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The ship of the Sattriya culture has indeed sailed a long way in the vast ocean of culture since the time of its inception. In fact, it has come a whopping long period of more than 500 years, witnessing many ups and downs, in its journey through the corridors of time. Not contrary to the saying that nothing is constant except change itself, Sattriya too has gone through a great many changes, modifying itself time and again, to arrive at its present form.

The origin of Sattriya culture can be traced back to the 15th century. Its root can be attributed to Sri Sri Sankardev, the great saint, poet, playwright and artist of the 15th century. He is the father of the vast Sattriya culture.

During those ages, the practice of sacrificing animals in front of Devis (goddess of power) was predominant in the Assamese society. Living creatures, ranging from goats to human beings, were sacrificed. It was considered a way to exhibit the devotion towards Devi. The dark clouds of the sacrificing culture had overshadowed the entire social background of Assam.  In this darkness, Sankardev endeavored to show the people a glimpse of light – knowledge and truth. To accomplish this task, among other things, he created the Sattriya culture – the culture that comprised Sattriya dance, Borgeet (devotional lyrics), Khol (musical instrument) and the Ankiya Bhaonas (dramas). Slowly and slowly, he attracted a number of disciples, who followed his preaching with great zeal, and took the same to the common people.

But, as the saying goes, life is not a bed of roses; Sankardev too had a number of obstacles to deal with. But, to his credit, he managed to overcome all the hurdles put in his way. He was later on joined by Madhabdev, who went on to become his favorite disciple. They started spreading the Sattriya culture with great enthusiasm.

Slowly and gradually, Sattriya began to gain roots in the Assamese society. More and more people began to take shelter in the Sattras established by Sankardev. Sattras became the nerve- centers of Sattriya culture, where his disciples could study and practice his teachings. The first Sattra was established at Bordowa, Nagaon. Soon establishment of Sattras started taking place in other parts of Assam as well. Within a short span of time, the map of Assam was dotted with numerous Sattras. One of such Sattras was established at Koch Bihar (now in West Bengal), which is called Madhupur Sattra. The chief objective and motivation behind the establishment of Sattras was to promote the Vaishnavism founded by Sankardev. 

Thus Sattras became the most significant pillars of the Assamese society. Sankardev also established Naamghars as the place of worship and culture. On special occasions, an Ankiya Bhaona would be organized, where the entire village gathered together. Apart from these, there were regular Naam-Kirton or the uttering of Praise of Lord Vishnu. Thus Naamghars became the hub of cultural activity in Assam.

Sankardev had travelled throughout the length and breadth of the country and, with great difficulty, synthesized the classical elements, the regional elements and his own creative elements to give birth to a new culture, the Sattriya culture, which was immensely successful in moulding the Assamese society.

Thus Sattriya kept travelling in the waves of time, to arrive at its present state. The status of Sattriya in the society has undergone a sea change over the past centuries. Now Sattriya is no more confined to the boundaries of the Sattras, or even the boundaries of Assam. It is not the culture of Assam only, but indeed has gained a place in the entire nation. It is a remarkable and marvelous contribution to the Indian culture from Assam. No wonder, Sattriya dance has been recognized as one of the classical dances of India on 15th November, 2000.

Sattriya has even crossed the boundaries of India, thus traveling far and wide. In a new incarnation, it has carved out a niche for itself on the world platform, thereby earning a lot of adoration, praise and recognition.

The contribution of Lt. Maniram Dutta Bayan Muktiyar towards Sattriya in this regard is especially mentionable here. He played a major role in bringing Sattriya from the Sattras, out to the masses. He was the one who gave Sattriya its recognition for the first time outside Assam. In 1977 and 1979, he performed Sattriya in New Delhi where he earned a lot of admiration. He received the prestigious Sangeet Natak Akademi Award on 10th November, 1963 from the country’s second President, Dr. S. Radhakrishnan. Lt Maniram Dutta Bayan Muktiar was the first person to win this award in the field of Sattriya.

Earlier Sattriya dance was performed exclusively by men. However, today women are equally giving their contributions to it, thus providing an additional grace and elegance to the art. There are even the female dances or Lasya such as Chali Nritya, Gopi Praveshar Nritya, etc which are performed by women. Sharadi Saikia, Garima Hazarika, Sitarani Hazarika, Indira PP Bora, Pushpa Bhuyan are some of the leading female exponents of Sattriya dance, to name a few.

Sattriya is no longer solely a culture. It has become a topic of research. Scholars are exploring the various dimensions and the spheres of Sattriya. Extensive studies are being done on its history to bring to light various new features, to know the unknown and to unveil the veiled. The researches on Sattriya 

have also helped it to modify itself and to be viewed with a scientific outlook. Some of the prominent and eminent researchers in this field are Lt Dr Maheswar Neog, Lt Keshav Changkakati, Dr KD Goswami, Jagannath Mahanta and others.

In this way, the seeds that were sown by Sankardev long time back, has today grown into a huge magnificent tree, under whose shade we have achieved recognition of our culture. During its long and eventful journey, Sattriya has gone through quite a lot of changes in terms of its form, its significance and its position in the society. But one thing that has remained unaltered and will remain so for the centuries to come is its infinite contribution to the Assamese culture and, at a larger perspective, to the Indian culture which will always make us say, “I AM PROUD TO BE AN ASSAMESE”.
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