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Introduction
Assam is home to different ethnic and linguistic groups with a variety of cultures, languages and 

dialects (Rahman, 2015:108). The population of Assam is made up of people who have immigrated to 
the area over the years from places like Tibet, Burma, Thailand, and other parts of mainland India. In due 
course of time, they assimilated with the autochthonous people and gave birth to the greater Assamese 
community. This amalgamation of Assamese identity was initiated way back in the fifteenth century by 
the great saint Srimanta Sankaradeva through his Neo-Vaishnavite movement. New institutions such 
as Satra and Namghar had evolved out of the movement, which began to spread the faith and helped 
sustain and stabilise Vaishnavism by making it a part and parcel of Assamese social and cultural life. 
Although Neo-Vaishnavism was a religious movement, it redefined the culture of Assam and influenced 
the way of life of the people. 

As the doyen of the cultural renaissance and precursor of the Bhakti Movement, Sankaradeva 
eliminated the prevailing anomalies of society and enacted cultural initiatives like Bhaonas (traditional 
religious drama) and Borgeet (devotional songs) etc., which became an integral part of Neo-Vaishnavism 
and had thoroughly defined the Assamese identity. Thus, Sankaradeva’s Neo-Vaishnavism has given 
birth to a new cultural consciousness that focused on national identity shaped by local cultural traditions 
and language. As written by Pegu (2013:17), ‘It can be safely assumed here that, this was the first 
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institutionalised approach to Assamese Nationalism and the formation of a larger Assamese nationality.’ 

Methodology
In the present study, both qualitative and analytical research methodologies are used. With the use of 

interview and observation techniques, primary data have been gathered from the main Satras of Majuli 
and the residents of all the ethnic groups who call Majuli home following the Neo-Vaishnavite tradition. 
Selected locations for inquiry have been chosen using the convenience sampling technique. Secondary 
data is gathered from sources that include books, journals, sessions, official documents, reprints of 
published papers, and soft copies from websites. Primary sources make up the majority of the study’s 
foundation, with secondary sources used as needed.

The study area
Majuli, the largest river island in the world, is located in the centre of the mighty Brahmaputra River 

in the state of Assam, India. It was formed as a result of the change in course by the river Brahmaputra 
and its tributaries, mainly the Lohit. Majuli became the first island in India to be designated as a district 
in 2016. It was 880 square kilometres in size (340 sq. miles) at the beginning of the twentieth century 
but has lost significantly to erosion. It covers an area of 352 square kilometres (136 sq. miles) as of 2014 
(Assam State Portal, 2022).

The renowned Assamese saint Srimanta Sankaradeva and his disciple Madhavdeva established the 
Assamese Neo-Vaishnavite culture on the island of Majuli to fulfil the socio-cultural needs of the people. 
In the sixteenth century, Mahapurush Srimanta Sankaradeva first encountered Madhavdeva, his most 
important disciple and apostolic successor, at Majuli (then known as Dhuwahat in Ahom territory). It 
is said that Sankaradeva founded the first Satra in this location by naming it Belguri by planting a Bilva 
(wood apple) tree (Nath, 2013). Sankaradeva spent fourteen years at Dhuwahat before moving on to 
western Assam. The saint built numerous Satras, or monasteries, many of which are still standing and 
serve as symbols of the vibrant Assamese culture.

In the post Sankara-Madhava period (seventeenth century onwards), Majuli once again became one 
of the main centres for the propagation of Neo-Vaishnavism primarily due to the pioneering efforts of 
Saint Vamsigopaladeva and his successors. Since then, 65 Satras have sprouted out to spread morality 
and socio-cultural principles. However, Majuli has only 22 Satras at present. Due to the devastation of 
flood and erosion, the others had to be relocated to safer areas (Rajkhowa, 2019).

The island of Majuli is recognised as the central hub of Satriya culture. All the Satras in Majuli are 
actively involved with Neo-Vaishnavite cultural traditions and have been contributing immensely to 
the cultural arena of the larger Assamese society. As observed, the basic essence of Satriya tradition has 
been well preserved by the Satras and Namghars of Majuli by training thousands of pupils in various art 
forms like dance, music, playing of traditional instruments, painting, mask making, dramatic enactment 
of Vaishnavite tradition etc., since the time of the inception of Satra.

