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“Ram-Krishna-Hurry”- Sankaradeva's Neo Vaishnavite Movement in the Eyes of the Westerners


I

They came from across the seven seas. In different periods of time - medieval, modern. Some of them reached the shores of our land- the Land of Sankaradeva - so late it is as if they arrived only yesterday. Who are they? Men belonging to distant lands? Foreigners? Whatever label we choose to apply, one thing is certain. They are all men of observation – discerning connoisseurs of art observing, nay, closely examining every facet of an outstanding piece of artistry, down to the last perceivable detail. No wonder, the comments of these 'critics' on ASSAM – that magnificent masterpiece - or its Michelangelo-like creator are worth their weight in gold.  This article is a compilation of some of these comments. Here, we look at what Westerners, over the ages, have said about the Neo-Vaishnavite Movement (NVM)
. For convenience of discussion and also to fulfill the requirements of coherent chronological study, we have batched the members of this wide and rather heterogeneous 'collection' into different groups.

The Sojourner

Our journey begins with Ralph Fitch, the 16th century English traveler
, visiting the kingdom of Koch during the time of Madhavadeva - the heydays of the NVM. Writes Fitch, in chaste English:

“I went from Bengala into the country of Couch or Quichen which lies twenty-five days' journey northwards from Tanda. The king is a Gentile, his name is Suckel Counse (Sukla Koch or Chilarai);

…

There they be all Gentiles and they will kill nothing. They have hospitals for sheep, goat, dogs, cats, birds and for all living creatures. When they are old and lame, they keep them until they die. If a man catch or buy any quick thing in other places and bring it thither, they will give him money for it, or other victuals, and keep it in their hospitals or let it go. They will give meat to the ants...”
 

Ralph Fitch is our man on the spot. Although his 'jottings' do not seem to contain any trace of the NVM, the observation he makes reveals the extent to which the civilizing ideals of the Movement had penetrated into the peoples' psyche
. Nothing but the 'invisible hand' of the NVM could account for this advanced humanism. For this reason alone, Fitch's 'report' assumes much importance. Surely, it cannot be dismissed as being merely a 'traveler's tale'
. If the authenticity of the comments of a Manucci on the 'Mogors' (Mughals) or of a Conti on life in the Vijayanagara kingdom is never in doubt, why question the account of Ralph Fitch? Contemporaneous descriptions by foreign observers do sometimes mention many matters on which the indigenous records are silent. 

The Explorer

The next stop on our itinerary is the explorer. Free, frank and forthright like the sojourner, the explorer, however, was not here simply for travel. He had other motives in mind. One of these was the administration of newly 'conquered' territory. Another was gathering of information. In this way, the explorer was also a conqueror on the move.
 Be that as it may, during moments of leisure, his hand wielded the pen as expertly as it did the sword in battle and in the pages of this intrepid batch, we catch a glimpse, albeit fleeting, of the NVM.

Francis Buchanan-Hamilton in his Account of Assam
 (compiled 1807-1814) makes a list of all the major Satras (Chhatras, as he calls them) in existence at that time. In an interesting sociological study, he classifies the Satras on the basis of the caste of their adhikars. Accordingly, he finds two groups of Satras-one where the Satradhikars (Mahajons) were all Brahmins, ('Vaidika Brahmans' at that) and the other where they were all 'Kolitas' (Kalita).
 

 He notes that:

“The persons who instruct the worshipers of Vishnu, that is most of those who have adopted the Hindu religion, are called Mahajons, and live in Chhatras, just like those whom I found in the Eastern divisions of Ranggapur. They are however more powerful, several of them having from ten to fifteen thousand men devoted entirely to their service. Their office is hereditary in certain families. The king, on a vacancy, appoints any person of the family that he pleases, but the appointment, unfortunately, is for life.”

Hamilton records that, unlike the Brahmans “elevated to this high dignity” who admit among their disciples only members of certain communities, the ‘Kolita Mahajons’ admit among their followers “all Hindus that are reckoned pure, and also the fishermen...” who, by the way, were “the most numerous tribe” in the province of Kamrup.

The comments of Hamilton, coming, as they do, before the Avanese hordes swept through Assam, necessarily carry the flavor of history.

Our next revelation is in the days of the Company, at a time when the events of the Burmese invasion had all but become a speck on the horizon. In the pages of Major John Butler, a military official in civic employ at Nagaon
. Inserted in his Travels (1855) is a collection of local songs, which was presented to him, as he gratefully recollects, by a facetious friend of his. In one of these specimens, we come across the simple and rugged fisher-folk - boatmen of the fishing (‘Nudeal’) community- merrily setting forth on their expeditions, the movement of their oars accompanied by the frequent chorus of “Ram-Krishna-Hurry”. This song that Butler records is, make no mistake, not just any song. Members belonging to the ‘lower end’ of the so-called social spectrum are taking the Name of 'Hurry' (Hari). Seen in this light, the song represents the fruition of the Saint's teachings. Butler, of course, is oblivious of this fact, but had he a copy of Madhavadeva's Nama Ghosa before him, he would have understood:

“In taking the Name of Hari, all are equal...”

At another point in his 'diary', Butler remarks that many natives are followers of, hold your breath, 'Sankni' and 'Madhit'!
 He goes on to mention quite a few things about the Satras. By the tone and tenor of his voice, we gather that it is not one of admiration:

“They demand from the Ryutts on a variety of pleas Bagee khurcha...to defray present necessities; Burgonee, a general tax; Maganee, or free gift of dhan (paddy), surso (mustard) oil and rice; Morecha, or fees on marriage; and Sulamee or presents on appointing their servants to conduct the fiscal duties of the shustro land.”

The Missionary

The cross followed the flag. With the Union Jack flying high over the whole of Assam, the stage was set for the entry of the men of religion. They made a comprehensive survey of the social landscape which they found themselves in. And despite the inherent bias, their writings throw a flood of light on the NVM.

How could they fail to notice the NVM? It was everywhere:

“We passed one namghor on our way from the boat. We saw another in the business part of the village...” 

