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Sattriya Dance

Assam, the land of hills and valleys, the land of the
mighty river Brahmaputra, the land of the mother goddess
Kamakhya, lies in the north-eastern region of India. The
name “Assam” is derived from the term “Asom” which in
Sanskrit means unequal or unrivalled. However, some
scholars believe that it has been named after the "Ahom"
dynasty which held sway over the state for a period of six
centuries prior to the British rule. Assam has a rich repertoire
of religious and folk dances, however, these are not so widely
known by the people living outside the state. Literary
evidences suggest that Assam has a long and strong
tradition of music and dance. In Bharatamuni’s Natyashastra
(2" century C.E.) there is reference to four pravrittis or local
usages in dramatic representation i.e., dakshinatya, avanti,
odramagadhi, and panchalamadhyama based on differences
in costumes, language, gestures and professions in different
regions of India. Odramagadhiiis the local usage for eastern
region which included Anga, Vanga, Kalinga, Odra, Magadha,
Nepala, Pragjyotisha, Videha and Tamralipta. Pragjyotisha,
also known as ‘The Eastern City of Light’, is the ancient name
of Kamarupa or modern Assam.

Hieun Tsang, the Chinese traveller has stated in his
memoirs that during his one month visit to Assam in 640
C.E., King Bhaskaravarman entertained him everyday with
performances of dance and music. Reference of dances of
Assam are found not only in the Natyashastra, Kalikapurana,
Yoginitantra, Abhinaya Darpana but also in sculptures,
historical inscriptions, relics, etc. In the copper-plate
inscription of the King Vanamalavarman of Kamarupa dating
back to 9th century C.E. the dancing women have been
referred to as varastri, nati and daluhangana. Nataraja
sculpture in sandstone found at Sibsagar and preserved in
Assam State Museum and dance panels at Tezpur are some
of the sculptural relics which stand as testimony of the
existence of dance and music forms in the state of Assam.

The Sattriya dance form was introduced in the 15"
century C.E. by the great Vaishnava saint and reformer of
Assam, Shrimanta Shankaradeva (1449-1568 C.E.) as a
powerful medium for propagation of the Vaishnava faith. He
integrated art and bhaktiby creating a whole gamut of dance,
drama and music for the upliftment of the Assamese society
then ridden with religious malpractices and cryptic tantricism.
He advocated repudiation of caste priviledges which
appealed to the broad tribal base of the state. He composed
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a serene and peaceful Assamese drama in Brajabuli
language, a mixture of Maithili, Assamese, Hindi and other
elements, easily understood by the masses. He made the
audience aware of the bhakti rasa, selfless devotion for the
supreme being and introduced them to the art of harmonious
living.

A great social reformer, artist and musician,
Shrimanta Shankaradeva introduced the concept of Sattras
i.e.Vaishnava mutts or monasteries. Majuli, the world’s largest
river island, surrounded by the waters of the mighty
Brahmaputra, houses the largest Sattra. This neo-Vaishnava
treasure of Assamese dance and drama has been, for
centuries, nurtured and preserved with great commitment
by the Sattras. Because of its religious character and
association with the Sattras, this dance style has been aptly
named Sattriya. The dance form evolved and expanded as
a distinctive style of dance later on.

There were two dance forms prevalent in Assam
before the neo-Vaishnava movement such as Oja palli and
Devadasi with many classical elements. Two varieties of
Oja palli dances are still prevalent in Assam i.e. Suknanniin
which the Oja palli dances accompany the choral singing
on the occasion of the worship of the serpent goddess,
Manasa and Vyahar geet are the songs adapted from the
Assamese versions of the Ramayana, the Mahabharata and
some Puranas. Suknanni Oja palli is of Shakti cult and
Vyahar geet is of Vaishnava cult. Shrimanta Shankaradeva
included Vyahar geet into his daily rituals in Sattra. Till now
Vyahar geet is a part of rituals of the Sattras of Assam.

The dancers in a Oja palli chorus not only sing and
dance but also explain the narration by gestures and stylized
movements. The leader of the Oja palli chorus is called Oja,
and few other singers who support the Oja in music are
known as pallis. Daina-palli is the second leader of the chorus
who assumes the responsibilities of Oja in his absence. As
far as Devadasi dance is concerned, resemblance of a good
number of rhythmic syllables and dance postures alongwith
footwork with Sattriya dance is a clear indication of the
influence of the former on the latter. Other visible influences
on Sattriya dance are those from Assamese folk dancesii.e.
Bihu, etc.

The Sattriya dance in its origin formed an
indispensable (and a major component also) part of the
plays of Shrimanta Shankaradeva, his principal apostle
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Madhavadeva and other later apostles and disciples.
The performances of Shrimanta Shankaradeva’s or
Madhavadeva’s dramas are known popularly as Ankiya naat
or Ankiya bhaona. The Ankiya naat or one-act play was
conceived by the saint as an audio-visual device for the
propagation of Bhakti. Itis a highly stylized theatre form as
well as a fascinating spectacle combining nritta, nritya and
natya. Natya highlights the dramatic element; nritya is
essentially expressional, performed specifically to convey
the meaning of a theme or idea and nritta on the other hand,
is pure dance where body movements do not express
any mood (bhava) nor do they convey any meaning. Dance,
pure and illustrative, vigorous, majestic and graceful form,
the large repertoire in the Ankiya naat. Sattriya dance leans
heavily on singing and dancing. Speech and dialogues are
minimal.

Some of the plays written by Shrimanta
Shankaradeva are: Kaliya-damana, Keligopala,
Rukminiharana, Parijata harana, and Ramavijaya. The
theme of these plays is based on Bhagavata Purana
except in the case of Ramavijaya-nata. Arjuna-bhanjana,
Chordhara, Pimpara-guchuwa, and Bhumi-lutiwa,
Rasa-jhumura, Bhusana-harana and Kotora-khelowa are
ascribed to Madhavadeva.

Sattriya dance has all the elements that make a
dance form classical. It clearly distinguishes nritta from nritya
and also has an element of natya. Like other classical dance
forms of India, the Sattriya dances follow the authoritative
treatises such as Bharatmuni’s ‘Natyashastra’,
Nandikeshvara’s ‘Abhinaya Darpana’ and Shubhankara’s
‘Hastamuktavali’. Sattriya dance tradition is governed by
strictly laid down principles in respect of hastamudras,
choreographic patterns, footworks, distinctive aharyas,
music and a variety of masks.
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Sattriya tradition, has two distinctly separate streams
- the Bhaona-related repertoire comprising of dramatic
representations starting from the Gayan-Bayanar Nach to
the Sutradhari nach, Gosai pravesha and Gopi praveshar
Nach, secondly the dance numbers which are independent,
such as Krishna bhangi, Nadu bhangi, Vara pravesha,
Apsara Nritya, Rasa Nritya, Yuddhar-Nach, Behar Nach,
Chali, Rajaghariya Chali, Jnumura, etc.

An ancient classification followed in all styles of
dance is of tandava and lasya. Tandava, the masculine, is
heroic, bold and vigorous. Lasya, the feminine is soft, lyrical
and graceful. Chali, Jnumura and Rasa Nritya are dances
of lasya, graceful and elegant. They are performed by the
young acolytes i.e. natuwas impersonating gopis, the
milkmaids. Complementing these are the Sutradhar, Krishna
Bhangi, Behar Nach, Nadu Bhangi and Var pravesha, all
dances of tandava variety.

Abhinaya, broadly means expression. This is
achieved through angika, the body and limbs; vachika, song
and speech; aharya, costume and adornment; and satvika,
moods and emotions. The angika abhinaya of Sattriya dance
is characterized by its distinctive style of hastamudras
(movements of hand), sirahkarma (movements of
head),drishti(movement of eyes), grivakarma (movements
of neck), gati, chari (foot-work), karna (postures), etc.

The movement of the feet is known as bulan (gait).
Dancers follow specific forms of footwork. Some of the gaits
such as hasti-bulan, (elephant gait), mayur-bulan, shankha
bulan, ghora bulan, sinha-bulan (lion gait) seem to echo
classical names like gaja-lila-gati, tarangini gati, asvotplavana
gati, simhi gati, etc,. There is a distinctive pattern of footwork
followed by the dancers, which are called Bhariman. Some
of the Bhariman are chirol, leseri, nupurcholoua, kerepi, juti,
tewai, etc.
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Sattriya dances, particularly those associated with
the characters of Ankiya naat often display impressive and
forceful vachika abhinaya. The role of the Sutradhara can
be specially mentioned here. He is the key person, who
remains present throughout the performance, keeps the
liason between the performers and the audience and also
communicates the virtue of the bhaktirasa to the audience.
He is to sing, to dance and also to perform abhinaya
displaying various interpretative hand gestures.