The population of Majuli comprises tribals, non-tribals, and the scheduled castes. The Misings, 
Deoris, and Sonowal Kacharis are a few of the tribal groups. The Kaivartas, the Brittial Banias, etc. are 
among the scheduled castes. Communities that are not part of a tribe include the Koch, Kalitas, Ahoms, 
Chutias, Keot, Yogis, etc. On the island of Majuli, the Mising community has the largest population. 
The three main languages spoken are Assamese, Mising, and Deori. According to the 2011 Census of 
India, there are 248 villages on the island, with a total population of around 1,67,304 and a density of 
300 people per square km.
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The Satra institution
The Satras are the contributions of Neo-Vaishnavism, which has been considered a welfare 

institution. The liberal doctrine of the Bhakti (devotion) movement, a socio-religious movement that 
swept across India between the twelfth and fifteenth century AD, led to the regional expression of Neo-
Vaishnavism in Assam. During that period, social and cultural degradation in many parts of India gave 
rise to the development of the Bhakti movement. 

The Vaishnavite Satra institution of Assam played a vital role in shaping the religious and cultural 
history of the Assamese people. The first Satra is said to have been established by Sankaradeva in his 
birthplace at Bardowa and later moved from one place to another due to frequent ethnic conflicts and 
hostility from royal quarters. Today, in the state of Assam, the number of Satras is well over five hundred, 
with numerous Vaishnava householders affiliated with one or the other Satra.  

The word Satra is also found in Sanskrit literature, which means a sacrificial session lasting from a 
few days to a year or more. The concept of the word was taken from the Bhagavata-Purana in which 
it is mentioned that at a place called Naimisa kshetra a great number of sages and saints assembled to 
perform a long session of sacrifice of a thousand years duration called Satra (Sarma et al., 1999: 143).

From various available sources, it is learnt that the word Satra was first used in Sata Patha Brahmana. 
According to Gaurav (2021), 

The word Satra originally was applied to discourse of the Brahman much in the style of sages gathered 
in Naimisa forest round Roumasharsani Suta. Later on, however, it came to mean the physical form of an 
institution with Kirtanghar in the centre and four surrounding rows of huts for the residential celeries.

According to Williams, ‘Etymologically the term “Satra” is derived from sat meaning honest, pious 
people and trai meaning “to rescue” or “to deliver”’ (Williams, 1997: 113).     In Assam, the Neo-
Vaishnavite religious institution Satra is almost five centuries old. 

The Satra institutions are one of the unique features of Vaishnavism, special to the Ek sharana 
tradition and were established to propagate the Vaishnavite faith. These are unique socio-religious and 
cultural institutions. The Satras are full-fledged residential organisations, and accordingly, duties of 
different areas have been systematically assigned to the residents.

The Satradhikar (head of the Satra) is the parental figure under whom the other residents perform 
their respective duties. Satradhikar is either selected or elected and holds the position throughout 
his lifetime. But in case he behaves in a way that is not befitting of his position and prestige, he may 
be removed from the position of Satradhikar by the disciples. After the demise of the Satradhikar, 
the Deka-Satradhikar (immediate successor) usually takes over the position after a special investiture 
ceremony.

The Kevaliya Bhakats, also known as Udasin Bhakats (life-long celibates), enter the Satra in their 
childhood. They are to stay under the guidance of the senior bhakats and remain as pupils for a specific 
period. When these young bhakats are seen to make sufficient progress in their religious life and get 
acquainted with the norms and traditions of Satra, they are finally ordained. After completion of the 
probationary period, they are formally initiated into the order by the Satradhikar of the Satra.

The structure and the layout

A Vaishnava Satra generally consists of a square enclosed area or wall, varying according to its 
strength, with four openings or gateways called Karapat (Sanskrit: Kapata), and containing four rows 
of huts or four long houses, each divided into a number of rooms at the sides, and the central temple, 
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composite of a shrine called Manikut or Bhaj-Ghar  and an assembly hall. The four rows of huts or 
long houses with sets of rooms on the sides are each called a Hati, a ‘row’ (Sanskrit: Hatta). In most 
cases, the buildings of the Satra are approached by a good well-maintained road. In every Satra, the 
entrance is usually marked by a small decorated open house known as Batchora. The Batchora serves as 
the gatehouse where special guests are first welcomed and then escorted to the Satra premises. 