This all-pervading influence of Neo Vaisnavism soon caught the imagination of the missionaries. In the Baptist Mission Magazine of 1874 appeared a rendering of the opening lines of the holy Kirttana - a rendering simple, but beautiful:

Brahm first I hail, incarnate Sonatan,

The all-avatar-causing Narayan,

Sprung from Thy navel, Brahma saw the day;

Thou countless figures dost assume for aye.

The role of the American Baptist Missionaries in the espousal of Assamese in place of Bengali is only too well known. In pressing his case for the adoption of the mother tongue in the courts and schools in Assam, the Rev Miles Bronson wrote in 1855:

“The Assamese themselves have just as strong an attachment to their mother tongue as any other people.....In further illustration of this , let me refer you to the shasters most popular among the Assamese-the Kirton, the Gita, the Rotnowoli, and such-like books, all productions of the reformer, Shri Hungkor Purah
. What is the secret of these books being so popular as to be found in almost every house, and on every tongue? Simply this, that Shri Hungkor struck for the masses. He came down to the level of the people, and translated from the Sanscrit these portions of the Hindu sacred books, and presented them to the people in their own familiar dialect. Relieved of a foreign tongue, and from difficult and abstruse terms, the people could now chant the praises of their gods in the familiar language of childhood. They took among them like wild-fire, and are to this day increasingly popular. Let me ask, are not such facts as these worthy of consideration in deciding so important a question as the best medium of education?”

The Baptists were very much wary of the Satra. To them, it was a big thorn in the flesh. Their efforts at proselytisation had all but come to naught due to the Satra that all-pervading, giant of an institution, which was proving to be “a great impediment to the spread of the gospel”. This caused them to suffer a great deal of distress. They threw up their hands in the air, lamenting:

“It is as hard for grown up Assamese to alter his customs, as it is for the Ethiopian to change his skin, or the leopard to change his spot.”

This “bitterness towards the Gospel” did not deter them (the missionaries) however from surveying the life in the Satras. Their diaries are full of references to the interactions they had with the Satra devotees and the adhikars. 

“These hotros”, wrote Bronson “remind one of the Jewish synagogues...”

“Some of the Bhakats”, says Nathan Brown, "were so precise in their sense of cleanliness that they would wash all the wood they used in cooking rice and all the money they received so that they may not be polluted. On the same core they will not touch our books nor sit with our shadow falling upon them.”

In 1843, Bronson, accompanied by Capt.Gordon saw the foot-impression (padasila) of 'Sonko'
 at Bordua Than, Norua-Salaguri. We have in Bronson's journal an interesting account of the Saint's birthplace. “There is a great attempt”, he writes, “to show an increasing effort to obtain for it a celebrity, as a holy place, like that of Benaras and other places.” Even the local magistrate lent support to it by requiring the witnesses to swear at the Manikut of the Than to speak the truth.

The hawk-eyed missionary furnishes some useful statistics:

“The Norua division obtained by a decree of the deputy special commissioner, dated 9th July, 1841, four

 thousand seven hundred and nine poorahs of land. It has also one hundred and seventeen families of bhakats. The mahant acknowledges that he has two thousand disciples.The Hologuri division, besides a large amount of land, has one hundred and one bhakats, granted by Raja Komol Eswar Sing. The mahant acknowledges about eight hundred disciples only.”

Bronson also notes the advent of a new sect in his district, that of  ‘Siri Soitongo’ (Shri Chaitanya ?):

“We were just about sitting down to a social meal, when two … men approached...He proved to be a Siri Soitongo bhokot-a new sect, that is rapidly gaining ground in this vicinity and in several parts of Assam”

Among the Satras of Upper Assam, Nathan Brown wrote in 1842 that Auniati commanded the allegiance of about two-thirds of the people and next in importance was Dakhinpat. Whenever the high priest of Auniati moved, it was “in a great state with drums and trumpets sounding and a numerous retinue attending him”. 

The missionaries found the Satradhikars of Kamalabari and Moamara to be liberal in their outlook, in contrast to most other monastic heads.
 

However, it was during this period of transition, that the Satras began to decline-a development greeted with unconcealed glee by the missionary. Danforth wrote to Bright in 1851:

“There are between three and four hundred of these hostras in this district. Some of them seem to be flourishing and influential, but by far, the greatest number bear all the marks of speedy dissolution [...] their buildings are in the last stage of decay...Were it not for the public lands ceded to the priesthood, of which there are 16000 acres in this district...”

“With the change in government”, writes a chirpy Bronson, “their (the Satras’) influence and income are decreasing [...] May God help us to do something to hasten their downfall!” 

That was the missionary making his 'foray' on the ecclesiastical affairs of the Native, before the dawn of the 20th century.

The Researcher Bureaucrat

At about the same time that Major Butler was exploring Upper Assam, an invaluable paper “Notes on the 'Mahapurushyas', A Sect of Vaishnavas in Assam” was published in the Journal of the Asiatic Society, Calcutta. This monograph was undoubtedly the first work of its kind and its publication heralded the arrival of a new breed of bureaucrats, at least as far as the NVM was concerned. Members of this breed, like the explorers, subscribed to the tradition of scholarly pursuit but in their writings, they exhibited a greater eye for detail and their tone was much more measured. Equally eye-catching was their penchant for political correctness.

Capt. Edward Tuite Dalton, who authored the monograph mentioned above, was Commissioner of the province of Barpeta.
 His posting at Barpeta, one of the major centres of the NVM, provided him a nice view of Neo-Vaisnava life and culture, a vantage point, so to speak. He visited the Barpeta Satra – the 'Borpetah Shostro', in his own words- and witnessed the prayer services (nama-prasnga). He elaborates upon the Satra ceremonials and the cloistral life in his paper - a first-hand account of Assam Vaisnavism. 

“Amongst the various tribes of Vaisnavas in Assam”, begins Dalton, “I know of none that for the general respectability and intelligence of the disciples, their number and their success in making proselytes, are more deserving of attention than the Mahapurushyas or votaries of the Borpetah Shostro…”
 He found this religious community “widely spread throughout lower Asam, and extending into Cooch-Behar and NE Rungpore.” The following data are made available to us:

“By a census made in 1847-48, that portion of it considered as belonging exclusively to the Shostro and comprising an area of 175 acres, contained 7,368 souls, all of them Bhakats or attaches of the Shostro.”