Aharya abhinaya in Sattriya dance is represented
through its rich and distinctive style and form. The costume,
ornaments, make-up, mask, effigies, etc. have their own
characteristic applications.

Shrimanta Shankaradeva and Madhavadeva had
created the Ankiya naat with a definite purpose associated
with religion. They created their own style of “Bhava-prayoga”
in order to evoke a devotional fervour in the minds of the
audience. Hence, more emphasis was given on the
arrangement of plots and situations and characterization than
on originality or real life representation. Thus, in the Ankiya
naat, although navarasa is applied as the situation demand,
but bhaktirasa remains the central source of inspiration for
the writers as well as the performers and audience.
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Sattra

For understanding Sattriya dance in the right perspective,
it is necessary to have some acquaintance with the Sattra
institutions. The word ‘Sattra’ is first used in the Satapatha
Brahmana in the sense of sacrifice. In the Bhagavata Purana
also, there is reference to the word ‘Sattra’. The Sattra institution
resembles to a certain extent, to the Buddhist monastery system
or the Bengal mutt institution of the medieval period. But Sattra
is more than a Buddhist vihar or mutt. It is a unique institution
covering different aspects of Assamese social life. Sattra is
characterized by a number of structural patterns associated with
religious activities to accommodate the devotees or disciples.
The first Sattra was set up by Shrimanta Shankaradeva near his
ancestral village at Bordowa. Gradually more Sattras were
established by his followers in different places of Assam.

There are two kinds of Sattras in Assam. One is
Grahasthya (married) Sattra and another is Udasin (celibate)
Sattra. Udasin Sattras are richer in dance, drama and music than
the Grahasthya Sattra. The structural pattern and process of
functioning of a Sattra are its characteristic features.

Namghar: The central prayer hall in a Sattra is the
Namghar or Kirtan Ghar. It is a large open hall with roof supported
by huge pillars. The walls of the Namghar, made of bamboo and
reed, are moveable and the roof is supported by temporarily
fixed posts to provide more space as and when required. Besides
being a prayer hall, it also serves the purpose of a community
hall. As such Namghar has multidimensional use as a place for
holding religious meetings and discussions and also as a stage
for dramatic performances on religious occasions. Besides
Sattras, there are Namghars in almost all Hindu villages of
Assam. The Namghars have played a prominent role in the life
of the people of Assam.

Manikut: It is the sanctum-sanctorum of the whole
establishment, literally meaning “the house of jewels or valued
property”. The sacred scripture of Bhagavata Purana or the idol of




W T o Yol 3R W Y S g3 Tk BIE-| 9 2l
T H Gt goga aEqu iR e, faed ufew gfd
ot Tnfter €, F°l W@ R Wi ey S 81 qerd: qe
wef T W @ e H, gid & g Tum e @1 THes
I, TS RO T e ag] faRTee (AR Skl fagl
W Gel Th el H fGaE) T T @ 2

gifa: Aforepe iR AeR g far giufear =t
9R dferaal & R e €, St it o @ ok fore Bt ©
TR 9T B HEl ST g1 Uk R o H3erd) i 36
TR R Evahdl o ER Tk a1 S wH o1 e
e fran S R

TB: T3 GRER HI AR W are a9 U A g
AW IR R TH BIE BT Afed Gl TR F A TAT 21 OTH
TSI AT HIYE HEl ST g1 fafyre sfafes w1 gmra:
T W @A feRar ST R

T UIMEA: GO WEIEA % W@ ! yafad €9 H
TAMYHR & A o S Sl €1 Hoeh A Bl UER
&Y BISH, TSR 9 dR T Th Afaaed ol Sfer
Id FT 81 TANIRR 8 ofier yq@ erar €, fo syt
& T AHE GSAHS FARE & I i iR f
3% 931 o T Sfed H URTE <A i T ERt fv g
H

T IR oh oH a o SEN SRR R UE #
TAMIFR o YT ShT-SAHHR ST 71 GAMIRR B
SutEafa g€ R i fomefar fmr g1 ' %
T AR 9§ R & HEAW & A A H, e
FEE U Th SEMERT o1 e Sid & 31X S ehaferan 9ed
el ST €, TEha U oheel o1 37ef 3fehetl BT €1 Tl | 39
YT T JAT AHI I T @1 B1OGA b WMEL ok
feranfea fersai =1 off wivTiera fepan ST © SR e e St
H oY Wd 3Yd § 9 SEEAl N Woeieg €9 9
Arfefefa far ST 1 3 ot Sfed w1 O o T
I W gAfdd H <q T R favium o wHderor o
yfefead B T SRR U §1 TH YRR WS Ted, §yUl
yiaegar @& Wer WA g iR Gifia T wraredt qOH
TRl ol TR T SR T T 9 W el §1 e
ToFd 9 gfkrernr wife sy (gt stETel W -
Y AR HW B

the Lord Krishna is kept here. It is a smaller structure built
contiguous to the eastern side of the main prayer hall. All
the valuable possessions and jewels of that particular
Sattra including the sacred idol are kept and preserved in
Manikut. Significantly in the main prayer hall or Namghar,
the idol has no place. Instead, a sacred scripture
Bhagavata Purana is placed in the sinhasana (a wooden
throne which stands on four carved lions).

Hati: The Manikut and the Namghar are usually
surrounded by four rows of residential huts meant
to accommodate the disciples. They are known as
Chari hati. Each devotee or monk is allotted a hut
consisting of one or more rooms according to the status
and need.

Batchora: The gateway or entrance leading to
the Sattra premises is usually characterized by a small
open house with a roof. This is known as Batchora or
Korapat. Distinguished guests are usually welcomed
at the Batchora.

Sattra Administration: The head of the entire
administration is popularly known as Sattradhikar. With
the exception of a few Sattras, the Sattradhikar usually
leads the life of a celibate. He is the religious head, who
takes up the responsibility of supervising the
institutional ceremony, Sarana, of the devotees and then
train them in monastic life of a Sattra.

According to the hierarchy of Sattra
administration, Deka-adhikar comes next to
Sattradhikar in power and status. In the absence of the
Sattradhikar, he carries out the responsibilities of the
Sattradhikar. The devotees in a Sattra are popularly
known as bhakata. In monastic Sattras, the devotees
strictly lead the life of a celibate and are known as
kevaliya bhakata, in Sanskrit kevala means alone.
Young boys are taken in the Sattras for this purpose.
Married disciples from outside of the Sattras, are then
trained and guided systematically by the elderly
celibates in dance and music. They devote their life to
rigorous discipline in a Sattra and avail the opportunity
of being trained under expert supervision. Thus
institution of Sattra deserves credit for preserving the
cultural continuity of Sattriya dance and music with
utmost commitment. The young bhakata start their
training with Mati akhar (Ground Exercises).




s Eriia w1 W AR ar yorredt 1 T fafire gef
g W omavas w9 U fegEr @Ie A shHlfed T
it gomelt S W@ @1 @i " W 42 § et qre
AR € 3R S0 & 18 Tl W 4R W SWI | @Y S
g1 wtrn i w1 T TRt o sEew aaers v e
Wl i fafer §1 SRR <1 A efuek Aol o Her o e
A AT H AT S 21 Seet AR FYor wenes wfae w1
IR Siferdi & aefiera foar S Tehar 8- XA, I, IS (TH
e o Ted N H T qId % A% ok F o WY
grEfSa Heeh) iR Ay qre)

I | SYANT § T W a6l qrell i 31| 9 W g
TRfEafq steren wa A wEtya afe uifeafa steEr Sde!
TIEATS o WY GHEE WEd gC oA Sl g

