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Some distinctive features of the Ankia Nat, the traditional plays of Assam.
---

India’s long mediaeval period led to a great upsurge of new philosophies, cultures and aesthetic theories and practices stemming from the native indigenous past. My article is an attempt at understanding some distinctive features of the Ankia Nat or the one act plays that combined both music and play, in order to understand how the accumulated wisdom of centuries could inspire some medieval Bhakta Saints like Shankara Deva, Madhava Deva and many others in this ancient land of Prag Jyotisha, present day Assam. My special concern that I want to reflect in this article is: should these serious and solemn art forms like Sattriya Dance, Ankia Nat and others of its kind, be also dumped into the museums of our globalised present treating these living art forms as a commodity? Whether we want it or not this is where we find ourselves now; at our global present we have only one myth to live by, that everything can be learnt to be sold. Disregarding the fact that certain special art forms were intended for a life time practice and were firmly rooted in a specific context, they are uprooted to replace their discernable viewer with the tourist consumer who is on the look out for an exotic experience.                            

Yoga is now very much an American product, so are many more traditional art forms everywhere around, from sumo wrestling to kathakali. H.S.Shiva Prakash, in his thought provoking article, The Regional, the National and the International in Theatre, remarks: 
“The pathetic figure of the kathakali actor featured in advertisements of many hues selling a range of products, from paints to consumers, to pickles to fertilizers. Acting in such ads has become the major source of revenue for the erstwhile traditional actor. Forced by the dictates of the market, he has unknowingly become a tool in the process of transforming the art to the voyeuristic sensibilities of the present generation.”1
Was there an alternate approach for safeguarding the universal spirit in man at the same time that could accommodate the regional and the national identities into its fold? No matter how global we are in our thinking we cannot transcend our physical and biological boundaries and again and again we have to re-discover our roots. Ahuja continues:
“Unless you are deeply rooted in the impulses that belong to your area, you cannot be truly universal. Precisely, in the same way, one cannot be truly contemporary if one does not have the sense of one’s history. Indeed as a poet has put it, the fruit does not know what its root looks like, yet there is a relationship between the root and the fruit.”2
With his full admiration of the glory of human life (’Dhanya naratanu bhāla), Shankara Deva was never tired of showering praise for  the privileged section of mankind who are fortunate enough to be born in this  land of Bharata:
jāniyā save erā bhāsa-bhusa

bhāgyese bhārate bhailā mānusa
(Naradar Krsna–darsana, Kirttana 5, vv. 55-51)

“Knowing this, leave all silly things: by good luck you have got human life in Bharata....”

It is no wonder that among many of his contemporaries, Shankara Deva could do justice to the true and catholic spirit of the great poet Valmiki. Shankara Deva’s great scholarship and his sensitivity is well recognized by the great scholars and indologists like Professor W.L.Smith. The extra-ordinary originality of Shankaradeva is demonstrated by Professor Smith in his paper ‘The Wrath of Sita : Sankaradeva’s Uttara Kanda ”. He points out that among his contemporaries Shankaradeva alone, in his version of Uttara Kanda of the Ramayana, remains faithful to the spirit of the original text of Valmiki.3 

In all his creations, including Ankia Nat, there is always the local and the regional core that is mostly represented in the vernacular though from this one can have easy access to the national, and from the national to the international. God is not an abstract, faceless entity. He is easily identified with the local cowherd, a concrete and a personal God, “the son of Yasoda”. The same God is also the friend and philosopher and guide of Arjuna and the friend and compassionate Lord of all mankind.

This was, on his part, a reminder of the fact that unless one is deeply rooted somewhere one cannot be truly universal. In this background, I shall make an attempt at understanding some distinctive features of Shankara Deva’s Ankia Nat with special reference to the Ram Vijay Nat.