Diagrams are a rarity in literature on the NVM, but the versatile captain has left us this stunning 'photograph'.
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The ‘Borepeta Shostro’ – Dalton’s Diagram

About the architecture of the Satra, Dalton has quite a few things to say:

· It is a large building with a thatched roof supported on huge posts of the most durable timber procurable.

· A, B, C (refer to the diagram) are the centre and side aisles forming the interior while D and E are open verandahs.

· It is one hundred and eighty feet long by sixty in breadth supported on fourteen rows of posts.

· “All the Vaisnavas of Assam have similar buildings, but this one at Borpetah is a chief d'ocuvre of its kind.”

Among all the priceless treasures in the interiors of the monastery, Dalton records that “the footprint of Madhab is revered as a most sacred relic, and when cholera or other epidemic rages, this stone is placed on the altar beside the Bhagavat in the Namghar.” Like Bordua and the Satras of Majuli in Upper Assam, the one at Barpeta served as an umbrella- institution for the whole of Kamrup and enjoyed a tremendous following. This fact is attested to by Dalton in the following words:

“There are in the Kamrup district one hundred and ninety-five Shostros subordinate to that of Borpetah. I know of two villages each containing two or three thousand inhabitants, the one a village of weavers, the other a village of oil-pressers, all of whom are disciples of Borpetah; and they are numerous in all parts of the district. They also muster strong in Gowalparah and Cooch-Behar
, and are found, I believe, even in the Dacca district. Wherever they reside, they appear to regard Borpetah with as much reverence as the Mohammadans pay to Mecca, though their great saints and founders, Sankar and Madhab, neither died nor were born there.” 

Caste is the one obsession that appears and re-appears in the writings of Westerners.
 It is the best stick, for many of them, to beat Hinduism with. Dalton, however, sees something refreshingly different:

“Hindus of all castes are admitted into the fraternity, and once admitted are... associated with on equal terms by all the brethren, and there is nothing more remarkable about this sect than the firmness with which this bond of fraternity is maintained, supporting each other through evil report and good report, bravely and generously. One of the most highly respected of the Udasins is by caste a distiller of spirit...As a Mahapurushya and a Udasin of acknowledged holiness, his origin is considered no disgrace to him.”

Dalton supplies a list of the prayer services in his monograph. His description of the closing part of the prayers is simply fantastic: 

“At the conclusion of each of these services, the name of Krishna is slowly repeated three or four times by the Bhakat who officiates, in a deep, solemn-and-impressive tone of voice. The whole congregation repeat it after him with equal solemnity, all with their heads reverently bent down till the forehead touches the ground; it is echoed by those in the verandah and taken up by such as may be within hearing outside, who all prostrate themselves as they repeat it, and thus it is continued till it is heard but as a faint moan and dies away in the distance. None that have been present could fail to be struck with this very impressive mode of concluding the service.”

 The devotional atmosphere seems to have made quite an impact on the sahib.  

The Civil Servant’s penchant for non-interference in the religious affairs of the native, even by way of discussion, comes to the fore when Dalton withdraws himself, rather hastily, from commenting on the ‘controversial’ matters of ‘governance’ of the Satra, with his departing remark being that these were

“...delicate questions with which I will not further meddle.”

To Dalton must also go the credit of trying to construct the first ever biography of the Saint. He incorporates in his paper a life-sketch of Sankaradeva, alongside his description of the Satra. He again takes care not to offend the religious sensibilities of the devotee:

“Sankar was born, or I beg his pardon, the Avatar of Sankar occurred at Ali Pukeri, a village of central Assam...”

His biographical work is sloppy though and full of errors. This is only natural because while his writings on the Satra have emerged out of his own observations, the accounts of the Guru's life he must have heard from different mouths. Falling prey to the Bengal-Syndrome (to be discussed later), in such a situation, is almost a foregone conclusion.

Having said that, Dalton's monograph-a classic in its own right-is a pioneering paper in Sankaradeva studies. Not the least because it describes the impact of the NVM in lower Assam. Most of the other accounts are of life in the Upper Assam Satras. As such, we are afforded a rare opportunity of comparative study.

Edward Gait whose History of Assam (1st Edition 1905) represents one of the first (and finest) attempts at drawing up a systematic and comprehensive study of Assam’s past, makes extremely brief comments on the NVM. The life of Sankar Deb and Madhab Deb is relegated to a paragraph or two and we do not find any elaborate description of any Neo Vaisnavite institution or of life and culture. This is disappointing even if one were to concede that Gait’s magnum opus is essentially a political study. The disappointment is accentuated when we find in the District Gazetteers of 1903-04 - compiled by fellow bureaucrat BC Allen - that 80% of the Hindus of the Brahmaputra Valley were followers of Vaisnavism. Gait could not have been oblivious of these overwhelming statistics. Still, he chose not to follow in the footsteps of the other Edward - Dalton- who, more than half a century before him, had made so promising a beginning in his paper on the Mahapurushiyas. Maybe Gait belonged to that breed of historians (read servants of the Crown) who were always on the lookout for lessons favorable to the longevity of the Empire. With regard to the persecution of the Vaisnavas by one of the Ahom monarchs, he cannot bring himself to justify the atrocities of the king, but in the same breath, he takes a hind view of the incident by bringing in the Moamaria insurrection and noting in an underline-this-point tone:

“The inordinate growth of this power (of the Vaishnava sects) is not only prejudicial to progress, but may easily become a very serious menace to the safety of established institutions.”

(Prejudicial indeed! This remark, more than anything else, reflects his prejudice against the NVM.)

Thus, Gait could not, rather did not, emulate his illustrious contemporary Vincent Smith who was so effusive in his praise for Tulsidasa and the bhakti movement of North India.

However, Mr Gait discusses a few topics like the origin of the ‘Baro Bhuiyas’ in some detail. 