According to Devagoswami (2001:17-18), ‘The permanent campus of the Satra is what the physical 
existence of the Satra. Satras follow their own architectural design which basically includes the following 
structures- Namghar, Manikut, Guru Griha, Bhnaral, Baishnava Griha, Karapat, Athithishala, 
Natyashala and Bhogghar.’

Inside the Satra, there is a Namghar with a huge structure, the roof of which is supported on big 
wooden pillars with a large and open floor space that is saved for one or two lecterns on which the sacred 
writings are reposing. The actual shrine is located in a separate structure closely adjoining the eastern 
end of the Namghar. As said by B.C Allen about the Namghar of the Garamur Satra, ‘The Namghar 
is a huge structure, the roof of which is supported on huge wooden pillars and the great floor space is 
entirely bare save for one or two lecterns on which the sacred writings are reposing[…]. Here everything 
is fresh, neat and well-to-do’ (Allen, 1905).

Satra is generally situated with various properties confined in a specific boundary surrounded by 
palisades or walls. As stated by Phukan (2011: 78-79),

The xatra, with its own organisational structure, is run in a democratic manner. The xatradhikar is 
the principal spiritual guide and preceptor; he initiates disciples and conducts key religious functions. 
The monks or bhaktas carry out their assigned tasks and lead a life of devotion. Both celibate and married 
monks are allowed within the campus; celibate devotees are called kevaliya, keval meaning single. Sisyas 
or the lay devotees live in the surrounding villages, leading the life of a householder.

A Satra’s fundamental layout is a quadrangle enclosed by walls. A complete Satra typically consists 
of a thoughtfully arranged arrangement of the key regions.

The Namghar

The primary nerve centre of the Satra setup is the Namghar (prayer hall). The structure is a sizable 
open hall with a gabled roof, an apsidal facade on the western side, and a dome over it. The ornate wood 
structure on the apsidal roof is a hallmark of Namghar architecture. A straightforward nave and two 
aisles with pillars make up the interior. These pillars (Khuta), which often number five or seven, loosely 
divide the space into compartments. They are built with wooden beams that hold up an architrave on 
top of which the roof is placed. These wooden beams are known as the Chati and are either painted 
or have carvings with motifs on them. The false ceiling, which is made by joining the Chatis, is used 
for stocking the large bamboo masks (Mukha) and accessories of the drama (Bhaona) performances 
(A Tribute to Sankaradeva, 2008).

Other than the Satra set-up, Namghar is also established as a single and independent unit mainly 
for the religious purpose of Neo-Vaishnavism. Though the Namghar is a prayer hall, it also serves as a 
platform for holding religious meetings and discussions. It is a place for congregational worship and is 
also utilised as a stage for dramatic performances (Bhaona) or holding public meetings and, in some 
instances, even the village panchayat. The size of the Namghar may vary based on the strength of the 
disciples of the Satra or the locality in the case of individual Namghar. Namghar is almost a compulsory 
feature of every Assamese village. According to Vaishnavite tradition, every village or every Khel (socio-
religious unit) has a specific structured Namghar of its own for performing regular religious activities. 
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It is noticed that the areas in a Namghar are systematically arranged for different functions. 
Inside the Namghar, space is allocated for various ceremonial needs such as offering stations, Asana 
(a wooden pedestal holding sacred texts), and the massive wood carvings of legendary figures such as 
Garuda, Hanuman, Jaya, and Vijaya. For the festive season, a specific area has been demarcated for the 
performance of drama (Bhaona). The Satradhikar usually sits against the main pillar (Laikhuta) of the 
hall. Similarly, the Deka-Satradhikar, the Bhakatas, the Gayan-Bayan (musicians) and the devotees all 
have specific predetermined seats. 