T, SorFaTe H1 vfFd & 9fd AT i STRiT 5 6
ey o) $ima vehea o fafay yegfaal &g fafay geR &
Al 1 T BT S YT off S, 3TeRT T, Shide =
AR fTaT 1 T T HIEELE | S A1 A 6 qiiEd
AT SIS i T enfider gt € iR & ol

fera & <97 ¥ IR 9@ T

3TFR T 3cqal o 2 el o TY ST SN ATl
T g1 aretia § T, i Ta ot arell o |ie B
€ iR W Tl 1 oren AewE Tiai ¥ g%d e
i Y TH R W B €, fred we o @t
T G g T ferEn Sar ®, qen g4 orges oft wnfier
T F| T A (W, G AT TS, AT (q1eT) H
Gt 3R wrell § arferan s weqd fohar Srar g1 e
1 M FOT 1 9EE TH 1 GLET § A ST § R
=Y foRdl W1 § 91 a1 <Y TR T STl |ifefors §9 9
TN T e § ST o A Sl SO a9 A T 9
1 afear | T S|

el o ol | Wi I o 9 9T W, T HISTueT
fereh ot feon S eml adHE | 't e g @R e
=1 fawfaq w0 # ¥ o W § T 0 30k o WEY |
T TSI el Vel o &9 § Tenfud faRar ST geR) ger:,
T H Ed (@) 3R AT (Se-Hei) S ygE S
STEN T SYANT TRl ST o W o7& T WAl i e
Ty oMM &q oFF oTEl SY gRAIEE, Fqa, St
T w1 ot T feRan T @1 ot 5 fafiTe o wiedt §
agfRan off v ot €, 9= o w3 ® afsfa & feam
Tl

Sattriya music has a distinctive style of ragaand
tala system which do not necessarily conform to the
Hindustani Khayal or Carnatic classical music systems.
A wide variety of more than 42 talas are in vogue in
Sattriya music and about 18 of them are in common
use. A striking feature of Sattriya music is its rhythmic
pattern and playing style. Often varied talas are used in
combination of two or more talas. The intricate and
dexterous rhythmic pattern may be classified into four
styles viz. saral, yugma, yauga (first part of one tala in
combination of the later part of another tala) and misra
tala.

The talas used in dance are usually so chosen
as to suit the particular situation and mood or sentiment
of the character concerned.

Songs were a medium of attracting the people
into the Vaishnava fold of bhakti. Srimanta
Shankaradeva composed different types of songs for
various performances and otherwise also such as
bargita, ankar gita, kirtana ghosa and bhatima were
penned by him. Madhavadeva introduced ghosa or
nama-ghosa. The bargitas are religious in content and
inspired people with the message of bhakii.

Ankar gitas are the songs played during the
plays, often during festivities. Unlike bargitas they are
always accompanied with rhythmic beats and
comprises of dramatic lyrics rather than lyrics in general.
Kirtana-ghosa is a congregational prayer attended by
all the male members of the village, including the young
boys. It is performed to the accompaniment of drums
(khol, mridanga or nagara), cymbals (tala) and clapping
of hands. Bhatima is sung in praise of the Lord Krishna
or Rama and is not tuned to any raga or tala. Nama-
ghosa, literally means the ‘announcement of the names
of God' and are the songs sung in glory of God.

In early days more emphasis was given to the
nritta part of the Sattriya dance than that of nritya part.
However, at present all gurus are taking interest to
develop the nritya and abhinaya aspects of the dance
to establish it as a ‘classical’ performing art form within
its own format. Initially, in the Sattras the main musical
instruments used were khol (drum) and tala (cymbals)
but now other instruments like harmonium, tanpura,
violin, flute have been introduced to make the
renderings more interesting. Now even girls are taking
part in this particular dance form which was initially
forbidden for them in the Sattras.
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The Cultural Packages on dance and the suggested
activities aim at familiarising the students with:

- the grammar and technique of body movement of
different styles of Indian dance.

- dance as a vehicle for communication.

- the range of dance vocabulary and how closely it is
related to real life - through stories of kings, super-
humans or animals and flowers;

- the study of the historical evolution of dance forms
through literary and visual sources.

A few activities have been suggested, however, there
is scope for using the illustrations in this package in a
variety of teaching and learning situations. The teachers
are requested to use these in as many school
disciplines as possible. They are also advised to invite
dancers to the school for practical demonstration in
music and dance. Students may be taught small dance
pieces, if possible, for them to have a first-hand
experience of rhythm, music and expression through
body movement.

1. Study the cultural heritage of Assam and list its
unique features and legacy of this beautiful state.

2. Who are the prominent exponents of Sattriya
dance? What is their contribution towards its
development and propagation?

3.  Students may be asked to make large drawings
or collect pictures of all the different mudras or
symbolic actions used in the dance form they have
seen. A large board may be prepared with
traditional decorations. Under each mudra or
pictorial representation, they may be asked to write
its name and meaning and what it is used for.
Senior students can add the Sahitya or verses of
the songs where the mudra or action is used. An
attempt should be made to project the use of the
same mudra or action in different situations.
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Facial expression -Abhinaya, forms an important
part of dance. The teacher should explain the nine
rasas to the students. The details of explanation
can vary with each age group.

An interesting informal game can follow this. A
group of students can be asked to mime a mood
in a self-created situation or a story. Rest of the
class may be asked to interpret the story and name
the rasa that it portrays. Bhaya or fear can be
depicted at length, for example, as a child trapped
in a dangerous situation in a dark and gloomy
forest with a fearsome animal chasing the child.
Simple movements and prominent expressions
can reflect the mood.

The teacher can encourage the students to
improve their rhythm and tala by organising simple
activities. The students should be asked to prepare
charts where the beats of the rhythmic pattern are
visually represented using attractive motifs.
Different motifs should be used for each different
time cycle. (A key can be made to explain the value
of the symbols shown in the chart).

More experienced students may be given another
graded activity. Each student may be allotted a
fixed number of time bars and be asked to create
rhythmic patterns within the given time frame,
using various permutations and combinations of
speeds and rhythm. This activity will bring out the
inherent creativity and develop precision and
concentration.

The teacher may give the students a project topic,
such as 'Dance in daily life'. The students may be
asked to observe the actions and expressions of
the people around them. Students can then
compile a list of scientific dance movements that
are akin to those in daily life and trace their origin
in every day actions and mannerisms. The
students must be made to realize that art forms
and real life are closely linked to each other. Infact,
they may be asked to pick out a few common
gestures and convert them into aesthetic dance
movements, using their imagination.
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During important religious and social festivals, the
students may be asked to compose short dances
depicting - the relevance of the festival, for
example, birth of Jesus, Lord Buddha, the Nativity
play, the story of Holika and the manner in which
the festival is celebrated. These dances may be
presented at the school assembly on the day of
the festival. This activity makes the students aware
of how the concept of goodness and truth
permeates all religions.

In order to discover the creativity of the students,
the teacher must involve them in interesting
activities related to life, in general. The teacher
may, therefore, distribute carefully selected topics
on relevant issues from newspapers and
magazines, for example,

- the necessity for peace,

- national integration,

- the futility of violence,

- conservation of the environment.

- social inequalities, etc.

Groups of 10 to 15 students may be asked to form
tableaus in an appealing and effective manner. The
planning and designing of the tableaus should be
done by the student group themselves. The aim
of the activity is to create awareness among the
students and use their artistic talent. These
tableaus may be presented on national days or
on sports day.

A thematic dance ballet can be prepared for the
school annual day celebrations or any other
function. The teachers can work together and
organise a show involving 400-500 students.
Themes of topical interest like conservation of
nature and culture, literacy, hunger and poverty,
eradication of casteism, the problems of slum-
dwellers, etc. may be enacted. Such a mammoth
production will reach out not only to the school
but also to the community as well.

Some other interesting activities may be
organised for the students. In order to awaken in
them an interest in all the other classical and folk
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dance-forms, the students must be encouraged to
compare other dances with the styles they are
familiar with.

By studying all the packages on dances prepared
by CCRT, a variety of activities may be organised.
In addition, exhibitions with pictures, charts,
costumes, musical instruments, and books can be
arranged to widen the knowledge of the students
regarding Indian dance forms.

Now a days, dance festivals are conducted
regularly in all the major cities of the country. In
recent years, the dance festivals at Khajuraho,
Chidambaram, Konark, etc. have risen as centres
and important venues for dance festivals. The
SPIC MACAY programmes reach even the
students of schools in small towns. Extensive
reporting is done in all newspapers. The students
should be asked to collect newspaper cuttings,
study them and keep a record for future references.
Names of artists and famous accompanists,
information regarding rare or special items in the
performances and interesting comments on tala,
bhava and abhinaya may be collected and studied.

Lists of dancers, their styles of dance, the
institutions where they work, the academies of
dance, books on dance-forms, magazines/
journals on the subject, may be compiled. This may
be an ongoing programme(s) in which additional
information can be noted at regular intervals.
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a serene and peaceful Assamese drama in Brajabuli
language, a mixture of Maithili, Assamese, Hindi and other
elements, easily understood by the masses. He made the
audience aware of the bhakti rasa, selfless devotion for the
supreme being and introduced them to the art of harmonious
living.