Our next researcher-bureaucrat is the redoubtable JP Mills.
 The need to bring the Satras within the ambit of historical study was ably articulated by Mills in 1933 - in fact in the very first issue of the Journal of the Assam Research Society. Mills expresses concern for the vanishing Majuli, once the hot seat of the NVM. The urgency in his voice is unmistakable when he says:

“...there are the great Gossains of the Majuli. Their disciples number thousands, but nowhere have we a picture of their mode of life, the beliefs they hold, the buildings they inhabit, or the ceremonial connected with them. Offerings have poured in for countless years and one's mouth waters at the thought of the relics of the past ages they must have brought. Could not some keen, skilled researchers portray and describe the precious things in their possession? It is no good enough to say, “It will do later”. Ceremonial changes, and antiques are destroyed or lost. Now is the time for study.”

This concern for Majuli remains valid even today, if not so much for research, for preservation certainly.

II

The period from the early twenties of the 20th century and stretching up to the mid sixties is peerless as far as the NVM is concerned. The harvest of literature on the NVM was rich and bountiful. Detailed histories of Assam Vaisnavism made their appearance for the first time, accompanied by the English translations of the religious texts. The composition of lexicons, grammars etc along scientific lines supplemented these efforts. Moreover, the NVM itself was going through a process of radical change - the change wrought by the reformist organizations - which freed Sankaradeva's Vaisnava ideology (and discussion relating to it) from the Satras and diffused it in the open air of intellectual discourse. With the emergence of this favorable wind, western ships sailing with an earnest 'Eastward Ho!' once again began to be sighted on the horizon.  

On board this time was the academic.

The Academic

In the early seventies of the last century, Audrey Cantlie of the University of London came to Assam. She set up camp at Panbari - a village in the district of Sibsagar - in order to study the impact of religion on rural Indian society.
 She visited the local Namghars and Satras, interacted with members of different social-strata and meticulously recorded her observations. These efforts of hers culminated in The Assamese - a pioneering anthropological work - which features the NVM, particularly the devotional doctrines, institutions and practices of the faith, in several of its chapters. Audrey Cantlie's is the first major survey of Assam Vaisnavism by a foreign scholar.

Her description of Sankaradeva’s religion is also the most detailed and comprehensive.  Not even the minutiae are spared. In fact, certain sections of the book so faultlessly describe the 'technicalities' of the devotional process that, at times, one begins to feel as if one were going through a manual or handbook of some practicing Vaisnava. We witness this penchant for detail in Devotional Worship (Chapter 6) and The Devotional Path in Assam (Chapter 10). Another absorbing feature of the book is that it contains many fine translations. Some of these are by the author herself while others are from standard sources. Apart from sublime translations of the ghoshas and padas of the holy texts, several 'stories' going round the village have also been recorded. These stories are indicative of the Neo Vaisnavite ethos. The following is an excerpt from one of the chapters mentioned above:

“A true bhakat(devotee) is said to be recognized by his non-attachment and his single-minded concentration on God.

A story is told in the village of a man of Teok whose son was wanted for theft. When the police questioned him, he replied : 'It is true, my son stole the money but I will not go into court to give evidence against him.' By this statement, it was known that the man was a bhakat for he would not tell a lie even to save his son.”

In Chapter 5, The Village Name House, Cantlie describes the Namghar as it is. She talks about its functionaries, about the devotees, their activities and about the management of the 'Name House'. 

However, Cantlie's book is not a mere collection of facts. It is also a penetrating analysis of the inter-relationship between religion and social institutions like that of caste, and the degree of its complexity.

Description and analysis go hand in hand. Evidence of this is to be found in the chapter on the Namghar. Cantlie notes that in Assam “caste avoidances have not prevented the emergence of congregational communities” but, in the same breath, she adds, “they are of major significance both in determining the complexion of the congregation and in limiting the range of membership.” Thus, she sees 'caste' playing the familiar role of a divisor.

The job of Cantlie, however, is not to criticize but to analyze. How could caste differences ever crop up in a religion, which rejected caste with all the strength at its command? No sociological model can account for this 'paradox'; the case in Assam is rather unique.  Since the Namghar is a Satra in miniature, a closer study of the parent-institution, Cantlie realizes, is the only way to a proper explanation.  This she does in Chapter 7, The Institutionalization of Bhakti:The Satra System. And what do her investigations reveal? In her own words:

“The degree of Brahmanization is greatest among the Satras of Brahma-samhati which contain the largest proportion of Brahmin disciples. The adhikars are, also, with a few exceptions, Brahman. Caste distinctions between disciples in respect of seating and commensality are carefully maintained in the Satra Name Houses. The worship of images is permitted and the richer satras employ a Brahman priest for the daily worship of the Satra image with Vedic rites. There is little interdiction on the worship of other gods and disciples are not usually discouraged from attending the Durga Puja and similar festivals.

The Satras of Kal-samhati, on the other hand, draw their membership largely from the scheduled and lower castes although they too, include Brahmans, Kayasthas, Kalitas and Keots among their disciples. Most of the adhikars are Kayastha although a number of these were originally from the lower castes and have assumed Kayastha status. The Satras adopt a strict monotheistic position and condemn the worship of deities other than Krishna.”

In this way, Cantlie is able to account for the appearance of 'caste-distinctions' – an aberrant practice, without doubt - in certain citadels of Neo Vaisnavism. As we have seen, she finds this practice to be current only among the followers of certain sub-sect(s).

During the time of her tour, however, the winds of religious reform were blowing. The evil spirit of caste was being exorcised by the 'Reform Sects' - reformist groups like the Srimanta Sankaradeva Sangha, which aimed to restore Sankaradeva's religion to its pristine purity. The advent of these organizations heralded a positive change for society in Assam:

“The reform sects of the 1930s can be viewed as a transformation of the traditional religious system, both in its ideology and in its organization, to meet the requirements of citizenship in a modern democratic state. It is estimated that one-third to one-half of the Shudra population have now become members of one of these sects...”

