarip®

fessional class rather 1 present day ojahs, the word ol o B T

e e mame, o in Bengal. Records of other
j exi ; sal. ()

Vaidyas as early as the g 2 stence and important position held by the

XVIIL, 291-309; 7.4, 1839, 575 Th ;\f} not earlier—(E.7., VII, 317-21 ;
A : L e

y the vqg
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Purana quoted by Apararka, states that Bhisaka or Bhisaja lived by
surgery and attended upon patients. We have ample evidence to show that
during the Ahom rule there were separate departments under trained officers
and physicians to look after and prescribe indigenous medicine for patients,
both human beings and animals. The practice of Ayurvedic treatment is also
substantiated by the extant manuscripts on the subject, some of which have
now been preserved at the Department of Historical & Antiquarian Studies
at Gauhati. The science of Ayurveda, it may be stated, is based on what
is known as tridosa—vata, pitta and kapha, and these trio are taken as the
sole supporter of the entire body. Their physiological and pathological
conditions are the root cause of existence or dissolution of the body ; when
they are normal, the bod'y is alright, and when abnormal, diseases appear.
Physicians are, therefore, advised to recognise the actual state of these
dosas :

(dosah punastraya vata, pitta, Slesmanah[te prakrti bhitah Sariro-
pakarakah bhavanti vikrtimapanastu khalu nanavikaraih ~ Sariramupata-
payanti|)—Caraka, 1-5.

It may be true that Kamartipa did not produce men like Caraka and
Suéruta, but at least some of the existing manuscripts are found to have
been based on their Sarihitas. These are the Ayurveda Sastra and the
voluminous Vaidya Saroddhara in Sanskrit language and Assamese script
with 121 folios, composed by one Jagannatha Sarma. On pz}laeogmphic
grounds both the manuscripts may be ascribed to a fairly early period.
Here we have detailed discussion on the Ayurvedic treatment with particular
references to the tridosas, and hence these treatises may be taken as scienti-
fically composed works on Ayurveda. Another valuable Sanskrit work is the
Cikitsa Sarnhita with 19 folios by $ri Damodara. It begins with an invoca-
tion to §ri Krsna and Siva and deals with the #ridosa. The Vaidyavati, an
Assamese work on Ayurveda with 27 folios deals with the various symtoms
of fever and prescribes medicinal herbs for treatment. The work begins
with an invocation to $ri Krsna and Dhanantari. It describes the treatment
of ordinary fever as follows :—

ohame, save ga dukhai, ga pode, ga tapat.

jvarara laksana—ga nag : :
(Symtoms of fever :—no perspiration, pain all over the body, it burns and

there is temperature).
Advice :—Do not: take anything for 8 days'. da Vi
Medicine prescribed - mdnimuni, virin@ .s‘tpa: lal cm_vzdmza,'cztamular
and ada, all these are to be pasted in equal proportions, mixed with water
é aken in two folas a dose. A :
3 thi;\l/etohz?\?etiome other manuscripts on indigenous- m_edlcm'e, viz, ;h—e
Cikitsa Grantha in Assamese with 13 folio§ a_nd the Vyadht'_G.u:va K:g e:;;.
Another important medical work is the Qiszsa I\/{ar:tra _’{annadz gl sgsa e
with 21 folios. The treatise begins with an invocation to Ganesa

Dhanantari and describes symtoms
boils, efc., and prescribes medicinal 1

4

1erbs for these diseases.

of different kinds of tumour, carbuncle, .
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nection with the Ayurvedic treatment in
Assam that this science and the healing mamra_s have been _C(i)n'mdercd as
. ceparable, or that in spite of the exlensive usc of medicinal herbs,
o LT e ents is believed to have been done by
major part of the healing of patients 9o a0 1eial
incantations, a reference to which is found to have been made at least in
some works. The origin of this idea may, however, be traced back to many
early texts, and the intimate connection bet-ween the two—the herbs .and
the healing mantras have been so ingrained in our na.ture that the _patlents
do not feel relicved of their diseases unless a reference is made to Kamariipa
—Kamakhya in a Tantrik style and also to Dhanantari, and the so called
demons of illness are driven out by the medicinemen with the help of
mantras. In this respect the village ojahs are more reliable, people think,
than the physicians with Ayurvedic training. The fact is not that the
mantras alone are all important, but that the mantras in the hands of the
ojaks using medicinal herbs are more effective, people think, than the herbs
alone prescribed by the physicians. This superstition is popular even today,
and it is more so with the tribes who believe that all diseases are caused by
the demons of illness. Whatever the ground for this belief, along with the
magical practices and mantras for which Kamartupa became a noted centre,
evidently under the influence of the Tantrik system, the use of medicinal
herbs became greatly popular among the people in general. It seems to us
that a Kamariipi system of indigenous medicines was worked out with
details, and it has not been difficult with a village ojah to find out a herb
from the neighbouring jungles. Our difficulty lies only in the identification
of. most of thg medicinal herbs. The tradition has, however, been kept
alive, and the Ayurvedic treatment of what is called the Asuri type is very
popular at least in the villages.
There was another side of th
Assam. The Ahom and the cont
departments for looking after and t

It should be noted in con

e practice of Ayurvedic treatment i
emporary rulers established separate
he treatment of animals. They main-
and horses in particular. Ralph Fitch,
) the time of Naranarayana in the 16th
They have hospitals for sheep, goats, dogs,
(Cée&}:llff;j- When they be old and lame they
—\Gait, Histor
theref : ; Y of Assam, 61). It appears,
that tohrjt:, that the Veterinary science was well developed, ancz it is acﬁgitted
i ; ddition to the ; C o
medicines, A ; ; o the practice of indigenous
Was compiled ‘f)c;es;;ﬁ;f:lraeli;;‘;az? el'el«)hant discases, known as Hast&yirvedﬂ
- uni 4 . g ;
flows from the Himalayas to thel ithe Iegion where the river Lauhitya

who visited the Koch capital during
century A.D., observes thug : ~
cats, birds and for all living
keep them until they die 1’
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from the text, the materials are taken from the work Gajendra Cintamani
of Sambhiindtha. The manuscript is a voluminous work with 193 folios in
original. It deals with different types of elephants up to folio 163 and then
deals with their ailment and treatment with the help of medicinal herbs.
Another valuable treatise on ailments of horses is the Ghoranidana of
Sagarkhari in Assamese with 39 folios. The work describes the different
kinds of horses, their symptoms of diseases and treatment. As many as
109 kinds of diseases and their treatment are described. It begins with what
is given as amiirtaka vyadhi, and its treatment is as follows : —

General symptoms—the animal does not take food, and lies down
and gets up frequently ;

Medicines—give ihternally one seer of poppy seeds in three: equal
doses a day; give internally powdered long pepper and biack pepper in
equal proportions with milk ; give also boiled rice, arum and long pepper
in equal proportions in cow’s ghee and apply the same in the urethra when
cold. This will put an end to the disease.

There are a few other treatises like the Asvanidana and the Ghorar
vyadhir puthi, preserved at the D.H.A.S., Gauhati, and on a careful and
systematic study of these and many other works on Ayurvedic treatment,
one will get a good idea about the use of medicinal herbs for the treatment
of diseases of both the human beings and the animal life. It is to be
admitted, therefore, that the Kamaripi system of indigenous medicines con-
tributed a great deal towards the Ayurvedic science in general, and the
people at large have had a great faith in it. This accounts for the general
good health condition in the country. As Shihabuddin, who came to Assam
with the Moghul general Mir Jumla, observes in 1662 : “The people of thi.s
country are free from certain fatal and loathsome diseases—which prevaﬂ
in Bengal. They are also immune from many other lingering maladies.”—
(J. N. Sarkar, J.B.O.R.S., 1, 179).

Another important branch of human knowledge in_which. people
from this part of India made significant progress is the allied subjects of
Astrology, Astronomy and the preparation of the Almanac_. The _st}xdy‘ of
the sciences is indicated not only by the place _names like P.ragjyot{sa,
Navagraha or Citragaila but also by the voluminous man’uscrxpt§, lymg
scattered all over Assam. Inscriptions show that the rulers maintained
Daivajrias,—(Kamauli grant of Vaidyadeva of the 12_th century A.D.),_ who
are known today as Ganakas. They had_ State duties un_der the Ahom
rulers, and it is given that no big undertaking could be poss.lble unlcs§ they
were consulted. Omens and divinations in fact had a special pl'ace in the
ublic life of the inhabitants of this _lanq, and.cqual 1;r1portaqqe
was given to astrological calcglatlons. Pragjyotisa itself is associated with
the solar cult, planetary worship and the C*}]_C“lat‘on of the stars from very
early times. An important refere.nce :n‘ tm§ cgnnectlon is made in the
Sankhyayana Grhya Samgraha; this Prag]yotlsa_ls the same as the land_’of
sun rise, Udayacala of the M&rlfﬂ']qeﬂl Purana (58) and the Vara'z.c‘x
Purana. The interpretation of Pragjyotisa as a place of eastern astrology ‘is

private and p
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perhaps justified by a number of refe.rcnces made to its associzit_lcy}'with. _the
. calculations, as proved by the Kalika Purapa
(Chap. 79). Spooner rightly points
to the astronomical significance of the name in explaining the influence of
the Tranian-Magian culture in Kamaripa—(/.R.4.S., 1915, 11, 433-36).

A valuable Sanskrit work of an early period on the subject is the
Kamaripa Nibandhaniya Khandasadhya. The date of composition of the
treatise has been read as A.D. 665, and if this date is correct, this will be
a good evidence to show that astrological and astronomical study had a
great antiquity in Kamartipa.—(P. Bhattacharyya, J.A.R.S., X, 73). We
have a few other representative treatises bearing on the said subjects. An
Assamese work is the Bhasvati with 32 folios. It is based on the Suryya
Siddhanta of Satananda Bhattacharyya and Mahajyotisa. The riame of the
work and that of the writer are given in the opening lines as follows : —

Ravipada kamalan pranamya miarddha sumatikaram khalu Bhasvali
pravandhe(racayati Kaviraja Chakravarti nija suta mohabhide katham
dvijagreh.| |

of about the 10th-11th century A.D.

The work begins with the calculations of the different positions of
the sun, the moon and the stars and ends with the descriptions of the solar
and lunar eclipses. No date is given, but on palacographic grounds, it may
be ascribed to a fairly early period. Another voluminous astrologicé]
treatise in Sanskrit language is the Jyotisa-tattva with 90 folios by Raghu-

nandana Bhattacharyya whose name is given in the opening lines as
follows : — X

- ’O.m {ml.nal_z Sri Suryyayah/pranamya  saccidananda  bhaskarari
jagadiSvarariv jyotih Sastresu tani vaktri $r; Raghunandanal| |

Another work in Sanskrit is the Adbhiz .
Mahadeva Sarma, copied in Saka 1760. Tt is
events, supposed to be caused by the evil
their propitiatory rites. The author has q

of his cal i 5
culations. Another small manuscript with 5 folios in Sanskrit with

occasional explanations i i reidasa, and e name
n Assamese 18 th gt a.

: ; . (&) Asta\'a §

oceurs in the opening lines as follows — 5 s e

tasara with 24 folios by Sri
' a treatise on extraordinary
influence of the stars, dealing with
uoted many authorities in support

Yavati yavati rekha grahana

E " nastavaroqlk
1avatim dviguni krtya castabhin gake/

hih parisodhayet | /

: positions and i
on ,the basis of the brecession of th S o
life’s chart is to be pr i

SR G Oq_u_mox. It discusses further how &
Position of the stars at one’s nativity-
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The Jyotisadarpana of Bhita Ratnakara is another astrological work. It
describes how the lagna of a new born baby is to be determined and its
accuracy tested by the drekanas. The Jyotisamuktavali with 23 folios in
Sanskrit by Vansivadana Dvija is a valuable astrological primer. Another
voluminous treatise with 66 folios is the Jyotisa Ratnamala, dealing with
calculations for preparation of horoscopes. The Jatakacandrika of Jaga-
disvara with 67 folios is another Sanskrit treatise with occasional explana-
tions in Assamese. It contains detailed discussion of the varas, naksatras,
tithis, etc., and has laid down rules for the preparation of horoscopes.
Towards the end there is a good collection of notes on various astrological
topics. The Yuddhajayarnava dasa with 19 folios, dealing with different
kinds of dasas is anoth&r notable contribution to the science of astrology.
At the end occur the following explanations in Assamese : —

tetris diya laiva Sani/gurur tesasti laiva gani/
rahur dvadasa ketur kuwri[bhrgur tanoi gani sattarif |

The Dvadasarasi nirnaya in Sanskrit with 11 folios is a treatise on
astrological calculations of the 12 constellations, called signs of the Zodiac.
It begins with an almanac showing important events of the year during
different tithis. It describes then how certain astrological calculations are
to be made, and concludes with the method of calculating the Yogint dasa.
The Grahavija jiana in Sanskrit with 12 folios, copied in Saka 1760 is
another valuable contribution. It deals with the movements of the stars and
their conjunction. The Grahana-aryya in Sanskrit with 18 folios by Garga
Achiaryya, copied in $aka 1772 is also an important addition. It deals with
the method of finding out the solar and lunar eclipses and lays down rules
for determining the exact time of the eclipses and their effect. The work
is based on the Bhasvati Khanda Sadhya. The Jyotisacakra with 14 folios
is a notable contribution to the science. The calculations are based on 64
cakras resembling the signs of the zodiac.

A valuable treatise on Hindu almanac is the Jyotisa with 30 folios,
copied in Saka 1754. It lays down rules for calculating the different posi-
tions of the sun, and the moon, and teaches also the calculations of an
almanac. The Samvatsara Ganana with 16 folios is another Sanskrit work
on the Hindu almanac. It describes how calculation is to be made to find
out the important events in each year. The yearly Hindu almanac contains
an account of the coming events of the year to which the almanac relates,
and this manuscript is found to have given a detailed account of such
The tradition has come down to this day and the Kamarupi
panditas are adept in the preparation of the annual almanac,l based on tl}e old
and somewhat distinct system of astronomical and arithmetical calculations.

Besides the treatises mentioned above, there are a large number.
Department of Historical & Antiquarian Studies, and
been lying with the professional Daivajiias for their
d many other works when brought to light, and
bout the extent of con-

calculations.

preserved at the
equally large number have
own use. From these an :
systematically studied, one is sure to get an idea a
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clopment of the allied sciences of Astronomy,

Astrology, Almanac and also arithmetic and palmistry. Ift Imzlytbe] gililgtted

» KFmaranl system of astrological calculations are found to 71. e been
o K‘Ln]a.;uleizirﬁs the Siiryya Siddhanta and other I_nd1a.n tc,\ts: which
e tfi t: ”have ,extensively quoted, and for corroboratlon,_rexergn‘ces
Jl(}zllieﬂ;?)?:tcinfcs been made to Daka Purusa and Khana, as to Va}'ulhal;mlnm‘.
But in this sphere also local characteristics hold the ground, which become

marked in the consultation of omens or divinations.

tribution made towards the dev

‘The Vaisnava Renaissance in Assam

By

MAHESWAR NEOG, M.A., D.PHIL.,
Reader, University of Gauhati

THE great neo-Vaisnava movement of Assam of the sixteenth century brought
about a new and comprehensive outlook on life, a distinctly healthy tone to
social behaviour with an all-pervasive organisational set-up, and accelerated
the pace of literature and the fine arts like music and painting. The dignity
of individual endeavour of man as a distinct religious being and
not as ‘the thrall of theological despotism’ was declared. Assam
discovered herself as an integral part of the holy land of Bhirata-
varsa, and gloried in that discovery. The holy books in Sanskrit, the
litterae humaniores of India, could no longer be sealed to the view of the
common man by a rigid oligarchy. The use of the local language in exposi-
tions of theology was in itself a challenge to the erstwhile guardians of
secret doctrines ; they understood the significance of the challenge’ and
‘protested very much’. The new humanism also looked askance at the many
blood sacrifices, including the immolation of men, and the nice sacerdo-

- talism that was the order of the day.

The use of Assamese, an Indo-Aryan language, which formed but
an island in a Tibeto-Burman sea, as the medium for the propagation of
the neo-Vaisnava faith led to its emergence as the language of all the
people. As one of the oldest biographers of the Vaisnava saints points out,
the inculcation of this religion upon Kamariipa, a mleccha-desa, is of
immense significance. The ancient kingdom of Kamariipa was now under-
going a huge change, and it was having a regeneration, which timed
well with the cultural resurgence; and the first possibilities of a unified
and modern Assam were now in evidence.

The neo-Vaisnava faith and movement

The leader of the Vaisnava Renaissance in Assam was Sankaradeva
(1449-1568). The date traditionally ascribed to his birth is 1371 Saka, so
that his death in 1490 Saka would roughly give us one hundred and ‘twenty
years, the full span attributed to the mahapurusa, alth.ough in ano_thcr
opinion he was born-in 1385 Saka. Born to the family of- the Sakta
Kayastha overlord of the Bara-Bhiiyas at Bardowa, Sankara f:n]_oyed a gay
and wild childhood, his parents having died and left him in hxs' infancy. At
his twelfth year he was placed under the care of a local panc_ilt,_Mahendra
Kandali. After a thorough education in grammar and Sanskrit lor_e, he
came back home a proud and finished scholar, when he was caught in the
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5 mself to the coarse duties of a
-« :nclinati he side of a studious career.
Bhiiya chief in spite of .all }ns md}'l:ﬁh?ﬁeOl;etghbouring i e
There were constant skirmishes .\\1am(3 W o o
Ve Wk ane aF o hc.-:ad IOE i ';his bereavement seems to have made a
o l.e el chic SZ;}ES;-;e;md with its natural poetical proclivity, for
deep influence 5 e oo on pilgrimage to Puri, Vrandavana and other holy
Ly det‘ermme(} ¢ gO 01 pwas thirty-two years old (1481 A.c.), and left
places. Thlsu::ioildinwﬂ?: hlznds of his two old uncles. _His stay at Purl
1st:;rr?sd Iz;m}];ve been long, and it was possibly in llgisl .rel.lglims centre dthla;
. ‘e illumination, for no earthly guru 0 'ns 18 <now1}, and he
?;eiegszefo 1(1)1561:)1;1 r1:is followers that after. he had visx'ted the t‘em.pxe lat Purf
and bowed his head to Jagannatha enSI?rmed there, it was his reso vi:dnst
to bow it down to any other god, meaning that Jagannatha algne cou “‘_'
his guru and worshipful. ~ Sankaradeva 'compos'ed lyrlcs‘ in ‘the
artificial Brajabuli idiom during his sojourn In northel_n | Indla;
although some of his works like the Hariscandra-upakhyana are said to hz}v.,
been written as early as his school-days. After twelve years qf travelling
Sankara returned home a saint, carrying an abiding impress_lon of the
renascent Vaisnavism, which with its lyric grace was pulsating in the heaFt
of India “n the widest commonalty spread.” He had now discovered his
mission of life, and was well intent on forsaking the world, But the
affectionate anxiety of his grandmother and all others around him made

i fine hi
silken tie of matrumony and hadl to con

him marry for a second time; and he had also to resume administration

under their pressure.

In the meantime he received from Puri a copy of the Bhagavata-
purana, furnished with the ‘Bhagavata-bhavartha-dipika’ commentary of
Sridhara-svami, and set to rendering parts of this visnuite purana into
Assamese with the definite intention of propounding and propagating the
cult of bhakti, of the exquisite beauty of which he was firmly convinced.
After he had made some sections of his Kirfana-ghosa among other books
he received his first proselytes. He adopted the attractive method of holding
Kirtana or mass prayer and dramatic performances, and this soon attracted
many ]_people to his religion. He made a temple (kirtana-grha, namghar)
neali his official hc_adquarters at Bardowa, and this institutidn became the
T

0 pa and Koc Behar in the form

regional establishments, called satt i n
> ra, and es, know
5 e numerous village temples

Sankara soon renounced his bhiiyaship, and with his following:

ggz:pilgc‘lmignel and divine, retreated across the Brahmaputra to regions
too near the urgr\l,gi by other lesser Bhiyds. But finding themselves
ey furﬁ] 5 tng Koc power under Vivasirha (c. 1496—c. 1533); they

0 the east, and stationed themselves at Dhuwahat o

Belaguri in the Majuli is] 2
s Juiisland on the Brahmaputra, now a part of the Alo
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At Dhuwahiat a $Sakta youth, Madhava (1489-1596), also a scion. of
Kayastha Bhuyas, a busy tradesman too, came to have a religious dispula-
tion with Sankara as he found that the Vaisnava was interdicting people
from the worship of, and blood sacrifices to, the Devi, and all that in
Kamartipa, the spiritual domain of the Mother Goddess, The hot debate,
which went on vigorously for quite a few hours, ended in the immediate
cgnversion of Madhava. And Madhava very readily gave up his trade, and
dissolved a maturing proposal for marriage to choose a life of celibacy and
ardent devotion and service to the guru. He became Sankaradeva’s dearest
and closest disciple, supporting the guru in his proselytising and literary
activities, and the greatest apostle of the new found faith, giving poise and
strengh to the organisation of the Vaisnava order in Assam.

But soon followed a period of unrest for the Vaisnavas due to the
hostility of the brahman priesthood, which found, to much chagrin, that its
authority was being challenged by the new-fangled creed, which placed the
brahman and the pariah alike on the same religious footing and opened
the portals of sacred knowledge to the common man by rendering religious
texts into the local language, and minimised the importance of ritualism
by extolling the kirtana form of worship and discarding the worship of
many gods in favour of a rigid monotheism. Sankara’s followers were
openly molested. He, therefore, arranged to meet the scholarly section of

. the hostile camp, and in the discussions that ensued the latter was com-

pletely routed. The opposition then' vilely abused the ears of the Ahom
monarch, Suhummung (1497-1539), against the religious rebel, who was
immediately hauled up for trial ; but the saint acquitted himself well in the
presence of the king, and was let off with honour. All the same, there was
no cessation of hostility ; and although Sankara’s cousin, Ramaraya, seems
to have some administrative responsibility under the Ahoms, the Bhuyas,
always suspects as a possible source of mischief, soon earned royal dis-
favour, and there was an order for the arrest of some of them including
Sankaradeva. Madhava persuaded the Master to go underground for a
time : and he himself and $ankara’s son-in-law, Hari Bhuya, were appre-
hended, and taken to the capital at Gadgao for trial. Hari was beheaded ;
and Madhava, but an ascetic, was kept under detention for about nine
months and then released.

This incident filled Saikara’s mind with disgust, but also provided
the determination to leave the Ahom kingdom. The king of the western
state of Koc Behar, Naranarayana (c. 1533-1587), and his brother and
commander-in-chief of the Koc army, Sukladhvaja (the author of the
‘Saravat?’ commentary on the Gitagovinda), already well-known for their
learning and wisdom, were now leading an attack on northern par?s of the
Ahom kingdom. Some of the Bhiiyas, related to Sar'llfaradeva and his group,
had already joined the Koc camp. Sankara and his follown.lg-sexzed this
opportunity, and rowed down the Brahmaputra for safety within the Koc
state. They made their settlement at Barpeta, where the crged began to
thrive and the order began to swell. The rich merchant, Bhavananda (later,
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= o andsai (Cand-khan), 3
Nariyana Thakura), a Musalman tailor, Cdn;issit;téczr;;iek;mo)n GS?hnlf;varj&
mans like Damodaradeva, and some officers O ng .
et ¢ < : 1d also count upon the help of Sukladhvaja,
joined him. The o aisnaya oo G 1 cepted the saint’s faijth
ied the daughter of Ramardya and also accep he : :
;2: tI::r]r;st eighteen or twenty years of his life now .remaxéunlg, his Szll.ttm
at Patbausi (Barpetda) became the centre oﬁ dissemination or the ncw 1ght
that bhakti brought. He, now a centenarian, made a second p?lgnm‘ange,
covering only six months, to Purl. All the time he'was qlso busy_ in WI‘ltI.I'lg
books, which were to be the gospel of the new faith. The prestige ?l_ﬂd 1n-
fluence that he now commanded in the Koc kingdom.madc_ pthcrs _](?211‘0-1]5
of him: and insistent complaints against him and his religious agtmtlcs
were lodged with the king. After some persecution of the Vaisnavas
Sankaradeva presented himself at Naranarayana's court, and soon found
himself pitted in a battle of arguments with brahman controversalists of the
capital. At the end he rose triumphant; and the saint and the monarch,
so much struck by the profundity of his scholarship and the sublimity of
his faith, became friends, and remained friends for the rest of their life.
The Vaisnavas now felt completely secure, and filled the land with their
holy music. Sankaradeva visited the Koc capital several times after this;
and it was here that he passed away in 1568 A.c. His soul and his message
of Love have permeated into the national consciousness and the very being

of the people. His name is ever on his nation’s lips, and his music in the
country’s heart.