Ankia Nat and its religious dimension: the socio historical background of the Bhakti movement in Assam:

The dramas of Shankara Deva and his chief disciple Madhava Deva and their successors, are known popularly as Ankia Nat. These fall within the category of drama or Nāt similar to the types like Yātrā, Nāta, Nritya, Nātaka etc. Ankia Nāt differs from a secular drama like Tamasha or Yatra as Shankara Deva used the medium of art, dance and drama along with innumerable other mediums primarily to spread the message of bhakti among the masses. However, it will be wrong to believe that Ankiā Nāt was confined only to the religious realm disregarding the concerns of the secular. No doubt the main objective of Shankara Deva and the other Vaishnavite saints of Assam was to spread the message of bhakti and primarily to democratize bhakti and to give voice to the voiceless and strength to the oppressed.

Brāhmanara candālara nivicāri kula

Dātāta corata yāra dristi ekatula

Nicata sādhuta yāra bhaila eka jnāna

Tākese pandita bulibe sarbajana
 (Shankara Deva: Kirttan-Ghosā: Vaikuntha–prayāna)

“[Only] He who has no discrimination of caste between a Brahmana and a candela (the untouchable), who has an equal eye for a donor and a thief, and who has the same respect for the low and the saintly, is recognized as a [true] scholar.”

Who is a Brahmin then? And who is n mleccha?

sito candālaka garistha māni

yāhāra jihvāgré srave Hari-dhavni

sehisé kulina Vedaka bujé

yāhāra mukhé Hari-nāma vije 
(Shankara Deva: Kirttan-Ghosā: Pasanda-Mardana)
“That Candala, on whose lips is ever the Name of Hari, is superior (to all other people), and he is to be regarded as of high order. He who is chanting the Name of God, alone is to be considered as a man of high caste and it is he who understands the Vedas.”
It was a timely call given by Shankara Deva against discrimination of all sorts. Maheswar Neog laments: “Assam is believed to be a pandavavarjita desa, and is, as a seventeenth century biographer has pleaded, a mleccha desa. All the same, there has been infiltration of Sanskrit-oriented classical culture of Aryavarta into its secluded quarters even, at least from the initial centuries of Christianity. The tantra known as Kalika–Purana (11th century), for example, hints at such an early Aryanzation under the auspices of a prince from Mithila, called Naraka.”4 This close connection of the then Prag Jyotisha with the neighboring cultural regions like Mithila, Kalinga, etc is evident in the use of Assamese Brajabuli by the Vaishnavite saints and its easy acceptance by the Assamese. This reveals the fact that apart from the intrinsic merit of Maithili as a literary instrument, there might have been other socio-economic and political factors that were responsible for such wide acceptance.

There are some scholarly speculations on this: “It is evident that in later stages Maithili became more and more incomprehensible to various regional societies of Eastern India at a distance from Mithila. There must have been frequent and intense contact and commerce among these regions at one time. So we may perhaps add an economic to the political (the power and role of the court at Tirhut) factor mentioned by Professor Smith. The Baro-Bhuyan community to which Sankaradeva belonged might have been more closely connected to the culture of Mithila than we have thought possible so far. After all, even after Shankaradeva’s revolutionary transformation of the ancestral religion of the Baro-Bhuyans, a few of the Baro Bhuyan families chose to remain within the fold of Smarta Hinduism. However, it will be dogmatic to attempt definitive statements without further research”.5 

Interestingly Shankara Deva did not represent the Smārta Tantra tradition of his ancestral past nor did he aim at aesthetic and scholarly recognition of his art works from the elite section of the court. His main audience was the illiterate and the average man in the street who is a small peasant or a goldsmith, an agriculturist or a manual worker, the so called ‘puthi-khalihana’, the small fish, that he aimed at catching in his bhakti net. Shankaradeva was trying to cajole a corrupt and degraded society out of slumber.

