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Abstract 

Sakardeva with disciples started a ‘renaissance’ in Assam by establishing Namghar, Satra in the 

medieval period. Even nowadays, people have revere and devotion to them. These institutions 

changed the spiritual and moral outlook of the people of Assam as well as prepared the ground for 

the establishment of a new society. Madhupur Satra situated in Koch Bihar is still a place of honor 

for each and every Assamese. The condition of Madhupur Satra is now dilapidated. Fascinated by 

the ideology of Sankardeva, Koch king Naranarayana donated 700 bighas of land to the Satra. But 

a huge part of the land was auctioned due to its failure to pay the land tax as a result of its financial 

crisis. Moreover, Satra needed to sale the land to run the administration. Thus, the condition of the 

Satra, which contributed immensely to the Assamese culture, turned worse day by day. The 

objective of the paper is to have a discussion on the Satra culture of Assam with special reference 

to Madhupur Satra. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Vaishnav Satras have been contributing to the religious and cultural life of Assam for four 

hundred years. Even the Satras impacted on the political history of Assam too. The word Satra 

was extensively in vague in the era of Sankardeva. Regarding the origin of the word Satra, Dr 

Pratap Chandra Choudhary opines by decoding inscription of Ambari that the term Satras has been 

prevailing in Assam since 13 th century. Later on, while discussing the introduction of the poem 

‘Bittrasuro badh’ by Ananta Kandali, the word Satra managed a space among the Vaishnavs. 

Baikuntha Bhagavata Bhattacharya, who was a contemporary to Ananta Kandali, offered a 

definition that the Satras were not only a sacred place of devotion but also a habitation of the 

Bhakats (saint). The house built by Sankardeva to discuss about God, to read Bhagavata and Nam 

Prasanga (praying activity) is regarded Satra as claimed by Dwez Bhusan Ramcharan. 
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Although, Sankardeva was closely associated to the Satra, apart from the ‘Kirtan-Ghar’, the other 

parts of the Satra were not developed yet. It was Madhabdeva, who established the Barpeta Satra 

and ascertain the tradition of Nam Prasanga and also arranged the facility of staying for the 

celibate. Barpeta Kirtan Ghar is rebuilt attractively and the administration was endowed on the 

bhakats in a democratic manner. Mathura Das was appointed as the head of the bhakats. The 

contribution of Damudar Deva to the growth of Satra is considerable. After the death of Damudar 

deva, the description of Baikunthapura Satra is found in the Gurulila by Ram Rai which was based 

on the life of Damudar Deva. The boundary of the Satra was built with high levee. There were 

separate place for the ‘celibate’ and also a ‘Batsora’ (gateway). When Damudar Deva was at 

Patbaushi, he organized the Satra so well that rows of pilgrims visited daily to it. In spite of various 

hurdles in the 17th century under the reign of Ahom kingdom, following the blessing of his guru, 

Banshi Gopal Deva established various Satras in upper part of Assam during his religious 

campaign. Sponsorship and donation by the king can be considered the last state of the Satra. The 

Satra underwent certain changes in its nature and attitude after being privileged to have financial 

assistance from the king. The condition of the Satra in the beginning was not like the Satra of the 

present time. It moved through a long evolution. But the seed of the Satra was sown by Sankardeva. 

After the death of Sankardeva, the Satra started dividing into various units on the basis of 

community; border and ritual etc. ‘Guru’, ‘Nam’, ‘Dev’ and ‘Bhakat’ are the prime elements of 

Vaishnavism. ‘Brahma’ unit, ‘Purush’ unit, ‘Kal’ unit and ‘Nika’ unit were created after the 

emphasis was put on one or two particular of these elements by the units. It is due to the separation 

and emphasis on its own unit, difference in ritual and custom took place among the units. But they 

never deviated from the main aims and objectives. Although, Sankardeva set the model of the 

reading Bhagavata  to pray Krishna, making the idol of Modon Gopal is also mention worthy. 

Apart from reading Bhagavata, in the various Satras of ‘Brahma’ and ‘Purush’ unit started the 

tradition of using idol as ‘Mohaprabhu’ to pray. 