Sankaradeva nominated Madhavadeva as his successor to hold
charge of the order. The latter set up his sattra at Sundaridiya (Barpetd),
where he made his chief work, Namaghosa, among other compositions.
From time to time he visited different places round about his sattra, and
erected a temple primarily for the purpose of dramatic performances, but
this soon grew into a sattra, the Barpeta-sattra. The hostile people were
busy all the time, bringing allegations of broadcasting a corrupt religiou

against Madhavadeva in the court of Raghudevanarayana (1581-1603), the

son of Sukladhvaja, who quarrelled with his uncle Naranarayana after his

self independent as the king of Kamarupa
(the eastern half of the Koc state built by Vigvasimha, Naranarayana and

Sukladhvaja).‘ A contingent of S€poys raided the Barpeta-sattra, seized the
petty belongings of the .cloistered Vaisiavas, and cari‘ied Mﬁidhava and
zzfnte of tllza monks there in boats.to the capital at Vijaypur. But before the
Int could be summoned for trial in the open court, the hostile pandits
S ; Madhava wag honourably acquitted, and the effects

So'on after, however, the whimsical
possib}e and settle at Hajo with its Hagg;w;o_]\}leﬁ?heaiazgiileas gﬁ%;g
than the god Madhava ; and seeing
g ! > he hastily decided to Jeave Raghu-
e Osed the border over to Koc Behar.
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There too he did not find a quiet life as many people found it difficult to
accept Sankaradeva’s creed, and particularly because an officer, a qaji,
could not take kindly to him on account of the Vaisnavas’ refusal to inter-
dine with people outside of their fraternity. Madhava was confronted with
harsh controversies at the royal court: but the profundity of his learning
came to good account in this impasse, and Laksminardyana declared the new
faith, with two sattras in the capital, the state religion. The saint like the
Master died in Koc Behar in 1596 A.c.

Sankaradeva delegated to his brahman follower, Damodaradeva, the
power of administering ordination, as this was considered expedient parti-
cularly in the case of brahman neophytes. Immediately after the death of
the guru, however, theres was a ‘rift in the Iute’, and Damodara seceded
from the main order, and formed a schism. It was represented io
Pariksitanarayana of Kamartipa (1603-1616) that this brahman was bring-
ing pollution on the country by accepting a $udra’s faith and by crying
against the worship of all gods and goddesses. The king ordered externment
of the saint, who made his way to the Koc Behir capital and built himself
the Vaikupthapur-sattra there. It is remarkable that the three first. great
Vaispava acaryas of Assam died in Koc Behar, which, by the logic of poli-
tical history, is to-day not with this State.

Another brahman dissenter like Damodaradeva was Harideva, who
claims only a few sattras of his following, confined to the present district
of Kamrup. Sankaradeva’s family priest and friend, Ramarama, remained
by his side all through his life, and the family springing from Ramarama
remained loyal to the order, and supplied Patbausi and Barpeta-sattras with
Superiors.

Madhavadeva sent out holy men as apostles of the bhakti faith, the
chief among them being Gopaladeva of Bhavanipur, Padma Ata, and
Gopaladeva better known as Vamsigopala. The nomination of Varhsi-
gopala, a brahman, was approved by Damodaradeva also. Thcse_three
apostles and their deputies established sattras mostly in Asama, that is, the
Ahom kingdom : and some of their sattras are very rich, and claim each a
large and widespread laity. Madhava’s sister’s son, Rﬁmacarana: and
Mathuradasa were left in charge of the temples built by the saint at
Sundaridiya and Barpetd. The three sons of Sankaradeva died premature:Iy.
and his grandsons, Purusottama and Caturbhuja, .and the lat'ter's \Ylf‘.’,.
Kanakalata, appointed their deputies. who organised sattras in various
places ; and these sattras, almost a church by' themselves, look up for. ins-
piration to Bardowa, the birth-place of the saint. Dﬁquaradeva iipzpomted
three nominees, who stayed in sattras in Kamartpa, while Vanamalideva, a
brahman monk staying at his Vaikunthapur-sattra, migrated to the east, a_nd
established a powerful sattra (Dakhinpat) 1.1nder ﬂ"l(’) patronage of the ruling
Ahom king. Some sattras were brought into being by persons connected
with Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva ; and some of thosc set up by the
divines mentioned above branched off each into several petty establishments.

Thus the three Assamese States of -eastern India, namely, Asama,
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r were covered by the end of the seventeenth

century and the beginning of the eighteenth with 2 netlwtc?rk of these

i lishments, and almost the whole Hindu pqpu ation was now
V.m‘sx}ava estab them. Some of the adherents of the Valsr}avq order have
dw:idede?ir:‘?: gdepart;xres from the original tenets of the faith, or haYe
Ezlla:sesd into heterogenous doctrines discarded b'y the gUI‘;lS. Oiihcrj agr;}in
have carried the puritanic zeal of the new faith very far I;n LC}.] The
followers of Gopaladeva formed into a school, characterised .y catholicity
and a democratic outlook and freedom from the tyranny of CFef?dS- It
particularly thrived and acquired large follo\.vmgs in the north-cas['em parts
of Assam with their predominatingly leCtO:BUFHlHI'l pogulatlon, and
reclaimed large numbers of people from animistic practices. The followers
of the Mowamara or Mayamara mahanta within Gopaladeva’s order rose
in revolt as one man against royal oppression (1769), and succeeded ir.1 sub-
verting Ahom power for a time. The history of Assam Vaisnavism is one
of many conflicts and persecutions. The course of political history of this
eastern part of India also has been changing considerably from time to time.
But the Renaissance, which had its beginnings in the activities of Sankara-
deva, has wrought itself into fulfilment in many ways, and marked out a
definite place for Assam in the cultural map of India.

Kamarapa and Koc Beha

Tenets and practices of the faith

The Bhagavata-purana, the Bhagavad-gita and the ‘Sahasra-nama’
section of the Padma-purana are popularly considered to be the authorities
from which Sankaradeva accepted the main articles of his faith, namely,
s:atsarbga (the assembly of bhaktas as a means of bhakti), ekadarana (shelter
In one god, Visnu-Krsna, alone), and nama (kirtana, or prayer, as the main
form of devotion). While the Bhagavata-purana and the Bhagavadgita, and
other visnuite puranas and texts also have been adapted into Assamese Of
cited as authorities by the Vaisnava writers, the writings of Sankaradeva and
Madhavadeva and a few other works approved by them or the order provide
the gospel _and have a canonical authority. The Bhagavata-purana and the
Bhagavadgita alone among Sanskrit works are used in the ceremonial read-
1ngs, _’In the explanation of these two books, the ‘Bhagavata-bhavartha-
dipika’ and the *Subodhiny’ commentaries of Sridhara-svami have been used

from the beginning with such glj
. slight moderations 2 2k
10 suit the peculiar tenets of the faith. e

word ‘fﬁhiarﬁfféas C;e?d 's popularly known a5 mahaprursiya dharma, the
purusiya, being an imitation of Skt. ‘mahﬁpaurﬁsika’ (Bhap.-p-

1.14.37, explained as maha i
; u iya a ika vai
nithanucarah by Sridharf (U0 visus tadlya  mahapaurusika vaikuntha-

: Bhag .- i a
visnus tadiyah by $ridhara ey exl:f:ﬁf el mahaf;mg;
apurusar sevak
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The official name of the bhakti creed of Sankaradeva is ckasarana
namadharma, and this explains its cardinal principles, which enjoin the
worsl.lip of one ged, that is, Visnu, especially in the incarnation of Krsna,
and interdicts the votaries from the worship of any other deity, and indi-
cates its main form, which consists of the utterance of the holy names of
the god in the singing of songs in his glorification. The words of the Lord
in what is called the carama §$loka by the school of Ramanuja in the
Bhagavadgita, demanding unswerving devotion to him (sarvadharman
parityajya mam ckarl S$aranam vraja, 18.66), are to be remembered.
Bhattadeva, a brahman author, cites relevant authorites to say that a
votary should not make offerings to the five gods in paficayajiia, for that
would vitiate his ekasarana, but make offerings to Visnu alone, and that
would bring satisfaction to all the gods (Bhag.-p., 4.31.14). The bhakta is
not to cast either adoring or hateful glances on the idols of other gods ; nor
should he visit places of their worship (Sankaradeva, Bhag.-p., 2). No hosti-
lity, however, is to be exhibited by him towards the adherents of other creeds
while engaging himself in the worship of Visnu, who alone is considered as
being §uddha-sattva, of pure existence (narayanakalah $anta bhajanti hy
anasuyavah, Bhag.-p., 1.2.26). It is, moreover, a religion of implicit love
and faith, bhakti ; and love in order to be true to itself and its object must
be avyabhacarini, chaste even as a chaste wife’; it must not have behind it
the idea of securing a return, not even the highest beatitude (ahaituky
avyavahita ya bhaktih purusottame, Bhag.-p., 3.29.12). The ideal bhakta
is, therefore, no aspirant to the release of his soul (muktito nisprha).

There are eight modes of bhakti (Sravana, kirtana, smarana, pada-
sevana, arcana, vandana, dasya, sakhya, atmanivedana). Of these the Assam
Vaisnavas considered $ravana and kirtana to be sufficient as the religious
endeavour of man towards the highest consummation possible. They arc
accessible to the highest and the lowest alike, and no rigid theocratic laws
are to be followed by the votary; and much of the vagaries of form and
formality is also reduced to the minimum. A novice (prakrta bhakta) may,
if he likes, worship Visnu-Krsna in an image, for arcana is admitted as one
of the nine modes of bhakti; but the most palpable image of the Lord is
no stone or clay, but his ardent bhakta, whose company is to be sought by
all means. One who spurns the bhakta and goes to seek salvation from an
idol is ‘worse than a bull’ (garuto adhama, Sankaradeva, Kirfana-ghosa 3.61 ;
sa eva gokharah, Bhag.-p., 10.84.13). The Lord, moreover, has no other
image than the Word (mantramiirtim amurtikam, Bhag.-p., 1.5.38). The
ideal bhakta, therefore, worships the Lord within with but what his heart
can offer (Sankaradeva, Bhakti-ratnakara, 9, citing Bhag.-p. 11.27.15). Like
a mystic, Sankaradeva realised that God lived broadcast in the general
hearts of all creatures, and it is only when we miss this truth that we go 0
seek him outside (Kirtana-ghosa, 8.11). Idol-worship does not play any im-
portant part in Sankaradeva’s system ; and this small bit of ritualism can
also be done away with if the devotee wishes. The activities in the sattras
consist of prayer services, divided into a day-long programme of three to
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AT ama-prasanga. These are held

fourteen parts, each called 2 .pmsi[;iz Ornar:;iml%), whberc the object of
L conrees hal_l (kuml}a-& i i of the Masters in ancient
veneration is the guru-asana, with some WOIKS

is i a is performed. The secret formula con-
folios. And this is how namadharma 1s peri Bl
fided by the Superior to the novice at the time of ll’%lll&}tl_on n o .f.o?_
sists of four names of the Lord : rz‘ima.'—kgsnffl-ham-narayar_la. e ;l]l 1ate
must cultivate intimate faith in, and resign himself to the power C? , four
vastus, or reals, which are nama, the sacred name o.f_Lord God ; deva,
Visnu- Krsna, the sole refuge of the jivas ; guru, the religious preceptor, who
directs the initiate’s faltering steps to the Way unto the Lord ; and bhakla,‘
the intimate fraternity in whose company to seek out the Lord of Lovg. Of
the different attitudes of bhakti Sankaradeva advocsted dasya, or gerwtude,
and not madhura, sakhya, or vatsalya. The votary is to considere himself as
the servant and God as the master ; and the servant is to know none other
than God as claiming his all-out devotion. The Radha-Krsna cult is not
acknowledged in this system of Vaisnavism, nor is any $akti of Visnu to
be recognised in his worship.

Sankaradeva was a $iidra, but accepted brahmans as his disciples,
who made such obeisance to him as a spiritual guru was due to receive.
This was one of his actions that could not be approved by the orthodox
supporters of casteism, and Sankaradeva had to render an explanation in
the Koc court. Damodaradeva also was taken to book for accepting a
sudra’s religion. The explanation offered was that a §idra might be debarred
from rendering vedic mantras to other people, but is free to give nama-
mantra to any person. In Sankaradeva’s system, therefore, we find brahman
disciples of $udra teachers, and even people who are untouchables in other

parts of India in the following of brahman mahantas. We also find a -

brahman occupying Superiorship of a sattra in succession to a $udra. No
body, on the other hand, is to be considered as unfit for securing initiation
into the cult on caste considerations, Among the disciples of Sankaradeva
and Madhavadeva were Candsai and Jayahari, both Musalmans ; Govinda,
a Gz‘u‘o'; Jayananda, a Bhutiya ; Madhava of Jayanti of the Hird or potters’
profession ; Srirama, believed to have been a Kaivarta ; and Damodara, a
Baniya, _A later Superior, Sriramadeva, administered é)rdination to some
Nfigas. Ahoms, Koces, Miris, Kacharis, Marans and people of many other
mb.es were also freely converted to the Vaisna.vism of Sankaradeva’s order.
It is tht? catholic outlook of this religion .1i1at could thus unify different
peoples into one spiritual fraternity, and also achieve a cultural sznthesis.

Sankaradeva was a house holder 2
! 2 » and Madhavadeva 1i life of
celibacy. One neefi not forsake the world, they taught v:oht“i(:lccll %old(.a It
was probably the ideal of Madhavadeva’s individual Iife, that brought into

being an order of ascetics (kevali who fo within
iya), wh i i ithi
e o - ya) formed the Innermost circle withi

SRS 6 i srr;licl %ersons as well as. monks in these
: sidents. There ig
: no order of nuns,
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Sah.karadcva’s grand-daughter-in-law, Kanakalatd, made a definite contri-
bution to the growth of the sattra system when she organised the Bardowa

group therein and on her own appointed twelve deputies, all men of course,
as heads of sattras.

Social reorganisation

Sankaradeva did not, or could not, do away with the caste divisions ;
but the bhakti movement did tone down much of the stigma attached to
such discriminations. In the Vaisnava congregation all members of the
fraternity were equal. The prayer services and the reading of sacred texts
could be conducted by persons able to do it, irrespective of his social stand-
Ing in the old scale. THe offerings to the deity could be distributed in the
assembly by men of any caste within the circle of bhaktas. Notwithstand-
ing persecution from the old orthodoxy, people flocked to Sankaradeva's
side to listen to the message of Love, and met there as equal sons of God.

Sankaradeva thus effected a great change and cleansing of hearts. -
He also taught pecople personal cleanliness and correct social behaviour.
Ever since the day of receiving ordination, the life of a bhakta becomes a
life of dedication. Along with the initiation he is taught the ways of a clear
life, inward and outward, in minute details, to which he has to adhere with
the greatest possible care. General sadacara or good conduct was for the
most part outward Sauca-§uddhi, maintained by an ample use of water ; and
an initiate was always to be distinguished by his behaviour in this regard.
Thorough cleansing of the body before the meals was an indispensable part
of the bhakta’s daily routine. When a person was received into the faith, he
had to give up old unclean ways,—the taking of intoxicants, the keeping
of unclean animals and birds, the cultivation of poppy for opium. Although
the killing of animals was deprecated as a mark of general kindness to all
living beings, the monks as well as lay disciples could take fish and venison.
The great teacher that Sankaradeva was thus held up an ideal of balanced
life, not of indulgence and license, but, at the same time, not of renuncia-
tion and self-mortification. By not admitting Radha or any other female
complement of the worshipful in course of the worship, and by excluding
women from the quiet life in the sattras and the general congregations,
Sankaradeva saved his own order from the possibilities of degradation.

The sattras played a great role in the social life of the people, and
as a social force this institution was greatly strengthened by the acceptance
of the Vaisnava faith by the Ahom kings and nobles. The Hindu Assamese
had now two unavoidable affiliations, that of temporal allegiance to the State
and the king, and that of spiritual submission to this religion and a guru,
who is the Superior of a sattra. The popular saying, rajar. khajana gurur kar,_
‘rent for the lands to the king, and holy tax to the guru’ (in a sattra), indi-
cates how conscious people were of this double allegiance binding people’s
life. The spiritual obligation gave people a dignity, a balanced view of life
and an attention for details, and made them God-fearing and moral beings.
The acceptance of the faith indicated to them that others of it were to be
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d as equals rather than as victims of social stratification. In Assap,

rather than the exception. There were, of course,
when interference in matters religious wag

but this heat and bitterness came as t}e

treate
toleration became the rule

hot and bitter moments of history.
met even with the clash of arms;

life of Assam at a moment when this .jndigenous_ Vaisnavism W.'lth its
ramifications became a vital and all-pervading force. It was seen during the
insurrection of the Mowamariya Vaisnavas in the latter part of the eigh-
teenth century that while the royal camp constantly Isul’fered from land-slides,
betrayals, treachery and such other lapses, the Vaisnava re})els, mostly un-
educated rustics, acted as one man and maintaiped a high moral tone,
inspired by the sincerest adherence to the cause of the guru. ;

With the organisation of sattras came. their decentralised replica, the
institution of village namghar, something like the parish churchM From the
beginning the namghar formed the hub of all village activities. It was the
village club and theatre. It exercised a close spiritual control over all members
of the community, and held them back from many an cvil act. In fact, this
institution might be called the village parliament, and a parliament run too
on broad democratic principles. It was the village court ; trials of disputes
and crimes were held in it, and no one dared disregard the judgment pro-
nounced by the elders of the village. An excommunication could be decreed
by this village panchayat, and is the worst thing that a man in society could
S;Zaga tlt[rlatthcfsssh??sﬁ Only difficult cases were referred to the Superior of
T ch u}; he flehiqu'ent belonged, or to Ehe government judiciary.
was neatly eranisedl-nalr:];ti}?tlons By vd nametir .Assamese_sgmety
all around wacs bound, to be R t‘OIle g siecoslc vt such vxgllanée

very fine indeed.

Vedantic thought
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vedanta-saram). Jiva Gosvami, the philosophical apologist of Caitanyaism,
dcclzﬂxres that the purana is Vyasa’s own commentary of the aphorisms of
Vedanta. The verse cited by Saikaradeva and others need not, however, be
taken as a reference to the systematized philosophy of the Brahma-siitras,
as much as to the Vedantic thought in its process of growth as in the
Upanisads. In Bhakii-ratnakara, as elsewhere, Sankaradeva relies absolutely
upon the authority of the Bhagavata-purana, the Bhagavadgita, other
visnuite puranas and sectarian texts.

Sankaradeva nowhere tries to work -out an independent system of
thought ; and his philosophical views have, therefore, to be culled and put
together before we can give it a name and a place in the history of Indian
thought. The philosophic teaching of the Bhagavata-purana, as Farquhar
points out, “stands nearer to Sankara’s system than to the theistic Sankhya
which dominates earlier Puranic works.” In the interpretation of the
purana, moreover, Sankaradeva and other Assamese Vaisnavas greatly
leaned back upon the commentary of Sridhara-svami, the mahant of the
Sankarite (advaitin) Govardhanamatha at Puri (c. 1400), combining and
tempering the severe monistic idealism of advaita with the emotionalism of
bhakti. It is thus natural that Sankaradeva and others of his school should
tend to be monist. .

Brahman is the origin, the support, and the end of the world. It is
both the efficient as well as the material cause (nimitta, upadana karana) of
the world. Just as earthen pots are nothing different from clay, just as gold
ornaments are nothing different from gold, the world is born out of, and end
in, Brahman. The world is substantially Brahman, and depends on it. But
the analogy of clay and pots and of gold and gold ornaments, which is
brought in to uphold that karya (effect) is no different from kd@rana (cause), and
the presenting of the jivas as parts of brahman (brahma-arhéa jiva) as Sankara-
deva does in places may tend to parinamavada (evolution of a like object
from a like object), which is ultimately not to be admitted. The persisting
analogy put forth is that of a rope appearing as a serpent to the casual
view (jarita upaji yena ache sarpajiiana), which signifies vivarta (phe_no-
menal appearance). Thus in Sankaradeva’s system of thoughit mayavada
or idealism, which was discarded by the main schools of Vaisnavism, per-
sists, and goes along with bhakti.

Underlying the false world of appearances, Brahman lends. a
semblance of reality (sadabhasa). The world that is unreal (asat), being
connected with nescience (avidya-yukta), only appears as real, be'mg- born
out of the real Brahman (asanta jagatakhana tomata udbhava bhz.ula, santa
hena prakade sadaya). This is adhyasa, the appearance of a thing ‘_Vf}llef_ﬁ
it is not. The false appearances are made possible through maya, Wth' :s
explained as a power of God, that conceals vastu (Obijt)'a“d Pr‘_’le‘]:lls
avastu (non-object) to view (avastuka dekhawaya vastuka avari). Prac_tlia y
no distinction is made among maya, avidya and prakrti, alt}'mugh Sr;d art.;
says that the same prakrti is called avidya with_ﬁiarapa-éa'ku (COQCE?' IT(lf‘fo_
and as the upadhi of jivas, and again called maya with viksepa-sakti (p
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upadhi of ISvara. When avidya, which conceals atman

I { and as the 3} ’
tjecs;::!:\)/ dissolves, the jiva realises the SAlREAER a5 OTOS Oraments on the
0 3 J

neck would come to one’s view (avidya naéile.lﬁga krsnnaka pawaya yena
kanthalagna vastuka saksata). Maya and prakrti are often represented as the
éaku and consort of the Lord. God pervades the \vor}d, but is not tquched
by its merits and demerits (Sankara, Bhag-p., 2), nor is he exhausted in the
world, but creates, maintains and destroys it through maya residing in him.

In the 22nd chapter of Bhakti-ratnakara, the difference between
Tévara and jiva is brought out. I§vara is the controller of maya through his
power of consciousness (vidyasaktya mdyaniyanta), and jiva is ever morti-
fied under the pressure of maya. Jiva can be relgased only when it attains
knowledge through the love of God. He cites from an unideptified work,
Yogasara, to say that jiva is unchangeable, all-pervasive and full of calm
(avikari vibhuh $§antah), and nothing apart from paramatman. Being
enveloped in misapprehension and ignorance (bhrantyajianavrta), jiva does
not know itself as such.

It should, therefore, be the endeavour of jiva to free itself from the
fetters of maya. Sankaradeva held bhakti to be the means by which to attain
release. ISvara-bhakti leads to jiiana, perfect knowledge, and jiidna leads to
release. Jiidna is considered here as a bye-product or a natural result of
bhakti, and moksa comes as a corollary. But the ideal bhakta would never
seek or accept nirvana or any other form of moksa as much as he would
beseech the Lord to bestow on him the unending privilege of bhakti; only
let there be no vagaries of maya, manas (the mind) and ahankara (the ego)-

Safikaradeva also accepted the emotionalised Sankhya as well as Yoga
physiology and psychology as set forth in the Bhagavata-purana, and both
these SYSFGms are explained in relation and as helps to bhakti.
impresg{ic;:lhir;znn?h:ymml of Indian thought seems to h.ave made_ a deCP
e Veﬁ;:;::pe of_ Assam.' With the mculcatxon.of VZUSI_I&VISH}

e and,became e was imbued into the general consciousness of the
R ilan N Mmon property. Although generally in their poetry
>ankara, Madhava and others kept the dry dicta of philosophy at a distance
inasmuch as that Poetry was for the ordinar a‘nd urrx)lett I1> gls‘o they have
n many places wrought Vedantic though y ' erec : M
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digest of it for the enlightenmenton PR o s could render_ 2
and solace of the world-worn laity.
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1
formed into a vigorous literary movement. It was the age of one ideal, that
of bhakti; of one god, Visnu-Krsna ; of onc leadership, that of Sankara-
deva ; of one book, the Bhagavata-purana. All other types of matter, almost
invariably taken from some visnuite text, were brought under the dictates
of the Bhagavata-purana. The Vaisnava writers’s adherence to the sanction

of scriptural authority amounted to a limitation upon their creative ability -

and a curb upon their poetic genius. Non-the-less, the literary output of
Sankara and Madhava alone is considerable, and is characterised by a rare
power of rendering the spirit of the original in unimpaired beauty and Dby
occasional flights of creative imagination. Their literary works acted as the
chicf machinery of propaganda of the faith, and afforded both enlightenment
and pleasure to the peopld. Sankaradeva is said to have rendered eight out
of the twelve books of the Bhagavata-purdna, and this was done at the teeth
of much opposition. It was Ramananda of northern India, we might
remember, who mooted the idea of preaching in a modern Indian language.
As a legacy from the Assamese poets preceding him, he received a literary
form of language with much poise and beauty, as also a few verse-forms.
The immediately preceding period of Assamese literature exhibited a, zeal
for story-telling, and the two Indian epics and some tracts from the purinas
were done into the language. But this period hardly represents a literary
movement, a movement with a definite ideal. The age of Sankaradeva marks
a literary and cultural resurgence.