A great social reformer, artist and musician,
Shrimanta Shankaradeva introduced the concept of Sattras
i.e.Vaishnava mutts or monasteries. Majuli, the world’s largest
river island, surrounded by the waters of the mighty
Brahmaputra, houses the largest Sattra. This neo-Vaishnava
treasure of Assamese dance and drama has been, for
centuries, nurtured and preserved with great commitment
by the Sattras. Because of its religious character and
association with the Sattras, this dance style has been aptly
named Sattriya. The dance form evolved and expanded as
a distinctive style of dance later on.

There were two dance forms prevalent in Assam
before the neo-Vaishnava movement such as Oja palli and
Devadasi with many classical elements. Two varieties of
Oja palli dances are still prevalent in Assam i.e. Suknanniin
which the Oja palli dances accompany the choral singing
on the occasion of the worship of the serpent goddess,
Manasa and Vyahar geet are the songs adapted from the
Assamese versions of the Ramayana, the Mahabharata and
some Puranas. Suknanni Oja palli is of Shakti cult and
Vyahar geet is of Vaishnava cult. Shrimanta Shankaradeva
included Vyahar geet into his daily rituals in Sattra. Till now
Vyahar geet is a part of rituals of the Sattras of Assam.

The dancers in a Oja palli chorus not only sing and
dance but also explain the narration by gestures and stylized
movements. The leader of the Oja palli chorus is called Oja,
and few other singers who support the Oja in music are
known as pallis. Daina-palli is the second leader of the chorus
who assumes the responsibilities of Oja in his absence. As
far as Devadasi dance is concerned, resemblance of a good
number of rhythmic syllables and dance postures alongwith
footwork with Sattriya dance is a clear indication of the
influence of the former on the latter. Other visible influences
on Sattriya dance are those from Assamese folk dancesii.e.
Bihu, etc.

The Sattriya dance in its origin formed an
indispensable (and a major component also) part of the
plays of Shrimanta Shankaradeva, his principal apostle
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Madhavadeva and other later apostles and disciples.
The performances of Shrimanta Shankaradeva’s or
Madhavadeva’s dramas are known popularly as Ankiya naat
or Ankiya bhaona. The Ankiya naat or one-act play was
conceived by the saint as an audio-visual device for the
propagation of Bhakti. It is a highly stylized theatre form as
well as a fascinating spectacle combining nritta, nritya and
natya. Natya highlights the dramatic element; nritya is
essentially expressional, performed specifically to convey
the meaning of a theme or idea and nritta on the other hand,
is pure dance where body movements do not express
any mood (bhava) nor do they convey any meaning. Dance,
pure and illustrative, vigorous, majestic and graceful form,
the large repertoire in the Ankiya naat. Sattriya dance leans
heavily on singing and dancing. Speech and dialogues are
minimal.

Some of the plays written by Shrimanta
Shankaradeva are: Kaliya-damana, Keligopala,
Rukminiharana, Parijata harana, and Ramavijaya. The
theme of these plays is based on Bhagavata Purana
except in the case of Ramavijaya-nata. Arjuna-bhanjana,
Chordhara, Pimpara-guchuwa, and Bhumi-lutiwa,
Rasa-jhumura, Bhusana-harana and Kotora-khelowa are
ascribed to Madhavadeva.

Sattriya dance has all the elements that make a
dance form classical. It clearly distinguishes nritta from nritya
and also has an element of natya. Like other classical dance
forms of India, the Sattriya dances follow the authoritative
treatises such as Bharatmuni’s ‘Natyashastra’,
Nandikeshvara’s ‘Abhinaya Darpana’ and Shubhankara’s
‘Hastamuktavali’. Sattriya dance tradition is governed by
strictly laid down principles in respect of hastamudras,
choreographic patterns, footworks, distinctive aharyas,
music and a variety of masks.
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Sattriya tradition, has two distinctly separate streams
- the Bhaona-related repertoire comprising of dramatic
representations starting from the Gayan-Bayanar Nach to
the Sutradhari nach, Gosai pravesha and Gopi praveshar
Nach, secondly the dance numbers which are independent,
such as Krishna bhangi, Nadu bhangi, Vara pravesha,
Apsara Nritya, Rasa Nritya, Yuddhar-Nach, Behar Nach,
Chali, Rajaghariya Chali, Jnumura, etc.

An ancient classification followed in all styles of
dance is of tandava and lasya. Tandava, the masculine, is
heroic, bold and vigorous. Lasya, the feminine is soft, lyrical
and graceful. Chali, Jnumura and Rasa Nritya are dances
of lasya, graceful and elegant. They are performed by the
young acolytes i.e. natuwas impersonating gopis, the
milkmaids. Complementing these are the Sutradhar, Krishna
Bhangi, Behar Nach, Nadu Bhangi and Var pravesha, all
dances of tandava variety.

Abhinaya, broadly means expression. This is
achieved through angika, the body and limbs; vachika, song
and speech; aharya, costume and adornment; and satvika,
moods and emotions. The angika abhinaya of Sattriya dance
is characterized by its distinctive style of hastamudras
(movements of hand), sirahkarma (movements of
head),drishti(movement of eyes), grivakarma (movements
of neck), gati, chari (foot-work), karna (postures), etc.

The movement of the feet is known as bulan (gait).
Dancers follow specific forms of footwork. Some of the gaits
such as hasti-bulan, (elephant gait), mayur-bulan, shankha
bulan, ghora bulan, sinha-bulan (lion gait) seem to echo
classical names like gaja-lila-gati, tarangini gati, asvolplavana
gati, simhi gati, etc,. There is a distinctive pattern of footwork
followed by the dancers, which are called Bhariman. Some
of the Bhariman are chirol, leseri, nupurcholoua, kerepi, juti,
tewai, etc.
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Sattriya dances, particularly those associated with
the characters of Ankiya naat often display impressive and
forceful vachika abhinaya. The role of the Sutradhara can
be specially mentioned here. He is the key person, who
remains present throughout the performance, keeps the
liason between the performers and the audience and also
communicates the virtue of the bhaktirasa to the audience.
He is to sing, to dance and also to perform abhinaya
displaying various interpretative hand gestures.

Aharya abhinaya in Sattriya dance is represented
through its rich and distinctive style and form. The costume,
ornaments, make-up, mask, effigies, etc. have their own
characteristic applications.

Shrimanta Shankaradeva and Madhavadeva had
created the Ankiya naat with a definite purpose associated
with religion. They created their own style of “Bhava-prayoga”
in order to evoke a devotional fervour in the minds of the
audience. Hence, more emphasis was given on the
arrangement of plots and situations and characterization than
on originality or real life representation. Thus, in the Ankiya
naat, although navarasais applied as the situation demand,
but bhaktirasa remains the central source of inspiration for
the writers as well as the performers and audience.
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Sattra

For understanding Sattriya dance in the right perspective,
it is necessary to have some acquaintance with the Sattra
institutions. The word ‘Sattra’ is first used in the Satapatha
Brahmana in the sense of sacrifice. In the Bhagavata Purana
also, there is reference to the word ‘Sattra’. The Sattra institution
resembles to a certain extent, to the Buddhist monastery system
or the Bengal muitt institution of the medieval period. But Sattra
is more than a Buddhist vihar or mutt. It is a unique institution
covering different aspects of Assamese social life. Sattra is
characterized by a number of structural patterns associated with
religious activities to accommodate the devotees or disciples.
The first Sattra was set up by Shrimanta Shankaradeva near his
ancestral village at Bordowa. Gradually more Sattras were
established by his followers in different places of Assam.

There are two kinds of Sattras in Assam. One is
Grahasthya (married) Sattra and another is Udasin (celibate)
Sattra. Udasin Sattras are richer in dance, drama and music than
the Grahasthya Sattra. The structural pattern and process of
functioning of a Sattra are its characteristic features.

Namghar: The central prayer hall in a Sattra is the
Namghar or Kirtan Ghar. It is a large open hall with roof supported
by huge pillars. The walls of the Namghar, made of bamboo and
reed, are moveable and the roof is supported by temporarily
fixed posts to provide more space as and when required. Besides
being a prayer hall, it also serves the purpose of a community
hall. As such Namghar has multidimensional use as a place for
holding religious meetings and discussions and also as a stage
for dramatic performances on religious occasions. Besides
Sattras, there are Namghars in almost all Hindu villages of
Assam. The Namghars have played a prominent role in the life
of the people of Assam.