Various Satras were established on the basis of the four units. These Satras of the four units 

were divided into two parts- Mahapurukhia and Damudaria. The disciples of Damurdeva 

established the Satras of Brahma unit while Mahapurukhia Satras were established by the attempt 

of Madhabdeva and the pivotal saints following the ideology of Sankardeva. It can be observed 

that instead of the differences in the rituals and customs, the main worshiped God of all the units 

was Krishna of Bhagavata. It is worthy to mention that the Krishna worshipped by the bhakats 
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was without Radha and they worshipped with a servitude attitude. The Satras have been 

contributing to the Assamese society for more than four hundred years. The Satras that are being 

scattered in the corners of Assam contributed significantly to make a harmonious bond by tying 

with the thread of religion. Scholar Satendranath Sarmah mentioned in his essay “Satra utpotir 

itihas aru obodan” that according to the statistical data of government 1905, 90, 98, 72, 90, 68, 62 

percent people from Goalpara, Kamprup, Darang, Nagaon, Sivsagar and Lakhimpur respectively 

were Vaishnabist. Assamese literature got its established shape at the hand of the Vaishnab writers. 

The Satras were the sources of the Vaishnab literature. The Satras also taught the people to live a 

standard life by providing necessary moral and spiritual lessons. The people also received the 

knowledge of cleanliness, anatomy, proclivities, manners, gods, courtesy etc from the Satras. The 

Satras had a significance role in the improvement of the morality and spirituality. The Vaishnab 

disciples also opened the path of religion for the marginalized class and tribes. The discrimination 

regarding the class and caste was comparatively less in Assam which was an indirect result of the 

Satras to a certain extent. The Satras of Assam accepted some traditional conduct easily unlike the 

Vaishnabs of other regions. Example can be mentioned of allowing non vegetarian food in Assam 

which was prohibited in the Vaishnabism of other regions of India. Similarly, the bhakats also 

accepted the rituals of the tribes and other classes while propagating Vaishnabism. 

The ‘Goshai’ of the Satras also maintained the law and order of the society by solving the 

clashes and conflicts of the people specially those which were associated to religious opposition, 

sexual adultery etc. The Satras were the last institution to judge the conflicts of the issues which 

could not be solved by the chief of the village. After the establishment of the court by the British, 

such cases started addressing in the courts. The gaon panchayats took the responsibilities of 

settling the cases rather allowing them to the court or Satra. Still the Satras needed to solve the 

issues related to religion. 

OBJECTIVE 

The primary objective of the paper is to draw the attention of the reader to Satra culture of Assam 

and its contributions towards the different fields of the society.  The article brings into discussion 

about Madhupur Satra and its present economic condition. 
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CONTRIBUTION TO EDUCATION 

The Satras were the centers of education in the medieval time. The young bhakats were 

taught religious lessons, legends, rituals etc by the older and wiser bhakats. Even, they had the 

opportunity to learn grammar, astrology, scripture etc under the Sanskrit pundits in certain tools 

and shatrasala. Although, the shatrasalas were opened for the youths of the Satras, other students 

also could attend the lessons. Every Satra, be smaller or bigger, had its own library. The bigger 

Satras used to keep other books also apart from the religious one. For example, Sri Hasta on dance, 

Hastibirdanab on the elephant etc were preserved in Auniati Satra. Preparing the writing materials 

from the bark of aquilaria agallocha and copying were considered as an act of blessing. The most 

of the books collected by Hem Chandra Goswami were from the Satras. Therefore, the Satras 

could be called as the rural library. Contribution of the Satra to audio visual education is also 

significant. Reading and analysing the scriptures including Bhagavata was included in the daily 

routine of the Satras. Through such reading and analyses, the illiterate people got the opportunity 

to know the legends, moral ideas, religious lessons etc. Moreover, they were made acquainted to 

Indian rituals, religious beliefs, and tradition by the ‘Ankia Nats’. The people were inspired and 

educated by showing the clashes between vice and virtue and ultimate victory of virtue over vice. 

They learnt lots of things from the ‘Bhaunas’ on the mythological characters such as 

‘Harichandra’, ‘Dadhichi’, ‘Rawan’, ‘Ram’, ‘Sita’ etc. On the other hand, various plays and songs 

attracted the people by awakening the sense of fine arts in the minds. 