In his early works, Hariscandra-upakhyana and Rukmini-harana,
Sankaradeva exhibits the same narrative zeal as was evident in the preceding
period of Assamese poetry. In his renderings from the Bhagavata-purana
and other puranas no particular attention is paid to literary form, and in
places remain ‘formless fermenting verbiage’, but the teaching of bhakti
therein is not to be missed. The Bhakti-pradipa denounces the worship of
other deities in preference to Krsna bhakti. Each of the 25 sections of the
Kirtana-ghosa, the most popular and important of Sankaradeva’s works,
contains several kirtana songs with refrains, goes to relate a story or
expound a subject. The Anadi-patana is an account of cosmology and
cosmogony, philosophy and theology. Gunamala, a tiny work of six kirtanas
of jingling verses, is a remarkable feat of mental speed and brevity of
expression.

Some of the writings of Sankara and Madhava are complementary in
character. Maiadhava rendered the Balakanda, while Sankara makes an
adaptation of the final kanda of the Ramayana, divesting it of all interven-
ing episodes, and added them to the central four books translated by the
predecessor, Madhava Kandali. Sankara composed 34 songs, later known as
bargita, Madhava complementing them with 157 of his composition.
Sankara’s songs sing of the futility of human efforts, and urges upon listeners
the need for bhakti ; some of them are prayer songs, pure and simple, and
didactic verses. Madhava’s songs breathe an open-air atmosphere, and
excel in the description of Krsna’s child life and the bringing out of the
eternal mother in Yaéoda. Both these saints wrote a number of songs called
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bhatima (panegyrics) in praise of the w_orshipful Lord, Saﬁkara making two
in praise of King Naranarayana and Madhalva one to his guru. The dramag
(aika, nata or nataka, popularly ankiya nata) of both are a type by them-
selves, and do not follow any model, Sanskrit, Prakrit or otherwise. There are
no Act or scene-divisions in them. The sutradhara, taken from the classica]
drama, is the central character, conducting the whole action with songs,
dances and explanatory commentary. The plays are in an artificial literary
dialect, used in the bargita and bhatima songs also, later known as Brajawali-
bhasa or Brajabuli with a queer mixture of Assamese, Maithili and Hindi and
a tincture of other elements. A like idiom was used by the Vaisnava lyricists
of Bengal and Orissa perhaps a little later. Sankara has left us six ankas :
Patniprasada, Kalidamana, Keligopala, Rukminiharana, Parijataharana and
Ramavijaya. The younger poet differs from his Master in fiis dramatic
technique just a little, his playets (jhumura) being more operatic in pattern.
As in his lyrics so in his plays he is preoccupied with the Krsna of
Vrndavana more than anything else. He wrote Arjunabhaiijana, Cordhara,
Pimparaguchuwa, Bhamilutiwva and Bhojanavyavahara, four others,
Brahmamohana, Bhisanaharana, Rasajhumura and Kotorakhelowa, being
also ascribed to him. He rendered only a small part of the tenth book of
the B_hc“zgfzvam-purc‘zr;a describing Yudhisthira’s r3jasiiya. But the greatest
conu:ibutxgn of this saint poet to Assamese poetry and thought is the Nama-
ghosa, which excels in giving lucid and musical expression to his inner
experience as well.
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composed sometimes merely as a work of routine by the divines. For the
most part, of course, the dramas and songs of the late Sankaradeva period
do not have any outstanding merit to commend themselves. The ideals of
Vaisnava poetry were so universally acknowledged that the $akta literature
of the 18th and 19th centuries, and even the political annals of the Ahoms
and the Koces came to be modelled on that poetry.

The itradition of classical music

The emotionalism of bhakti inspired poets all over India to lyricism,
and the emphasis on prayer as the chief mode of worship patronised
popular music. It has been marked that the bhakti movement promoted
the culture of the dhruipad style of singing in particular in many parts of
the country. In Assam too neo-Vaisnavism brought in its train a wide
culture of music. The Vaisnava music of Assam is rich and remarkable ip
its tone and variety.

Among the different forms of this music the two tuned to classical
Indian rigas are bargita, and ankiya gita or songs of the ankas. The name
of the raga in these two types is indicated at the top of the text. In all the
ankiya gitas and only three bargitas (these three being known as sadchandar
gita) talas (time) are also named. A bargita does not always have to keep time
in its singing. When an individual bhakta pours forth his devotion in public
or in the domestic temple in the measures of a bargita, his singing is not
generally controlled by the time beats. At other times, especially in con-
gregations, tala is maintained in the performance of bargitas. Like the
tevaram of South India (7th-9th cent.), there are generally some particular
talas attached to particular rigas so much so that people would refer to the
belowara melody-mode as ripaka belowara, because it is commonly timed
to the ripaka tala. On the other hand, we get instances of the application
of quite a few talas in the course of the singing of one song in one raga.
At the end of the second line of each of the songs, the syllable dhrum is
placed, which indicates that the first two lines constitute the dhurva or
refrain, to be repeated in the singing of the succeeding verses, called pada.
In the last couplet of the pada the name of the writer occurs. N

Some people have, almost aimlessly, attempted to categorise this raga
music of Assam, some trying to identify it with prabandha-sangita, others
with dhrupad, while still others would like to reserve i_t as a category by
itself. As in sangita-§astras, the prabandha-_gitas. Of_Wthh we scarcely get
a specimen to-day, consist of several parts like udgrah'a, dhruva, melapa_ka,
antara and abhoga. In some sattras the ﬁlz'xpft or'amba.ddha pa{t of raga
songs is called ugar, which some seek to 1de'nt1fy with udgrabha, The
character dhrum attached to the burthen is, again, supposed to hark back
to the dhruva part of prabandha. But all this_ leaves much ground for con-
sideration. On the other hand, the early history of the dhrupad school
refers to the reign of Mansimha Tomar, a contemporary of Akbar. The
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technique of this type, moreover, does not apply to the raga music of Assam.
In what relation this music stands to the Hindustani or Karnataka
styles is yet to be seen. Apparently, there are names of ragas common to
all these schools, or common to at least two of them. A bargita in dhanasri
may look like bhimpalasi of northern India and abheri of the South. The
Assamese kalyana may correspond to suddh kalyan of the North. But all
these await the investigation of the expert for the final analysis.

In the full-scale execution of a bargita or ankiya gita there are the
usual two parts of raga music, alapa or anibaddha part and the gita or
nibaddha part. In the alapa, popularly known as raga diya (the giving of
the raga, that is, its basic form) or raga tani (thg extension of the raga),
words like Rama, Hari, Govinda, and not the solfa syllables, are used. It
is generally divided into four parts, which do not have any particular names
except the third, known as tolani (the raising of the voice to a higher pitch).
These four parts may perhaps be compared to the four parts of classical
alapa, corresponding to asthayi, antard, saficari and abhoga. The singing
of the text then follows, and this is timed to a tala. A tala has two parts,
mﬁ! bajana or gi-man (the main part) and ghat (sharp extensions of the
main pattern of the tala). The ga-man is played on the khol or mrdanea and
cymbals as the text of the song is sung. When the singer is in rest atcinter—
vals, the drummers play the intricate patterns of ghats.

FIOI:I] qgite early times in the history of Indian music attempts were
made_to v'lsuallse the melody-modes in the form of persons. This tendency
to Qelﬁcatlon of rﬁg_as took definite shape in the 16th century, and were
iamcu]arly populanse@ b)_' the ragamala paintings of northern India. In

ssam we have such visualisation of ragas in the form of raga-malita (small
Poems giving a mythological origin of a raga). 5
Indian musicians and the
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the Manipuris had their Vaisnavism, with which their classical dancing is
associated, only in the 18th century. It is not known what elements con-
tributed to the evolution of the sattra style. The dances, in spite of all the
neglect with which it is received by the moderns, still possesé a number of
hastas, intricate and developed choreographic patterns, distinctive costumes
and a variety of masks. The music mostly depends upon the khol or
mrdanga, various forms of cymbals, supporting raga and other songs. No
woman dancer or actress is allowed in this school, there being no order. of
nuns in the sattras. Even in the village performances the women rdles are
played by boys.

The sattra dances,mainly centre round the anka dramas of Sankara-
deva and Madhavadeva. In their performances these as well as other
Vaisnava dramas arc nothing if not dances and music. The master of the
show, that is, the stitradhara or sutradhari, the hero, that is, Krsna or Rama,
and the women roles, that is, the Vrndavana gopis, provide the class types
of the dance performance, while other notable dance features are the war
dances and the dances accompanying the preliminary music called dhemali
(perhaps a clever translation of the term pilirvaranga).

The Assam school of painting

One of the many forms in which the Vaisnava Renaissance of India
manifested itself is the art of painting. Painters were employed in the work
of illuminating Vaisnava and other texts like Tulsidas’s Rama-carita-
manasa, Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda, the Old Gujarati Vasanta-vilasa. Painters
turned prolific with such subjects as the amours of Krsna and Radha. The
Bhagavata-purana, whether in the original Sanskrit, or in annotated or
translated form, came in for illumination in different regions of India. A
profusely illustrated copy of the purana, furnished with the ‘Bhavartha-

dipikd’, was prepared in 1705 Sambat/1648 A.D. at Udaipurnagar ; this is

preserved in the Bhandarkar Institute at Poona, which possesses another
finely illustrated manuscript in Persian, dated 1909 Sambat, giving a prose
summary of the purdna. The most absorbing part of the whole purana, the
tenth skandha, found special favour with the artists. A Gujarati verse-
rendering by Bhalana with 17th century miniatures, and another copy of
this skandha with notes in Old Gujarati (1611 A.c.) with 200 miniatures
have been noticed (Gode, N.I.A., 1, 4).

In Assam also Vaisnavism brought in the practice of illumin'ating
the holy books with small illustrative paintings. Sz‘lflkaradeva' is also beluive_d
to have been a painter. On one occasion he is said have painted on tu%apat
or ginned cotton paper scenes of ‘seven Vaikunthas’. On another he palntefi
with vermilion and yellow arsenic the picture of an elephant, and Izafted it
on a wooden book-case to be presented to his royal patron, Naranarayana.

ife i a i a sheet of
He also had scenes of Krsna’s life in Vrndavana woven into

cloth 180 feet long with a caption for each miniature, The illustrations in

-
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a copy of Sankaradeva’s rendering of the first half of the tenth skandha of

. the Bhagavata-purana, found in the Bili-sattra of the Bardowa group, have

been reproduced in print in a re?ent publication, Cz'z‘ra-b;’zﬁgavata. The
original copy bore the date 1461 Saka/1539 A.c., which scems to be too
early ; the work may suitably date from the 1;1te 17.th century. The technique
and finish of the work exhibit strong all-India affiliations, although here and
there local conventions are naturally to be expected. There is some amount
of convention and stylisation, which, of course, counts for a limitation on
the art. The figures are mostly in profile. Physiology is not much heeded
to, and physiognomy scarcely shines bright. There is a rhythm in the charm-
ing scenes of musical and dancing performances,.which also exhibit somsz
mudras. Movement of groups is dynamically depicted. Lands.cape or any
other background in perspective is scarcely or never attempted. Successive
scenes are flatly brought on the same plane in arched or zigzag panels.
Representations of pouring rain water, rivers and lakes are of a conventional
type. Mountains look like cross sections of them as in geological diagrams.
The conventions of angularity in figure drawing, fish-shapes eyes, arched
eye-brows, pointed nose and sloping forehead, as Dr. Motichandra point
out, speak of ancient tradition, and “the lyrical draughtsmanship, simple
composition, dramatic narration and splendid colours give the Bhagavata
illustrations a charm which distinguished them from similar Bhagavata paint-
ings from Udaipur and elsewhere.”

It is evident that these paintings were done in some sattra, most
probably in the Bali-sattra, where the original manuscript was preserved.
There is a copy of the original purana with §ridhara’s commentary, which
has_ illustrated margins in the Karchung-sattra in Nowgong ; a copy of Sri-
bhagavata-matsya-caritq by Nityananda Kayastha of Mayamara-sattra
(1_644-59)’ of which the wooden covers and some extra folios are furnished
with paintings of several of the ten incarnations of Visnu and other figures,
Z;,Sa,izuid ;?G:Z:v gnj.ay-ts}?ttra > @ copy of Rﬁmﬁl?anda Kayastha’s Kumara-
Vaisnavism develo eé“ ehBareghar'fsat_fra. It is thus seen that g
s .patmnised byI:he ;hsc ool of painting of its own; and this art was
centuries, om monarchs and Koc chiefs of the 17th and 18th

In some sattrag were
of Some beauty and with f
Kirtana-grha, which
finely engraved and

to be seen mural paintings and wood-carvings
olk-art elements in them. The Barpeta-sattia
has now been demolished, was decorated with many
texts. Barpeta a]sopalsnated Wooden panels, depicting scenes from religious
Paintings also were pr \:i, the growth of the art of ivory carving
raised trays used fq p}?w 600 ooden Dgsl and postplates, book il
boats, I the purpose of making offerings (Sarai), and pleasure-

The Vaisnaya g
ST €
and developed life ip A:

a unifying anq glorifying

aissance_thus reached out to all fields of cultured
*2m, enriched them, and brought about altogether
vitality to this part of the great Bharatavarsa.
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The Satra Institution of Assam

By
S. N. SARMA, M.A., D.PHIL.
Reader, University of Gauhati

THE Satra institution of Assam is a product of the Vaisnavite movement
initiated by Sankardev towards the closing decade of the fifteenth century
of the Christian era. The institution has, since its inception, been serving as
the radiating force of all religious activities of the Vaisnavite communities.
The Satras resemble to a certain extent the Vaisnavite mathas and
akharas of other parts of India. Each satra consists of three principal
parties or categories of persons intimately connected with the welfare and
management of the satra. These parties are—(l) sarradhikar, (2) bhakats,
(3) Sisyas. The first two parties generally reside within the four walls of
the satra campus, while the last party live in scattered villages leading the
ordinary life of a house-holder. The head of a satra is popularly known as
adhikdr. His position is similar to that of the mohunt of the matha
institution or the abbot of the Christian monasteries. He is the religious
head and spiritual guide of the flock under his care. He initiates disciples
and conducts. all important religious functions. The second party, Viz.,
i’;lea’;g?r'; C(;IESlls;Zdofat:oigtdev?tees whg eithcr.hold .ecglesiastical office under
ma it 511:‘5:}’ ;icvotlon.al life within the campus of the
where celibacybis striclly obsgfvgdou; B D porely monssic A'satras
e thai st gf }: e nur_nber of .such bhakats or _cellbates
e s u; c=i semi-monastic or non-monastic satras.
Rl oo Sar?skp‘ arly called kevaliya bhakat. The word
3 rit kevala, ie., 1 These
celibates are recruited in their (o » lone or unattached.
ens by elderly celibates and under the
rentices for a few years to learn
as the religious secrets of the cult. The lay

odd, satras of Assam,

Structural Features

The structural q%
2 pattern of : 2 . 5
of a namghar, a manikut, 4 satra is marke by the existence

The centre of gy » @ karapat and two to four rows of hafis:
It is a long o . satra is the namghar.
e Sr airayz:nhall;ags Wllth gabled roof and ap apsidal facade.
The actual shrine where well as the seat of a1y meetings and discussions-
are kept is called maniky, eI o4k of the deity and the sacred scriptures

SHUE IS comparatively 3 smaller structure adjoined
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to the castern or southern end of the prayer hall (namghar). The prayer
hall and the shrine are modelled on the structural pattern of Hindu temple
which consists of a garbha-griha containing the image and a mandapa hall.
The Namghar with 1ts apsidal facade and the manikut attached to it
cxactly resembles the main temple of Kamakhya with a similar apsidal
mandapa hall adjoined to the main shrine. On the four sides of the satra
campus stand four rows of huts known as haft where bhakats of various
catecgories reside. In satras of monastic type where only celibates are
allowed to reside, the hafis are entirely inhabited by celibate devotees, but
where celibacy is not strictly enforced, one or more sides of the campus are
reserved for married devotees. In most of the existing satras, however, the
system of constructing /Zagis is not strictly enforced. The entrance leading
to the interior of a satra is-usually marked by a small open house known as
Karapat (Sk.-kapata). Distinguished guests are first received at karapat
and then, they are escorted to the interior. ‘

The following description of the Garamur satra, as given in the
District Gazetteer of Sibsagar, 1905, may be cited as a representative
description of a monastic satra in Assam.'

“The buildings of the satra are approached by a good road which
is constructed at some expense. The namghar 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 namghar. The shrine is very different from the penetralia
of the Sakta 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 characteristics of Vaisnavism
of Majuli. In a square round 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-to-do. The well-
groomed smiling monks are evidently at peace with themselves and with
the world at large. The children are recruited from villages and trained to
be devotees, but if at any time they find the restraint of celibacy irksome
they are at liberty to return to the outer world.”

Use of the word satra

The terfa satra is a Sanskrit word where it is used in two senses ;
firstly in the sense’of an alms-house or charitable institution and secondly
in the sense of a sacrificial session lasting for several days or more. The
latter sense is responsible in lending the nomenclature to the Vaisnavite
institution of Assam. It has been stated in the opening chapter of the
Bhagavata-purana that during the course of a sacrificial session at the forest
of Nimisa, Suta-Ugraérava expounded the above purana to the assembly _of
sages.” The fact that a sacrifice called saftra proceeded concurrently with

<
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the act of expounding the Bhagavala casily led peoplfa_to think that a Sattrq
and an assembly of devotees listening to the exposition of the Bhagayqq
are identical. Sankardev probably initiated the Vaisnava movement by
reciting and expounding the stories of the Bhagavata-purana to a band of
followers who clustered around him to listen to his religious discourses,
The part played by Sankardev probably reminded the listners of the part
played by Suta-Ugrasrava in the assembly of holy sages. Under the above
erroneous impression devotees began to term an assembly of devotees where
the Bhagavata used to be read and discussed as a sattra, even though the
word actually meant a form of sacrifice. The etymological meaning of the
word sarfra which means a sitting or a session ( 4/ sad=to sit-+1ra) or an
instrument which liberates the good (sat=godd,+ ¢/ trai=to liberate)
must have supplied additional reason for forming the above motion. The
Sanskrit word satfra very naturally became safra in Assamese. :

Stages of evolution

The first stage of the growth of the satra institution began with

Sankardev. But during his life time the religious association organised by -

him had not taken the shape of a regular institution of a permanent nature.
Sankardev no doubt laid the foundation of the institution, but the super-
structure was raised during the succeeding generations. Madhavdev who
succeeded Sankardev as the head of the Vaisnavite sect did not preside
over any satra left by Sankardev. It was at the time of Madhavdev and
gamodardev that the satra institution approached the second phase of its
s:ivnilsof?e?hté There 1are definite mreferences in mediaeval biographies of
St o Ltﬁélrihé) azled by Madhavdev and Damodardev in giving a
N Mz'ldhavds rucglrél as well as organisational side of the satra
permanent basis, s steev’ 'eSIdes-r.econ31m°ti“g the Barpeta satra on 4
units and made r’lecissamaucauy ivided the prayer services into fourteon
Simultancously, Dﬁmoézrzgvani?ienst for the smooth running of the satra.*

ystematised the management of his

e e procz df:rnctu;n to different individuals and arranged and
his satra.® The satra instit ¢ of religious service to be conducted daily in
of Vamsi-Gopaldey wh wution took a definite monastic turn in the hands

; WSOt;I:r?;i_uced some changes in his Kalabari satra i0
satfa at Kuruwabahi, éstablishlrci1 o .lhe pexenteenthifcentury; M
celibate devotees. The final eh later, provided rooms for five hundred
Was reached with the extensi Roage; o the growth of the satra institution
The successive Ahom kings (1): SOyl Patronage to all jmportant satras
number of persons to act as Pa-;\fed at the disposa] of different satras certain
and granted lands free B pemsons engaged to render definite service)

of g
any c}_1arge. .Thls act of royal patronage p1aced
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THE SATRA INSTITUTION

Functions of Satras

Functions of the satra institution may be classified into two cate-
gories, viz., primary and secondary. Its primary functions are to propagate
Vaisnavism based on monotheistic principle, to initiate disciples, to provide
ethico-devotional codes and rules of conduct for the ncophytes and to hold
religious festivals®on different occasions. Satras have been acting more or less
as the guardians of religion and morality by keeping close vigilance over
their disciples. By maintaining regular agents at different localities and by
personal visits the heads of satras tried to elevate the spiritual and moral
standard of the villagers. The secondary functions of the satras are to see
that good social relation is maintained amongst the villagers, to develop the
spirit of co-operation, t& provide adequate facilities for the dissemination
of ancient earning and to dispense justice on all social and religious con-

" troversies. Before the introduction of the British system of administering

justice, satras tried many cases relating to social matters.
Management and Income

The present income of satras is mainly derived from two sources.
These two sources are, (1) income from lands originally granted by the
kings of the pre-British days and subsequently confirmed and recognised by
the British Government ; (2) income from religious tithes contributed by
disciples. Besides the above two sources occasional donations and subscrip-
tions from disciples and devotees constitute a minor source of income. All
important satras possess in varying degrees land-grants ranging from a few
acres to several thousand acres of land, some of which are completely free
of revenue charges.” The second source yields income according to number
of disciples and followers. Every disciple is expected to make a small con-
tribution annually in cash or kind to his satra. The demand is small enough
and does not generally exceed a rupee in cash or a few secers of rice or
some wearing apparel. Formerly, the payment of guru-kar (tithe) was con-
sidered as indispensable as the payment of government revenue, though
there was no legal obligation to pay that sum. In recent years, however,
the income from the second source has considerably gone down as people
now seem to be less conscious of religious obligations to their satras.

For the efficient management of the satra and for conducting reli-
gious services regularly the head of a satra, in consultation with the senior
devotees, appoints from among his disciples, functionaries to manage diffe-
rent departments of the satra. There are several gradations of such func-
tionaries, who according to status or rank, exercise control over their res-
pective departments. Contacts between disciples of far-flung villages and
the satra is maintained through a set of functionaries selected from the
villagers themselves.® All the functionaries are usually nominated by the
head, but in some satras they are selected on the basis of election.