For that purpose Shankara Deva used different mediums including Ankiā Nāt. Religion became his means and an end; bhakti both as a means and as an end. It is said that in the first dramatic performance of the Nāt, the Cihna Yatra, Shankara Deva himself participated as Vishnu. This form, the Cihna Yatra, became the starting point for the emergence of a new and distinct genre, which came to be called Ankiā Nāt.
Celibate monks form the core of participants of this form of art. Krishna is the most celebrated figure. The philosophy of Shankaradeva is crystallized in the six works he wrote which now form the basis of Ankiā Nāt .Shankara Deva had composed seven plays of which Kamsa Badh is now not available. The others are Patni Prasad, Kaliya Daman, Keli Gopala, Rukmini Harana, Parijata Harana, and Rama Vijaya.
Rama Vijaya is written in Saka 1490, corresponding to 1568 AD. He employed a process of hybridization of the arts, both plastic and performance, to ensure an effective communication through song, dance, masks, puppets, dialogue, theatre and stagecraft. But, as this process continued even after him, the Sattras played a significant role.

Ankiā  Nāt  and its secular concerns

Devendra Raj Ankur observes that traditional drama with religious themes like Ankiā Nāt could very well address the secular concerns. Bhakti movement did not demarcate the profane and the sacred. This continuity between these two realms is evident in the Ankiā Nāt. He remarks:
“Even in forms like Rāsleela and Ankia Nat which are basically religion and temple- based theatre, we have the contemporary life and social and secular values expressed through the vidushak (jester) or minor characters. In the song dialogue they keep their mythical gods and heroes to their divine superhuman level. But then they bring down the same gods to their own social level in their impromptu prose dialogues. Thus we find that the traditional theatre has a close relationship with our modern theatre and it is quite natural that a number of playwrights have again and again gone back to the elements of traditional theatre in their search for a personal identity.”6
 Shankara Deva makes some alterations even in the traditional pattern of making the Vidushaka a representative of the common folk. Vidushaka served as an intimate link between the king and the court and is representative of the ethos and concerns of a court centered elite audience and their literary and aesthetic concerns. 

The absence of Vidushaka, a constant figure in Sanskrit drama, is a striking feature of Ankia Nat. Though there are some replacements, Vedanidhi in Rukmini Harana, Nārada in Parijat Harana, Viswamitra in Ram Vijaya – these characters were transformed to suit the humour and wit of the laity than the refined taste of the court. “The music played in connection with the movements of these characters is light and gay, the mridanga degenerates here to sound like ordinary kettle drum (dhol); they are given the honour of rāga based gitas or rāga songs; even these have a touch of humour in the description of their appearance.”

 In the Nat, the sutradhara has the direct access to the audience with whom he can continue his dialogue in vernacular. He now highlights the human qualities of that Param Brahma, who is also the majestic and the sublime Lord of all the universes, “ananta kauti Brahmandara Hari adhikari”. He reminds them that they, as devotees, are privileged enough to have this great Lord as their constant companion as He is easily accessible to them:  “bhakatar vaisya tumi Hari”. Krishna or Rama now appears as an ordinary man who is also tormented by physical, mental and spiritual conflicts. The greatest lesson that one has to draw from this, Shankara Deva tells his audience, is this: the Lord Himself has undergone trials in life, that He acted in a way that is not different from theirs.

However, what is a distinctively remarkable feature is the continuous interaction of the sutradhara in vernacular with the audience till the entire Nat is over. With his shift to the vernacular and to prose, the sutradhara now can take the liberty of focusing on the human qualities of the God than the more distant and the majestically sublime ones that needed the help of ornamental language with Sanskrit slokas and partial dialogue in Sanskrit. In the Ankia Nat, bhakti now re-claims its centrality over jnana and karma and a meaningful and intimate connection is made between the divine and the human, between man and God, to such an extent that ultimately no barriers remain between the two. Only within this path one can claim: “man is Vishnu” and the temporarily confused Yasoda can again shower her motherly love to her own son who for a moment appeared a stranger to her. The major part of this conversation now continues in vernacular and it is a direct face-to-face talk of the sutradhara with the people who are also now active participants in the entire show. He succeeds in making a harmonious blend of the two; the devotee’s secular concerns are also to be taken care of. If one remains a devotee kāya-vākye –mané:-
dharma artha kāmo / yito abhilāse