Manikut: The sanctum sanctorum of Namghar 

The most sacred place in a Namghar is the Manikut. Manikut, which means the ‘house of jewels’, 
is attached to the east of the Namghar. In this sacred area, the Guru Asana (sacred throne) is placed. 
Guru Asana or Sinhasana is a permanent structure within the Manikut. It is a seven-tiered, triangular, 
beautifully crafted wooden throne adorned by the tortoise-elephant-lion motif and other decorative 
woodwork. All of Satra’s assets, including the idol, deity, or sacred book, as well as wood carvings, 
metalwork, antique texts, etc., are preserved here. General devotees are not permitted to enter the area 
after a certain point since it is considered sacred.

Thapana

Holy scriptures are revered as God’s figurative embodiment in Neo-Vaishnavism. Therefore, these 
texts are positioned with the utmost care. Thapana is such an arrangement made of wood over which 
the holy texts are kept. The beauty of a Thapana is enhanced with decorative wood paints. The Thapana 
is occasionally replaced today by Sharai made of brass.

Cho Ghar

The Cho Ghar is a small room placed in the western area of the Namghar. This room is used to store 
costumes and other materials used in Bhaona and is also utilised like a modern-day green room for the 
makeover and dressing of the performers.

The Satra institution and the Assamese society
The evolution of two important and unique institutions, namely the Satra and Namghar, is directly 

related to the Neo-Vaishnavite movement in Assam. Both these institutions, after their inception, have 
not only been instrumental in spreading Neo-Vaishnavite faith but also intimately associated with 
the socio-cultural life of the Assamese society. Over the centuries, the institution of Satra has become 
intimately connected with the Assamese way of life. It dominates the social fabric of Assam, thereby 
integrating the entire state into more or less a single religious unit. Both Satra and Namghar combined 
to provide an outstanding decentralised religious structure that is a distinctive feature of the Neo-
Vaishnavism of Assam. The Namghar plays a major role in depicting and showcasing the art forms like 
Borgeet, Ankiya Nat or Bhaona created by Mahapurush Srimanta Sankaradeva. 

So far as the propagation of religious and moral education, as well as cultural activities, are concerned, 
the role of Satra is not just confined to the physical boundaries of a Satra; rather it goes far beyond into the 
villages away from the Satra. The villagers or the followers usually come to the Satras to attend religious 
functions and listen to religious and moral deliberations. Similarly, the Satradhikar or his representative, 
accompanied by some of the Satra functionaries, used to pay periodical visits to the villages to meet the 
followers or shisyas of the Satra. This creates a kind of solidarity between the people and Satra.

The cultural history of Assam concerning fine arts and crafts, literature and education, revealed the 
influence of Vaishnavite Satras on the life and culture of the Assamese people since the beginning of the 
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sixteenth century. Thus, the Satras may be called the fountainheads of Assamese culture. They spread a 
high level of awareness among the populace, giving rise to a new “cultural nationalism” that placed more 
emphasis on cultural traditions and language-based national identity than on shared racial or ancestral 
origins. Accordingly, the Satras and Namghars have played a major role in preserving and developing 
the indigenous culture of the region. In a broader sense, both Satras and Namghars are instrumental in 
creating the genesis of Assamese identity by playing multi-faceted roles.

Conclusion
Satras and Namghars are indispensable institutions of the Assamese people in their day-to-day life. 

As observed during the field study, the people of Majuli frequently visit the Satras and Namghars on 
various occasions in their lives. The daily life of an average resident of Majuli is so closely related to these 
institutions that it becomes practically impossible to document their influence on the life of individuals. 
It has been observed that most of the schools, libraries, roads, socio-cultural organisations, community 
halls and even healthcare institutions are named after the Satras and Satradhikars, which reveals the 
influence of Satra.

Being the soul force, Namghar is intimately associated with rural life in Majuli. Namghar functions 
as the meeting place of the villagers, a place for village Panchayat, recreational centre, cultural training 
school, along with its normal function of religious activities. Every initiative of their lives starts with 
lighting an earthen lamp (saki) and bowing down before the Manikut. It is believed to be an encouraging 
moral task that gives immense mental and psychological strength. The preservation of the Satras is, thus, 
a matter of great concern, more so in the present-day context as they contain manuscripts, artefacts and 
antiques of immense historical value which bind the greater Assamese society. 
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