Ownership and Property
There are three types of ownership; (1) ownership vested on the
chief idol of the deity of the satra ; (2) ownership vested on the community
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of devotees: and (3) family ownership. In the first case, .thc satra theo-
retically belongs to the idol of the deity, to whom the_enure property of
the satra is dedicated. In the second case the ownership of a satra is in
some cases collectively vested on the community of devotees with the
satriya or the adhikar as the nominal head. The third type of ownship is
prevalent in most of the satras where the headship devolves on hereditary
principle and the satra is managed by a particular family. The head in the
first type of ownership is a trustee of the satra-property in the name of the
image of the deity. The powers exercised by the head of such a satra is
mostly determined by long-standing customs and practices. In the second
type of ownership, the power of the head is very much limited.
L3

Contributions of the Satras

-

The part played by the satra institution in other spheres, besides reli- '

gion, deserves notice. During the last few hundred years of its existence, it
has enriched Assamese life socially and educationally and has contributed a
great deal to the realm of literature and art. One of the most notable social
contributions of the satra institution is the upliftmen of the backward
_classes. The so-called untouchables and backward classes were freely taken
into the fold of Vaisnavism. Though inter-dining and inter-marriage be-
tween different castes were not prescribed, yet the spiritual bond and fellow-
feeling .fostered by satras reduced to a considrable extent the rigour of
caste dx.stinction. Another notable social contribution of the institution is
11; S}zf\’iﬁeshamﬁngst some of the tribes of Assam. Non-Aryan tribes liks
e Koch, the Moran, the iya A Ari
under the fold of Vaisnavi(s:r?lu:lg’; , ch:isPr::\?iré:: ﬁis?gﬁalfacm'n' e e
5 S1] y activities were also
co?ducted.amongst tribes like the Miri, the Naea and the Aitoniva. In
S_aﬂkardevs translation of Book II of the B/ 2ga -pUrda s
significant stanza wherein the tribes of A I W(‘: el
attaining liberation under the influence of VSsam ‘hawz beep B
the founder of the Mayamara sub-sect EISUaVlS.m- Amm_d.dha Bh.uy?}ﬂ,
© Gohn e i confined hl.S proselytising activitics
Moma A S$am, mostly occupied by the Chutiyas, the
and other indigenous non-Ary i :
ryan tribes. The satras, affiliated to

; d : g -
missionary activities amongst the back eserve special mention for theit

i iedwere not left to lie fallow. They

})y new copies. In the field of literalzure a&d Worn-out ones were replaced

€S! 1 . s < : .

coS Conzxderable_ Devotional 1lyrics, dramae contribution of satras is no
mposed and dramatic performan $ and religious kavyas were

ce
S Were regularly held to the delight
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of the mass. It became a customary practice with every satradhikar to
perform a play, composed by himself, to mark his accession to the religious
headship of the -satra. Biographics of saints (carit-puthis) and -satra-
chronicles (satra-vamsawali) are also important contributions of satras. The
arts of music and dance also received considerable impetus from satras.
Satras developed a school of classical dance and music in Assam. It is
entirely religious in outlook and motive. The art-of wood and ivory carving
was practised in some satras. Figures of deities and hideous masks were
carved out of wood and little doll-like figures of gods and goddesses were
beautifully carved out of ivory by artisans of some satras. The art of book
illustration by means of miniature was scrupulously cultivated by unknown
painters living within the religious atmosphere of certain satras. The epics
and the purdnas were generally illustrated and pictures are available in
all combination of colours. The artists were more concerned with his
narratives than with the exhibition of his accomplishment. Mere technical
skill is held in reserve in subordination to the narrative flow of pictures.
In short, the cultural history of Assam in respect of fine arts and crafts, of

! education and learning, since the beginning of the sixteenth century till the
. advent of the British, largely developed centering round the Vaisnava
' movement which in turn found expression through the satra institution.

The history of the satra institution since the beginning of the nine-
teenth century was marked by a growing spirit of conservatism and ortho-

doxy in place of catholicity which characterised the “eariy history of the

institution. Women and so/called socially backward people were debarred
from entering the prayer halls of the satras. Intolerance towards the beliefs
of other sects, undue importance paid to tradition and formality, ignorance
of learning, rampant superstition, love of luxury and ease, lack of
missionary zeal on the part of satradhikars and their associates and similar
irends were also noticeable. The satra therefore no longer enjoys the same
enviable status which it used to do formerly.
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Assamese

Assamese Language ° :
AssAMESE language developed out of the Sanskrit language as early as the
7th century A.D. Its direct ancestor, however, is Magadhi Apabhramsa.*
According to Grierson “Magadhi was the principal dialect which corres-
ponded to the Eastern® Prakrit. East of Magadhi was spoken Pracya
Apabhramsa, It spread to the south and south-east and here became the
parent of modern Beugali. Besides, spreading southward Pracya
Apabhramsa also spread to the East keeping north of the Ganges and
reached the valley of Assam where it is represented by Assamese. Each of
the three descendents of Magadhi Apabhramsa, Oriya, modern Bengali and
Assamese is equally directly connected with the common immediate parent”
(LS.I, vol. I, Part T, pp. 125-126). Dr. S. K. Chatterji divides Eastern
Magadhil Apabhramsa into four dialect groups. Three of these are related
;Zcitht;cd;zﬁ:::}i current in West'ern, Central and Eastern Bengal and Orissa,
ing parts whicgasrrel: teg o -dlaleCtS prevalent in Assam gnd e nelghpour-
B it i aa ie_g' ay in North Bengal. Dr. -Bamkanta Kakati has
dialect groups whilzh mzﬂgil adnd- Bicgossamesc period therc; WETE 1
Each dialect group wasy‘ ¢ designated as BEastern Magadhi Apablrziiees
& o 0ok in due time clearly d v Assames®
under her independent kin o gaicaied il sy c
eStablish ; gs and her social life entirely self-contained, becam®
s T;d as an independent speech.”
o i
century M;’ tll)]zr?nngtl(tl;gt);‘lrzi ;hi Assamese language goes back to the 7t2
of the then Assam kine Bhask Gishithethicentry, 4D, on the il
g aravarman, the Chinese pilgrim Hieuen 15278

visited the i
kingdom ofp}rg;vr:]l;ﬁp;nhzourse of his reference to various aspects of the
that of Mid-India, ey b0 OF the language as slightly difering 0

that by the 7th m this account of Hieuen Tsang, it can be KBO%"
Assam, that thiscenAl;l 2, A'1D - the Indo-Aryan language %ad penet{ated into
certain extent from t%’len]v[angua_ge spoken in the province differed a

agadhi dialects then current in Mid-India- 102

archaic speci
mens of the A
ssa : e
118MEs and proper-nameg mese language are discoverable in the plac :

Z}f)hthe' language of j fOSI(.:::;;S:g in the old inscriptions. Other Spegimend p
orisms composed period are T T e SR
;e milzmes A-D. and corzﬁgl?y]aﬁ ddhist Sidhacaryas th:VC::l the 8th t0
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first compiled by M. M. Haraprasad Sastri. Bengali scholars consider these
Caryas and Dohas to be the specimen only of early Bengali language. But
careful scrutiny will make it clear that their language, commonly called
sandhyabhasa (Twilight Tongue), represents the latest phase of Magadhi
Apabhramsa, and as such it includes to a considerable extent, the earliest
forms of the Eastern group of modern Indo-Aryan languages, namely
Bengali, Assamese and Oriya, Dr. Banikanta Kakati has ably shown how
certain phonological and morphological traits registered in these songs have
come down in unbroken continuity to modern Assamese.

The people of Assam, represented a mixture of different races speak-
ing various languages likg Austric or Mon-Khmer (one of which is Khasi),
Sino-Tibetan, representing Bodo or Kachari speeches and the Tai or the
Ahom. It is therefore, natural that these languages would greatly influence
the phonoldgical and morphological characteristics of Assamese, a branch
of the Indo-Aryan. Dr. Kakati traces Austric elements in Assamese and
holds that the vocables that are regarded in Assamese as indigenous have
mostly been taken over from the Austric speakers. The Bodo and the Ahom
sovereigns ruled over Assam at different times and their rule led to the
enrichment of Assamese with vocables from these languages. Of all the
modern Indo-Aryan languages, Assamese is at once the most compact and
complex, being influenced by a large number of Austric and Tai-Tibetan

tongues and dialects,

Early Literature

The Assamesc language was cultivated in the royal court of
Durlabhanarayana, the king of Kamata who possibly ruled at the end of
the 13th century A.D. The Kamata kings encouraged poets to write verses
in Assamese. Harivara Vipra, one of the court-poets of the king in a bene-
dictory verse in his Babrubahanar Yuddha speaks, “Glory to king Durlabha-
narayana, the hero of Kamarupa. May he in happiness reign thousand
years, in company of his sons and admirers ! Living (happily) in his king-
dom, Vipra Harivara pays homage to goddess Gauri and renders into verse
the spirit of the Asvamedha-parva which is appraised only by the pious.”
Harivara’s chief works are Babrubahanar Yuddha and Lava-Kusar Yuddha,
and the legendary stories of both the works were taken from the Jaiminiya
Mahabharata.

Hema Sarasvati, a contemporary of Harivara also praises his patron
king Durlabhanarayana in Prahlad-Carita. Though Hema Sarasvati ad-
mitted that he adopted the story from the Vamana-Purana, he took much
liberty in handling the original. His narration is not attractive, nor did he
aspire after a chaste vocabulary; but his work is inspired by devotional
fervour. Sarasvati’s Hara-Gauri-Samvada is a bigger work running to 900
verses. He collected the stories of this Kavya both from the Puranas as
well as folk-lore of the land. Though it has some Vverses on Yogic practices,
this large popular treatise catered to the unquenchable thirst of mankind

for the obvious and the trite.
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In the same period, another centre of 1earuingl 1hrpve in what ig now
Nowgong district, under the patronage of the Kachan ngs.. Here with the
encouragement of the Kachari ng_Mahamamkya (about the 14th century
AD.) the greatest of the pre-Vaisnavite PO?IS’ Madhava K?Uda_h, undertogk
the stupendous task of translating the whole of the Sansknt epic Ramayagng
into Assamese verse. While in fourteenth century Europe, poets sang of
the vanity of human wishes, familiar to us in the Ubi Sunt formula of the
old English elegies and drearily implored mercy for their life amid phantoms
and illusions, Madhava Kandali sang of a life dedicated to the service of
God and man through his Ramayana. It may be objected that such
visionary works are not purely realistic and therefore do not paint a true
portrait of their age, but we have to quote Blake in answer :

The world of dreams is better far
Above the light of the morning star.

Madhava Kandali was the court-poet of the Kachari King Maha-
manikya and was known as Kaviraja Kandali (Kandali, the King of Poets),
a well-deserved designation. He was a great Sanskrit scholar and unlike
other fatuous poets of the time, was never subjective and never made his
?Vorks autobiographical fragments. Sankaradeva, who gave the greatest
impetus to the cause of Assamese literature in the succeeding century, held
mm in high esteem and was charmed with his graceful and moving render-
ing of the Ramayana. The legacy of rich and beautiful diction which
Madhava Kandali left in his Ramayana exercised a tremendous influence
upon Sankardeva and his immediate successors. Its diction is—

Though decp, yet clear : though gentle, yet not dull :
Strong without rage - Without overflowing full.

oo oIft llsja\;f’z:;\i:y Rto reflect that of all modern Indian vernacular trar_lsl'd.'
ot el (6 amayana, Madhav Kandali’s is the earliest. Hindi,
Mo o o M"Zr;“ms appeared about a century and a half later.
actually done irf a5 : baV Kandali's translation is not at all raw, but 2
constantly kept tw On}ljlrc and unforgettable literary style. Madhav Kandat
He never allowed s s OrC Nim—literary beauty and popular 12%%

€d communal, sectarjan or religious matters to override poetic

beauty. His im i
% agination, there i e
selection of words, figures and ffni:gelli’d i et %

We have alreq
—Aryan, Mon-khme
the customs, reljpi

f YTf}gticed that Assamese is built up of diverse elements
» 11beto-Burman, Tai or Shan. Consequently, many :

d gradually incorporated into the HI"
‘Worship the Serpent eye
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Vaisnavite Literature

During the fourteenth and the fifteenth centuries India had seen an
outburst in the fields of religion and society. A new religion was founded
on the liberal doctrine of Bhakti as revealed in the Bhagavata Purana. It
was a progressive and democrative movement which laid emphasis on the
unity of the Godhead, stood against excessive ritualism, preached a faith
based on constant devotion, fought against caste prejudices and stressed
on the equality of man. Several saints of great endowment appeared in
various provinces to carry the gospels of the new faith to the masses by
rendering the Sanskrit Puranas into regional languages. In Assam appeareil
the many-gifted epoch-making saint-poet Sankaradeva (1449-1569 A.D.), a
Kayastha by caste, who shaped the religious, social, cultural, and literary
ife of the people of the province for ages to come.

The Sankarite movement produced far-reaching religious and social
effects. It gave a great impetus to the advancement of learning and litera-
ture in Assam. Sankaradeva, though a distinguished Sanskrit scholar, wrote
mainly in Assamese, with the aim of bringing the Sanskrit lore to the un-
educated masses. He wrote a number of texts, commentaries and transla-
tions to expound his creed and he adorned what he touched. These writings
had also their practical utility. They were constantly required for regulation
of duties. He was a versatile genius and wrote poetry, songs and plays.

Sankaradeva drew inspiration chiefly from the Bhagavata which
distilled the quintessential Vedanta philosophy in a framework of popular
and unforgettable legends. An ecarly attempt was, therefore, made to
translate the book into Assamese. It was really a very bold and extra-
ordinary undertaking to render into a provincial language a venerable text
written in the grand style of a classical tongue. In this connection it is
interesting to note that Sankaradeva was accused before the Koch King
Naranarayana by the Brahmanas as an ardent reader, teacher and translator
of the Bhagavata.

The next outstanding literary production of Sankaradeva is the
Kirtana (the lyrics in Praise of God’s Glory) which even to-day fills the
mind and heart of every Assamese with a wide and lofty spiritual elation.
It is looked upon with the same fond reverence as Ramacaritamanasa of
Tulsidasa in Northern India. There is no Assamese Hindu home which does
not possess a copy of Kirtana either in manuscript written on sanchi-leaves
or in print, no house which does not recite some of its verses on religious
occasions and during illness.

In two other branches of Assamese literature Sankaradeva was a
pioneer who nevertheless left his distinctive mark, namely, in Ankiya-nat,
one-act play and Bargit, devotional song.

The Ankiya-nats were composed mainly for sensual and intellectual
appeal. In an age when there was not much education, and even that for a
small class, the Ankiya-plays kept the intellectual life of the people going
on. These plays appealed nearly to every one, and became natural food of
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emotional life of the masses. As the' natural instrument of
popularising culture, these plays exercised powerful.mﬂuencc on ﬂ}e educa-
tional and cultural life of the people, and finally led to the growth of the
national stage, development of music and dancing. Of Saﬂkafﬂde\"?’S dramas,
Kdaliya-damana, Patni-prasada, Rasa-Krira, Rukmzm-lzar(mg, Parijata-harang,
Rama-vijaya are now extant. The story of each.pla.y being predetermine
and presentation being. mainly confined to ecclesiastical propaganda rather
than artistic representation, dramatists had to work under serious limitations,
Sankaradeva was a preacher first and artist afterwards. Nevertheless, even
under these limitations, in some of his plays, Sankaradewa could break new
grounds, and although first used mainly as a mears of promoting the cause
of Vaisnavism, the Ankiya-nats have come to exercise abiding .influence on
Assamese life even to this day. : ‘
The Bargits are far more poetical than the kavyas, and more passion-

ate even than the akhyanas of Kirtana. The growing popularity of music
and the requirements of the devotional services made Sankaradeva compos:
a large number of Bargits, the most beautiful psalms in our literature even
to-day. Sankardeva’s Bargits deal chiefly with religious experiences, philo-
sophic reflections on the world and mortality, poignant introspection of the
self, agony of the spirit and humility for illumination. Some of them are
speculau‘ve about the nature of God, His relation to man, His boundless
compassion, the burden of human existence, the way of liberation and s0
for}h. Others are exhortatory, urging men to ‘chant the name of Hari’, 0
pt}g:si;rgsf gozﬁzd‘av’ér;g? rest on the feet of Rama’,. ‘to lea_ve the illusory
» etc. Each one of the Bargits invariably concludes

with a fervent prayer for shelter i i
at the f rAnSE
s feet of Govinda, and delive

spiritual and

s exmlgﬁia;g;:;s we find S_ankaraldeva in his exalted moments. Hcre
o atpower of .flllsmg philosophical thought with lyrical feelfngs
metaphors, alliter ?.nce felicitous and graceful. Numerous are the similes,
Sk . ! auons and other figures of speech which make them

" appealing. The popularity of Bargits grew rapidly and 4
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A master of the traditional learning of the time, he was also a mellifluous
singer. Almost against the wishes of Sankaradeva, Madhavadeva remained
a celibate throughout his life ; and his ideal brought into being a monastic
order called Kewaliyas or life-celibates. After Sankaradeva, the apostolic
mantle fell on him. After a long life of dedication he died at Cooch-Behar
in 1596 A.D.

Madhavadeva's supreme achievement in Assamese hymnic literature
is his Namaghosa also known as Hajari Ghosa (the book of a thousand
couplets). It was not only widely read, but memorised and freely quoted as
scriptural text, and thus, no doubt, is an enduring prop of Assamese

Vaisnavism. Namaghosa contains a large number of hymns on repentance

and entreaty, self-disciplihe and self-reproach, supreme value of dedication
and devotion to and faith in God. In each of the hymn the lyric cry is
predominant and ecstatic. The last few sections of the book serve as a
litany consisting of eulogistic names of the Lord Krishna. It is universal
in appeal and ethical in substance and is in perfect accord with the same
class of sublime literature of the Upanisads and the Gita. Profundity of
thought, unity of outlook, and music of expression mark the Namaghosa as
a foremost work of art and a fitting monument to the poet’s genius.
Madhavadeva was made a very popular figure in the Vaisnavite
movement by his Bargits. His piety found full expression in these im-
passioned devotional songs. Many of his Bargits exhale, as a flower exhales
fragrance, deep notes of contrition and humility in the knowledge of original
sin and the spirit of self-surrender and consecration which alone reduces the
sin to ashes. Some of them contain idyllic descriptions of Vrindaban with
child Krishna at the focus. These lyrics of Madhavadeva furnished lovely
portraits of the childhood and adolescence of Krishna, and they reflect the
thoughts and sentiments which animate the child and the youth. The
supernatural and extra-ordinary personality of the Lord Krishna. O.E the
Bhagavata becomes quite human and simple in these Bargits. The incidents
in child Krishna’s life, associated as they were with Nature’s beauty, have
here become more lively and apposite. The magic of Madhavadeva’s pen
has worked a renaissance of wonder and given a new import and delight
to familiar episodes. Madhavadeva’s Bargits irradiate the etcr_nal nature of
the child in the boy Krishna. The boy Krishna is like the child of to-day,
simple and “His very smile showers a rain of nectar.” : _
Next to the Bhagavata, the Mahabharata exercised very great in-
fluence on the Vaisnavite poets as this epic was also consid_ere_d as a
Vaisnavite Scripture. The Vaisnavite poets natura.lly turned it into an
instrument for popularisation and propagation of their own doctrine. Many
poets either translated a section from the Maha{)harafa or adopted a story
therefrom to inculcate devotion to Visnu or Krishna, and to celebrate _thc
Vaisnavite ideals of renunciation, simple living, love towards a]l_sentlent
beings, charity, piety, truthfulness, pilgrimage and the study of_ hagiography
and so on and so forth. Amongst the Mahabharata p.oets in Assamese,
Kavi Rama Sarasvati was the foremost. Rama Sarasvati was a very great
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oluminous writer who made this period famoyg
vities of all the contemporary poets under
o the King Naranarayand. :

= pat"rfcinr:aagtcrazfslation o? the Mahabharata gave impetus to the gr_owth,
and popularity of Assamese hlqaturc. It opened a golden vein  of
apocryphal tales, romances, allcggrle§ and myth_olog-y. Even ‘modern writers
of Assamese are drawing inspiration from _1ts 1.11e}§haust1ble source of
wisdom and delight. To the village people, ‘thlS- epic is not _only an enter-
taining kavya but it stands also as an authontgtwe apocal_;pﬂc text. In the
Salyaparva it has been rightly observed that this Sastra sallshes the religious
tand ethical needs and ensures material prosperity, the joys of life and
spiritual deliverance. 5

The Vaisnava movement of Assam was an offshoot of the all-India
movement and as such it accepted the canonical scripture of the Vaisnavas
in general, and did not develop a separate set of theological and philoso-
phical scripture of its own. Further, as Assam Vaisnavism placed emphasis
on devotion and self-surrender, it had therefore not much scope for deve-
lopment of doctrinal works in large number. Of the few Synoptic Gospels
that dwelt upon Vaisnava thought and theology, Sankaradeva’s Bhakti-
Ratnakara and Bhakti-Pradip are worthy of mention. Besides Bhakti-
Ratnavali, Madhavadeva’s Namaghosa is regarded as an authoritative
treatise on Vaisnava philosophy. Bhattadeva’s Bhakti-Viveka in Sanskrit
and his Bhaktisara, Ramcharan Thakur’s Bhakti-Ratna, Narottama Thakur’s
Bhakti-Premavali and Gopala Misra’s Ghosa-Ratna have an established

place.in Assam Vaisnavism because of their scholastic and authenticated
expositions.

popular poet and also a v

_ One contribution of the Vaisnava writers to Assamese philosophical
witings is the production of numerous commentaries on the Gita, both in
PAIOSe and verse. Relevant verses from the Gita were first rendered intd
thisiin:ie;fto?i); thef ctl\vo §aims.Sank'aradeva and Madhavadeva to expound
was not ﬂVailzb(lje _CVOU_OH: liberation and Incarnation. But the entire tex!
e em zrl single comprehensive volume. This was first undﬁ_‘-"-
commentary. Th ,p By ]_Bhaltildeva with the help of Sridhar-Svamis

Ly € verse rendering was, however, made by Govinda Misra, @

i hattadeva,
kun .
known as thtlltaa[lif\}:a Kav1ratna' Bhagavata Bhattacharya, who is pOP‘Jlarly
and 1638 Alp,, WIote K a:}nd believed to have flourished between 1558 AD:
Gita (The Gita in pro;) '@ Bhagavata (The Bhagavata in prose) and Kath
Gita was composed, Achg Noticing the rather early times in which Katha
of India, says, “Indeeq e;lryya P- C. Ray, the renowned scientist and savant

the prose Girg of Bhattadeva composed in the SiX-

teenth century is yp; :
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which no other literature of the world reached except the writings of Hooker
and Latimer in England.”

Another very important type of literature that developed as an off-
shoot of the resurgence of the Vaisnava movement under the direct aegis of
the Satra institutions was the Carit-Puthis, the biographies of Sankaradeva.
Later the tradition continued in the lives of many other Vaisnavite saints.
Recitations from the biographies of saints as source of religious inspiration
to devotees are done after congregational prayers even up to this day.
According to Katha-Guru-Carita (a prose biography of Sankaradeva and
Madhavadeva), it was Madhavadeva who first introduced this practice. He
was the first to undertakg a daily recitation of his Guru’s biography.

The Vaisnavite renaissance ushered a new era in Assamese literature
oas in the other phases of national life. It was a spacious period. Young
scholars flocked to Banaras, mastered the Sastras, acquired urban tastes and
carried them back to their own State. People went on pilgrimages to come
in touch with holy seers and to enlarge their mental horizons. Often the
pilgrimages of poets were triumphal marches and every eminent poet in
those days was sure of royal patronage. The Koch Kings were liberal
patrons of the arts and learning. One may have an idea about the royal
patronage by reading what Rama Sarasvati says of King Naranarayana in
one of his bhanitas. He wrote : “My sovereign commanded me to translate
the Mahabharata into Assamese verse. He offered to place before me all
the commentaries available at the royal court. He sent cart-loads of texts
to my residence and encouraged me in my work with adequate money, cloth-

ing, apparel and servants.”

Under the Ahoms

The Ahoms, a group of the Shan invaders, under the hegemony of
Sukhapha, first conquered the castern portion of the country (1:215 AD.?)
and later on, his descendants ruled the entire country nearly for six hundred
years. It is an undeniable fact that the Ahom rule gave Assam. for several
centuries a good and strong government which, resisting succe.sswely several
Mahammedan invasions, kept the country in peace, pro§per1ty and order.
The Ahoms liquidated all petty principalities, both within Assam and on
the tribal frontier: and this led to the emergence of one closely .kmt
geographical and political unit named Assam. The most notable ac_hnev.e-
ment of Ahom rule was this political unification f)f.thc fcountry which in
course of years led to the social, cultural and linguistic unity. It awoke the
spirit of oneness among the Assamese people. G et

In the beginning, the Ahoms wanted to ma_mtam feudall superiority
and separate existence as a ruling community and d_ld not allow its membc::rs
to have social intercourse with the peasant-populatlor_i Qf the country. With
the passage of time, they found it impossible to admu}lster the vast country
with a small number of their own people who came with the first conqueror
Sukapha. They were, like the far-sighted Akbar, cqmpclfled _]_to mc(rjeal;qc,t
their number by marrying from the non-Ahom or Hindu-families, and by
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o upon some non-Ahom families the privile?ge_s and S?atus i
co‘?ferrma uPThese new entrants Were thoroughly assimilated with the .
ruling faz;d they and their descendants were not disabled to hold higp
:ég‘:sg_nd enjoy privileges to which' older Ahoms were entitled. The
Ahoms, in course of years, adopted Hm@u manners and customs. Further,
successfully resisting the spread of Islam 1n Assam, they regarded themselves

as protector and defender of the Hindu Faith.