These reformers of the NVM did to the religion of their Guru what Sankaradeva himself did to the religion of his time – reform: 

“..the reform sects seek on the basis of his (Sankaradeva's) writings, to abolish caste and introduce widespread social reforms.”

The spread of the reform sects, according to Cantlie, has contributed to the decline of the Satras: 

“In the view of the reform sects, the original message has been corrupted by the gurus in the course of transmission so that their teaching no longer corresponds to the religion of their founder. As the reform movement gained ground, the satras attempted to unify themselves in the face of this challenge by forming in 1944 a Satra Association (Satra Sangha) which published a monthly journal giving an authoritative interpretation of the sastras which, it was hoped, would achieve some degree of uniformity in the practices of the different satras. After one or two issues, the journal was discontinued. The association still meets annually, but to little effect. The spread of the reform sects has hastened the decline of the satras which are seen as increasingly irrelevant to modern life.”

Due to its overwhelming importance, Cantlie devotes a whole chapter to the reform-movement.

Unlike the explorers, missionaries and all those who preceded them, Audrey Cantlie and the academics came for the exclusive purpose of research. As a result, the writings of this batch are more than just casually written memoirs mentioning the NVM only in passing. The Assamese serves to highlight this point excellently.

After this rather rigorous review and discussion of matters 'serious', we may now turn our attention to entertainment. Towards Ankiya Nat and Farley Richmond. 

The much-needed diversification in the realm of Neo Vaisnavite studies was achieved when Farley Richmond, Associate Professor of Theatre at Michigan State University, USA, came to Assam in October, 1970 as a part of his study of Indian drama. He witnessed Ankiya Nat performances at different Satras including Kamalabari and Bardowa during his short stay.  His classic paper Vaisnava Drama of Assam is a critical analysis of Ankiya Nat. 

Prof Richmond's comments occupy an exalted position among all the comments on the NVM. In a statement that would make the chest of every Assamese puff up with legitimate pride, this theater veteran had declared: 

Sankaradeva is the father of open-air theatre in the world.

Let the world sit up and take notice. Ankiya Nat is unique form of religious theater in India and it is also “one of the most unusual.” Sankaradeva's Nat has survived to the present day more or less in its original form and “in this it is unlike Jatra of Bengal State which has survived and grown primarily because it was willing to give up the traditional Vaisnava content” 
 to accommodate other themes.

A fantastic description of Ankiya Nat is embodied in Prof Richmond's work, one of the most systematic and detailed, covering practically all aspects of the theatrical form-from the production of the play to the philosophy underlying it, from acting to apparel, from music to masks. Like a hawk, the professor's eyes perch on every bit of detail discernible. He is critical enough to express concern at the ‘unevenness’ in execution, and, at the same time, humble enough to admit that “the job of evaluating it rests with the Sattra authorities who can best judge its effectiveness...”  

Farley Richmond is bitterly disappointed at the neglect of Ankiya Nat by theatrical circles outside Assam.
 His concluding words are polite yet scathing:

“I am inclined to believe that these critics have neglected its important contribution to the Vaisnava religious movement which swept through India. They may have also underestimated the potentials of this unique form as a possible influence on the works of the modern playwrights and theatre directors in India and abroad who have recently been seeking inspiration for their work among forms of traditional drama.”

The Savior from Scandinavia

Finally, the man whose contribution to Sankaradeva's NVM is nonpareil. His writings few can match in brilliance or sheer volume. They have so enriched the body of literature on the NVM that one may justfiably declare that the days of 'neglect' are passe. Such is the enormity of the void filled by his researches. Enter Dr William Smith, distinguished Indologist, University of Stockholm.

It was in 1978 that this savant from Sweden visited Guwahati- for the first time- in connection with a research project on the Ramayana. And it was during this period that he had his first meeting with the genius of Srimanta Sankaradeva. The Mahapurusha's tremendous versatility impressed him no end. At the same time the scholar in Dr Smith could not but be pained at how Western academics had failed to hail a personality of Sankaradeva's stature and that too, for so long a time. Vowing to correct this glaring lacuna, he returned to his University equipped with a first hand knowledge of the NVM. His Department since then has been the source of a steady stream of scholarly output. In all of these works, we can discern a conscious and sincere effort to present the Saint's works in undiminished glory.

In A European Looks at Sankaradeva (1989) - his introductory article - Dr Smith laments the oblivion in which the life and works of the Saint have got entrenched, in spite of his unique status in the galaxy of religious preceptors: 

“This is a great pity. The founders of other sects ... Guru Nanak, Kabir, Vallabha, Dadu and Caitanya are very familiar figures about whom a considerable amount has been written by Westerners. Sankaradeva  is certainly not the least of this number and is unique in many respects. For one thing, his caste. As a Kayastha, he served as a teacher to Brahmans.”

In comments that will ring a bell for our readers: 

“The neo-Vaisnava revival was a reaction against a rigid and empty orthodoxy and its doctrine of caste exclusivity; reformers held that religious status depends on the individual's faith not his birth, samskarat dvija ucyate, a stand first vigorously articulated by the Buddha...In grounding the eka sarana dharma, Sankaradeva became the historical embodiment of this principle.”

In the opinion of Dr Smith, what distinguishes Sankaradeva from other gurus is that 

“He remains a very real person and very impressive without the paraphernalia of the miraculous.”

and, to the neutral Western observer, what stands out is  

“ the breadth, quality and variety of his literary achievement, in three languages, in drama, music, epic poetry, lyrics and theology.”

We now make a quick survey of some of the papers of Dr Smith that have been published so far:

· What is Vrajavali? (1992) - This is the first of a series of papers on Vrajawali-the language of Sankaradeva's Ankiya plays as well as of his Bargits. Under the guidance of Dr Smith, a project on Vrajavali had already been inaugurated in his Department of Indology in 1991. Dr Smith, more than any other scholar in recent times, expends much energy in trying to demystify Vrajawali. He finds the vocabulary of the Ankiya Nats to be nearer to Maithili than any other language. He also expresses admiration over the “dynamic and effective instrument” that Sankaradeva had made of it (Vrajavali).