Yi cāwe moksara patha

Siyo Hari nāma / kirtana karisi

Pāwe save manoratha

“Those who desire dharma, artha, kama and moksa, can have these fulfilled only by chanting the name of Hari”.7

Distinctive features of the Ankia Nat

Maheswar Neog observes that as drama Ankia Nat is a type by itself and does not follow any model, Sanskrit, Prākrit or otherwise. It is of one act, one anka, so there is no act or scene division in them; most of the dramatic personae enter the theatre (that is the oblong space available at the middle of the thatched temple in sattras and villages, or of a pandal built temporarily for the purpose of the performance), surrounded almost on all sides by the audience at the very beginning (in the evening of the show); and the action goes on at a stretch till the end is reached (near about dawn). Nandi (benediction) is in Sanskrit, and is placed at the beginning of the play, and then the sutradhara introduces the play. In Ankia Nat, the sloka is recited by sutradhara, and this constitutes the propitiation. Unlike in Sanskrit drama, there is no separate nandipathaka or a sthapaka. The sutradhara makes partial use of Sanskrit.
The sutradhara does not leave the stage. He recites the nandi, introduces and explains every new entrance, first in Sanskrit verse then in vernacular. Every important speech is followed by a song. The directions for the entrance and exit do not occur in the written play unless the sutradhara instructs in detail.
The stage is open on all sides, the white curtain, ārkāpor, was used from time to time. There is no background scenery although Shankara Deva is said to have introduced them in the very first of his dramatic performances. Shankaradeva painted seven Vaikunthas on sheets of paper, tulā pāt, for the first known performance of Cihna Yatra.
Masks are the property of the greenroom, cho ghar. Time and distance are indicated through songs and dances. Of the nineteen preliminaries of Bharata Natya Shastra the last two, namely trigata and prarocana, and the thirteenth, namely, nandi, are seen in the text of Shankara Deva’s plays. (Neog: 1967)
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DHEMĀLI
 A number of twelve musical preludes, called dhemalis, have been in vogue. Like in   Sanskrit drama the reciter is the sutradhara, the actor dancer who represents the incidents of the story. The sutradhara, taken originally from Sanskrit drama, appears on the stage as soon as the preliminary music items called dhemali (like Purvaranga in Sanskrit) are over. The three principal dance forms are the dance of the sutradhara, the dance of Krishna or Rama and the dance of the Gopis of Vrindavana or other women characters. The sutradhara is dressed in white: a turban, a long sleeved jama and skirt (ghuri), dangling ear ornaments of gold and brass anklets (nepur). After a short concert on khols and tals and amidst peals of the chanting of Holy Names and sounds of big drums (daba) and pipes (kali), the sutradhara appears from behind a screen held aloft by two men and sometimes an arch of torches (agnigarh).
This particular religious philosophy of bhakti recommends nine specific ways of achieving divine light (Navadha bhakti - Sravanam, Kirtanam, Smaranam, Pad sewanam, Archanam, Vandanam, Dasyam, Sakhyam, Atma Nivedanam). Thus the lamp that constitutes the backdrop of the stage (agnigarh) has nine flames to it. 
Sankaradeva had believed that even the practice of two of these ways was adequate, thus the double torches (ariyan) were introduced to highlight the dramatic entrance. Neog comments: “And this would remind us of tironukku or curtain look, in kathakali”. 8
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 SUTRADHĀRA

The sutradhara announces the drama and conducts the whole show with dances, songs and explanatory matter in an artificial literary idiom, called Assamese Brajabuli. The written text of the drama begins with a Nandi in Sanskrit, announcement of the name and the theme of the piece to be presented, a bhatima (panegyric) of the hero, and an extremely short dialogue between the sutradhara and his comrade in the style of the prastavana of Sanskrit dramaturgy.  Interlocutory songs (pravesa-gita) and appropriate dance compositions are made for the hero, the heroine and other characters in the Nat. The drama closes with a mangala or muktimangala bhatima – wishing everybody general welfare and attainment of final beatitude, which is comparable to the Bharata-vakya of classical dramas (Neog: 1967). 