CONTRIBUTION TO CRAFT AND FINE ART 

The contribution of the Satras to the craft and fine art was also important. The bhakats 

indulged themselves in various activities of artistic tasks in the leisure which helped them 

economically too along with the decoration of the Namghars and Satras. Preparing and making of 

various things such as throne, furniture, alter of gods and goddesses, sorai, ivory materials, 

costume and property of bhauna, masks, bamboo crafts etc were Satra centric. Ivory, hand fan 

made of cane was still preserved in Barpeta and Auniati satra respectively. Instance of illustrating 

is also found in certain Satras specially the art of picturing the narrated subject got its popularity 

in the 17th and 18th century. This art of painting had two specific forms. One is developed in the 

majestic environment and another one is in the Satra. The influence of Mughal painting was 

conspicuous on the form developed under the majestic environment. On the other hand, the form 

develop under the Satras was usually associated to religious subjects and the technique was simple. 



 

                    Journal of Social Studies Education Research–ISSN NO. 13099108 (SCOPUS)  

 

 

  

BRIGHTLINK 

RESEARINTERNATIONAL 

Use of colour is also seen well used in them. Dance and music is also important in the Satras. The 

Satras continued to preserve the tradition of Assamese classical through Borgeet, Ankia Geet, 

marriage songs etc. Even, the tune of the classical music is also used in the songs and also they 

have a unique way of performing. Usually ‘Tal’ is not mentioned in Borgeets unlike the Ankia and 

other songs. The tradition was forwarded by the Ojah and Gayan orally. Apart from it, the practice 

of quasi classical and folk songs also prevailed in the Satras. Boiragi Naam, Thio Naam, Ghosha, 

Dhura Naam, Tukari geet, Kakuti Naam were some of the songs that have been preserved in the 

Satras. 

Classical dance is also an integral part of the Satra. Although, the tradition of the Ojah 

dance has been running since the era of Sankardeva, it attaind its shape under the Satra. The satria 

dance that grew with the influence of Sankardeva were Sutradhara dance, Notua dance, Ras dance, 

Sali dance, Jhumura dance, Dashaavatar dance and also the dances used in the Bhauna. Khol and 

Tal were the instruments that had been used in the dances. In spite of the regional difference, they 

resemble most. The continuation of the dance tradition in all the Satras could not be asserted but 

the historical Satras still practise the tradition of the dances and songs. 

CONTRIBUTION TO LITERATURE 

Contribution of the Satras to Assamese literature in the medieval age is nowhere inferior to the 

literature under the sponsorship of the kings. There were two sources of literary inspiration- the 

Satras and the kings. The individual endeavour was limited to an extent. Although, the creation of 

Sankardeva and Madhadeva cannot be considered as satria literature, the influence of the Satra is 

conspicuous in the creation of the writers after them. The role of the Satras in the creation of 

dramas and lyrics was significant. The subject matters of the writers like Ramcharan Thakur, 

Daitari Thakur, Ram Rai, Dwiz Bhushan, Ramananda was the life and activities of the religious 

saints. Even the life, activities and individual characters are found in the hagiologies. As these 

hagiologies were written from the point of view of the bhakats, apart from the religious aspects 

the humanistic faults, family conflicts etc have not been recorded. The hagiologies also throw light 

on the contemporary politics of Assam. The second important contribution of the Satra was the 

Ankia Nat. Many plays were written by the Vaishnab writers following the tradition of Sankardeva 

and Madhabdeva. Ankia Nat were no longer confined to the religious barriers and extended to the 

palaces of the kings. The king used to organize the performance of Bhauna for entertainment when 

the kings or messengers of neighboring states visited. All the accessories for the performance such 
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as costume, cosmetic, property, dance, music etc were prepared by the bhakat of the Satras. 

Following the model of Borgeet, various songs were created by the Vaishnab writers. The songs 

also reflected greatness of bhaktism, glory of lord Krishna etc. Although, most of the songs are on 

Krishna, Ram, Sita, Rukmini also managed a place in a few. 

Translation of the Ramayana, Mahabharata, Purana and other religious scriptures can also 

be considered another contribution by the Vaishnab bhakats. Bhattadev, Gopal Dwiz, Ramcharan 

Thakur, Daitari Thakur, Gobinda Mishra, Ratnakar Kondali, Raghunath Mahanta are mentioned 

worthy regarding translation. More than half of medieval Assamese literature was written under 

the influence of the Satras. 