Manikut: It is the sanctum-sanctorum of the whole
establishment, literally meaning “the house of jewels or valued
property”. The sacred scripture of Bhagavata Purana or the idol of
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the Lord Krishna is kept here. It is a smaller structure built
contiguous to the eastern side of the main prayer hall. All
the valuable possessions and jewels of that particular
Sattra including the sacred idol are kept and preserved in
Manikut. Significantly in the main prayer hall or Namghar,
the idol has no place. Instead, a sacred scripture
Bhagavata Purana is placed in the sinhasana (a wooden
throne which stands on four carved lions).

Hati: The Manikut and the Namghar are usually
surrounded by four rows of residential huts meant
to accommodate the disciples. They are known as
Chari hati. Each devotee or monk is allotted a hut
consisting of one or more rooms according to the status
and need.

Batchora: The gateway or entrance leading to
the Sattra premises is usually characterized by a small
open house with a roof. This is known as Batchora or
Korapat. Distinguished guests are usually welcomed
at the Batchora.

Sattra Administration: The head of the entire
administration is popularly known as Sattradhikar. With
the exception of a few Sattras, the Sattradhikar usually
leads the life of a celibate. He is the religious head, who
takes up the responsibility of supervising the
institutional ceremony, Sarana, of the devotees and then
train them in monastic life of a Sattra.

According to the hierarchy of Sattra
administration, Deka-adhikar comes next to
Sattradhikar in power and status. In the absence of the
Sattradhikar, he carries out the responsibilities of the
Sattradhikar. The devotees in a Sattra are popularly
known as bhakata. In monastic Sattras, the devotees
strictly lead the life of a celibate and are known as
kevaliya bhakata, in Sanskrit kevala means alone.
Young boys are taken in the Sattras for this purpose.
Married disciples from outside of the Sattras, are then
trained and guided systematically by the elderly
celibates in dance and music. They devote their life to
rigorous discipline in a Sattra and avail the opportunity
of being trained under expert supervision. Thus
institution of Sattra deserves credit for preserving the
cultural continuity of Sattriya dance and music with
utmost commitment. The young bhakata start their
training with Mati akhar (Ground Exercises).
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Sattriya music has a distinctive style of ragaand
tala system which do not necessarily conform to the
Hindustani Khayal or Carnatic classical music systems.
A wide variety of more than 42 talas are in vogue in
Sattriya music and about 18 of them are in common
use. A striking feature of Sattriya music is its rhythmic
pattern and playing style. Often varied talas are used in
combination of two or more talas. The intricate and
dexterous rhythmic pattern may be classified into four
styles viz. saral, yugma, yauga (first part of one tala in
combination of the later part of another tala) and misra
tala.

The talas used in dance are usually so chosen
as to suit the particular situation and mood or sentiment
of the character concerned.

Songs were a medium of attracting the people
into the Vaishnava fold of bhakti. Srimanta
Shankaradeva composed different types of songs for
various performances and otherwise also such as
bargita, ankar gita, kirtana ghosa and bhatima were
penned by him. Madhavadeva introduced ghosa or
nama-ghosa. The bargitas are religious in content and
inspired people with the message of bhakii.

Ankar gitas are the songs played during the
plays, often during festivities. Unlike bargitas they are
always accompanied with rhythmic beats and
comprises of dramatic lyrics rather than lyrics in general.
Kirtana-ghosa is a congregational prayer attended by
all the male members of the village, including the young
boys. It is performed to the accompaniment of drums
(khol, mridanga or nagara), cymbals (tala) and clapping
of hands. Bhatima is sung in praise of the Lord Krishna
or Rama and is not tuned to any raga or tala. Nama-
ghosa, literally means the ‘announcement of the names
of God' and are the songs sung in glory of God.

In early days more emphasis was given to the
nritta part of the Sattriya dance than that of nritya part.
However, at present all gurus are taking interest to
develop the nritya and abhinaya aspects of the dance
to establish it as a 'classical’ performing art form within
its own format. Initially, in the Sattras the main musical
instruments used were khol (drum) and tala (cymbals)
but now other instruments like harmonium, tanpura,
violin, flute have been introduced to make the
renderings more interesting. Now even girls are taking
part in this particular dance form which was initially
forbidden for them in the Sattras.



faenférat’ aen foerer/fafareren’ o fau wAHs wfafaferst

CREATIVE ACTIVITIES FOR STUDENTS ANDTEACHERS

T qA YA afare R Snenia wiekfas Suel H 32T

ferenfelal =1 fret ool @ s e @

- TReTd Jod et fafae Sifeal =t wrifes wfafafa s
SR 3 qehriTeh;

- H9R o fau 91 TH 9”4 & &9 °;

- I V@A w1 EE(TEAR) AR o' e geR
T, Al A1 SRl SR Fedl 1 FHEiE gr
STt Sited o fHhe 5

- ATfefcreh TN YA |t §R I &4 o Ufaeifas
3] HT I |

el W e Tt gerE T €, W ey we o

F1, We-Te HI e iR e« oifeafaal o wgaa

ford S 1 G §1 foreren/freeet @ oRw € 9

TR W H 9e 9H I fowdl ¥ 3 §Yd WM § 9 |

3= 78 ff g fean s @ 6 9 wiiia o 9o o AR

HfTeTor oF fAIQ eieni-—dehal sl hel | ST el foremfe

1, afx dud 8, T o o Tve faed o1 gd §, difn

3% W Tfd & 5) @, S IR 9E H gU e

I B Heh |

1. STHH I WGpidh ERIET H AT Td $9h! 3TIIH
B den fouga 1 =i w1

2. WOE 99 % YW Aiaues i €2 39 hell Sl
F oo™ iR TER-TER ¥ 3@ 1 9EE 82

3. foenfeRai =i 3k g <@ T I €9 H WY BN
arelt |t fafag qgxret a1 i Hehdl o o=
THEA A1 o T O o Ty et S "ehdl
2 | IR TSl o WY U &) die dAN TR S
Fhdl B | Todh R A¥el TecHeh il oh
H 5% ST AW, g SR swEifr foen & fog
HE W1 Hehal Bl WSl e o famrefl, w& W
/96 W TR T €, 39 T W e 1 i
& T= (MTW]) e Thd T U HEUAE H
fafay ofifeafaal & wam & o o fou v e
ST =18 T

The Cultural Packages on dance and the suggested
activities aim at familiarising the students with:

- the grammar and technique of body movement of
different styles of Indian dance.

- dance as a vehicle for communication.

- the range of dance vocabulary and how closely it is
related to real life - through stories of kings, super-
humans or animals and flowers;

- the study of the historical evolution of dance forms
through literary and visual sources.

A few activities have been suggested, however, there
is scope for using the illustrations in this package in a
variety of teaching and learning situations. The teachers
are requested to use these in as many school
disciplines as possible. They are also advised to invite
dancers to the school for practical demonstration in
music and dance. Students may be taught small dance
pieces, if possible, for them to have a first-hand
experience of rhythm, music and expression through
body movement.

1. Study the cultural heritage of Assam and list its
unique features and legacy of this beautiful state.

2.  Who are the prominent exponents of Sattriya
dance? What is their contribution towards its
development and propagation?

3.  Students may be asked to make large drawings
or collect pictures of all the different mudras or
symbolic actions used in the dance form they have
seen. A large board may be prepared with
traditional decorations. Under each mudra or
pictorial representation, they may be asked to write
its name and meaning and what it is used for.
Senior students can add the Sahitya or verses of
the songs where the mudra or action is used. An
attempt should be made to project the use of the
same mudra or action in different situations.
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Facial expression -Abhinaya, forms an important
part of dance. The teacher should explain the nine
rasas to the students. The details of explanation
can vary with each age group.

An interesting informal game can follow this. A
group of students can be asked to mime a mood
in a self-created situation or a story. Rest of the
class may be asked to interpret the story and name
the rasa that it portrays. Bhaya or fear can be
depicted at length, for example, as a child trapped
in a dangerous situation in a dark and gloomy
forest with a fearsome animal chasing the child.
Simple movements and prominent expressions
can reflect the mood.

The teacher can encourage the students to
improve their rhythm and tala by organising simple
activities. The students should be asked to prepare
charts where the beats of the rhythmic pattern are
visually represented using attractive motifs.
Different motifs should be used for each different
time cycle. (A key can be made to explain the value
of the symbols shown in the chart).

More experienced students may be given another
graded activity. Each student may be allotted a
fixed number of time bars and be asked to create
rhythmic patterns within the given time frame,
using various permutations and combinations of
speeds and rhythm. This activity will bring out the
inherent creativity and develop precision and
concentration.