Nor would any historical survey of the period be gonaplcte without
some account of the contribution made by the Ahom kings towards the
spread of Hinduism. Hindu influence first entered the Ahom court during
the reign of king Sudang-pha Bamuni-Kowar (1297-1407), who had been
brought up in a Brahmana family. The Hindu influence’ was more marked
in the reign of king Pratap Singha (1603-1641) who was personally grateful
to Brahmana priests for ridding him of a demon which had possessed him
during his princehood. The first Ahom king to accept Hinduism formally was,
however, Jayadhvaja Singha (1648-1663). Jayadhvaja Singha and his suc-
cessors upto Lora Raja (1679-1681) were initiated in Vaisnava faith. Gada-
dhar Singha persecuted the Vaisnavas, but bestowed royal patronage upon
the Saktas and showed great honour and courtesy to Sakta-priests. When his
son king Siva Singha (1714-1744) became a disciple of a Sakta Brahmana, the
Saktas got an ascendancy. As a result, rivalry and jeolousy began to grow bet-
ween the Saktas, and the Vaisnavas, the group which enjoyed royal patronage
az‘:e:‘h;hgrfup which suffered royal persecution, And when Siva Singha's
3} e sh: ;s;;a; :ir:zglt:zd the \'fz_nsnavas. of the Mowar_narjya Sampradaya,
against the Ahom crownO aT}?'aktl "'V(')rShlp’ e _Valsnawtes openly revoliy
decline and fall of th P s rev.olt isione of the causes (‘)f'the
: : e Ahom power. Thi§ discrimination and religious
intolerance leading to division of the spiri . ] e
of the period. spirit were reflected in the literatur

It i
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made 1o feel that after all the pantheons of the two peoples were essentially
the same, the only difference being that of language and of emphasis. Thus,
we find that Chao-pha, ie., King of Heaven (Svarga-deva) was identified
with Leng-dan or Indra, the progenitor of the Ahom kings. Jaching-pha was
identified with Sarasvati, Lung-chai-net with Vayu, Khan-khanpha-pha with
Devi, Khun-tun with the Sun-god and Khun-ban with the Moon-god and
Lall-khe with Visvakarman.

In religion and ritual too they strove for a synthesis. They held
sacred the Hindu scriptures, showed respect and reverence to Brahmanas
and Vaisnava Mahantas, and made grants and endowments for maintenance
of shrines and monasteries. Also at the same time patronised the Ahom
priests, allowed them to Eerform their ritual and to officiate in ceremonies
like marriage, death and coronation as holy men.

This spirit towards the growth of one synthetic Assamese culture
was discernible also in their language-policy. The language of the Ahoms
was of the Tibeto-Burman family while Assamese is an Aryan tongue. The
Ahom rulers, in the beginning tried to make Ahom the language of the
court and culture and Buranjis, chronicles of the court and other docu-
ments were actually recorded in Ahom language. But this practice was
fraught with practical difficulties as the bulk of the Assamese subjects did
not understand this alien language. Consequently these records and land-
grant charters had to be written both in Ahom and Assamese. Later on,
this policy was abandoned and Assamese completely replaced the Ahom
language. The Ahom-speakers merged themselves with Aryan-Assamese-
speaking population of the province. Nevertheless, words and expressions
from the Ahom language found easy access into Assamese, and Ahom way
of thought began to influence Assamese writings and literature, particularly
in the system of writing Buranjis.

Another notable event of Ahom history is the successive invasions
of Assam by the Muslims. These Muslim invasions indirectly did some
good. Prior to the Muslim invasions there was hardly an integrated
national life in Assam, The common danger filled up all breaches. The
Koches, the Kacharis, the Ahoms, the Assamese—all became united under
leadership of one powerful king. Petty, separatist, parochial sensibilities
yielded ground to broad national consciousness. The beginnings of a
synthetic Assamese culture were thus made. The common danger fostered
patriotic feelings in the country and several men and women earned im-
mortal fame by sacrificing their lives in defence of their motherland against
the Moghul aggressors. Their annals inspire Assamese men and women
even today.

At the time of the advent of the Ahoms, not only was the political
condition fluid ; the social condition was equally chaotic and disconcerting.
People had more faith in magic and charms than in effort and aplomb. The
Muslim invasions roused the people once again to heroic deeds, self-reliance
and patriotic organisation and indirectly freed the spirit from superstition
and idle speculation. The Moghul invasion-also brought Assam into contact
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with the rest of India again—a contact \\.’h}'ch was lost in the 11th gy
centuries. With these invasions came into Assam th.e thoufght of othey
people—notably of the Isiar}nc people on life z.m.d art, especially Dainting
and music. There grew up 1n Assamese the J’k”,' and Jari songs baseq
on the Sufi religious preachers. The Pirs and Fakirs had notable contriby.
tions. In this process, a large number of Perso-Arabic vocables foung place
in Assamese language. :

The Ahoms not only defended the country against external ageression
but also fortified it internally on sound lines. They built-up good and wide
roads for communication and transport, organised a postal system, opened
up markets, built towns and temples and recogstructed villages and re.
organised the social life of the peasant population. The deyelopment of
communication had important political, social and cultural significance. I
brought separate population ever closer together, forged some of the
strongest bonds of national unity, and awakened in them the feeling of one-
ness. It also widened the area of social and commercial intercourse and
fostered one composite Assamese culture.

I:“urther, small or big towns built at Gargaon, Rangpur, Jorhat,
Gauhati and other places Jed to the growth of a new urban refinement. The
Ahom nobles of easy fortune and amiable disposition and the people of
lt?:isneg t;‘l‘énsk:i?cted an. urban culture i{] .theif manners, etiquette, dress,
meel Werleﬂg(i T_hls new culture fhstmgul.shed them from t'he rural
e greator.nmre;.ted by an antique umform pattern of life, co%-
stirred the imaginatiolinef ]?1' Ly urba'm society. thOUg}.l vee s-ma '
Sl 1? the stereotyped society to adopt readily newildezfts,
own social and refig: on wo_rldly n_latters, and widen contact out51d_e 115
interest in llighe; tilio l(ljs COter].e' Thls urban society began to fcake 11.ve_v
oy el nb;trc?f‘ life like art, literature and music. Kl;’ﬁfs'
to them, and the reéipﬁent-;:)seid i VIL(cts DY rqakmg k-md-i:rons
In their verses. Some changes ts and _authors have. culogised theit B over
literature devoted to o 1g-ﬁ 1n emotional complexion came doubtless
change was seep i pangeoﬂ_cauol} of monarchs and nobles. The a
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otherwise religious. Since the Puranas were a rich store-house of love
anecdotes, Ahom monarchs encouraged poets and authors to render them
into Assamese. A notable distinction between the Vaisnavite and Ahom
periods is that whilst in the former the divine Ground was the subject of
literary treatment, in the latter, man is the centre of literature. Literature
now ceased to be other-worldly and idealistic. The shift was towards
realism. Even in poems and romances, men and women of the common
work-a-day-world have now engaged the poet’s attention.

The greatest development in Assamese literature under the Ahoms
is found in the Buranjis, the chronicles of the Ahom court. The Buranjis
were compiled under the orders of kings, feudal lords and of the high digni-
taries of the State, for thzy alone could grant access to state documents on
which the ohronicles had invariably to be based. These documents were
*principally the periodic reports transmitted to the court by military com-
manders and frontier governors, diplomatic epistles sent to and received
from foreign rulers and allies, judicial and revenue papers submitted to
the kings and ministers for their final orders and the day-to-day annals of
the court which incorporated all the transactions done, important utterances
made, and significant occurrences reported by reliable eye-witnesses (Assam
Buranji, Introduction). Buranjis constitute an unprecedented golden
chapter in Assamese literature. It is through these Buranjis that the modern
Assamese prose emerges in full panoply. Commenting on this unique
historical literature Sir G. A. Grierson observes : “The Assamese are justly
proud of their national literature. In no department have they been more
successful than in a branch of study in which India, as a rule, is curiously
deficient. The historical works or Buranjis are numerous and voluminous.
A knowledge of Buranjis was an indispensable qualification to an Assamese
gentleman.” (Linguistic Survey of India).

The compilation of Buranjis was a sacred task, and, therefore it was
customary to begin it with a salutation to the deity. The chronicles were
prepared generally by men who commanded a comprehensive knowledge
about state affairs, and we have several Buranjis whose authors were high
government officials. Hence ‘the language of these chronicles 1is digni_ﬁed
and graceful. Records as they are of concrete facts, they ha‘{e been put in a
language which is ordinarily free from sentimental rhetoric. Couf:hed in
casy, straightforward, and unambiguous language, they are charming and
admirable writings.

There is another class of historical writings composed both in verse
and prose generally known as Vamsavali. Be§ides, recording thc? geneo-
logical history of the different families of the kings, the an:mvahs sketch
the lives and careers of the important nobles. It seemed 1mpor§a_nt for
various reasons to preserve an authentic record of. the noble families f‘or
receiving royal grant and office. These Vamsavalis thus supplement in-
formation which is not available in the Buranjis. Such a gotab‘le .Vamsav'alz
is Darang-Raj-Vamsavli composed in verse by Suryakhari Daivajna during
the latter part of the eighteenth century under patronage of Samudra-
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h king of Darrang. The original manuscript of the book
h beautiful illustrations, “The Darang-Raj-Vamsayal;
“has been an invaluable source book for all studies
history of the Koch rulers.”

ks other than the scriptures and religious tex(s
came to be translated into’ Assamese prose under the 1'oya1' patronage. They
deal with medicine, astronomy, arithmetic, dance and architecture. In these
books for the first time Assamese prose was emplpyed as a vehicle for
utilitarian knowledge, Apart from their value as literary documents and
technical pamphlets they are most important as spf?cimens of contemporary
prose for scientific expression. The chief is Hastividyarnava of Sukumar
Barkath. This illustrated book was compiled in 1734 A.D. under orders of
king Siva Singha and his consorts, Queen Ambikadevi. ; !

Side by side with the texts on medicine, books were compiled on
astrology and divination both in Sanskrit and Assamese. Even treatises on
medicine include chapters on astrology in as much as they discuss the
astral nature of diseases which begin under various asterism.

Divintion was also resorted to for prognosis and cure of diseases.
Incantations, mantras, were also practised to cure diseases. Mantras were
further used to exercise devils and spirits who were supposed to be the cause
of human ailment, to.cure snake-bite, to remove the scourage of bad dreams,
to secure release from misfortunes, to free the fields from pests, for domestic
prosperity, rich harvest and for hundred and one other purposes. The Ahom
chronicles as well as the reports of the Muhammedan historians testify to
the use of charms for bewitching the army of the enemies and even Oppres-
sive officers were killed through spells or witchcraft. An Aom Buranji while
;‘;'Cg’;'g“rli:[}:iz frs(zf:;ii_igs of a trial for conSpirz_icy to sul?\{ert the autpority
= tolg 1h;t 5 Blgn, reproduces the follow:.ng.deposmon of a W}tneS?i
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nostrums and conundrums hay ese compilations on 1ncant£}thﬂS, §pe as'
documents of social degencrat;;lo,htf’r?‘r)’ value, but they are interestiog ;
stitions. , insidious folk-beliefs, and popular SuPet

To sum u i
rapid developmexlz)i j? :ﬁmf red years of Al_lom rule presents a panoramid of

epartments. of life. The most distinctive aSP‘fCtS

of the period, as not; :
, oticed earli : ; .
of the country, stabili er, were the geographical and racial unificatl”

parayan, the Koch
was embellished wit
writes Dr. S. K. Bhuyan,
connected with the early

Many Sanskrit boo

sati o L 5
economic, soda] an ﬁop of the politica] institutions, organisation Of.t e
eligions systems, and finally the rise of nationalis™

ASSAMESE LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE 69

the rationalistic temper of the age had a direct effect on arts and literature
which cnncl‘led and sweetened the life of the people.

The intellectual z}nd artistic expressions of the period may be known
along from .the prod.uctlon of numerous manuscripts, The manuscript pro-
duction which required much artistic and orthographic ability and calli-
graphic skill, itself was an achievement. The production of a manuscript
was a laborious process involving leisure and money. Large number of
manuscripts could be produced only with royal munificence. Each manus-
cript produced in the royal court even now is a priceless treasure of art for
its calligraphy and even for the materials on which the words were written.

It should also be noted that with manuscript-production was inti-
mately connected the art of painting, some of the magnificant illuminated
,manuscripts‘ produced during the period are Gita Govinda, Samkhasura
Vadka, Bhagavata, Darang-Raj-Vamsavali, Hasti-vidyarnava. The paintings
of these manuscripts were devoted not exclusively to religions pictures, but
also included lovely portraits of kings and court-life.

From the stand-point of literary history, however, the distinctive
features of the age are the growth of prose and secular literature, the ten-
dency to exalt the individual, particularly saints and kings and the dawn
of scientific curiosity. Along with prose, naturally came fresh interests in
diverse utilitarian and scientific fields. The study of mathematics and archi-
tecture were the first step towards this direction. With astrology were culti-
vated elements of astronomy and in the treatises of Jyotisa, the authors
described admirably planetary motions, and natural phenomena with the
limited knowledge at their command. In the treatises on Ayurveda, pharma-
ceutical, botanical and zoological observations were also made—together

with therapeutic and pharmacological reflections.
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Folk Literature of Assam

By

PRAPHULLADATTA GOSWAMI, M.A., D.PHIL.

Reader, University of Gauhati

(1)

AssaM’s folk-literature is fairly rich. A considerable amount of it has been
recorded, and though the primitive character of an agricultural society has
been modified by Hinduism and though the original significance of certain
pre-Aryan ceremonials has been lost, many of the old songs have survived,
while Hinduism itself has inspired new compositions. Of course, the
language of this oral literature has changed along with the times, as in
other lands.

There are various types of songs : songs of marriage, songs of reli-
gious ceremonies, lullabies, the Bihu-nam, ballads, and so on. The Nichu-
kani or lullaby is often meaningless, but it reveals a tenderness of feeling
cantatory and poetic. Some of the lullabies are addressed to the moon and
birds. The one below is addressed to Jonbai or Sister Moon :

Jonbai dear, let me have a needle.

Why a needle ?—To sow a wallet.

Why a wallet 2—To fill with coins.

Why coins ?—To buy an elephant.

Why an elephant 2—To ride about.

Why to ride about ?7—Thus I become a big man.

What a big man does 2—He beats upon the drum in the
evening dudum-dunt.

The large drum referred to is kept in the Nam-ghar or prayer-hall. There
s a long thyme which has the character of a formula tale. It has also a7
Oriya parallel and goes somewhat like this :

O Flower, O Flower,
why don’t you blossom 2
The Cow nips my shoots, .
why should T b
O Cow, O Cow, R
why do you nip the shoots ?
wboy does no feed me
why should I not nip ?

There are lullabies with
e the game SONgs, use

The Co

references to Boy Krishna. Allied to these Y™

d by children in thejr games. It may be possible o
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Scholars have tried to find traces of ancient myths and rituals in
children’s thymes and game songs. The frequent mention of the moon in
Assamese lullabies may point to some primitive belief in the moon ; the
frog’s association with the clouds is a living belief even now, frog marriage
being celebrated when there is a dearth of rain. Lewis Spencer observed that
from Kent to Pekin, a rhyme is current in which children threaten or request
a snail to put out its horn. An English version runs thus :

Snail, snail, put out your horn,
Or I'll kill your father and mother the morn.

The rhyme is found in slightly altered versions among peoples like the
French, the Italian, the’Rumanian, the Russian, and the Chinese. The
,snail has bten regarded as typifying the dawn stealing from its cavern or
as symbolical of birth. It is not known if a parallel is found in Assam, but
the following about a kind of ant has been heard from children :

Old Insect, come out, come out,
T'll give you rice, I'll give you fish.
Come out.

Does the Assamese rhyme have the same symbolism as the other one ?

(2)

The tenderncss which characterizes Nichukani is also seen in
Biya-nam or marriage songs. The marriage is a musical affair. At every
stage of the celebration—from the early negotiations to the final leave-
taking of the bride—women sing appropriate songs. There is usually a
Namati or leader of the chorus who sets the melody while the others follow
her. The language of the songs is so homely and racy that it is difficult to
translate them. They have also been influenced by the Vaisnavite scriptures
of medieval times. When the bride is bathed ceremonially womenfolk sing

such a song :

After her bath the maid asked her mother :
“What clothes am I to put on 2"

“Such that dry in the shade and hide in the clasp
You are to put on.”

After her bath the maid asked her mother :
“What flowers am I to put on 2"

“Not the seuti, not the malati either,

She does not put on the kharikajai,

In the midst of the seas is the parijat,

That you are to put on.”

The loving brother put out on his boat,
He went in search of the parijat;

The banana sprout reaches to the sky,

To the waist reaches her hair ;...

arriage is seen in the teasing songs with which

ouse or from the bride’s house try to irritate
known as Khija-git in Lower

’

One aspect of the m

women from the groom’s h
the women of the other house. These are
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nam in Upper Assam. They are satirical in intent and vey
amusing. That a considerable part of the oral literature of the worlg ijs{
women’s contribution i evidenced in the facility with which Womenfol}.
add to the traditional stock of marriage songs and compose fresh types of
teasing songs.

Womenfolk sing a large variety of songs on the occasion of populay
religious  ceremonies connected with Goddess Small-pox, Lakhimi or
Apeswari. The small-pox goddess is known as Ai or mother, Lakhimj
symbolizes paddy and welfare and Apeswari is a sort of fairy invoked in
times of children’s illness. Songs associated with these goddesses are
steeped in the sentiment of reverence and also highly imaginative. Aji ig
said to have seven sisters and often she is one of these seven sisters, as
is seen in the following song : °

Assam and Jora-

They are coming : Ai’'s seven sisters, across the seven mountains,

All bow their heads—the grass and creepers and trees, for Ai is coming,

The golden butterfly—round it circles on its two silvern wings ;

The Ais have come to visit the places : we beg‘ our life of them.

Unconsciously did we trespass into Ai’s gal:den, unaware did we

Forgive our crime this onc i i Dick e
e, O Bhavani, we fall-at your feet ;...

(3)

il T‘Ef Deh-bichar song, or song on the consideration of the body, is @ .
phtlosophical type and has its roots in a Tantric background, though now.

ot wih Vit e, Waniin mndicans (iaka) o208
s klz sects are seen to sing Deh-bichar songs to the hypnotic
guidance of the Gurull_1 ,da stringed instrument. They teach that “with th¢
cryptic songs refer to ;)les e _ﬁnd the essence of .the body,” and in th_elf
their Tantric affiliatj the arteries and doors of the body, thus indicating
sentiments, though t}? 5 There are some Muslims who also echo thesg

» though their songs (known as Jikir) are traced to the teachin®

of one Ajan Phaki X
4go. Sﬂmje of tr?e];g’sinpf “;ho had come to Assam about three centuries
be termed ballads, g refer to incidents in the life of the Pir and may

(4)
s

Perhaps the m, L
associated with the ]‘;Zt’h]yrlca{ type of Assamese folksongs is the Bihu
! 48 Bihu or Spring fegtival, The middle of Apil

Cw A p
Year and fhis period coincides with the Blh‘;
afe

Jast

-nan,

), f the
day of Cat (Chait) ¢ People of Assam. The Bihu is held from the
%?}I:S;artlg known as Bahag Bihuay T(;lf Ba’hag (Vaisakh), and this period is
2 2 o . s e
over, * second in importac being ihﬁktsflgse celebrate ,alto;f Ethesrtig:vris
eld in Magh, after harves=e
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; In its social manifestation the Bihu now has a Hindu colouring, but
the institution has its roots in the fertility cults of the primitive inhabitants
of the land. It is seed time, it is time for the development of the fertility
of the soil. People dance, sing, and mate, and make preparations for the
ploughing season. One no longer finds all the primitive features of the
festival but the dance with its erotic nature is there and the songs which are
expressive of the joys of spring and youth are plentiful. In one form of
the dance, extant only in limited areas, of the two girls dancing one im-
personates the role of the male. In rural areas the dance used to serve as
{he occasion for the choice of life partners. Among the Miri tribals when
there are two competitors:‘ for the hand of the same girl, the one who gets
beaten in sipging or drumming may have to serve for a term at the house
©f the successful wooer.

Some of the customs observed at the Bihu are common to both the
plains Assamese and tribals, They seem to have parallels in Chinese society.
The first Bihu day is called Garu Bihu and assigned to ceremonies asso--
ciated with cattle welfare ; the second day is for man and known as Manuh
Bihu. Social visits start on the second day; on the first day are ecaten
certain articles like green mango, neem leaves and pulse. The Chinese New
Year has days similarly assigned. The first day is the birthday of cocks,
the second of dogs, the third of swine. On the fourth day people visit
friends and relatives. The seventh is the birthday of men ; one should not
go out this day. This day moreover they eat red beans. Clearing of debts,
feasting and merrymaking in general are seen both in Assam and China.
Scholars have observed that in ancient times in South-West China there
were festivals in which young people used to dance, sing anti-phonal songs,
exchange orchids and hearts. If we remember that there have been large-
scale migrations from China into south-east Asia, the roots of the Assamese
_Bihu may be put to a Chinese or Mongoloid origin.

The Bihu-nam or Bihu songs are anti-phonal and constitute a lan-
guage of love. These lyrical quatrains have a light rhythm, suited to the
dance, though they may be sung at any time and on any occasion, especially
by boys and girls of the countryside. They throw considerable light on the
social and even economic life of the people. Being the language of love, the
Bihu-nam describes beauty, adores the sweetheart, expresses yearning as it
is a vehicle of feelings of frustration and sorrow. Yearning seems to be the
most fruitful poetic inspiration, as in :

To see you in a flash I am no lightning,
nor am I a flowing river,

_flying to see you I am no bird,

with two wings to my sides.

A jacket suited to your body,

parted hair suited to your head,

a jewelled keru in your ear,

without sight of you

hardly a day can I pass,

how to pass a long year ?
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Who would draw water for me,

who would cook my meals,

if you are not in my bedroom, dear,
who would speak kindly to me ?

The joys of the Bihu festival are also echoed in the songs :

The Bihu this year is so glorious,
the nahar is in blossom,

its scent so rouses my sweetie,

she tramples on her spinning-wheel.

The Bihu is a glorification of youth and youth has to be celebrated
®
while it lasts :

L]
How I fail to persuade you, O dear, n
to me you pay no heed,
it is not a seed that it will appear again,
once it passes youth is difficult to recover.

If you would dance dance well

that your fellows may see,

life will go away—go to the land of death,
the body will be eaten up by vultures.

Similar sentiments are found in the Indonesian Pantun, cousin to the
Bihu-nam.

These songs serve as a social document. An analysis of them rewards
one with considerable information on the mode of life led by the rural folk.
Popul.ar beliefs and superstitions, like the use of areca-nut as love-charm.
occasional abduction, paying of a bride-price, incurring debts in order to
be able to marry, a high premium put on the ability to spin and weave,
all are there. Even the tea-garden Sahib is noticed by these songs :

The Western Sahib went down to the West,
z.ifter drinking he threw away the bottle,

In spite of bullocks, in spite of buffaloes,

all is useless without a girl.

And here i

€15 a memory of the Non-Co-operation Movement :
Mahammad Ali, Shaukat Alj,
brother both are they,
clapped by Government

into prison,
by what law, who woul o

d say ?

Akin to th
tribals dwellj 3

In matterg
much jp Corzfngr?pu]}:r culture the tribals and the Hindu Assamese
- H€Ie are typica] examples of Miri songs :

Just as
one does p t 5
S€¢ my darling Ot get water when one is thirsty, I cannot

though 1 am yearning to see her.

B, e sa— = s, ST e
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Just as the Brahmaputra flows unceasingly so also thoughts
from my tender body always flow towards - you.

If T had wings or had I had been a bird I would have gone
to have a look at you. :

The third song utilizes the bird motif, a common device in folk poetry.

(5)

Let us pass on to another important type of folksongs—the Malita
or ballad. Two of the longest ballads have as their staple magical incidents.
The ballad of Phulkowar is made up of a ride on a magic horse and the
hero’s securing of a prindess. At the touch of the prince a withered garden

0revivcs and’he enters the princess’s chamber in the form of a bumble-bee.