MADHUPUR SATRA 

Madhupur Satra is a place of honor for all the Assamese. Sankardeva took rest for a while at the 

place where the Satra is located during his second pilgrimage with Madhabdeva and one hundred 

and twenty bhakats. In the course of their discussion, the name of the Satra was fixed as Madhupur. 

The king of Koch Bihar Bir Narayana shifted the Bhelo Than to the present area as the river Tersa 

was about devour Bhela where Sankardeva died. Govinda Atoi was the first bhakat of the Satra. 

In other words, he was the establisher of the Satra of Madhupur. The present condition of 

Madhupur Satra is very pathetic. A managing committee was formed in 1960 in Guwahati and it 

was under the members of the committee the old Satra was renovated in 1964. The Doul and 

Gurugriha were inaugurated by the king of Koch Bihar Maharah Jagadwipendra Narayan on 27th 

January, 1964. Many people also offered their hand to the task. It is to be known that the 

government of Assam Gana Parishad, Assam allotted an amount five lakhs for the renovation of 

the Satra, of which four lakhs had been used for it. With the government, the roof of the Gurugriha 

and the house of the satradhikar was repaired, and the ups and down of the floor was leveled. A 

library was set and also a habitant was built for the female pilgrimage having all the facilities. A 

cultural centre as opened by the committee with the help of government in order to develop the 

culture of the Satra. The centre is being run by the appointed officials and the artists. 

PROPERTY OF MADHUPUR SATRA 

After the sponsorship of the king were ended, the condition of the Satra turned worse. Even the 

lands were put in auction due to the failure of paying tax. But the property of the Satra was restored 

with the endeavor of late Hari Mohan Poddar and his family. Again the condition degraded when 

the Satra needed to sale the land to run the administration. There left only fifty five bighas land 
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out of hundreds for the Satra of which forty bighas are agricultural land and the rest is situated in 

the campus itself. Moreover, the Satra was about to lose another amount of land to the government 

of West Bengal but the committee somehow managed it. 

FINANCIAL CRISIS OF MADHUPUR SATRA 

The present economic condition of Madhupur Satra is not healthy. They received only three 

hundred from the government of West Bengal and four thousand and five hundred from the trust 

formed by ex-governor Janaki Ballabh Patnayak monthly. Moreover, they use to collect a little 

amount from the visitor. The amount collected from the agriculture is insufficient for the year. The 

satradhikar commented to the Assamese news channel News 18 Assam, North East that currently 

the Satra is suffering from tremendous financial crisis. Even it turns difficult for the Satra to pay 

the electricity bill as the connection has been changed to commercial by the government of West 

Bengal. He also said that they need at least thirty to thirty five thousand per month to run the Satra. 

Even they use to pay three hundred rupees per day to the priest who comes to worship the Saturbhuj 

idol. A damage at roof also took place in the earthquake appeared in Sikkim and it started leaking 

when it rains but no repairing is undertaken yet. Sometimes they need beg to the people of Assam 

to continue the daily activities because otherwise it was difficult to meet the expenditure of the 

satradhikar and they also need at least one liter of mustard oil for the earthen lamps. 

CONCLUSION 

Following the universal morality and humanitarian note, the Satras, which are the soul of 

Vaishnabism, have been managing a special space in the mind of the people. Sankardeva not only 

kept his eyes on the happiness and sorrow of the people, but also on their rights. He had attracted 

people by creating Bhauna mixing both Sanskrit and Assamese to make convenient to both literate 

and illiterate. The Satras can be compared to the Buddhist bihar. Vaishnabism established by 

Sankardeva was further propagated by the Satras. They fulfilled the necessity of education, art, 

entertainment etc apart from the morality and spirituality. Although, people lost devotion to the 

Satras in the modern time, the Satras are still running. The ancient Satras still draw the attention 

of the people. The committee must be re- formed and the neighboring people and the one having 

interested in the cultural aspects must be given the opportunity to engage with the Satra. Both West 

Bengal and Assam government must build a tourist lodge jointly to open the source of the income 

of the Madhupur Satra. In an era of faithlessness losing the importance and devotion is quite 

natural. The Satras must avoid the medieval views and customs in order to restore the losing honor 
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and the Satras should involve in the humanitarian activities and social services. It can be expected 

that the lost pride might be back if the Satras turn itself into some small cultural center. 
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