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‘Maya’ as the explanation of the visible universe is not a modern concept, for it can be found in its primitive meanings in the Rgveda. In it, there occur passages which show that an ineffable unity lies beneath the apparent multiplicity of the phenomenal world; that which is One, the sages, however, call it by many names. Another passage presents the idea of ‘maya’ as an explanation of apparent multiplicity which in reality is One - ‘Purusa is this all, that which was and which shall be.’ It is here understood that the Universe is alone ‘Purusa’ (The Cosmic or Universal person or Self) and the implication is that all that is not Purusa is illusion (maya). 
The word maya actually occurs in the early Mantras of the Rgveda and it denotes a kind of magic. Maya is a supernatural power, through which Indra, assuming many forms, triumphs over the demons. The term ‘maya’ occurs in the Upanisads in the sphere of metaphysics, where it means power of manifestation of the Absolute. Without Maya as a governing concept, such ideas as the identity of the Atman as Supreme Reality, the unreality of the phenomenal world apart from Atman, and the unity of existence as discussed in the Upanisads could not be posited. Thus maya is concerned with the relationship of the phenomenal character of the self and the transcendent Absolute. All are equally agreed that maya is either the antithesis or the obscuration of vidya. In Indian metaphysics, the phenomenal and multiple appearance of the world, its questionable reality, and its impermanence, all these are conveyed by the word maya.
Maya is in one of its earliest appearances with the meaning ‘cosmic illusion’. In the Svetasvatara Upanisad ‘Know then, that prakriti is maya and that the Great God is the Lord of maya. The whole Universe is filled with objects that are parts of His beings’. Swami Nikhilananda remarks in this regard that in reality Brahman is without parts, but parts lower (material forms) and higher (life and consciousness) are superimposed upon it through maya. 
According to Sankaracarya, ‘maya’ denotes both ‘illusion’ and the power of the Lord, as he says, anything besides the Supreme Self is illusory - the World is created by maya, the inscrutable power of the Lord, and is therefore unreal. Thus in Sankaracarya’s philosophy, maya is a magical power of God which creates an illusory world. But to Ramanuja, maya is God’s energy and it creates a real world.
Sankaradeva, the great Neo-Vaisnavite thinker and philosopher of Assam - the Mahapurusa - emphasizes the concept of maya differently in his thinking. Like Sankaracarya, Sankaradeva defines maya as a condition (upadhi) by which the phenomenal world of appearance is explained. Maya is the adjunct of God and is responsible for this manifold Universe of appearance. For Sankaradeva, Brahman is the only reality, the manifold universe which is the product of maya is not real, but appears to be real. Sankaradeva says:-
nitya niranjana svaprakasa atma eka /

maya upadhira pade dekhiyo aneka //

yateka akrti mane mayamaya srsti /

henajani kevala brahmata diya drsti //

svarupata eka matra mrittika akara /

ghata pata bheda dekhi aneka prakara //

sehimate aneka advaita atma buddha /

maya upadhira pade dekhi bahubidha //

(Sankaradeva, Kuruksetra, 510-512)
Like Sankaracarya, Sankaradeva also speaks of two functions of Maya, avarana and viksepana - covering the Reality and projecting a false Universe, as the clouds appearing from the sun covers the sun. Sankaradeva says:-

abastuka dekhavaya bastuka avari /

sehise mohora maya jana nista kari //
Reality is concealed and non-reality is projected; this is maya and know it to be certain.

Ramanuja holds that the world of appearance is actual and it constitutes the body of the Absolute or God. The Universe is as real as the Absolute or God itself. Here Sankaradeva disagrees with Ramanuja. Like Advaitavada, he says, only Brahman is real, the jagat is mithya or false. False is not totally blank or void; it is like the appearance of a snake in the rope. Sankaradeva says:-

brahma vyatireke micha yata dekha ana /

jarita upaji yena ache sarpa jnana //
Except Brahman, others are unreal like the knowledge of snake comes out of rope due to lack of light. 
Sankaradeva considered Brahman to be an active Purusa, controller of both Purusa and Prakriti. He calls Purusa a part of God, and maya, a part of Purusa. Madhavadeva, the great disciple of Sankaradeva says:-