The teacher may give the students a project topic,
such as 'Dance in daily life'. The students may be
asked to observe the actions and expressions of
the people around them. Students can then
compile a list of scientific dance movements that
are akin to those in daily life and trace their origin
in every day actions and mannerisms. The
students must be made to realize that art forms
and real life are closely linked to each other. Infact,
they may be asked to pick out a few common
gestures and convert them into aesthetic dance
movements, using their imagination.
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10.

During important religious and social festivals, the
students may be asked to compose short dances
depicting - the relevance of the festival, for
example, birth of Jesus, Lord Buddha, the Nativity
play, the story of Holika and the manner in which
the festival is celebrated. These dances may be
presented at the school assembly on the day of
the festival. This activity makes the students aware
of how the concept of goodness and truth
permeates all religions.

In order to discover the creativity of the students,
the teacher must involve them in interesting
activities related to life, in general. The teacher
may, therefore, distribute carefully selected topics
on relevant issues from newspapers and
magazines, for example,

- the necessity for peace,

- national integration,

- the futility of violence,

- conservation of the environment.

- social inequalities, etc.

Groups of 10 to 15 students may be asked to form
tableaus in an appealing and effective manner. The
planning and designing of the tableaus should be
done by the student group themselves. The aim
of the activity is to create awareness among the
students and use their artistic talent. These
tableaus may be presented on national days or
on sports day.

A thematic dance ballet can be prepared for the
school annual day celebrations or any other
function. The teachers can work together and
organise a show involving 400-500 students.
Themes of topical interest like conservation of
nature and culture, literacy, hunger and poverty,
eradication of casteism, the problems of slum-
dwellers, etc. may be enacted. Such a mammoth
production will reach out not only to the school
but also to the community as well.

Some other interesting activities may be
organised for the students. In order to awaken in
them an interest in all the other classical and folk
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12.

dance-forms, the students must be encouraged to
compare other dances with the styles they are
familiar with.

By studying all the packages on dances prepared
by CCRT, a variety of activities may be organised.
In addition, exhibitions with pictures, charts,
costumes, musical instruments, and books can be
arranged to widen the knowledge of the students
regarding Indian dance forms.

Now a days, dance festivals are conducted
regularly in all the major cities of the country. In
recent years, the dance festivals at Khajuraho,
Chidambaram, Konark, etc. have risen as centres
and important venues for dance festivals. The
SPIC MACAY programmes reach even the
students of schools in small towns. Extensive
reporting is done in all newspapers. The students
should be asked to collect newspaper cuttings,
study them and keep a record for future references.
Names of artists and famous accompanists,
information regarding rare or special items in the
performances and interesting comments on tala,
bhava and abhinaya may be collected and studied.

Lists of dancers, their styles of dance, the
institutions where they work, the academies of
dance, books on dance-forms, magazines/
journals on the subject, may be compiled. This may
be an ongoing programme(s) in which additional
information can be noted at regular intervals.

A ;o Sfqq TR

Text : ShriJatin Goswami
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1. Satira

The Sattra institution resembles to a certain extent, to the Buddhist monastery system or the mutt institution
of the medieval period. In fact, Sattra is more than a Buddhist vihar or mutt . It is a unique institution
covering different aspects of Assamese social life. A Sattra is characterized by a number of structural
patterns associated with religious activities to accommodate the devotees or disciples. The first Sattra
was set up by Shrimanta Shankaradeva near his ancestral village at Bordowa. Gradually, more Sattras
were established by his followers in different places of Assam.

There are two kinds of Sattras in Assam. One is Grahasthya (married) Sattra and another is Udasin
(celibate) Sattra. Udasin Sattras are richer in dance, drama and music than the Grahasthya Sattra.

Pictures : (a) The exterior portion of the Sattra (above). (b) The interior portion of the Sattra (below).

WiEhfas &id T g s Centre for Cultural Resources and Training
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2. Mati akhar

Sattriya dance has a well-defined repertoire with a distinctive system of music i.e., ragas and talas and a set of strict rules including the basic ground
exercises called Mati akhar and an extensive repertoire of hand gestures. Each type of dance has separate code for dress, music, ornaments and rhythmic
syllables. Mati akhar are meant to be the basic preparation for the Sattriya style of dance which help in the body formation and flexibility of the limbs and
simultaneously clarity of hastas. The whole grammatical framework of Sattriya basically rests on these ground exercises and the footworks. There are 64 Mati
akhar as recognized by the scholars and experts of Sattriya dance. Some of them are pure exercises meant to make the body supple and flexible and others
are constituents of dance, the smallest unit of Sattriya dance.

a) Khosoka : Mati akhar or ground exercises, which are the preliminary lessons on Sattriya dance, begins with Khosoka. To do this exercise, a student (trainee
dancer) lies down on the ground, flat on his stomach, with his right cheek touching the ground. His outstretched hands are placed on the two sides of the body.
The two legs are bent at the knees so that both the ankles touch each other. Now the guru or the dance master places one of his feet on the back of the student
and gives pressure on the arms and then gradually moves towards the lower part of the body. This ground exercise is also known as dandavat.

Ora :‘Ora’ is the basic stance of Sattriya dance which comprises of two varieties, i.e., Purush Ora and Prakriti Ora, meant for male and female style of dancing
respectively. To form an ‘Ora’ the dancer stands with both feet apart and the knees bent as well as completely outturned. The gap between the two heels should
be one tala. The position is derived from the ‘Mandala’ sthana mentioned by Bharata.

b) In Purush Ora the dancer stretches out the two hands on both sides, but bent at the elbows, forming an arc. The hands are placed at the level of the shoulder
with the palms showing Patak hastas.

¢) In Prakriti Ora too, Patak hastas are placed apart in front and at the level of the shoulder. Here too, the hands are kept slightly bent at the elbows.

Hiehfas &id U9 Y s Centre for Cultural Resources and Training
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3. Mati akhar

a) Tel tupi : One should lie down on the ground flat on his stomach to do this exercise. The two hands are to be placed on the two sides of the body, while the
palms touch the ground. Gradually the hands are brought just below the stomach and the weight of the body is shifted to the elbows and the palms. Simulta-
neously, the two legs are lifted up together in a semi-circular way till the tips of both the feet touch the head in a curved posture.

b) Kami tona : This ground exercise begins with a sitting position with the legs kept straight in front. The right leg is then moved backward in a semi-circular way,
by holding the right toe with the right hand. All this while the body pressure is placed on the left side of the body as well as the left hand which is placed on the
ground downwards. At the next stage, the head is passed through the gap of the right hand and right leg. Gradually, the left leg is also brought backward and in
the meantime the whole body is passed through the gap between the right hand and right leg to come back to the original position.

¢) Kasoi Pani-Khowa : This ground exercise begins with the ‘Kasobandh’ posture, which is similar to that of the ‘Padmasana: but the hands are placed on the
two sides of the body with the palms touching the ground. Now keeping this posture intact the head is leaned forward touching the ground with the right cheek.
And the position of the hands are changed so as to support the body. They are now placed on the ground just below the stomach. Now the support of the whole
body is placed on the elbows and the palms. In the final stage, keeping the above posture intact, the lower portion of the body with ‘Kasobandh’ posture is lifted
up as far as possible, while the right cheek also touches the ground to balance the support.

d) Thiya lan : To achieve this posture the upper part of the body is in a standing position, with the legs apart, slowly moves backward with outstretched hands
above the head. The head and the hands move backward parallel to each other in order to touch the ground with Kapota hasta.

Thiya lan is similar to Atikranta Karana as described by Bharata in Natyashastra.

Hiehfas &id U9 Y s Centre for Cultural Resources and Training
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4. Nadu-bhangi

Nadu-bhangi is the preliminary dance. Presumably, the dance enacts the legendary story
of 'Kaliya damana' of Lord Krishna through dance movements. It has two parts, one is
Ramdani (preliminary) and the other is Geetor Nach. Ramdani is pure dance and Geetor
Nach is perfomed accompanied with song.