The Satriya dance is an integral part of the Nat. Interestingly, this particular dance form is ‘non-texted’. Teaching and pedagogy has been through oral transmission, and memory has been the key-conserving factor.
 “Although there is a text, a 16th century text -Shubhankar’s Hastamuktavali written in Sanskrit with an Assamese rendering, a copy of which, and only one copy of which, has been found in a sattra, in this case the Auniati Sattra, any reference to it in the practice and rendering of the dance, is purely incidental”.9

Distinctive features of the Ram Vijaya Nat
Nandi:-

Yannama akhila soka nasanam, yannama premaspadam, parapara payodhi taranabidhau yannama peelaplavah,yannamsravanat punati swapachah prapta iti moksam khitau’tang Sriramamaham bande maheswaradam sada.
“I always adore with devotion Sri-Rama who can grant a boon (even) to Mahesa (Siva), and whose name kills the sorrow of all the worlds, inspires (supreme) love, serves as a broad boat for carrying (people) across the limitless ocean of sin, and on reaching the ears of a Candala make him purified, giving him liberation (even) in this world.”10
After reciting the complete benediction the sutradhara now addresses the audience and introduces the play in Sanskrit:-

Bho Bho Samajika yuyu srinutavahitam budhah. Sri Ramavijaya nama natakam moksa sadhaka
And then bursts into singing the glory of Lord Rama.The style consists of the propitiation and introduction, the garland (vithi) and farce (prahasana). Ankia Nat adopts the first two. 
The sutradhara then shifts to the vernacular.This was the typical role of the narrator in the traditional drama also. The narrator had the freedom to express it in the language that is in use; when Sanskrit was the spoken language he also gave prose commentary of recited verses in Sanskrit, and the different characters in the narrative were represented by actors who amplified the narrative mostly by their improvised prose speeches suitable to the occasion. 
Monmohan Ghosh observes:
 “When Sanskrit changed into Pali Prakrit (Middle Indo Aryan) the sutradhara of that age used in his commentary the current language, in Prakrit and so did the characters. This tradition has survived in Ankia Nat”.11
We find in the Ankia Nat reminiscences of this tradition when in the Ram Vijaya, for example, the sutradhara shifts to the vernacular and makes dramatic introduction of Lord Rama’s entrance in vernacular.  There is then a tiny dialogue between sutradhara and his attendant sangi:- “O comrade, what music do I hear?” The comrade-friend replies:-“It is the drum of gods”(deva dundubhi baje). 

Then the sutradhara explains to the audience the cause of this special rejoicing even by the gods. The sutra continues:- “The drum of the gods indeed. I see, Ramacandra is coming now”. (Shankara Deva: Ram Vijay).
The sutradhara successfully creates the situation for this grand entry of the most blessed one. Time and again he keeps reminding his audience how fortunate they are to have a darshan of the Lord incarnate Whose compassion for His devotees knows no bounds. The situation is created accordingly to receive this favor of the Lord in a most befitting manner. As soon as Rama enters the stage divine music is played with songs of adoration sung by the narrator himself, often in chaste Sanskrit. 
The Brajabuli too was not too distant from spoken Assamese; though the source of it was removed from the audience, it pleased them with its sweet sound and had the purifying effect on them. Songs and dances are more than the story and dialogue. 
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The characters speak only after the sutradhara gives an indication to speak. Sometimes both the sutra and the characters deliver dialogues both in prose and verse. The speech is followed by a verse or by a song sung by one of the characters or by the sutradhara. 
Shankaradeva composed Sanskrit slokas for the Nat. The four components of the drama are dance, gita, sutra or the words of the Sutradhara in Brajawali and Bhatima. The Sutradhara continues the thread and does not leave the stage and concludes:- 