The ballad of Jana-gabharu similarly describes such incidents as the hero’s
throwing his adversary into the sky and the latter’s body turning into trees
and swamps, Such magical incidents, found also in the Mirchen or wonder
tales, indicate that these ballads must have been ‘composed in a fairly early
period, though their language has changed along with the times. A shorter
ballad—Pagala-Pagalir Git—has a contest theme, having parallels in India,
Indonesia and Europe. It is a beautiful fancy woven around an imagined
quarrel between a husband and a wife. It may be summarised thus :

The wife is saying to herself : “I am stretching the warp of my loom,
but I've forgotten to bring the brush (with which to smooth the warp).
Only for this would Pagala thrash me. Let me run away to my mother’s.”
Pagala retorts, “You are running away to your mother’s. I would lie in
ambush and catch you, Pagali.” “You would lie in ambush and catch me,
Pagala. I would run off into the forest.” “You would run off into the
forest, Pagali. I would set fire to the forest and catch you.” “You would
set fire to the forest and catch me, Pagala. I would go up with the smoke.”
You would go up with the smoke, Pagali. I would catch you with a
hooked pole.”...

Thus they go on. If she falls into the lake, he catches her with a
fishing contrivance ; if he catches her with a fishing contrivance, she becomes
a shell ; if she becomes a shell, he burns her and eats her up as lime ; if he
cats her as lime, she stings his cheeks ; if she stings he relieves the pain by
rubbing his cheeks with oil ; if he rubs oil she takes birth as mustard seeds ;
if she is born as mustard seeds he presses them ; if he presses them she
takes birth as oil-cake; if she takes birth as oil-cake he throws it away
into a corner of the garden ; if she is thrown away she turns into a _large
tree s if she turns into a large tree he fells it and makes a boat; if hLe
makes a boat she drowns him in the middle of the water. Thus victpry lies
with the wife. In one of the variants of the ballad the last quatrain goes
thus :

The tender leaves of the jara, O Pagali,
the tender leaves of the jara,

even (hough I wish I cannot leave
your tender two hands.
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There are also historical ballads, most of them fragments_ The most
jmportant of these is the ballad of the ABarphukan or Viceroy which des.
cribes the Burmese invasions of the land in the early pfn:t of the la_st century,
It gives interesting information on the confused polmcz}l situation of the
time : competitiveness among the nobles, the Barphukan’s invitation to the
Burmese, the atrocious ravages committed .by 'the lnvade}'s, and_ the help-
Jessness of the people. There are inaccuracies in the d_etglls of history, but
on the whole, the ballad treats the subj_ect in a realistic manner and, to
judge from some of the details recorded_, it must have been cqmposed with-
in living memory of the Burmese invasions. Fragments of this long ballad
were recorded by Dr. S. K. Bhuyan as early as 910 and the whole was
edited by him in 1924. The ballad lets us know that at one time there
were minstrels who used to eke out their living by reciting ballads :

Let my lord give me a quarter-Tupee,
I sing of the Barphukan,

it is my fortune—

my lord I've met here.

Another historical ballad describes the hanging of Maniram Dewan
who had in 1857 tried to organize a revolt to oust the British from Assam.

Modern political movements have sometimes inspired the rural poet
to compose songs and ballads, but these do not seem to have the widz
currency which comparatively earlier specimens had. Songs of this type
however did considerable service in the national movement in the early
twenties of this century. The huge bonfire of foreign-made clothes in the
yard of the late T. R. Phookan must have inspired a song like this :

Pat and muga and such foreign clothes

do not keep them in your box,

hand them on to Phookan, hand them on to Nabin,
they are burning these in their yards.

S Pat a_.nd muga are local silks but the phrase to the popular min-(l
:npthes foreign ﬁnefy; Nabin is the late Nabin Chandra Bardaloi. Herege
nother lovely specimen inspired by Mahatma Gandhi :

Thi’s fellow says, that fellow says—

Le.ts have a look at Gandhi,

;:Enend, let’s have a look at Gandhi,

: I stand on the railway embankment

can have a glimpse of Gandhi.

FOLK LITERATURE 11

before he can persuade himself to plant in a piece

or two of grounds.

He says nothing that is not twisted : only twelve women
went to draw water, now the noses of thirteen have been
cut off !

Don’t they sum up character in an excellent manner and don’t they
also give us a picture of rural life? Most of these proverbs seem to have
a bite in them, though some of them are neutral, just enshrining traditional
wisdom, as in the following :

Rice you will get as long as you live; a pit you

will get when you die.

3
Egt well, eat well, before you are married,
sleep well, sleep well, before you are a mother.

The following are examples from Angami Nagas :

A woman’s good conduct is her necklace.
If one works hard one will have a good rice-field.

The second one has the sense that the girl who works hard is sure to
get a good husband.

‘A Western folklorist jokingly observes that if the Indian philosopher
has anything to fear, it is woman. A study of Indian popular philosophy
inherent in proverbs made him observe in this manner. He does not seem
to be far wrong if one takes into account such sayings from Assam :

Do with a wife trampled on by a mother-in-law,
taste a curry trampled on by fish.

To dogs allow no room,

to woman givé no encouragement.

On a stone your knife sharpen,

tame a woman with blows.

It is a fair conclusion, however, that many of the nastiest proverbs

about woman are used by women themselves !
The bachans of Dak are well known in Assam, but they are more

aphoristic than proverbial. An aphorism usually enjoins. rules of conduct,
while a proverb only makes an observation, sometimes neutral and some-

times one-sided.

(7)

o

e

Riddles are another type of oral literature. These “things to be
guessed” have a long history and in ancient India were part of the horse-
sacrifice-rituals, In Assamese society Sathar or riddles are used for recrea-
(o) tional purposes. They are sometimes found as part of tales. It is probable
verbs and that, like some of the proverbs, a considerable number of the current riddles
ve us 2 were made by scholarly persons. This is from an old manuscript :

Having no mouth it fills its paunch,
bearing a man’s head it sleeps sound,

Let's have our eyeful of Gandhi.

Though :
riddles of agpegel tef,ld {0 emphasize the songs and tales, the Pro:
interesting ol; Pie have their special significance, as they also !
& glimpse into the f : ! ; mple *
olk mind. Take such proverbs, for €x& P
If the sun is ho

a shade he slget he takes to the shade ; if he finds .

DS the ploughing season must be over =
0
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this puzzle Kavikankan poses :
let alone the fool, even the scholar is befogged

0 . —The pillow.
1e following, on the coconut, is also from the same manu

has a close parallel among the Rajput-Kayesths : SCript ang

Though three-eyed it is not Sulapani,

nor the king of birds though dwelling on trees

holding water it is not the cloud's son, ;

and it is not Ramachandra though clad in bark.

This has a variant in Bengali also, though not close; the Kavikankan
of the Assamese manuscript should be the sixtegnth century Bengali poe,t
Mukundaram Chakravarty. The one below, on the train, is m,orebproperly
a folk-riddle :

)

It is a double-current stream,
comes whistling every day,
all men and cattle bears away.

Here is another :

It has a mouth, but no tongue,
It has a belly, but no intestines.—The pitcher.

In Assamese there is another type of riddle-like composition, known
as Phakara. Phakaras are short verses of a cryptic nature couching religious
lore. They are used by Vaisnavite bhakats as well as by initiates of certgin
osoteric sects. They may have their ancestry in dohas of the Buddhist-

Sahajiya type.
(8)

ne to the tales of the land, R
T(~) S d. The Assamese people are a composite entity, 1nto
o ybalibackgro W loid blood. Assamese culture shows
which has gone a good deal of Mongo (1)\;1 oo Astric, Dravidian, and
the interplay of various cu}tural 1ayers, : n?inil 2 A liations of the
Aryan. We find tales which seem to Iem tales have been absorbed even
yan. 5 For exan]p'[e, Puranic L ASLOE
culture of this lgps difications. Tales from the Jata ?
vy tribals, though pithSlocalSIIoc & 4 among the Assamese, again with
o B nch,qtanlra haycRbECORY i 1a- h S:})“IOW close relationship with
thed'gcati:)ns There are Assamese tzées C;V :rcc e e
A0S - ‘or Blwin in GONC < ° : =
c by Verrier ‘huti o Assam’s folk-literature.
tales recorded loid contribution t0 : - orer
- be a MongCo" hich the Mérchen or V¥
land seem tO ; of tales, of whiC ! tales,
us types . There are mora
There are Vvario here in the world. a. but
- ular, as elsew ; al phenomend,
e ngbifdsc and those thaf e nliltu;f ir%agination have
o B e plea;sur e and teat o \ivorcentering round Tentan
i 2! es
those that gl:fe r?cy' for example 14
: L .
the widest €

 the trickster tales ST TS Ty type of
pala d tentan S s are found amons
on S
r Teton. [DRCOMD Th incidents in t SAF 3
g sly and roguish. 1h¢ £
mﬂn,

the subject becomes more related

he Tentan fale
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the Assamese speaking population as among the tribals having their own
languages. Here is a ‘sample : :

One day just at noon Tentan was passing through a field. A man
was ploughing. His bullocks were old, the more they were pricked with the
laru the more they dozed. In exasperation the ploughman cried out, “These
bullocks deserving to go into the maw of the tiger, I wish they were dead,
nor have I been able to procure a fresh pair !”

Tentan called out, ‘“What’s the matter, Brother ?”

“Oh my worries, this old pair won’t move. There’s a score of rupees
I’ve laid by, but I haven’t had the time to go out looking for a fresh pair.”

“Brother, rub this nud on their back and they will move quicker.”

The man did accordingly and the bullocks feeling the cool mud
qmoved a few steps. Tentan then feigned that he was very much thirsty and
put out his hand to reach some muddy water in the field. The man said,
“Does one drink that mud? Why don’t you take a drink at my house
thereilie

Tentan asked, “Will the mistress give me?”

“Why not ?”

Tentan went into the house of the ploughman and told his wife,
“Sister-in-law, Brother has just purchased a new pair of bullocks, and he
has asked me to tell you to give me that score of rupees kept for the
purpose.”

The mistress of the house was unwilling to part with the money at
the words of this unknown man. Tentan pointed to the field and explained,
“See, that’s a pair of white bullocks, wasn't the former pair red ?” The
bullocks looked white because they were caked with mud. Nevertheless,
the woman did not bring out the money.

Tentan then shouted towards the field, “Brother, she won't give—."

The man cried back, “You tiger-eaten, why don’t you give ?” Hc
thought Tentan had meant water.

The woman then secretly kept one rupee and the rest of the qloney
she passed on to Tentan. Tentan directly left the place and made himself
scarce. When the sun went down the ploughman returned home and sat
at his meal, Every time his wife came out to give him extra rice or curry
she would murmur, “I am clever after all, I am clever after all.” £

He said, “What are you murmuring about ? What’s the matter ?

“T could keep one out of that score of rupees.”

“What rupees ?”

When she explained to him the wh

his meal and rushed out in search of Tentan... ;

Tentan is sometimes an impertinent younsg ]fld el OUt-Of honfe
by his parents and later carving out a fortune by his very lmPer.tmence, a;
other times he is one of two brothers cheating the other of their Paterna,
inheritance. The monkey and the hare are two' other creatures vslh]o Sar-cs,
parallels to Tentan in wile and roguery. The tiger of Assamese falcs 1

not very clever, as in other parts of India.

ole situation he immediately left
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‘Another well known group of tales describe the sorrows and suffer-
ings of children in the hand of stepmothers. Tejimala is the most popular
of this type, though Teja and Teji agree more closely with the Europeaq
Cinderella type of tales. Tejimala’s stepmother crushes the girl under 3
dhenki and the buried corpse Srows into a gourd creeper. When a beggar

woman tries to pick a gourd, she cries out :

Do not pick the Jau, do not pick the leaves,
wherefrom do you come, you beggar woman,

only for the silk clothes did Stepmother crush me,
poor Tejimala I am.

The creeper is later thrown away into the river where the girl
blossoms as a lotus. Her merchant father while returning homft is tempted
to have the flower for his daughter, but the flower speaks to him. So he
gets to know about the whole affair and coming home punishes his cruel
wife. The girl regains her former shape. In the tale of Teja and Teji their
stepmother pushes their mother into the water and turns her into a tortoise.
The tortoise mother helps her children in their difficulties.

The tribes of Assam possess a considerable body of myths. Verrier
Elwin has pointed out that the myths of the N.E.F.A. tribes have consider-
abIe_ poetic beauty and even poetic grandeur. Here is a Minyong myth from
Elwin’s book Myths of the North-East Frontier of India : “At first all
was water : the earth was below. Even the rocks were soft as wet mud.
Kayum-Sedi-Nane-Wiyu looked on the water everywhere and tried to make
thﬁ earth, but he could not. He found a spirit, Kayum-Polung-Sabbo-Wiyu,
:orc; :ati the form of a great mithun, and said to him, ‘Make a pit with your
and all t?]i t:;:aéer ‘may flow into it” The mithun-spirit dug such a _Pit
(spirif), SediJr 5 ;;L‘?ed away and the earth appeared. There was a Wiyu
of the’waters p{g; 1Ug-1durp-Botte’ who had lived always on the face
His corpse tl;rne q ?:ntthey dried up, he had nowhere to live and he died-
tree, from his hair ;EO leesndiion s hones came SVERY et
ER LN ier, want ecilousand grasses, and they spread as forest over the
they do now. If they dotrﬁzst and grass on the hills, at the beginnins &

sacrifice to Kayum-Polung-Sabbo and Sedi-

Irping'PU'mg.'[dum B
5 -Botte, these Wi . I
again to water by shaking it (P.lggi Eatieney and ey to el g

Sedi-Irpine-Pu:
1-Irping Pumg—Idum-Botte in this tale is a sort of Culture Hero.

An Angami m
: yth Th : i e
with Assamese. The Zanrgesligar Kohima describes the relationship of Na&®>

asked them, « ;

“T shall gl th‘:”;:‘itli'ﬂ’lrgou do for a livelihood 2 The first one.answers”
third's reply was, “1 ¢ 1e second answered, “I shall be a writer,” and th(:
born the Nagas, the huitl be a hunter.” From the tiller of the soil wer;
the one who kne er disappeared into the forest, and the writef ©

W readi e
Assamese. The tale t;?:: “:g and writing became the ancestor f’;he
Abors explain a simj] 0 explain why the Nagas are illiterate- Co

ar sityat: ; ;
situation by saying that the skin on, whic

r of the Nagas had three sons. The old man
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had inscribed the letters fell into the fire and was burnt and hence they do
not have letters. A lovely Khasi myth explains how the daughter of the
god of Shillong Peak took birth as woman and taught the people how to
dance and sing...

This is a rapid survey of the nature and range of the folk-literature
of Assam. Many of the songs, of which the Bihu-nam may number more
than two thousand, have been recorded ; the first collection of riddles was
published as early as 1890; the British authors who wrote on the tribes of
Assam took an interest in tales and songs; Assam’s leading author of this
century published two collections of folk-tales some forty years ago; this
Jead has been followed up by others. So it seems, though there is much
to be done from a scientific stand-point, the folk-literature of the land has
a0t gone out of public attention and is at present securing greater patronage.
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Some Aspects of Tribal Art in Assam
By

Dr. B. M. Das, M.sc., D.PHIL. (Cal.)
Lecturer, University of Gauhati

I

AssaM, with its landscape of deep ravines gnd slopes, of hills and
dales, of the greens that clothe the mother earth and of, the mighty
Brahmaputra with its tributaries, presents a colossal and gorgeou-s
setting for cultural make-up, an inspiration for the masterly creation
of artistic objects depicting the lives of the sons of the soil. This is more
so in the case of that part of the State where the Nagas live,
as has been observed by Hutton, who says, “All Naga Tribes have a most
remarkable appreciation of the effective and picturesque in dress, and their
use of colour is usually in extraordinary good taste and particularly well
adapted to the surroundings in which it is displayed. The designs of their
cloths are conspicuous for the right use of brilliant colours, while their
orr‘xaments of black and white hornbill feathers, cowries, ivory and scarlet
hair seem peculiarly well fitted to the deep green or bluish background
usually afforded by the well-wooded hills which are their home.”

The hills of Assam, decorated by beautiful scenary and full of
natutal resources, provide shelter to the numerous tribes like the colourful
Nagaﬁ’ who are famous for their valour and war-like spirit ; the Garos, the
Khasis and the Jaintias—whose is the ‘secret land where women rein’ ; the

Khasis Ao . . . the
asis and the Jaintias—whose is the ‘secret land where women T€ign’ : the

LIUSha.{S’ the Kukis, the Mikirs, the Kacharis, etc. These tribes have made
the‘Cmderella State of Assam, a living Anthropologiczil Museum, where
various peoples of diverse racial origins and of different cultural and
linguistic groups live side by side. Unfortunately, most‘ of the treasurers:
[tlll]?)rc pexuicularly the artistic objects, of this ‘Museum’ have not yef
prezzﬁtgh:y.b]een _catglogued in the proper scientific method. Thus thib1
not naturla.\tlllc ef o e Sereppy references is imited in s scOPC: g \Xrt
e v: ullﬁl the ne-:ed of a proper study of Tribal Art in Assam. i
ocean of a try' arge subject and here I shall simply touch the fringe of

It gving a few examples mostly from the hill tribes of Assam.

The pleasure of creating and the pleasure of contemplating beautift)

forms are tw - de-
0 aspects : - ite inde
pendent of cach Of of esthetic emotion. The two may be quit

artistic expressionsher.l AeaEle Tribal peopleiof & s38 i manifestatfﬂngt

wholly Tacking Thso ely to gratify esthetic impulse is rare, althous® =

Utilitarian mog; °r€ 1s very little art for art’s sake among these 7o .
Ive dominates in arts besides decoration. One of the princip

o
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sources of artistic inspiration is the magico-religious emotion, which provides
the creative force for artistic objects. The tribal art in Assam, thus, appears
to have some functional basis,

With these ideas in mind now let us have a glimpse of the Tribal
Art in Assam and also see the inter-action of the magico-religious impulse
and social behaviour as conducing to the creation of artistic objects.

y m

The Tribal people of Assam show their skilfulness in artistic designs
in various objects which are of daily use. They are very fond of colourful
dresses and ornaments of various designs, that are put in different parts of
the body. It is in the domain of dress, perhaps, that the creative genius of
the Tribesmen of Assam is seen at its height. Though the question of dress
is more in the realm of fundamental necessities of life it is also a medium
of the expression of artistic tendencies. The primary object of dress, as one
and all will agree, is to give bodily comfort and protection and to fulfil the
particular standard of modesty and decorum. Now in the fulfilment of such
necessities the Assam Tribes have shown real skilful manifestation of their
superior artistic tendencies.

An analysis of Tribal dress reveals that there are different types of
dress with distinctive colours and designs, to be used on’different occasions.
The everyday attire is simple, utilitarian and does not convey much of
artistic sense, while the ceremonial dresses are conspicuous and colourful.
The colours and the designs indicate social status and rank. For instance,
among the Naga Tribes, persons who have performed gennia rites can put on
special attires of attractive designs. Among the Lushais a man of distinction
is allowed to wear a cloth of certain pattern made with great care and skill.
A Dafla priest or Niebu is privileged to put on a Jeopard skin on his bafck
and to carry constantly a colourful fan made of kite feathers, these being
indicative of ritual potency. ;

Dress and ornaments of tribal Assam, more particularly of the Nagas
seem to be connected with chivalry and strength which are attributes of men,
the females being less conspicuously clad and ornamented. The shar_p con-
trast in the adorments of men and women is perhaps because of the dlffere:nt
horizons of activity of the two sexes. Whereas the females are conc?,n.n?d W'ltll
the domestic affairs the men are concerned with extra-ordinary activities like
war and chase through which they can prove their vigour and stren.gt},:.
Here again rank goes to determine privileged dresses. A Naga C}ne_f ;
daughter, and not others, may put a petticoat of black gnd red colours wit
a blend of blue in the middle. Cowries may be sewn in the dresses of the
wife of a Chief, who has performed a series of social gennas, and §o on. All
these decorative designs contribute greatly to the beauty of the attires, which
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are pieces of tribal art, but at the same time their utilitarian motives cannot
be ignored. :
The warrior’s band of the Naga society were worn by renowned head-

hunters only. The neatly woven cloth lS beautifull){ decorat.ed by women
with a fast black dye of indigenous Origin. Th.c animals painted on these
straps represent the characteristic virtues acq1_11red by the warrior. The
mithan represents smartness of a master Warrior, the clephan:c represents
strength and the tiger represents valour and ferocity. These are virtues which
are prized most by any head-hunter of repute. The b}ack dye round a white
circle represents a moonlit night when a Naga warrior marches against his
enemy to collect an enemy’s head to enrich his family, his clan and his village
community. The pointed and straight lines represent the palisades of the
enemy’s village which the warrior encounters in the course of his fight. -

A survey of the ceremonial head-dresses of the hill tribes of Assam
reveals that the head-dress itself forms a special branch of study. Among
most of the tribes head-dress forms an essential of the ceremonial attire.
The head-dresses are very colourful and magnificient and are of various
designs. Nevertheless, the articles used in the head-dresses for decorative pur-
pose have some magical and social implications. Thus the blood red colour
of the head-dress of some of the Naga tribes is said to be indicative of rage
and anger in times of war. The pair of boar tusks in the head-dress is to
make the warrior as obstinate and dashing as the wild boar. Among some
head-hunting Naga tribes a warrior who has performed the head-taking genna
is allowed to add feathers to his wig, the number and the nature of feathers
depending upon the number of heads collected. Among the Lushais also,
those who have killed men in war have the right of putting head-dresses of
specially decorative design.

~ Both men and women of the tribal folks of Assam adorn themselves
with ornaments of various designs, through which not only their appreciation
for beauty is reflected but social status and rank of the respective jndividuals
are also determined. Besides, some of the ornaments have magical potentiali-
ties too. Tufts of white goat’s hair bound together with red thread, that
hangs round the neck of a young Lushai has its root in the idea that an
affected person is cured by hanging round his neck pieces of skin of animal
or feathers of bird, sacrificed to propitiate the deity responsible for the

gif:ife' tIrlx :ihc same tribe, the tiger’s tooth hung round the neck ilrll an

ntal design has some magica i i i
. s that are

on the chest re gical bearing. Cowrie shell

e gion of a Garo boy has its homoeopathic charm against thz
] ye. course, among some tribes cowries are used as eyes 10 -
mages of the human form,

Ear ornaments age

; . : different
materials, including Jeaf iaions designy and mace i

i hai men
have the; : wood, ivory, bamboo, metal, etc. The Lusba
woodene:;uzzrifp:;cedland wear either cornelians suspended-by Stm’gez:.
ornament, but the }’o?nour. The Lakher elders do not like to PP% o

- eir
ger males adorn their ears upto the time of th
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marriage. Among some of the Naga tribes like the Sema,, the Lhota and the
Ao, a very distinctive type of ear ornament is wads of the cotton-wool which
sometimes, especially in case of the Chiefs, reaches the dimension of huge
fans. These white cotton-wool ear ornaments form a really beautiful con-
trast to the black furry circlet made out of bear’s hair and worn by some
Sema Chiefs. Cheap brass-rings of various designs are very common among
some of the tribes like the Garos, the Khasis. A Lushai woman again
removes her ear-rings when she gives up the idea of remarrying.

Precise materials like gold and silver have a limited place in the
fineries of the hill tribes of Assam. The Khasis, however, are rich in posses-
sion of gold fineries, whic.h are prepared by the Khasis as well as by foreign
goldsmiths. .The Khasi necklaces made by combination of gold or silver and

coral beads form a unique piece of adornment. The Mikirs have also similar

gold and silver necklaces. The commonest form of necklace worn by the
different tribal folks of Assam is made of various kinds of beads. A Lhota
necklace is composed of four or five strings of black beads made from the
seeds of the wild banana. Among the Semas again the cornelian bead neck-
laces take the principal and central position. A Sema Chief’s wife often
decks herself with strings of bead necklaces which almost entirely covers the
breast region extending up to the belly. The inconvenience caused by such
heavy fineries are often considerable. Still she can not help it for considera-
tion of status, dignity and beauty.

Among the Lushai the old necklaces are made of very dark amber.
The Garo neklaces are made of long, barrel-shaped beads of cornelian or
red glass, the latter being a recent introduction.