The dress used in this dance is like Krishna Bhangi without morapakhi (peacock feather)
in the mukut. There is no abhinaya; nrittahastas is the only means of expression.

qiepfaw id @ giEm s Centre for Cultural Resources and Training
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5. Jhumura Nach

This dance within Sattriya is attributed to Madhavadeva and originally meant to be performed
by monks in an attire which significantly represents both male and female elements. The
dance is accompanied by five songs of the Rasa-Jhumura naats (plays) of Madhavadeva
besides songs and bargitas (raga songs not belonging to the drama) of Shrimanta
Shankaradeva and Madhavadeva which reflect the sentiments and movements of action
of the gopis. There is no abhinaya, only nritta-hastas are used. Like Chali Nach, Jhumura
also has three parts comprising Ramdani (preliminary performed before the song begins),
Ga-Nach (main dance performed along with song) and Mela Nach.
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6. Behar Nach or Bahar Nach

The nomenclature of this dance presentation within Sattriya has been derived from the
play 'Bhojana-vyavahara' by Madhavadeva. The dance presentation depicts the scene of
Krishna’s tending of cows and playing and making merriment with gopa balaka in Vrindavana.
This presentation enjoys a high status and revered in the Sattra circle. As a gesture of
honour and respect for the dance, the audience stands up as soon as the whole group of
boys pay obeisance to God. This dance represents male form with graceful rhythmic
movements. The dance has two parts-Ramdani and Geetor Nach. This dance is performed
rhythmically and does not give any expression to the song. The participation of a few
jesters in the midst of this dance is a speciality, who entertain the audience with their
strange costumes, comic gestures and caricature.
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7. Chali-Nach

This is one of the most characteristic and graceful presentation of Sattriya dance. It is
presumed that the dance presentation was so named because of its resemblance to the
beauty of Chalior spread out tail of the peacock. It also might have derived its nomenclature
from the Natyashastra, the treatise written by Sage Bharata, for a kind of footwork known
as pada carika or simply chari. The presentation is also known as Natuwa Nach in some
Sattras, as they were originally performed by young monks or boy dancers (natuwas),
dressed in women attire like gopis as a dramatic representative in the Sattras.

The songs used in the presentation(s) are usually called bargitas (religious songs composed
by Shrimanta Shankaradeva and his disciple Madhavadeva) and ankiya gitas (songs from
the dramas) which significantly reflect thoughts, actions and sentiments of gopis.
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8. Rajaghariya (Courtly) Chali Nach

This form of Chali Nach was originally meant to be performed in the royal courts. Presumably
Chali Nach had undergone a number of changes to be adopted on some occasion(s). The
costume of this dance form is similar to the other Chali Nach. However, the mnemonic
syllables resemble more the mridanga than to that of khol, which indicates the possibilities
of use of mridanga in Sattras.
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9. Sattriya Oja palli

Sattriya Oja palli had evolved from an ancient tradition of choral singing and interpretative dance forms of Assam. The Oja or the
leader of the Sattriya Oja palli is a dancer cum narrator and singer, who interprets the songs through dance and also explains the
contents from time to time. He is accompanied by a group of about 10 to 15 members known as ‘pallis’. They take position behind
the Oja in a semi circular form and keep the rhythm of the songs, by playing the cymbals and striking the feet on the ground.

In Sattriya Oja palli the choral songs and the narratives are taken from the works of Srimanta Shankaradeva and Madhavadeva
and also from the Assamese metrical versions of the two epics.

The singing pattern of the Sattriya Oja palli strictly follows the raga music created in the Sattras. The dance of the Oja executes
both pure dance and abhinaya. The pure dance part is based on different foot-works, hand gestures, pirouettes, elevations and
also different Mati akhar. The recital begins with an akaal pak followed by displaying of tripatak and ardha chandra hastas.

As regards the abhinaya part, the Oja uses different interpretative hand gestures, facial expressions, dialogues, speeches and
also different gaits and stances.
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10. Ankiya bhaona

“Ankiya bhaona is a generic term in Assamese and means dramatic composition in a
single act depicting the religious doctrine of Vaishnava faith”. This dramatic performing art
with the display of dance movements, owes its genesis to the one act plays written by
Shrimanta Shankaradeva’ and Madhavadeva. They not only served the purpose of religious
propagation, but also proved to be a great source of entertainment for the masses. Bhaona
is usually performed in the open space inside a namghar or a pandal built temporarily to
accommodate the spectators in large numbers. People enjoy the performances from all
sides except the eastern one where the sinhasan or alter is kept.

Pictures : (a) Entry of Rama and Sita (above). (b) Krishna and Rukmini from Ankiya Naat
Rukmini Haran (below, left). (c) Lakshman with demon Marich in war (below, right).
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11. Preliminaries - Dhemali

The actual performances of Ankiya bhaona begin with a distinctive sort of Purvaranga
which is called gayan-bayan, an orchestral music of khol (drum) and tala (cymbals). The
artists wear all white attire which includes a white dhoti, a white shirt called ‘chapkon’and
a white turban. The gayan-bayan has its two parts — cahini and dhemali. Cahini is a brief
concert or an intermediary stroke on musical instruments in between two concerts. Utha
(rising up) cahini at the begining and guru ghat (concert in honour of the religious preceptor)
at the end of the preliminaries can be seen in present-day practice. The dhemali is a
prayer meant to seek benediction, purify the space of performance and overpower profanity.
The idea is to bring in the sacred element for a performance inspired by God.
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12. Sutra-pravesha

After the brilliant display of dhemali, Sutradhari, the principal character of Ankiya bhaona
appears from behind a white screen held aloft by two persons through agnigada (an arch
of torches). As the screen is removed, the Sutradhari is seen in bowing posture touching
the ground. In this way he pays obeisance to God, and the assembly of rasikas. He also
invokes God'’s blessings through slow dance movements called sarubhangi. In the next
stage he recites as well as gives expressions to the contents of the nandi shioka (a
benedictory verse in Sanskrit). In the third stage the Sutradhari recites the devotional
prayer called bhatima (profusely praising the hero) accompanied by hand gestures and
dance movements to signify the sentiments expressed in the verses. The later stage of
the dance is called bar bhangi. In this part the dance generally begins to rise in tempo and
becomes rapid and more vigorous.
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13. Krishna Bhangi or Gosai - Praveshar Nach

This dance of Krishna and sometimes Ramachandra, is the most significant among the pravesha-nrityas (entry of the character) in a
dramatic representation. The grand entry begins as soon as the Sutradhari announces the entrance of the Lord. A curtain and an agnigada
is held in front of the dancer amidst deafening sounds of daba (big drum) and kaliya (a kind of clarionet or pipe). The Lord then makes his
appearance with his companions engaged in a dance to the audience. In a gesture of obeisance to God, the audience bow their heads
touching the ground. Then the dance of Krishna or Rama begins with the accompaniment of khol (drum) and tala (cymbal). This dance is
characterized by grace and sublimity and an aura of divine atmosphere is created all around the performing hall.

The presentation of Krishna Bhangi is characterised by the frequent use of the unique Krishna hasta, which is typically Sattriya in character.
In no other dances of India this unique hastamudra is seen. It is represented by placing of two Kartarimukha hasta of Abhinaya-darpana in
a line facing opposite directions (in contrast to the two Mrgasirsa hasta as in Bharatnatyam or by placing of Sandamsa hasta as in the
Manipuri style).
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14. Gopi-Bhangi or Gopi-Praveshar Nach

As the name indicates, Gopi-Bhangi Nach, is the dance of milkmaids of Vraja, of Yashoda
and other women characters. It is full of feminine grace and is performed in a very subtle
circling movements turned to by soft rhythm. In Sattras, teenaged boys are attired in
costumes representing gopis i.e. milkmaids.

The dance has two parts — (a) Bajanar Nach (dance with mnemonic syllables of khol) and
(b) Shlokar Nach (dance with shloka).
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15. Yuddhar-Nach

This presentation relates to fighting between various characters as a special feature.
Accessories such as gada (clubs) and dhanu (bows) are used in the dance. The dance is
characterized by a number of revolving and to and fro movements. The bows because of
the sound are called ketep dhanu. These are made so as to produce some knocking sound
during action in the dance. The spectacular appeal of drama is often enhanced by the
performance of Yuddhar Nach by some characters. They arouse excitement among the
audience through their gestures and actions, even without speaking a single dialogue at a
given time.
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16. Rasa Nritya

Rasaleela, like its counterparts in India, associated with the well known episode of
Krishnaleela, is performed in its own specific form in Assam too. The dance represents the
communion of the individual soul in the form of the milkmaids or gopis with the super soul
that is Lord Krishna.