“O spectators, after conquering Bhargava, Rama with his dear wife Sita enters Ayodhya. When Rama’s mother Kausalya hears of Rama’s marriage and triumph over Parasurama, she receives Rama and his bride amidst song, music and general festivity. Thus is completed the ceremony of Rama’s marriage”. 12
The most striking factor of the traditional theatre is the relationship of the audience with the actors. This is as a result of the structure of the traditional theatre, i.e., all the forms are basically performed in the open-air theatre where one does not have a division between the stage and auditorium like that of modern proscenium. This relationship is further increased through the participation of the audience in the total action of the play. For this purpose, the art is provided with a number of devices like the entries and exits of the actors from the side of the audience, addressing the audience during the action of the play, commenting upon a situation while the action is going on the stage. 
This is a characteristic feature not only of the Ankia Nat but also in most traditional dramas, a feature that has inspired modern dramatists to use this technique in their plays. In such circumstances, a member of the audience cannot sit back and relax but he/she is constantly involved and at the same time studying the situations on a conscious level. 
Devendra Raj Ankur comments:
“This level of consciousness on the part of the audience has attracted the modern Indian playwrights to use these devices in their plays. In this respect mention can be made of Brij Mohan Shah’s Trishanku, Giandev Agnihotri’s Anushthan, Adya Rangacharya’s Suno Janmejaya and Evam Inderjit of Badal Sircar. In all these plays there is a constant use of auditorium by the actor during the action of the play in order to focus the audience’s attention to the happenings around them”. 13
Shankara Deva’s creative assimilation of the pan Indian and also the universal cultural elements could do justice to the specific concerns of the people of the soil. Assam developed its own form of Vaisnavism, which is today the predominant faith among all sections of the society so much so that borgeets, Ankia nats, sattriya dances and many other Vaisnavite art forms and social norms are now considered to be integral parts of the Assamese culture. When the monarch and royalty were close to the spiritual domain, then the people were more comfortable with the duality of their affiliation - that of a temporal allegiance to the king and spiritual allegiance to the Guru. The popular saying ‘Rajar khajana, Gurur kar’, ‘Rent for the lands to the king, and holy tax to the Guru,’ indicates how conscious people were of their duty to both. The spiritual credo gave them dignity, a balanced view of life and a high moral code, in which tolerance to the other, and equality of all, was the highlight.

 In the year 2000, Sattriya Dance was declared a ‘major dance tradition of India’ at par with all major dance traditions of India, which are loosely called the Classical dances of India. People of Assam had wanted this to happen but what is more crucial now is the fact that all these art forms, from Ankia Nat to Sattriya dance, have become an integral part of our culture not as a museum piece but as a living culture that for decades have remained a symbol of resistance, and of people’s power. 

As Arshiya Sethi has rightly observed:
“It has always been anti-establishment and should not now be shackled by a State sponsored definition of ‘Classical’. I look at the practitioners of the arts as being arranged in the alignment of a tree. The deep roots are the body of the sattras and the monks therein, who have preserved the art form for over five centuries. The trunk is the monks who have renounced sattra life in their mature phase, after training authentically at the sattras and are now available without any religious duties and restrictions, for the promotion of the arts. The branches are many, and these are the urban, educated, often English speaking, articulate modern women who have taken to the dance in the last four decades. They have become the new voice for the form, even if their association with the wellspring, the institution of the sattras is merely formal. The special funds for promoting the dance at this stage need to be spent with a vision and a sense of responsibility that recognizes that the subterranean roots are essential to the well being of the entire tree.”14
---
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