Madhava (God) is the ordainer of both Prakriti (Matter) and Purusa (Mind). Hari (God) is the (Supreme) Soul and great benefactor of all
The Bhagavata preaches the doctrine of maya as the eternal power of God. Prakriti has no independent existence of its own but is an energy or sakti of God. Sankaradeva ascribes maya to Isvara or God who again is conceived as the maker of the Universe. As a force or power of God, maya transforms into the Universe. It is the creative power of the eternal God. Maya has no separate dwelling place. It is in Isvara even as heat is in life. Its presence is inferred from its effect.
In this sense maya is Prakriti in Sankaradeva’s philosophy. Prakriti is considered as nature; it contains everything that exists. It is the divine womb of all manifestations. But Sankaradeva’s Prakriti in not an independent entity like Sankhya’s Prakriti. It is not separable from God and is eternally with Him. It has no independent existence for which it is subordinate to God. At the time of dissolution, maya gets merged in God. Maya or Prakriti of Sankaradeva is that principle by which the phenomenality of the world appearance is explained. It is through maya that the Eternal Self, the ‘One’ illuminates and appears as many or the one ‘Absolute’ has transformed into this world of plurality. Sankaradeva says in Anadipatana:-
mora nija sakati saksate dekha prana /
satvare kariya maya jagata nirmana //
The concept of 'maya’ is the key to the problem of Absolute self and the individual self. According to Sankaradeva, the Absolute is the controller of maya though His power of consciousness, while the individual soul is destined to be mortified under the pressure of maya.

Sankaradeva tries to solve the problem of ‘One’ becoming ‘maya’ and the relation between the finite and the infinite. The similes of the part and the whole, the gold and the gold ornaments or the clay and the pot, simply mean that the Ultimate Reality is ‘One’ but it appears as many just as the pots and ornaments are.
Sankaradeva describes maya as a part or amsa of God, and all living beings are but parts (of God). For him, the individual soul is the part and parcel of God. He says:- 

tomarese amsa ami yata jiva jaka /

tomara mayaye prabhu bandhile amaka //

Ignorance or avidya is the root cause of the ‘many’. Maya as a magical power of God appears from God and again disappears in It. Due to maya the multiplicity is perceived, but in reality there is no difference in God. 

Regarding the evolution and the creation of the world, Sankaradeva gives his own interpretation. He tells us how in the arc of descent life has come down from Brahman through Prakriti i.e. maya and how Mind came to be born out of maya which alone is reasonable for this conception of the so-called Universe.

Maya is under the control of God and the individual self is within the clutches of maya. From the practical point of view, the individual self or jiva is different from God. God is eternally free (nitya mukta) and infinite and the self is limited and finite. 
The mind or manas which is the product of avidya or maya catches the reflection or Pratibimba of God and the former falsely identifies itself with the latter. The mind creates all the characteristics of the body and thus mind is the creation or product of maya.

From the transcendental standpoint Sankaradeva believes in the Brahman which is devoid of all distinctions:-

mayatese dekhaya bibidha pariccheda /

svarupata tomara nahike kichu bheda //

It is because of maya that various distinctions are seen in You. In truth, You have no distinction at all.
Though apparently ‘maya’ seems to be the same as ‘lila’, in fact, the former differs from the latter. For, maya is a part of God, through which the world appears as real to us. But ‘lila’ is the manifestation of the consciousness of God. Maya is related only to the creation, but lila covers all the three states viz. creation, preservation and destruction. Sri Aurobindo tries to determine maya as the process by which Saccidananda turns Himself into the phenomenal world. Thus maya is the power that creates the world, but lila is only a purposeless sport, a joyful game. For maya, the individuals see plurality in one God and cannot realize the Supreme Reality. When avidya or ignorance vanishes, maya also vanishes; then the Ultimate Truth can be known.

Sankaradeva, throughout his teachings, lays emphasis on the removal of maya through sole devotion to Hari. Hari is to be realized not through action (karma) and knowledge (jnana) unlike Sankaracarya, but through Bhakti (devotion) of Ramanuja and Sridhara. In Gita also, “the best way to shake off maya and to attain salvation is Bhakti based on the Name of Hari. Sankaradeva says, jnana and karma cannot release the individual soul from maya unless these are bathed in bhakti and bhakti should be Harinama oriented. Thus he repeatedly says that in the present age, the chanting and hearing of the Lord’s Name is the most suitable way for humanity for self realization and realization of the Ultimate Truth. Sankaradeva says in his Bhakti-ratnakara, “Hari never shuns the company of His Name. It is absolutely certain that ‘Nama’ is Hari Himself”:-

Apona namara sanga nacaranta Hari /

Yei nama sei Hari jana nista kari //
---
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