· Sankaradeva's Brajavali Vocabulary & Bargit Glossary (1995) - Two papers incorporated in a volume released on the occasion of the Stockholm Conference on the Maithili Language and Literature held in the same year.

· The Language of Rukmini Harana Nata - It is also an excellent work on the linguistic aspects of the play. 

· Brajabuli, Vrajawali and Maithili (1995) - Here a comparison is made between Assamese Vrajawali, Bengali Brajabuli and Old Maithili. The description of Vrajawali is based upon the language of Sankaradeva's six plays.

· The Wrath of Sita: Sankaradeva's Uttarakanda (1994) - This was first published in the reputed Journal of Vaisnava Studies. Dr Smith highlights the great innovative power of Sankaradeva that make his literature shine nay sparkle with originality. Though he bases his Uttarakanda on Valmiki's original, Sankaradeva makes some alterations in the story-line and his “personal innovations result in an approach that is unusual in Ramayana literature.” Dr Smith finds that the character of Sita, in Sankaradeva's rendering, “has much more to say.” 

“What is exceptional here is Sita's reaction. Sankaradeva's great sympathy for Sita's plight leads him to portray her not as a passive victim as in Valmiki, but a person of “flesh and blood”, justifiably enraged at the way she has been treated...The point Sankaradeva is trying to make is one of compassion-compassion for Rama's dilemma, but much more for Sita's sufferings. Sankaradeva's sympathies are with her.”

For a 'region' suffering from an acute Western 'drought', these papers alone would have provided the

much needed succour. But the best of Dr Smith was yet to come.

At this point, we must digress a little from our discussion in order to touch upon one great attitude of Dr. Smith. While writing on the NVM, it is seen that many Western (and Indian) academics fall prey to a particular 'syndrome'. This is the dreaded 'Bengal-syndrome’, which is characterized by an overwhelming faith in the following two beliefs:

· ideas have wings

· the idea-bird always flies from Bengal to Assam. It  never takes the reverse route

A number of scholars have been laid low by it.
 A good thing about the writings of Dr William Smith is that they, like those of Farley Richmond, are absolutely free from this dreaded bias.

Moving on with our discussion, his Patterns in Indian Hagiography, is perhaps the one book that will be remembered as Dr Smith's finest contribution to the field of Indology. The publication of this   monumental work in 2000 was indeed a landmark-event for NVM studies, one that the followers of the Saint would forever treasure. For it is in this work that we see, for the first time, the Guru's life getting the attention it so richly deserves.  

Patterns is basically a study of the lives of the Saints of India – from Gautma Buddha to Sai Baba of Shirdi. The aim of the author is to weave patterns out of these hagiographies. He has relied upon Assamese (the carit puthis), Bengali, Oriya, Pali, Punjabi, Sanskrit and other textual sources, for this purpose. The book is organized into chapters such as Descent, Balya Lila, Appearance- Personality- Powers, Renouncing the World, Enemies, Digvijaya, The Brahman Opposition, Meeting the Emperor,  Swargarohana etc. each of which discusses a particular aspect of Guru lore. A look at the index reveals not less than 50 references to Sankara and Madhava. What a contrast to the 'a stray- reference here, a stray-reference there' kind of material!

Thus, Dr Smith ensures that the story of Sankaradeva's life occupies pride of place (certain chapters begin with a direct reference to Sankaradeva). Nowhere is this more evident than in Chapter 2, Descent. In the section, Avatars and their missions, he writes: 

“Visnu can also descend as a partial avatar, amsa avatar, in which only a part (amsa) of him is incarnated. This makes several simultaneous incarnations possible such as those of Parasurama, Rama with the Axe and Rama, the son of Dasaratha, or to take a later example, those of Sankaradeva and his disciple Madhavadeva.”

It will be grave injustice on our part if we do not give a patient hearing to at least a few lucid translations of Dr Smith. These are from the caritas:

When  at an auspicious moment, the stars joined in auspicious conjunction,

the son of Kusuma was born.

It was the second watch of the night and the darkness was thick,

the lying-in room became filled with light,

the clouds rumbled softly,

and horses neighed loudly.

At another point, in the same chapter:

Brahma climbed on his swan mount and

along with the other gods rushed down from heaven.

Full of delight, all the gods came to see Sankara. [...]

With bended knee, touching their heads to the ground

Brahma and Siva praised Sankara as he lay [in his cradle].

Brahmanas complaining to the king:

There is a certain sudra named Sankara.

He read the Bhagavata and rendered it into [Assamese] verse

and got Brahmans, fishermen and sudras to worship Hari.

etc.

An anecdote with a satirical undertone: 

The king asked, “What is a sraddha”?

The dvarika said, “Giving things to the departed:

betel leaves and betelnut, rice, bananas, milk, curds and cloth.

Then the Brahmans take everything and eat it.

That's what the Brahmans call a sraddha”.

When the Ahom king heard this he was angry;

“They eat the rice that has been offered to the dead![...]

Sankara did a good thing in not allowing sraddhas”.

Somebody has remarked that William Smith is the Max Mueller (Moksha Mula) of Sankaradeva studies. This is a very apt remark. In a manner akin to Mueller doing research on Sanskrit and the Vedantic texts, Dr Smith delves into the nuances of Vrajavali and dives deep into the caritas.
 The credit for introducing the genius of Sankaradeva in the parliament of world Saints undoubtedly belongs to this savior from Scandinavia.

III

This then is the NVM in the eyes of the Westerners. Apart from the individuals quoted here, there have been others, too, who have applauded the NVM.

Like George Abraham Grierson, who, in his famous Linguistic Survey of India, duly acknowledged Srimanta Sankaradeva as the father-figure of Assamese literature by asserting that the work of 'Sri Hankar' is the most voluminous in this regard. 

Like Rosemary Crill, Senior Curator, Textiles at the Indian and South East Asian Department of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, who did research on the magical Vrindavani Vastra.

But there is not a trace of doubt that Dr Smith's contribution is by far the most splendid. 