The wearing of armlets by the males seems to carry certain social
implications among most of the tribal groups. For instance, a Lyngam who
has given a great feast can only wear silver armlets above the elbows. These
armlets are taken off as a sign of mourning. The Garo Nokmas or village
head-men, wear a heavy ring, usually of iron, but sometimes of brass and
silver, just above elbow. A Lhota can put on a wristlet of cowries sewn on
cloth only when he has performed the head-taking genna. Neverthc?less, the
purely esthetic motive of decorating arms and wrists is also not wanting. The
Naga tribes greatly prize the wearing of ivory armlets above the elbow.
Those who can not afford real ivory sometimes put on an imitation In wo_od
of the ivory armlets. A profusion of armlets forms a part of the festive
attire warn by the Khasi girls during ceremonial dances. Bangles. and brace-
lets depicting artistic talent are also favoured by most of the tribal women
of Assam. :

The waist region is also not left bare. A waist-b-and of the Gargs
consists of several rows of cornelian beads, the rowWs being lfept apart i’
means of a piece of carved bamboo. Similar wais‘t-bands are in us;: ar(;l(;nri
other tribal groups also. The designs and dezorat:ons of the waist-band are
also sometim i socio-religious ideas. : -

Hair (;‘gesllligéviastc:n:t){xer form ogf artistic manifestation which is seen
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in many of the tribal folks of Assam, more particularly among the Lakhers.
The men keep long hairs and §re§s the same by making kn_ots of various
designs. It has some social imphcatfons too. A man whose hair has been cut
can not take part in some CEremonics. The Lushais also 'make I\'nots._ Th.ey
wear varieties of articles in their knots. The commonest is a brass pin with
two prongs and a head shaped like G.. Skewers of ivory, ‘pone and metal are
also worn. Hair comb is also an a.rtlcle for ornamentation. Cgmbs are of
various shape and design and somenm.es .are on}amenlted by carving. Corpbs
not only beautify a person, but also indicate his social rank. rl:he- magico-
religious idea involved in combs is best expressed by the Lush.ax S xldea that
a man of higher clan is contaminated by a man of lgwcr clan using his comb.

Among the Kuki tribes bare legs indicale lack of decency and
decorum, while the presence of a piece of thread or cane tied just above the,
ankle of young men and marriageable girls, adds greatly to their esthetic
delicacy.

In the fulfilment of their esthetic sense and of appreciation of beauties
of nature the tribal peoples often pluck up beautiful flowers to decorate
their ear lobes and hair bun.

Tattooing is an art of adorning the actual skin and is widely practised by
the aborigines of India. In Assam, however, many of the tribal groups do not
fattoo. Among the Aos, by the tattoo marks the linguistic sub-groups can be
differentiated. The Konyak warriors tattoo their faces while the others do
the same on the chest. Among the Mikirs, the men do not usually tattoo any
part of the body, but the females, when they attain puberty, usually tattoo
a perpendicular line being drawn from the parting of the hair down the fore-
head and nose. The presence of tattcoed circles on forearm and breast speak
of the mementoes of love affairs in happy bachelor days of the Lushais.

111

Some of the tribesmen of Assam reproduce their artistic ideas and
esthetic senses in their wood carvings and designs of various nature to be
observed in their handicrafts. The principal aim of these carvings is (0
fepresent certain objects of nature such as animal-life and plant-life on the
artifacts produced by them. These motives have magico-religious purposes
to serve. The horn and head of mithan, for example, represent the smart
and forceful qualities of that animal, the horn-bill tells the story of the origin
of the clan of that name, The carving of an eagle on a drinking cup of the
Nagas represen'ts the sudden sweep of the head-hunters on the enemy’s camp:
e 1; smoking pipe of the_ Ao Nagas is prepared out of a single piece Of

Where the head of the pipe is represented by a human figure with sharp
105¢ and refined features, Op the body of the pipe two human figurin®s

fepresenting a couple are skilfully carved out to embellish and also to convey
the idea of procreation,

ASPECTS OF TRIBAL ART 87

The Jambili Athon or the bag-stand of the Mikirs not only reveals
their artistic sense but also their skilfulness in representing the totemic
animals. It is used only on the occasion of the Chomankan rite of the dead.
It has its utilitarian aim in hanging the bag of the performers before they
actively join in dancing. This bag-stand cannot be used on any other occasion
since they believe that its exposure on any other occasion will bring in its
tail a death to the family in the courtyard of which it is planted. The skilful-
ness of the artist can easily be observed in the animal forms as well as in
the decorative geometrical proportions. The main body of the post is taste-
fully decorated by carving as well as by ornamentation of cowrie shells and
coloured beads.

The Kima post or. funerary post of the Garos is carved out by an
expert wood*carver who specialises in this art, Out of a single piece of wood

s

he carves out a human figure representing the dead person on whose death

it is erected. The wood-carver tries to attain as much perfection in carving
out the physical features as possible. Besides, he finishes the human figure
by painting the eye-brows with an indigenous dye as well as by incurving a
black bead as the eye-ball. It may be noted, however, that the Kima posts
represent only the head and the neck. The Garos believe that the soul of
the deceased will be able to recognize the family and mahari of its origin by
observing the Kima which is dressed and ornamented as in the life time -and
which is planted just in front of the house.

Among the Nagas the effigy of a powerful head-hunter carved in a
single piece of wood nearly faithfully represents the physical features as well
as the ornaments and decorations worn by the late warrior. The enemy’s
head hung on the neck, human hair worn in the ear lobes as well as on the
helix, clearly narrate the story of his head-hunting expeditions by virtue of
which he carved out an eminent position of status and leadership within his
community. The son of such a powerful warrior by keeping the late father’s
cfligy near his hearth proclaims the power and prestige of his late father and
at the same time he derives pleasure of imitating his father in respect of the
virtues which qualified his father to attain such a height of valour and glory.
As a devoted son he attempts to inherit not only his father’s mu;}dane wez}lth
but also to succeed to that eminent office of headmanship of. a village by im-
bibing those qualities which his father possessed during life time. The ‘halo of
romance surrounding his father is supposed to pass on to his beﬁ.ttmg 20
who proudly preserves the effigy of his father to proclaim the eminence of
his family. e

The return of a victorious party of warriors is marked b_y jubilant
festivities and religious ceremonies in which drinking plays a prominent It’f”'
Here too, it is the privilege of the successful head-hunters to drink r;ce ;ﬁ;
(chu) from a very beautifully decorated cup of bamboo with handle. -
skin of the bamboo above a node is carved out with kmve_s t(? prepare d.es.lgrfs;
of mithan horn and geometric figures. A black dye of indigenous onlg;nn:-
applied in those carvings interspersed with black dots to produce a mag

ficient design against the cream coloured background.
o
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The Garo wooden shield (spi) is now-a-days used as a ceremonia]
object for dancing purposes. It is no longer a war shield but in it are found
the artistic representations of the Garo warriors with a shield in one hand
and a sword on the other. A dancing partner beating a drum accompanied
by a female dancer completes the picture at one end of the shield. The
other end is curved with geometric lines. The border regions are also curved
with beautiful designs resembling flowers and trees. The inner portion of
the outer surface also is decorated with inset geometric lines. The inner
surface represents curved figures of two fishes of fairly big size. Floral
curved designs interspersed by decorated straight lines cover the larger part
of this surface. =

v .

Tribal Art in Assam seems to be developing a tendency to disappeat
more and more as it is coming in closer contact with the more ?dvanced
people, who, more particularly the Plains Assamese, have consciously or

" unconsciously accepted and absorbed some of the tribal arts, into their own.

In recent times the appreciation of tribal art, not only in Assam or through;
out India, but also all over the world, has become a craze with a class 2-
people. This sudden wave of appreciation should be-a source of en:scgurag
ment to the betterment of tribal art and be an incentive to its pr'oglf d.encies
Some changes in the artistic manifestations of the esthetic ::hension
are bound to occur; but this overt change should not cause alz)fg e
in the minds of those who enthusiastically advocate p?:eservatu:llllre Sal
tribal in origin, in as much as culture itself is dynamic by na
the expression of some aspects of culture.
Isolation,. as feverishly advocated by s0
seldom succeed in preserving its pristine purit S e T Hoh
inhuman on the part of the advanced.p.eople to pe;ml S which
may doubtfully preserve the art? A }wm_g cult'urfa1 tzz e et
grows from within and at the same time 1-t assimila i words &
natural and artificial. Our zeal, if not cau_txously ixpizi S
may cause more harm than good by closing all the

icion for
5 . uspmlon
i amination and S £
for free and natural air. Our fear for cont e ot the tender aboriginal

absolute absorption may not only _stunt the growt el is 11kfe1y
cultures which require careful nursing and proper ndo development of which
to block accleretation of the cultural gro?vth an e will pre ve;nt
artistic expression is one of the facets. The 1s_olatlon el orosperity
assimilation of groups of people, causing hindrance

as a whole.*

me lovers of tribal art, can
y. Would it not be rather

partmeﬂt of

1 f the the De ic[ll
* The writer is thankful to Shri M. C. Goswaml, Headstc;dy in the Ethnolog

Anthropology, Gauhati University, for allowin; him tczl S aft bave careully
Museum of the Department, where objects of tribal art

preserved.

The Administrative System of the Ahoms

By

S. K. BHUYAN, M.A, B.L., PH.D., D.LITT.
Vice-Chancellor, University of Gauhati

Tue Ahoms are members of the Shan branch of the great Tai or Thai
family of the human race, ®Sukapha who first conquered Assam in 1228 A.D.
was a prince® of the Shan state of Maulung in Upper Burma. The Ahoms
ruled in Assam for six hundred years, till the year 1826, when the govern-
ment of the kingdom passed into the hands of the East India Company by
the Treaty of Yandabo. The territory first occupied by them was a smail
one, mainly confined to a portion of Eastern Assam, but it gradually
extended westward ; and after the termination of the Mogul wars in 1682,
it extended up to the river Manaha, opposite Goalpara. This limit remained
unaltered till the end of Ahom rule in 1826. The kingdom was always
known as Assam irrespective of the fluctuations in its dimensions.

The question has always been asked as to how it was possible for
the Ahoms to continue in power for such a length of time. Their numerical
strength was very much inferior to that of the conquered races, who be-
longed to different faiths.and racial affinities, and spoke different languages.
Lord William Bentinck, Governor-General of India, admitted that the
fact that the government of the Ahoms continued for six centuries indicated
that there must be something intrinsically good in the constitution.

Two basic factors stand out prominently to explain the efficiency
of the Ahom system of administration. They described Assam as a casket
of gold—sonar saphura—and they would never allow any outsider to have
a footing in the Jand and any misdeed to tarnish its fair name. Temporar._v
discomfitures never dismayed them. “If the sun is once eclipsed, does it
not make its appearance again,” was their motto in all measures _of recupe-
ration and rehabilitation. The kings loved their country and their subjects
with emotional fervour. The ninety-seven-year old monarcyl Sw.argadeo
Pratap Singha, sailed along the Dikhow river in a barge, baring _hls body,
and bidding farewell to his subjects lined on both banks of the river. The
assemblage in their turn offered to sacrifice one hundred stalwa,rtsf f.;(‘)m
amongst them if by doing so they could _rer'mvate the m_onarchs ai ﬁng
health. His grandson Swargadeo Jayathz{J Singha wept bitter teadrsbw tﬁn
he peeped through the gate of the capital city of Gargaon devastated by the
Mogul invaders under Nawab Mir Jumla.

The success of the Ahoms was due princ t
take full advantage of the surroundings and circums
12 o

ipally to their ability to
ances in which they
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were placed, and adjust their administrative policy in accordance with the
resources and opportunities of that set-up.

The Ahom kings were known by the appellation of Swargadeos, as
their earliest ancestors were regarded as the sons of the great god Indra who
came down from heaven in a golden ladder to redeem mankind from misery
and injustice. There was thus a halo of divinity round the monarchs, and
their person was always sacrosanct and inviolable. All honours and pre-
rogatives emanted from the Swargadeos, and all superior appointments were
made by them. Important cases, specially the records of trials involving
capital offences, had to be submitted to them for final orders, and they alone
could sanction the infliction of capital punishment which required the
shedding of blood. Elaborate instructions were given to the, monarchs at
the time of their enthronement which combined the injunctions of the Ahom
priestly code and of the Hindu Dandanitis.

The king’s highest advisers were known under the collective name of
Patra-mantri, consisting of the Buragohain, Bargohain, Barpatra Gohain,
Barbarua and Barphukan. Supreme decisions like the selection of monarchs
and their deposal were taken by the three Gohains. The kings had to abide
by the decisions of the three Gohains, and their refusal to do so always led
to complications. A tactful sovereign could bring the Gohains to his way
of thinking by persuasion, and he was at liberty to exercise his prerogative
of acting independently of the advice of the Gohains. He had then to fall
back upon the support of the executive officers, the Phukans and the Baruas.
The government was thus a combination of limited monarchy and oligarchy,
and the balance of power was steadily and carefully maintained between the
sovereigns and the nobles. Troubles came when there was a collision of
interests, and the monarchs and the nobles exercised their prerogatives in
excess of their limitations. The Gohains took the field when necessity arose ;
and all important matters, like the construction of fortifications, survey and
settlement operations, were carried out under their direct supervision.

The Barbarua was the chief executive officer and the head of the
judiciary, and as such he wielded great power. The records of all importzu}t
trials came up to him for adjudication. He made arrangements for the king's
coronation, and for his itinerary. The Barphukan lived at Gauhati as
viceroy, and he went up to the capital frequently for personal consultations
with the king and the ministers. His office was a very important one as he
had to face the first brunt of an attack from the west. The Rajkhowas were
governors of specified areas, where they administered justice and supervised
the working of the paiks. In times of war they marched to the battle at the
head of the contingent composed of the levies in their jurisdiction. The
harmony of the administration sprang from the symmetrical working of the
different wings, and difficulties arose when one wing proved refractory OF
disloyal. The possibility of delinquency was reduced to a minimum as the
movements and activities of every paik and his immediate superiors Were
supervised by a gradation of officers.
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The Ahoms harnessed every adult male in the service of the state, as
a labourer or a soldier. He was registered as a paik, and four paiks consti-
tuted a squad known as a got. The paiks had to serve the government in
turn, and the normal work of an absentee paik in his village had to be per-
formed by his home-keeping comrades. Usually, one man out of the four
had to be absent from home, sometimes two, and when emergencies came
three men in a squad were employed in state service. Thus, every male
subject of the kingdom acquired some elementary knowledge of the require-
ments of the state, and when he returned home after his allotted period of
service he became a source of political information in his village. Some
amount of civic obligation, was fostered by the system of rendering assistance
to the normal work of the comrades absent from their village on state
service. The levy of the first men in a squad was called a mud, of the second
a dowal, and of the third a rewal. The mul levy being on active service,
the dowal and the rewal remained ready in their villages for being called
upon to report for duty at any time. An claborate machinery was set up
for maintaining a record of the paiks, and for filling up vacancies as
occasions arose, Twenty paiks were placed under an officer known as a
Bora, a hundred under a Saikia, and a thousand under a Hazarika. The
head of the unit under whom the paiks served was called a Barua; and
sometimes a Phukan if the unit was of greater importance. Each unit was
called a Khel, and the components of a Khel considered themselves to be
members of one political fraternity.

The paik system of the Ahoms obviated the necessity of maintaining
a huge army at the headquarters, as the non-serving paiks constituted a
standing militia which could be mobilised at a short notice by the Kheldar
working through his subordinate officers. Some preliminary knowledge of
his duties, civil or military, being implanted in each paik by his previous
service in the state, he had to undergo a brushing off or a refresher course
at his allotted headquarter or the metropolis, combined with intensive train-
ing specially needed for the occasion. Only a signal had to be passed on
to the Kheldar, and the machinery of mobilisiation moved on apace placing
at the disposal of the government the requisite number of men as the
occasion demanded. Some subjects enjoyed immunity from personal
service if their disassociation from their villages caused dislocation to the
normal life of the people. Government had not to resort to formal conscrip-
tion as the services of the whole body of adult effectives could be com-
manded in times of emergency.

The paiks were grouped on an occupational and territorial basis.
They were attached to the several guilds or Khels, namely, bow makers,
bow shooters, musketeers, gunpowder manufacturers, boat builders, boat
repairers, rice suppliers, honey suppliers, gold-washers, supervisors of
temples, etc. The paiks of a specified area were sometimes placed under a
Rajkhowa, who wielded in his jurisdiction all the powers of a Barua or a
Phukan.

|
|
|
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Assam extending up to the foot of the hills on the north, east apd
south, is intersected by numerous streams which, after the monsoon rains
and floods, leave a deposit of silt which makes the land extremely fertile
capable of yielding a variety of crops. The rulers aimed that the vast ‘trac.ls
of arable lands should be cultivated, and their produce feed and mamtfun
not only the population, but also the officials and princes, and provide
sufficient reserves for emergencies like wars and famines. No one not even
the highest functionary, was paid his salary in cash. A contingent of paiks
or servitors was placed at his disposal who ploughed the fields and pro-
duced the needed crops. In emergencies rigorous measures were instituted
so that villagers could take to cultivation withowt any demur in order to
produce the required quota of foodgrains. An officer when ouf of employ-
ment had to depend upon his household retainers, bondsmen and family
members for the cultivation of his fields. An ordinary paik who served the
state as a labourer or a soldier was given free of rent about three acres of
land as his remuneration. A newly enthroned monarch had to perform the
ceremony of sacrificial ploughing at the time of his coronation ; and nobles
and princes did not think it beneath their dignity if they ploughed in their
fields. Several princes expressed the view that they were much happier
when they earned their livelihood as ploughmen than when they were
entangled in political controversies in their role as monarchs.

 The Ahom attitude towards the tribesmen of the frontier was one of
amity, accompanied by the application of force when the situation demanded.
The Ahoms recognised that the chasing of tribal miscreants to the recesses
of their hills was a fruitless endeavour : it was like “an elephant entering
into a rat-hole.” Regular blackmail was paid to the hillmen to prevent them
from foraging excursions into the plains. The blackmail consisted of
articles of necessity to the tribes like clothes, metals and salt. Intercourse
with the Nagas was conducted under the supervision of a number of local
officers called Naga Katakis, who controlled the entrances and exits of the
tribesmen. The conciliatory policy of the Ahoms made the hillmen their
eternal friends, and all major operations like wars elicited the ungrudging
support of Assam’s stalwart and martial neighbours.

The strategic frontiers of Assam were placed in charge of high-rank-
ing wardens, recruited from the families of the Buragohain and the Bar-
gohain. The Sadiya-khowa Gohain held the passes near Sadiya ; the Solal
Gohain lived at his headquarter in Biswanath or Kaliabar; the Jagialia
Gohain conducted the relations with the Jayantias; the Marangi-khowa
Gohain with the Kacharis; and the Kajalimukhia Gohain lived on the
mouth o_f Kapili. The Raja of Darrang was in charge of the relations with
the Bhutanese ; and the Duaria Barua, stationed at Hadirachoki, with
Bengal. The Barphukan or the Ahom viceroy at Gauhati was in over-all
charge of all frontier relations in the west of Assam. He also dealt with
the relations with the Muslim powers of Bengal, and later on with the affairs
of the East India Company. Of course, all matters of importance Werc
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communicated to the king and his ministers
accordance with the instructions received fror

_Th@_ Ahom attitude towards the entrance of outsiders from the west
of their kingdom was one of extreme caution. Hordes of invaders, both
Afghan gnd Mogul, had entered Assam through Bengal, and they had
to be resisted with all might. Westerners were therefore looked upon with
SLSDICION S a5 they had a separate political loyalty, and the exact purpose
of their visit could not be ascertained with certainty. But Assam wanted
men to- work in several avocations—accountants, artizans, architects, and
mechanics, and their introduction was freely encouraged, provided they
settled in Assam for goo’d, and did not return to their homeland. Ali
possible facj]]ilies were given to them for their permanent residence in Assam
by granting them lands and servitors. These new-comers were gradually
assimilated with the original stock, and their children did not suffer any dis-
ability for their extra-territorial descent.

Punishments were inflicted in a very rigorous manner. A traitor was
punished by execution which was in many cases extended to the leading
members of his family. The common punishments were—extraction of eyes
and knee-cups, slicing off of noses and ears, hammering by clubs, throwing
off into water, hanging by a hook, pressure between two wooden cylinders,
and hoeing from head to feet. The severest form of execution consisted in
cutting off slices from the body before final decapitation. Crimes were per-
ceptibly reduced as the people lived in perpetual dread of the inevitable
consequences of the violation of law and order.

The first batch of Ahom conquerors numbered only a few thousand
stalwarts. But the original fold was gradually reinforced by the introduction
of members of the subject races. The new entrants enjoyed all the privi-
leges of the original Ahoms when they proved worthy of them. The Ahoms
thus became in course of time a cosmopolitan entity. The steel frame of
the administration was however confined to the descendants of the com-
panions of Sukapha. The elevation of new entrants to high offices no doubt
caused at first some chagrin to the older Ahoms, though resistance melted
down as the new-comers distinguished themselves by their loyalty, gallantry
and success in the diplomatic field. The Ahoms were free from caste pre-
judices, and what appealed to them was a finely built body, some amount
of dash, and a sense of probity and quick decision. ;

A very large majority of the people of Assam were Hindus, and the
Ahom religious cult was a different feature altogether. The rulers gradually
adopted Hindu customs and manners, although a large ’_‘“mb?r still adhered
to their original Shan faith. The rulers adopted a deﬁmt? pn.ncu?le of non-
interference and tolerance. Not being aware of the full 1mpl.1catlons' @ Ui
Hindu faith, they looked askance at any innovation i'n th:.n faith fez:lrmic,_rI 'th;t
such an innovation might be followed by a commotion in the lz:}n 5 '11_?1 u
institutions received liberal patronage from the AU GOEHEIR i

- c d servitors for perpetual worship
erected Hindu temples, endowed lands an ies. They also continued
in those temples, and also in the Vaisnava monasteries. 1hey

, and the Barphukan acted in
m the capital,
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to respect Ahom customs ; and Ahom priests were held in high reverence
till the end. Muslim priests and preachers were given due honour., and lands
were bestowed on them to enable them to carry on their work 1n ease gnd
comfort. This religious neutrality, and the encouragement of the fa1tt_13
prevailing in the land accounted for the long popularity of Ahom rule_ in
Assam. Trouble came when an Ahom queen in her zeal for Saktzgsm
offended a very powerful Vaisnava pontiff who had a numerous and united
body of disciples.

The Ahoms brought with them their manuscripts dealing both with
religious and secular matters. Bui the knowledge of their literary treasures
became gradually confined to the members ok the priestly order, the
Deodhais, Bailungs and Mohans, and the higher aristocracy.. The Ahom
language was used on ceremonial occasions like worship of the deities and
coronations. It was also used in some copperplates and coins. Knowledge of
the language had to be maintained because the Ahoms continued their
intercourse with the Shans of Upper Burma till the end of their rule. From
the stray glimpses that we have got of Ahom literature it appears (o be
rich in astrological treatises and chronicles. Lexicons from Assamese to
Ahom and vice-versa were also compiled ; and the Ramayana was translated
into the Ahom language.

But the use of Ahom as a spoken language gradually became
obsolete, and the rulers found it convenient to use the medium of the local
inhabitants in their daily intercourse. The princes and nobles became
patrons of Assamese writers; and some monarchs even wrote songs in
Assamese, and one of them wrote a drama. Hindu scholars and poeis
flourished in the Ahom court, and produced works which have enriched the
literature of the Assamese. The adoption of the Assamese language as the
medium of social intercourse, made the people feel that the rulers were one
with them. The old inhabitants never felt for a moment that they were
being governed by outsiders. In fact, it was freely admitted by the newly
conquered inhabitants that though the Ahoms came from a far-country they

liked to meet them frequently on account of their affability and straight-
forwardness.

One of the greatest contributions made by the Ahoms to the culture
of the Assamese people was the custom of compiling chronicles, which wers
first written in the Ahom language, and subsequently in both Assamese and
Ahom. All political transactions were recorded in the chronicles of
Buranjis, and they served as precedents. Bad deeds and good ones were
scrolled with impartiality, and the authors enjoyed immunity from vengeance
or praise as the chronicles were preserved with the utmost secrecy, and the
divulsion of the facts recorded there was considered as an insult shown to
one’s mother. The scope of the historical literature of Assam was not con-
fined to the four corners of the kingdom : it extended to the neighbouring
races and tribes, and the states of India with which Assam had some soIt
of political relations. There were monographs dealing with the Muslim

(2
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rulers of Delhi, as their knowledge was an ess
successful implementation of war measures. :
Besides the Buranijis,

ntial preliminary to the

o ‘ . : books containing useful information were
compiled under official auspices. Assam is the land of elephants, which were

used on cercmonial occasions, and also for commercial purposes, and in
wars. There are numerous treatises on elephants of varyin.ﬂ lex;alh and
treatment. There were treatises also on horses, hawks, fortiﬁcbationg, build-
ing construction, and the order of precedence of the nobles and officers.
The Ahoms reduced all useful knowledge into writing, so that each depart-
ment of the state could have a staff manual for ready reference.

