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You could call it the golden age of cultural resurgence, the age of the emergence of a distinct Assamese nationality or the peak of the neo-Vaishnavite movement in Assam. Even as the Bhakti movement swept over medieval India, the advent of Shankardev for Assam meant all this and more. He gave everything to the Assamese society - the songs, instruments, dances, literature, festivals, monasteries, ethical movement and non-violence. Here, the movement engulfed the entire social, cultural, religious and ideological edifice of the society. No other religious leader seems to have cast a spell over the Assamese mind set and sparked off a sense of consciousness as this philosopher saint who along with his foremost disciple, Madhavdev, laid the cornerstone of a spiritual empire.

The strength of Shankardev is in the fact that as a spiritual guide, he bequeathed the Vaishnav ideals to a hoi polloi society of diverse ethnic and cultural groups, to a land known for the prevalence of tantrism, animism, sorcery and human and animal sacrifice. It was only after Shankardev that the closed Assamese society opened up to the world outside. In the words of Bani Kanta Kakati, “the land was infested with itinerant teachers of the Vamacara tantric schools with the insistence on the philosophy of sex and the palate. Tantric brand of sakta Hindu faith came to be overloaded by occult primitive practices and thereby was degenerated”.
The philosophy of Shankardev is based on the Bhakti cult propounded by the Bhagavat Puraan. It stands on the concept of absolute self surrender to the will of God, as stated in the Gita. Shankardev propounded the eka-sarana-nama, a liberal ideology acceptable to all, which prescribes the worship of one and only reality in the person of Narayana who according to Shankardev, represents the saguna aspect of the absolute reality. The Vaishnav saint forbade the worship of any deity other than Vishnu-Krshna-Narayana. He thus succeeded in establishing his motto of monotheism in place of the prevailing polytheism and animism.

Shankardev laid great emphasis on the association of the devotees, in an atmosphere of spirituality -  one of the prime elements of Assamese Vaishnavism. The others being Naam (Name), Dev (adorable deity) and Guru (religious guide). Another aspect of Assamese Vaishnavism is that they declared themselves as servants of Krshna. This aspect is clearly reflected in Shankardev's own words:

Tomaara bhrityara, bhrityara, bhrityara, Taara bhritya bhailo aami / Moka Jaganaatha nakaraa nairaasa Neribaa Maadhava swaami 
Oh Lord! I have become a servant of servant of Thy servant. Do not disappoint and forsake me, O Lord of the World!
The Vaishnav philosopher also stresses on the tenet that until and unless God favours with his grace, nobody can expect to attain self-realization.

According to Lakshminath Bezbaroa, well known litterateur and novelist, of 20th century Assam, an important aspect of Shankardev's faith is the total absence of the worship of the female element, a salient feature of Vaishnavism in the North and in Bengal as seen in the Radha-Krshna cult of Chaitanyadev, the Gopi-Krshna doctrine of Vallabha. Shankardev's religion is the eka- sarana dharma of the Gita with the ideal of dasya-bhakthi. Shankardev accepts bhakthi as the best means of realization of God. In this, his doctrine has a remarkable affinity with that of Ramanuja. Scholars also assert that the Shankardev movement in Assam was not an off-shoot of the Chaitanya Vaishnavism. The fact is that Shankardev's open-minded attitude was open to the influences from reforming efforts within Hinduism and also probably the Islamic way of approaching God.

Far reaching was the impact of the movement. Besides the existence of a parlous society of scores of non-Aryan tribes, with a wide spectrum of cultures, dialects and religious and social customs, there was political instability. The Vaishnavite movement succeeded in uniting the region from Sadiya in the east to Koch Behar in the west into a composite whole, with a common cultural milieu. What emerged was a cultural renaissance.

Shankardev set up the Namghar (congregational prayer hall) which has now become an integral part of Assamese culture. The community prayer halls established by him also served as centres for religious discussions, teachings and occasional dramatic performances. Known as the Satras over the years, these have developed into well-organized religious institutions having monastic, non-monastic and semi-monastic disciples. The Satras also provide residential accommodation for celibate devotees.

Historian H. K. Barpujari points out that the neo-Vaishnavite movement in Assam was backed by a strong literary upsurge which found expression in the translation of the epics and the Puranas, the adaptation of the Puranic episodes in the form of independent Kavyas, devotional works explaining the types and modes of devotion, lyrics (bargeets), dramas and biographies of Vaishnav saints. Both Shankardev and Madhavdev who guided the movement in the early phase were not only profound scholars but were also good poets. Shankardev was also a musician, painter and dramatist. His one-act plays Ankiya-nat, was rendered in the Brajavali language, an artificial literary language used by the Vaishnav poets of eastern India. It is said that his bargeets were trendsetters among Indian vernacular languages. The musician that he was, Shankardev created a whole range of music.

Shankardev composed his magnum opus Kirtana Ghosa during the early phase of his career. His Dasama Kavya which describes the early life of Krshna in Gokul and Vrindaavan, was a later work. Scholars assert that “In the land of Assam where a book like the Kirtana Ghosa came to be written, can never be backward in the field of literature. Had Shankardev not composed any other book, yet he would have remained immortal on account of Kirtana Ghosa alone”. He created a vast expanse of religious literature in Assamese in order to popularize Vaishnavism and it is significant that no other Vaishnav teacher in India seems to have done such vast works to preach his creed.

Shankardev was born in 1449 A.D., son of Kusumbar Bhuyan, a Kayastha chief and Sathyasandha. He was endowed with a good physique and is described as an impressive personality. A brilliant student, he mastered Assamese and Sanskrit with ease. After the death of his first wife he plunged into the task of uplift of the religious, moral and social life of the people, majority of who were steeped in ignorance. He went on a 12-year pilgrimage, traveling to all the holy places, and on his return began to preach the doctrines of neo-Vaishnavism with enthusiasm. He died in Koch Behar in 1568.

Shankardev had three sons but he nominated his most trusted disciple Madhavdev to carry forward the Vaishnav movement. Shankardev's philosophy could bring within its fold, devotees cutting across caste and creed. The Koch king Nara Narayana and his brother prince Chilarai were his devotees.
Madhavdev carried on the Vaishnav movement for 28 years, laying the foundation of a well-organised cult. After Shankardev's death, two of his close associates, Damodardeva and Harideva chose to break away from the faction led by Madhavdev and set up their own new cult known as Brahma Samhati. With the patronage of Ahom rulers, this faction prospered with land grants and setting up of a number of Satras including the Patbausi Satra at Barpeta and Vaikunthapur at Koch Behar.

The legacy of Shankardev has been rich and varied for the Assamese. In a land known for the occult and secretive practice, religion became an open experience which any devotee with faith, could reach. Religion itself became a social philosophy. Namghars created an arena for social discourse. It became a centre where disputes could be resolved and business deals could be settled. It thus facilitated trade. It is not surprising that the business community took interest in setting up Namghars. In the Vaishnavism that Shankardev propounded, religion became something more than a personal experience. It became a social philosophy.
---
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