Many things have been said about the all-embracing Movement, over the centuries, about its religion, institutions, history, literature, language, philosophy, theater, etc. In this concluding section, we put forward our own observations.

What patterns can we detect in these writings?

Common, recurring themes, increasing diversification. Although scattered across time, the Westerners write on some common themes of the NVM. For the early group of writers, this common theme was  the Satra (the comments of a Bronson on the religious heads echo those of a Butler, for example) while for academics like Dr Smith, the life and works of the Saint constitute the meeting point. The entry of the academics is, in fact, leading to increasing diversification of Neo Vaisnavite Studies. As has already been noted, specialists like Rosemary Crill are venturing into areas 'less travelled' like weaving and textiles. This trend looks ready to grow in future.

Progress from the institution to the individual. There is a steady march, in these writings, from the Satra to the Saint. The explorers and most of the bureaucrats were not so much concerned with biography as they were with the institutions of the NVM. In the context of their administrative background, this is but natural.  It is only the modern day academic, who has labored to clear the 'cobwebs' surrounding the Saint's life, shatter many myths and disprove many wild theories. As a result, the intellectual atmosphere is cleaner and purer, like never before.  

The transformation of the NVM. We also witness, maybe not so clearly, the transformation of the NVM. From being the preserve of the monasteries to becoming a people's Movement. We see the decline of the Satras and we see the rise of the 'reform-sects'. Why did the Satras decline? Due to practices that deviated from, nay ran counter to, the core tenets of the NVM? The writings of some of the Westerners, Cantlie on caste-discrimination, for example, seem to provide the answer.

In the end, the many-sided NVM, we can say, proved to be as diverse as the group itself. Traveler, officer, historian, sociologist, linguist and theater-critic - the NVM has space for them all.

Yet there is, within the NVM, a great centripetal force that makes the members of this disparate group stay close to one other, that imbues them with a sense of purpose, creating harmony out of their seemingly unconnected pronouncements. That centripetal force is the magnetic influence of Mahapurusa Srimanta Sankaradeva.    

In spite of the decline of the Satras, his NVM did not decline. His doctrine of devotion based on the broad 'ideology' of humanism never did lose its appeal. Like in the days of the Ahoms when, inspite of the prevailing animosity between  monarchy and  Satra, we had one prime minister prostrating before the Ratnavali in deep reverence, so also in the declining phase of the Satras , Sankaradeva remained the glorious sun - the mighty Phoebus - under whose warmth of mind, Assamese culture and society continued to blossom like a lotus with a thousand petals (sahasradala kamala). The respect and reverence of the Assamese for their Gurus, Sankara and Madhava, did not decline. The Westerners saw the imprint of their feet. They also saw the imprint of their teachings. Devotion to Lord Krishna, their writings confirm, did never decline. Bronson's statement on the ever-increasing popularity of the Kirttana or Dalton's eye-witness account of the devotional fervour at Barpeta attests to this fact.

The Satras might have lost their relevance but the teachings of the Saint did not lose their relevance. In fact, they became increasingly relevant, as the old society gave way to the new, in breaking many social-barriers. It is on the basis of these teachings alone that the NVM was reformed by the reform organizations. As Cantlie notes, the reform sects aimed at the overthrow of caste by “appealing directly across time to the authority of the written text.”  Several lessons may be gleaned from the writings contained in this piece but this, we feel, is the most important one.

Thus, whether it be John Butler recording the songs of 'Hurry' or Farley Richmond documenting the many aspects of Ankiya Nat, Audrey Cantlie's 'Name House' or Hamilton's 'chhatra', the many-splendored NVM of Assam launched by 'Sankni' and 'Madhit' has constantly been in the Westerner's vision. Long may it remain the apple of their eye. From Ralph Fitch to Smith, William, “Hurrah for Hari! Hurrah for Ram!”

________________________________________________________________________________

[Written By- Prof Bina Gupta, HOD, History, Handique Girls College, Guwahati 781001] 
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�	    By 'Westerners', we mean those Westerners who actually came to Assam or were specially connected to the province. By 'NVM', we mean every aspect of it – institutions, culture, personalities, etc.


�	    Ralph Fitch is the pioneer among the English travelers to India. He toured the country during the period 1581-94, from the gold mines of Golkonda to the kingdom of Koch. He visited the court of Emperor Akbar. He also journeyed to Burma, Thailand and other SE Asian lands. His epoch-making travels evoked so much excitement in Elizabethan England that Shakespeare had one of the characters in Macbeth referring to his journeys. Ralph Fitch’s expert opinion was also sought by the East India Company, which was formed in AD 1600 shortly after his return from Asia in 1594.


�	    Quoted in Edward Gait, A History of Assam, 1905, pp .57; Parenthesis and italicized words ours.


�	    It is surprising that Gait should be so ambiguous in this regard-“It may be presumed that the state of things described was due solely to the personal action of Nar Narayan himself, who was...open to all sorts of religious influences, and may well have been induced by some Jain or Vaishnava ascetic to open hospitals for animals and to inculcate the principles here referred to”. BK Barua, however, asserts that this was due to the influence of Sankaradeva's Neo Vaisnavism. See BK Barua, History of Assamese Literature. 


�	    As has been done in Amanatullah Khan Choudhury, Koch Beharer Itihaas (English Edition).


�	    No wonder, many of these 'explorers' bore titles like Captain, Colonel, Major, etc.


�	    John Peter Wade, Assistant Surgeon attached to the expedition under Captain Welsh in 1792, had also authored three similar monographs earlier. He had written on matters such as the funeral of the Gosains.


�	    Hamilton did not make a on-the-spot study. He conducted his survey on the Ahom kingdom from his headquarters at Goalpara and Rangpur. He derived materials from Assamese fugitives in Bengal and Bengali visitors to Assam and his guide was “a very sensible Brahman of Bengal, who being of the family of the king's spiritual guide, had passed many years in the country.”


�	    An Account of Assam (first compiled in 1807-1814), SK Bhuyan (ed), DHAS, Assam.


�	  He was the first Deputy Commissioner of Nagaon.