The Ahoms as a sovereign power have ceased to exist since the year
1826, but visible traces of their rule still exist in different forms. The
*common Assamese titles, Phukan, Barua, Rajkhowa, Hazarika, Saikia,
Bora, Kataki, Kakati, Bujar-Barua, Patwari, Chowdhury, are still used by
the descendants of the original holders of the respective offices. Land-grants
made by the Ahom monarchs are still held by the successor individuals and
institutions. Worship is still going on in the temples erected by the Ahoms.
The tanks excavated under their orders are still used as water reservoirs and
fisheries, and their highways traversed by thousands of travellers till this day.
The Khel system so much in vogue during the Ahom days still influences the
social order of the Assamese people. All this shows how intimately and
extensively the impact of the rule of the Ahoms had permeated the country
and the masses.
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Tribal Contributions in Assam’s Set-up

By
K. N. DutT, MA, BL,
Editor for Revision of District Gazelteers in Assam

_ THE modern State of Assam, situated as it is in the strategic North-East
Frontier of the Republic of India with its boundasies marching along those
of Burma and China in an important sector and of Pakistanein another,
evolved out of the British Province of Assam as formed and shaped by the®
British, during the nineteenth century, according to the needs of defence of
the frontiers of their empire in India and requirements of internal adminis-
tration of the territories they acquired in this area.

The British succeeded the Ahoms as the paramount power in the
Brahmaputra Valley. In the decade between 1816 and 1826 the independent
sovereignty of the Ahoms in Assam, lasting for nearly six hundred years
but already weakened by internal dissensions and civil war, had received
mortal blows from repeated Burmese invasions that took place during that
period, and in 1826, as a result of the Treaty of Yandabu concluded between
the British and the Burmese Governments on the termination of the first
Anglo-Burmese War, Assam had passed into the hands of the British. After
its annexation Assam was constituted a division of Bengal and placed in the
administrative charge of a Commissioner who was also the Agent to the
Governor General of India on the North-East Frontier. As such this officer
controlled, subject to the directions of the Government of India in the
Foreign and Political Department. the political relations of the British
Government with the neighbouring States and Border Tribes. In 1874 after
nearly. hfllf a cc?ntury of tu_telage under Bengal, Assam emerged as a separate
and distinct unit of the British Empire in India under a Chief Commissioner.

Political background

Thc': British Prqvince of Assam as constituted in the year 1874 was
based mainly on considerations of administrative ¢

ments of imperial policy. Nevertheless the ex
nfawly acquired territory as a Division of B
vinced the British administrators of the s
entity of this area and of its inde
last . phase of this period had

resulting in the restoration, by o

onvenience and require-
periment of administering this
engal from 1826 to 1874 con-
eparate linquistic and cultural
pendent historical background. For in the
1c-:(?suedf tEe Il?enga]i-Assamese controversy
le res er of the Lieut. Governor gal, of
3;:;“ C;«:Ch;cé ];s rightful place in the Courts and Schools of Ofxs]i:;]fafrom
e 1837een excludec! under a misconception by the introduction of

gali in . Geographical contiguity as also historical association and
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economic factprs determined the policy of ultimate incorporation of the Hill
Districts (the Khasi and Jaintia Hills, the Naga Hills, the North Cachar and
Mikir Hills, the Garo Hills and the Lushai Hills) into Assam as and when
they were formed and of the exercise of political jurisdiction over tribal
arcas in the Northern and North Eastern Frontier of Assam. For most of
the Hill tribes in these areas were in varying degrees of subjection to or
dependence on the old Assam Rulers and carried on an active barter with
the people of the plains in the Brahmaputra Valley. The districts of Goal-
para and Cachar were incorporated with Assam on similar grounds of
geographical contiguity and natural topographical alignments, but racial and
cultural affinity of the people of these districts with those of other Assam
Valley distriets further showed that these districts were not arbitrarily joined
%o Assam for mere administration convenience. Only Sylhet might be said
to have been tagged to Assam more or less arbitrarily to suit the convenience
of British administrators and with the transference of the major part of
Sylhet to Pakistan as a result of the partition of India in 1947, on the eve
of independence, the province of Assam became more compact and homo-
geneous than it was before. ; ;

It is not claimed that Assam as at present constituted is abso_lutel.y
a homogeneous State in respect of language 2_md culture. There are dwe};sx;
ties in the composition of her population, in language and culture. _Ul
behind the apparent diversities there are strong qndemab.le afﬁmtms, rac1af,
linguistic and cultural, which are clearly marked in the hlStOI:lC?Ll process 2
her evolution leading eventually to her emergence ﬁrst as a dlsmflct] prcl)}l:jloﬁ
of the British empire in India and then as a constituent State of the

of India.

Fusion of races and cultures in Assam

i i .. where there have taken
1 he foremost regions in India wh : ;
o £ cultures leading to the ‘evolution

place a fusion of races and a synthesis 0 4 mposite culture which,
and characterisation” of a composite peoPle g cc(lJ ap stamp of the indi-
though having regional peculiarities of its own a5 theless an integral
genous elements going to make up that culture, 1s never A

part of the common Indian herltage.he Assamese are taken to comprise only

Although in its restricted sense t : ishtly under-
those peoplge in Assam whose mother. tongue 15 Assz;tmhisiz, gl;lo:lepsyinhabit-
stood the appellation embraces within 1S ol Many of these groups
ing the plains of Assam and the hills on its frmge;d CreSes) 6
belonging to different families (Tibeto-B}lrmaI;l ‘Brahma putra Valley and
the Indo-Mongoloid race that penetrated inf0 B 000 B o pre-historic
the adjoining hills, and even beyond, in Tepeate 'S'nal speeches or dialects
times, have in course of time abandoned thelrhjoﬂg:he Aryan settlers in the
and acquired the Aryan Assamese Janguage Wh cwere the Chutiyas, Ahoms,
Valley developed out of Sanskritic bases ; Slgdward Gai
Koches and other tribes as noticed by Sit
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Many like the Bodos, Kacharis, Miris, Mikirs, etc., still use their own
dialects among themselves but have long adopted the Assamese languagc
for communication with other sections of the population, for education ang
other purposes.

Political instability and the isolated and semi-independent nature of
their habitations prevented the spread of the Assamese language among the
various tribes living in the interior hills on the borders of Assam and they
s}ill retain their own dialects as mediums of speech, but mostly in a primi-
tive stage of development. Manipuri and Khasi alone of the tribal speeches
in the Assam Zone developed to any extent deserving notice. But it may
be n?me_mbe.red that Assamese was, and even today is, the language of com-
munication in the ‘frontiers of Assam especially in the North arfd the North-
East. In the old District Gazetteer for Goalpara, 1905, it was observed, “In the
o%h.er districts of Assam Valley the Tibeto-Burman tribes are generally
bllmgual,_ and know enough of Assamese to enable them to carry on a
COI]V(?ISHIIOH with their Hindu neighbours. This is not the case in Goalpara,
and in the Eastern Duars (i.e., passes leading to Bhutan) intercourse with
the yxl]agers is much restricted for any one who does not happen 1’-0 have
Isltz:lsdlr?dhlt\ljledlb (a BOdCf‘ dialect)”. In regard to the Nagas Dr. S. K. Chatter)i
5 corngm 0131’ ii;g’:dﬁraghc Aryan Assamese' (and occasionally Hindi) forms
R kcad.ainong the various Naga tribes.” The Naga
e tribpea 1alects each.of which is intelligible only to the
P € speaking lt.- It is clear that Assamese or at least a
munication betweensfhand half tribal dialect, has been the medium of com-
Assam. Assamese hase -piolple of the hills and the people of the plains in
of India as the Regionslgl;nycul:e::efofreAbeen reCOg{liSfad i
the most potent unifying forceos. e 0t it s undoubtedly cnieg

It appea i
harnessing Iiflis rfsorg;aitn ttr]i Bcfllttls . adrflinist-rators of Assam thought .OE
regions with the plains of As.Is)arrlxlc‘g1 oo G i Nowl 2y o
beginning with the Tnger 11 ut the Jater developments of their policy

ne Regulation, 1873, controlling the intercourse

of the hills were not conducive to the
0. 12 of 15th February, 1844) addressed t0
of India in the Foreign Department, after
coming under British jurisdiction in the
t to the Governor General of India on the
be 2 Ote, “In conclusion I beg permission O
institution will T thisg . At Saikwah for which T was petitioned. The
o0 ifry useful amongst so rude a popumtion
ribes together and bearing them up in the
€ first step to amalgamate them with the
establishment of 4 school at D; -~ Jenking made a similar proposal for
- Mapur for the education of the Naga childref!
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the Government of India of Assamese being the medium of communication
in the Naga Hills. If the principle indicated in these proposals had been
followed in earnest the language problem in the North-East Frontier
would have been much easier today.

The linguistic picture

To complete the linguistic picture of Assam the following observa-
tions as derived from Grierson’s Linguistic Survey of India and Dr. S. K.
Chatterji’s monograph mentioned above may be added. The Sino-Tibetan lan-
guages have two groups, (i) the Tibeto-Burman and (ii) the Siamese-Chinese.
The former includes the North Assam group of dialects—Aka or Hrusso,
Miri-Abor, Dufla and Mishmi; the Assam-Burmese group—these include
the Bodo speeches—Bodo, Mech, Rabha, Garo, Kachari, etc., the Naga
dialects—Ao, Angami, Sema, Tungkhul, Songtem, etc. and the Kuki-Chin
speeches of Manipur and Lushai Hills, the most important of which is
Meitheri or Manipuri. The latter group includes Ahom and Khampti the
former of which is now extinct. An important Hill tribe of Assam, the
Khasis, although racially of Indo-Mongoloid extraction, speaks an Austric
(Monkhmer) language. “The various groups of Tibeto-Burman tribes in
Assam are united by virtue of some common points of linguistic and cultural
resemblances among them. The Bodo tribes are linguistically connected with
the Nagas, but whereas the Nagas have always remained isolated, the B_odos
spread over the whole of the Brahmaputra valley including the Garo H111§...
and from the Nowgong district in the Assam valley their area of occupation
extended to the Cachar district... The Bodos thus form one of the main
bases of the population in Assam.” A second unifying factor is thus found

in the
groups of the Assamese people whether they speak the Aryan-Assamese

language or not.

Bengali is spoken by the large body of immigrant settlers in the
Cachar District and by a section of immigrants and refugees settled r.no§t1y
in recent times among the Assamese population in the oth;r valley di_strxcts
of Assam. But Bengali has never been a unifying .force in Assam in the
sense thc'regional language Assamese has been. It is howevcr’to belno_ted
that though linguistically different from the bulk_of the Assamese popu 1alt:on,
‘the Bengalis have many features in common with the Assar;igse racia )C.z;sl
also culturally, they being descended more Of less from the sarrgcs raci .
stocks, Austric, Dravindian, Aryan and Mongolian fr.om which thed Slz'l:'lesg
people have sprung and being heirs to th_e.same.Indxan culture ;ln 11;0{1;10;-
beliefs which infuse the cultural and religious life of Assam. h]e 1u a :
madan element in the population of Assam Wwas due partly tc? ; e sett e:;exi:)
of stragglers of Muslim armies that irl.vadn?d Assam on sern;l fci-co(ﬁm]aoen 2
medieval times and partly to immigration 1n later times ma}:n yAssam ‘mi:v
districts. Their assimilation into the Assamese fold in the AS: \

has been comparatively €asy-

“linguistic and cultural” resemblances among the Tibeto-Burman °

g
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The Racial Pattern

.It will appear from the picture druwp above thati the Assamese do not
represent a particular race in the ethnological scnse. _[ hf:y dre 2 COlpuse
people—the product of a historical process of assm-ﬂatmn. and_ integration
of diverse racial elements which has been at work since time immemorial.
Assam has been the meeting place of different races of mankind—Austric,
Mongolian, Dravidian and Aryan that entered into the lovely valley of the
Brahmaputra from time to time from the east and from the west and inter-
mingled in varying proportions, through the operation of historical forces
in course of ages, to form the distinctive Assamese people with their dis-
tinctive religious beliefs, cultural habits, language, literature and traditions.
It is the Mongolian element, however, that predominates in the racial type
of Assam. “Assam is the tract where the Indo-Mongoloid elements are
present in their largest number in India. In Assam they dominated the
scene, politically mostly, and to some extent culturally also (althrough in
matters of culture including religion, the composite Hindu culture of the
Gangetic Valley has always had the outward victory). Excepting the
members of a few of the higher castes from the west (and these are as much
mixed Austric-Dravidian-Aryan, as any) the masses of the people are Indo-
Mongolo@ with some Awstric and Dravidian substratum, The Indo-
Mongoloxd_inheritance therefore belongs in a special manner to the people
of Assam irrespective of the Aryan language they may speak™ The history
and culture of Assam are thus inter-woven with the destiny of different
Ztsl;i)ac?liigxfl E’gog:mth;;“;ﬁ“gléd through war and conquest and voluntary

posite community we know as the Assamese

community today. As already noticed, it is however the Aryan stream that
gave form to the language which is the

Assamese language and set the
pattern of Assamese culture. A

But the Indo-Mongoloid contributions to the Ass
even to Assamese culture cannot be ignored.
f\i-ya‘r;h Assamese language the influence of Bo
ﬁ;‘-ngd;l: Ils’.al?zilil:gzsdlss ?(zt,md' T.hc_ Austric Khasi speech of the Indo-
tiguous Aryan. Dr Bani}}:]ab?gs ('Julﬂl,la.s) llf‘S similarly influenced the con-
—its Formation and Develo n a‘ K,qkflu in h!b" valuable treatise, “Assamese
vl oo 2 gmum has given lists of words and toponyms f)f
o o el odo _al_ld Ahom origin in Assamese. Similarly if

g ure and religion though Brahmanical Hinduism slowly

won over the non-Ary
R an groups of people e . ; 1iafs
and institutions were consccmll)cd people 1o its fold various tribal beliefs

ture. The Mongoloid contribyti and embodied in the Hindu super-struc-
less it is there in the histolr mll(?;l IS not so extensive and deep, but neverthe-
Bengal and Assam.” Yo e and  culture of Nepal, North and East

The cultural synthesis

amese language and
“In the development of the
do and Naga as well as the

The popular i
noti :
co-terminous with the ;;;qﬂb\o‘lft Assamese culture seems to be that it ¥
Ssamese lnngungc and is limited to the Assames®
Ll L}
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spea}cing people in the plains of Assam. This is a narrow view. Assamese
culture like the Assamese people has a wider context than the Assamese
language. While language is an ingredient of culture it is not the sole
determinant of culture, All who speak the English language cannot be said
to have imbibed the English culture. Even in its restricted sense Assamese
culture like the Assamese people is a composite product embodying in it not
only Aryan, but also Dravidian, Mongolian and other tribal culture traits.
In the realm of social habits, and customs, religious beliefs, rites and cere-
monies, in the realm of folk-lore, dance and music, painting and architecture
and in the realm of dress and apparel, the arts of spinning and weaving and
other cottage industries for making the ordinary implements and where-
withals of daily use in fthe life of the people, one would find diffusion of
culture-traite from one ethnic group to another in a give area. This is so
"in Assam and the process only received a check when the British adopted a
policy of isolating the tribal people and keeping them in a backward groove.

There are copious instances of non-Aryan tribes coming within the
pale of Hinduism under the influence of the Brahmins and tribal beliefs
being incorporated into the Brahmanical faith. The Goddess “Kechai-Khaiti”
or “the Eater of Raw Flesh” of the Chutiyas, a mixed Bodo tribe whose
religion was a ‘primitive kind of animism’ was identified with Kali and the
conversion of the Chutiyas into the Tantric form of Hinduism was rendered
casy. Similarly when the Koches and the Ahoms were Hinduised they were
given Puranic geneologies and some of their religious beliefs were assimi-
lated into the Hindu faith. The Bihu, an Assamese national festival of
dance and music must have been a gift of the tribal peoples mostly to the
composite Assamese culture. There are elements in the indigenous ‘tribal
festivals of this kind which are reminiscent of a fusion of cultures in the
remote past, a first-fruit of which seems to have been the Bihu fesliva} itself.
The best Bihu dance is performed by the Miris ; one would see the l%keness
of the Bihu dance and music among the Abors. One woulld see t]_Je likeness
of the indigenous Assamese female dress and mode of hair-dressing among
the Galong Abors ; one would hear the echo of familiar Assamese tunes 10
a distant hill, the home of a tribe.

In the history of Assam as also of Koch Beh_ar, Cacha_r, Jaintia ?.nld
Tripura which formed parts of the old Kamartupa kmgdom—.-lt-was n}m}au} y
the Hinduised non-Aryan (Indo-Mongoloids) who took gart in it, Brzlll mtms
and other purer Hindus hailing mostly from the West being numerically too

small to take effective part in local affair_s and political }Jpl}ei&va]sb. '{hj
latter only acted as a powerful leaven 1in gra_dual]y dbpngm?r hzils cz;ans_
uniformity of religion and culture thrmfgh Puranic Hin u;stlg A
formation was clearly evident in the plains, but there was little o 2

hills which therefore remained in the past mostly_ unaffcctelcli tﬁ; ;;f;ﬁf;cfs
from outside, The history of Assam from the middle of tth e & 1tor 2 .a
the end of the seventeenth century was to some e;?;entt :f tl}S,e goumry
struggle between the original Indo-Mongoloid inhabitants

L]
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(mostly Bodo such as the Chutiyas, Morans, Borah.is, Kacharis and Koches)
and the newly arrived Ahoms who belonged to a distant branch of the same
Sino-Tibetan stock.

Of the various tribes inhabiting the Brahmaputra Valley, the Ahoms
are almost the only people whose ancient records, as peinted out by Sir
Herbert Risley, throw light on the origin of a tribe. The Ahoms are a Shan
people who entered Assam early in the thirteenth century and within the
next three hundred years conquered the eastern half of the old Kamarupa
kingdom and possibly gave their name to it. After the fall of the Koch
power at the end of the sixteenth century, Koch Behar and the adjoining
districts were lost to the Kamariipa Kingdom, the kingdom itself disappeared
and in its place emerged the more compact and easterly kingdom of Assam

where the Ahoms consolidated their rule defeating their rivals in the plains’
and subjugating or keeping in check by friendly relations or coercion the’

hill tribes on the borders. It was during this period that the Assamese people
who are by no means co-terminous with the Ahoms, but include them in
their category evolved in all their strength as a distinct ‘nation’ or com-
munity. Towards the end of the seventeenth century the Ahoms embraced
Hinduism, Jost their original language and merged along with others such
as the Chutiyas, Kacharis and Koches, etc. into a single Aryan Assamese
speaking people in Assam. The Ahom king Rudra Singha had conquered
Cachar and Jaintia and had thus made himself complete master of both
the Brahmaputra Valley and the Hill States to the South. “The apogee of
the Indo-Mongoloid Ahom State was achieved by 1715. After this the
Ahom power gradually declined, but they continued to rule over Assam
right up to the annexation of the territory by the English in 1826.”

A homogenous entity in the making

againstT}::lSd V:’)(:1tncc))tflceththe gradual evolution of a homogeneous entity 2
groups,—the Tl lc diversity represented by numerous small ethnic
The process was igtéop_;—sxnce_very carly times in the history of Assan
consolidating their milr']tSl Biiee (e Ahom rule as the Ahoms besides
tion: This oro 1tary power also gave cohesion to the social organisa-

Process of assimilation and integration of smaller units to form

a larger whole receivi ower, the British, cam
: 27y . €n a forelgn p iti e
to €xercise domlnlon mn Assam Wlth their own : : & ,

patronage of people whom th

- & 1 J .
diversities that existed ip the Jgpalted to kfzep Pl e uljegtion, 11
?haracter of the people inhabiting i
1t must be admitted that th

e Briti . i
the whole administrative sy, Hish masters reorientated and reorganised

. e &
tem giving the people new opportunities of

were kept more or less igo] Munistrative or political control, but they
with the hills people of St; dted as compartmental blocks, Ties of affinity
e e o commee Peoble of the plains, in respect of language:

fee, were hardly emphasised or sought to D¢
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developed. But these are there as underlying currents as already
described above. :

Lying in the North-castern frontier of India where ‘India marches
with the great Mongolian region of the earth’ Assam has witnessed in course
of ages great migrations of people of different races into her hills and
valleys. She has been the converging point of races and sub-races that added
ever newer threads to the texture of her population. A process of absorption
and assimilation of countless small tribes and groups into the generic cate-
gory of an Assamese people has been at work all through the history of
Assam down to the present day. Like hundreds of tributary streams pouring
their waters into the mighty Brahmaputra from the North.and the South,
countless stzeams of immigration have contributed to the making of the
“Assamese people and their history and culture. The Ahoms were not the
last immigrants from beyond the Patkai, other Shan tribes migrated later
into Assam and were absorbed into the general population or were in the
process of being so absorbed. Such were some of the Khampti and Singpho
tribes. Settlers from the hills came down to the plains and soon assumed
the character of the Assamese people. Many Duflas, Miris and Nagas
among others thus settled in the plains. Even Bengalis and other Indians
who came and settled in Assam before the British came gave up their indi-
viduality as such and mixed up with the Assamese population. We have
instances of Bengalis accepting service under the Ahoms and becoming
Assamese for all purposes. Later immigrants from Bengal and other parts
of India are also in the process of regarding themselves as children of the

soil.

Inflence of History and Geography ;

History and geography destined Assam to be the mel'lmg pot of races
and cultures, but the trends of her natural historical evolution as the home
of a compact and homogeneous population were disturbed !)y 'conquest ang
domination by foreign powers. Foreign impact and expl‘onatlon narrowe
down the channels of spontaneous growth and expansion. ’_I'he natural
intensification of the process of assimilation that had begun with fhe coni
solidation of Ahom rule was bound to mature in th'e fullness of tlm(;»: hmf
not the political condition of Assam SO deterlora‘tec! in the ea.rIy deca es (r)l
the nineteenth century as to make her an easy victim of .fgrelgn aggresswt.
It was to the interest of the alien imperial rulers, the British, to acc(:;,gtua :
differences instead of reducing them to minimum, to keep ap?rtb th-nl f;z?n
groups of people in the hills and in the plains, instead 2 ;? 1ingterests _
together in closer bonds of unity. But t_he homogenelci’ions 2 peopl»;:
economic and political, as also cultural, which dfer.e;nt Ss:ib]e DO
inhabiting this region undeniably have, should ma enl Poces D
forge means of harmonious co-operation making (’;1 wam;hin oD
Sl Off e o] GG il 0fr zr '?lm begr in them the
democracy. Unaggressive by nature the people of Ass

]
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ingredients of a peqple_prou_d of t.heir hero-m'olt)sasitn iﬁg ;i‘gohc enough to
work for greater solidarity with their compatrio et il

One important factor to be borpe in mlnfi Wlth. 1?[<—':rence t_o Assam E .
is its situation in the North East Frontier of lnFlla. It is this frox?tler which
by its strategic importance in relation to foreign States across 1t§ borders
has deserved the same attention of the Govemment. of Ipdxa which in British
days and before partition the North West Frontier did, The scales have
changed and Assam with its adjoining regions has got to be strengthened '
in internal cohesion so that it may serve as a bulwark of defence against
any eventuality of danger. The unity and security of India will very much
depend on the unity and security of its componeft regional units, more so
of the frontier zones. The forces of disintegration which unhappily, are not
wholly absent in this region, must not be allowed to jeopardise the national

s . s -

B L LS 1 R oy 13 . ; ~ o : ‘
= b % o 3 &5 0.0 — o A § = = i ; £ = E
security. Voices for disruption based on mere linguistic or cultural grounds 1 o Rl g < . boid p .
; i 5 Re, s - b4 g at
need be tempered with counsel for reason and a co-operative frame of mind. ‘ ﬁ‘;‘;}; - i G, 4,
Whatever apparent diversities may exist in the life of Assam—and the S 5

growing political consciousness of the people have often accentuated these
i to the detriment of the national interest—it is always possible to foster the
i common bonds of unity which have existed behind the diversities as shown
in the foregoing paragraphs. The present set-up of the State of Assam 1
not a matter of mere accident. There is a historical justification for it and
@here can be no stronger justification for severance of any part of it. Assan
15 typical of the variety in life that India is and the preservation of IS
15 of the first importance to the unity and integrity of India.
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