Shrimanta Shankaradeva through his play Keli-gopala or Rasa-krida and Madhavadeva
through his Rasa-Jhumura introduced this dance. Significantly, Radha is absent in the
Rasaleela of a Sattra style. This style may have been prevalent here in accordance with
Bhagavata Purana and Bhagavadgita, as the theology of Assam’s Vaishnavism is firmly
based upon it. Aimost all the principal Sattras have their own style of Rasaleela. The most
famous among them is Rasaleela of Dakhinpat — Sattra.
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17. Ahaarya

a) Sutradhara wears a turban (pag, paguri) with upright sides and slightly protruding in the front or in a style similar to Mughal emperor's
head-gear with the back-end of the turban protruding. He wears a white costume consisting of thin coat coming down to the waist
(phatau) without collar and a skirt (ghuri) with very broad bottom ends coming down to the ankle. He wears a karadhani, a waist-band
with hanging strings of pearl-like beads and a white necklace or garland.

b)  Krishna’s costume consists of a yellow coloured dhoti, bukuchola - a small black or blue coat with quarter sleeves and coming only near
the waist, cross bands and waist bands of broad silvery or golden lace - a tangali, mukut with a peacock feather and garland of flowers
and finally a pair of brass nupur - anklets.

c) The costume of the gopis consists of a loose ghagra (ghuri), a specially decorated riha or wrapper, tangali or a brocade waist band, a
black or blue blouse with short sleeves and decorated with golden or silvery lace. Sometimes, a thin veil is used to cover the head
depending on the necessity and appropriateness of the characters.
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18. Ornaments

As for ornaments a wide range of special Assamese ornaments are used for Sattriya dance, although number of
them are no more in use due to non-availability. The ornaments are distinctively different in style for male and
female performers. As such the ornaments for male performers include makarakundala (lizard-like ear-ornaments
of gold), loka paro, untiand long keru for the ears, matamani (a lace with a drum-like golden bead in the middle),
satsari for the neck, gamkharu (silver bangles for the hand), karadhani (waist band) and nupur or anklets etc.

The ornaments for the role of female dancers include jethi (lizard like ornaments to decorate the head), kundala
(which were worn in the perforated ears ), gol-pota, jon biri, dug dugi and bena for the neck, muthikharu (bracelet
for the wrists), nak-phul (gold or silver nose-pins) and a variety of finger rings namely jethipotia aanguthi, bakhorua
aanguthi, uka aanguthi, etc.
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19. Mask making

The Green room as it's name signifies is a house for keeping model works (pusta in Sanskrit) such as life size representation
of animals and other inanimate objects — chariots, throne, mountain, tree, bows, arrows, sword, javelin spear, club, trident,
shield and such other objects. The masks (mukha) are generally used to represent super human characters such as certain
Gods, asuras, demons and also birds, various animals, reptiles and so on. The actors representing these characters wear
these masks with matching wings or tails. The masks and the effigies are usually made out of clay, wood, bamboo and cloth.
Special care is taken in making them light in weight to enable the actors to move with ease. Another added attraction in this
field are the queer masks for the jesters or bahuwa, also made out of clay, cloth, rough paper and bark of trees. These masks
for head and face are usually smaller in size than other masks. They are carved out of wood and hard bark sheet. Paints
used in colouring the masks are usually prepared from natural sources such as hengul or sindura (vermillion), haital (yellow
arsenic), indigo, geru mati (brown ochre), lamp black, collyrium and mica dust. Monks who were specially assigned the task
of making masks were known as Khanikars. The store room or green room of any Sattra often draws the attention of any
visitor with eye-catching display of rows of readymade masks with names attached to them.
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20. Make-up

The technique of make-up in Sattriya dance closely follows the tradition as enumerated in
the Natyashastra. Four elementary colours viz. white, blue, yellow and red are used by the
Sattriya dancers and actors for painting the face. Pigments of different hues are obtained
by mixing them in different proportions. The basic materials used for the purpose were
generally hengul (vermilion), haital (yellow arsenic), nil (indigo), dhal (chalk), gerua mati
(brown ochre), lamp black collyrium and mica dust.
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21. Musical Instruments

In dramatic performances of Sattriya dance, the mridanga or khol (an Avanaddha vadya) is almost indispensable. The khol is a two
faced cylindrical instrument and played with the fingers. The most common Ghana vadya, which is invariably used in Sattriya music is
the different kind of tala (cymbals), namely — bartal, patital, khutital and manjira. The nagara (nageri— in southern India), in pairs are
used in some Sattras to accompany devotional song. A huge daba (kettle drum) is a common feature in every Sattra and Namghar. It is
usually used to announce the time for worship or other community service. The kali or kaliya (pipe) is a rare instrument today and is
used only in a few Sattras.

Shankha (conch-shell) is used to announce the entry of august personages or victory in a war in a bhaona performance. Another
stringed instrument sarinda was widely used in Assam at one time. Similarly mention has been made in literature of Assam regarding
the use of a sitar like instrument called rabab. Lately a tendency seems to have grown to use flute and violin in music accompanying
Sattriya dance performance.

Pictures : (a) Khol, Banhi (flute) and Kaali (above, left). (b) Daba (above, right). (c) Bartaal, Pati taal and Nagara (below).
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22. Hasta

Sattriya dance employs 29 single hand gestures, 15 combined hand gestures and 32 Nritta hastas. Although many of the names of the hastas resemble with
those mentioned in different dance treatises, the formation and application of the same vastly differ from them. However, the description of a few hand gestures
in the Abhinaya darpana closely resembles some of the hastas used in Sattriya dance.

Hastas such as Patak, (Dhwaja) Ardhachandra, Sikhora, Padmakosa, Sarpasira, Alapadma, Satura, Bhramara, etc. resemble the hastas with the same names
as described in treatises like Natyashastra, Abhinaya Darpana, Sangeet Ratnakara, and Hastamuktavali. However the Tripatak hasta as appears in the above
treatises, is known as Phut in Sattriya. The Asimukha hasta of Sattriya resembles the formation of Kartarimukha of Hastamuktavali alone. The Muthi resembles
the Musti of Sangeet Ratnakara. Suci resembles the Susimukha as described in Natyashastra, Sangeet Ratnakara and Hastamuktavali. The Sasaka hasta is
a local variation of the Mrigasirsa hasta of the treatises. Similarly Saraha is a local variation of the Sandansa hasta. Besides Singhamukha, Trisula and
Ardhasuchl as mentioned in the Abhinaya Darpana, have their use in the Sattriya style too. Four hastas viz. Krishnasarmukha, Ghronika, Ankusa and Tantrimukha
of Hastamuktavali are used in Sattriya too. Hansamukha of Sattriya is known as Hansasta in the other treatises.

Some of the combined hand gestures which are in use traditionally are Anjali, Karkat, Dole, Pushpaput, Matsya, Gajadanta, Samkha, Samputa, Paso, Moira,
Mujura, Jalak, etc.

The Nritya hastas, characteristically meant to be used in Sattriya style are - Hayre, Sota, Vansi, Pranama, Archana, Lola, Lila, Pallava (Hastamuktavali),
Salana, Ketela, Lata, (as in Mrigasirsa) Nalinipadmakosa, Alpallava (as in Natyashastra, Sangeet Ratnakara), etc.

Pictures : (a) Hayre hasta which denotes blessings (above, left). (b) Mujura which denotes namaskar (above, right). (c) Patak hasta which denotes colour
shyam (blue) (below, left). (d) Pallava (Hastamuktavali) (below, right).
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23. Foot Work

In Sattriya foot work is called Bhariman. The large number of foot works used in Sattriya
dance are basically evident in the basic stance, cadence of movements etc. and they also
determine various rhythmic patterns as well as nature of stylization.

Some of them are Juti, Leseri, Kasori, Bogolikhuta, Chirol, Khubali Picholoa, Chitika,
Nupurcholowa, Borjuti, Ad Juti, Kerepi etc.

The basic stance position of Sattriya Dance is called Ora. There are two types of Ora —
Purush Ora (male stance position) and Prakriti Ora (female stance position). All foot work
generally start from this Ora Position.

Pictures : (a) Ad Juti (above, left). (b) Khubali Picholoa (above, right). (c) Kasori (below,
left). (d) Leseri (below, right).
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24. Raga based presentation

A song based on Kalyan raga and Kharman tala forms a part of the final stage of an Ankiya
bhaona. Usually this song is accompanied by dance, performed by the chief characters
present on the stage or arena where the performance takes place. The Kalyan Kharman is
performed in a fast rhythm. At the end of it the Sutradhara explains the narrative and then
utters a shloka mentioning the name of the drama and the play write. Practically this is
where the drama comes to an end. However, even after this a song known as ‘Mukti-mangal
Bhatima’ is sung, where prayer is offered to God to forgive any kind of lapse occured during
the performance and also for the well being of the audience, actors and musicians.
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