�	  This Greek rendering of the names of our beloved Gurus to the point of absolute distortion need not perturb us much. Butler, like many foreign observers before him, was only emulating Megasthenes who had, in his Indica, referred to Lord Krishna as Heracles and to Chandragupta as Sandrocottus!


�	  Butler, Travels and Adventures  in the Province of Assam (1855), pp. 240-1.


�	  Letter from Comfort:, Gowahati, June 20, 1851; letter reproduced in HK Barpujari, The American Missionaries and North East India (1836-1900 AD), Spectrum Publications, 1986.


�	 Baptist Mission Magazine, August 1874; reproduced op. cit. It appears that like the song furnished by Butler, the  boatmen sang this one too. We get the hint when the author mentions that the airs are excellently adapted to while away the tediousness of long boating journeys, “the voices keeping tune and the oars keeping time”. The Kirttana, it may be noted, came out in book-form for the first time only in 1876.





�	   None other than Srimanta Sankaradeva.


�	   Letter to the Editor, Friend of India, 1855; letter reproduced op. cit., pp 141-142.


�	   Sankaradeva again.


�	    Journal of Bronson, BMM June 1864, pp 164-5; reproduced op. cit.


�	   This seems to agree with Hamilton's observations.


�	  The mission reports corroborate the statement made by Jenkins earlier that the minor religious heads were losing their


	      influence mainly because of their internal feuds and litigation in the civil courts. Bronson writes that two-thirds of the


	      cases in the court of Nowgong had their origin, directly and indirectly, to the disgruntled Gossains.


�	   Capt Dalton was a military man and also an anthropologist of repute. He played an active role in quelling the Mutiny of 1857 in Chota Nagpur and other areas. Daltonganj in Bihar is named after this intrepid soldier. Dalton’s famous book Descriptive Ethnology of Bengal received worldwide acclaim as one of the finest contributions to the field of Anthroplogy.


�	  Journal of the Asiatic Society, Calcutta, xx no vi, 1851, pp 455-469





�	  The area surveyed by Ralph Fitch in the 16th century (reference ours).


�	  In this kind of a milieu, it will not be unreasonable to expect a social behavior of the Ralph-Fitch-kind.


�	  A number of comments in this article relate to caste.


�	 Dalton sees the influence of the Caitanya Movement on the rise of Assam Vaisnavism, which is obviously untenable. 


�	  op cit, pp 175; Parenthesis and italicized words ours.





�	  “That Hindu (Tulsidasa),” Smith wrote with admiration, “was the greatest man of his age in India -greater even than Akbar himself, inasmuch as the conquest of the hearts and minds of millions of men and women effected by the poet was an achievement infinitely more lasting and important than any or all of the victories gained in the war by the monarch.”





�	   Mills was the Deputy Commissioner in  the Naga Hills from 1914 to 1948. Later on, he served as Reader in Anthropology at London. He authored a number of books on the Naga tribes.


�	   KAS Journal Vol 1, 1933, Introductory, reprinted in Readings in the History and Culture of Assam, KAS, 1984.


�	   The lines of demarcation are rather thin. It will not be wrong, for instance, to place Gait or even Dalton in the academic category. However, we refrain from doing so as it will be detrimental to coherent chronology and to our analysis.


�	   The reason behind choosing Panbari as the object of study is not far to seek. Her father was, at one point of time, Deputy Commissioner of Sibsagar.


�	   The Assamese-Religion, Caste and Sect in an Indian Village, Curzon Press, London, 1984.





�	“Eka-Deva Eka-Seva Eka Vine Nahi Keva”- Sankaradeva 


�	 The Srimanta Sankaradeva Sangha is now the largest socio-religious organization in the entire North-East.





�	   The Vaisnava Drama of Assam, Educational Theatre Journal, John Hopkins University Press,Vol. 26, No. 2 (May, 1974), pp 145-163.


�	  The good Professor has also contributed a summarized version of his paper in the Encyclopaedia of  World Theatre. While listing the regional theatrical forms of India owing their origin to religion, Prof. Richmond places Ankiya Nat right at the top. This, in itself, is recognition of the fact that the Assamese Nat is one of the oldest of its kind.


�	   This remark ably articulates what the NVM stands for. Place it alongside Cantlie's comments on caste-consciousness  in the Satras and the irony, contradiction rather, is all too apparent.


�	 Journal of Vaisnava Studies vol.2, No.4, Fall, 1994, USA.


�	 Like Melville T Kennedy who views the rise of the NVM as an “indirect but real result” of the Caitanya Movement.


�	 WL Smith, Patterns in Indian Hagiography, Indian Edition, Sri Krishna Prakashan, Guwahati, 2003.


�	  Sankaradeva did get the fishermen to worship Hari. As we saw earlier, Butler's fishermen were indeed singing the song of 'Hurry'. 


�	  Unlike Mueller who never visited India, however, Dr. Smith, as we have seen, did come to Assam.


�	  Rosemary Crill, in her paper, Vrindavani Vastra: Figured Silks from Assam, pp. 76 -83, 112, ( Hali, no 62, April 1992), presents recent research that convincingly puts forward the theory that certain magnificent silks of Eastern India can be associated, though their angular script, quality of silk, stylisation of the drawing and most importantly the Vaishnavite iconography, with the major Vaishnavite sects centred around the charismatic figure of Sankaradeva in Barpeta, Assam, and the nearby court of Cooch Behar, where Sankaradeva had the support of the brother of the king, Prince Chilarai. Crill argues that the other possible provenances for these mysterious weavings, such as Bengali centres like Bishnupur, are less likely because the Vaishnavite designs are far removed from those on known Bengal silk weavings. Crill’s research has enabled scholars to “not only safely attribute these complex and beautiful textiles woven in the exacting lampas technique to this region, but also to show that these textiles can be linked to the Vaishnavite rituals and beliefs of the Sankaradeva sect”.


�	 Statistics is another reason why these accounts are important “The number of resident bhakats is declining. Dalton records  that he found 157 monks in Barpeta Satra in 1851.When  I visited Bardowa satra in 1971, there were 20” (notes Cantlie in The Assamese)


	 







