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Bihu : It’s Mythical And Historical
Origin And Dynamics

. Nayanjyoti Chetia
4™ Semester, Department of Chemistry

Assam with its composite culture, devel-
oped as a result of incorporation of different
ethno-cultural elements from various social
groups has led to make it a melting pot of differ-
ent ethnic, religious and linguistic communities
through a process of constant interaction over
the ages in history. This composite and compre-
hensive culture known as Assamese Culture, em-
bodies in its structure elements of different cul-
tures, of which exact roots are difficult to trace.
Anthropologists based on physiognomy and ma-
terial culture tend to believe that this state has
seen the intermixing of three racial elements, the
Australoids, the Mongoloids and the Caucasoids
represented through, apart from physical features
the language, food, agriculture and such other
traditional belief, practices and performances per-
taining to various communities. Amidst this pro-
cess of cross cultural communication emerged
the Bihu, being a major festival cycle in the
Assamese calendar within which the Rongali
Bihu finds a special place because of its
celebrative mood as well as joy and social gai-
ety. Within the cycle of the Bihu festival spread
over the agricultural cycle around the year, the
Rongali Bihu constitutes another cycle spread
over the month of Bohag (Sanskrit Vaisak/ April-
May) observed in Assam.

Bihu is the harvest festival of Assam, cel-
ebrated with fun and abundance by all assamese
people irrespective of caste, creed, religion, faith
and belief. Bihu festival has been inextricably
linked with the agricultural people of Assam since
time immemorial. The festival observed in three
parts and each part synchronizes with the time
of one particular stage of cultivation of paddy
during an agricultural year. The tradition of the
Bihu festival has been surviving the changing
trends of time since inception. Despite this, the

past still vibrates in various rites and rituals ob-
served by the agricultural people in autumnal Kati
Bihu, post harvesting Magh Bihu of winter
solistice and springtime Bohag Bihu. The spring-
time Bohag Bihu is celebrated in mid April after
the seeds of "Ahu" paddy are sown and before
the seddling of "Sali" paddy are transplanted, the
atumnal Kati Bihu is celebrated in mid October
and the Magh Bihu celebrated in mid January.
The relics of the springtime Bihu songs and
dances, where in lies the aesthetic significance
of Bihu, are now displayed in publicly organized
Bihu festivals. This new tradition of the festival
has assumed immense importance in recent
times.It is an accomplished fact that good har-
vest in primitive agrarian societies depended on
nature"s approval. It was, therefore natural that
the primitive agricultural people had to satisfy
nature for good harvest. There are many aspect
which are related with the people of ancient
Assam constitued the very background for a fes-
tival like Bihu. We have reasons to believe that
all efforts and thinkins of the primitive people
were directed towards having sufficient food for
sustenance life. The pressure of severe demand
for production of food ultimately gave rise to
same ritual activities backed by folksy beliefs.
We know that the pre-historic Assam had
been inhabited by people of diverse races. This
phenomenon has rendered the origin of Bihu
mysterious. However, the subject can be dealt
with the help of prevailing myths and legends
on the origin of Bihu and precisely with the help
of the available pre-historical and historical
sources. The most popular Assamese myth asso-
ciated with Bihu is the myth of Bordoisila pre-
sumed to be a daughter of Assam who has been
married a bridegroom. Bordoisila visits her
mother"s home once a year at the advent of
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springtime Bihu and she is regarded as a female
spirit. The people of Assam experience strong
gale at the period which marks the beginning of
Bihu and another strong gale after her departure
which is devasting. The Word Bordoisilaa is ac-
tually derives from the Bodo word Bordoisikhla
which mean girl of Storm. Sikhla meaning girl
and Bordoi meaning storm.

According to Hindu myth the Earth was
born from the pores of Brahma's hair. After the
Satya, Treta and Dwapara yuga were over, the
Kali yuga appeared and in this Kali yuga, musi-
cal instruments of heaven came down to the earth.
Dhol was created by Mahadeva of kailasha. The
hollow wooden body of dhol is preferable made
from the trunk of Cham tree. Krishna gave the
seed of Cham tree to Narada who sowed it in the
earth. After grew up the tree Biswakarma cut
down the tree and carpenter Sukmal gave the
shape of Dhol. The myths and legends are popu-
lar folk tales orally transmitted from one genera-
tion to another and admittedly their character is
imaginary and unrealistic. The origin of various
features of Bihu found in these myths and leg-
ends are mostly based on imaginary talks rather
than on historical grounds. The emotions, feel-
ings and assumptions of the people at folk level
of the Assamese socity are guided by these pre-
vailing myths and legends which incited the
people to adhere to the age old beliefsE, so their
importances at folk level is taken for granted. We
have already came across that nature, agriculture
and simple beliefs of the primitive cultivators
constituted the background for Bihu festival.
Further close observations of various rites and
rituals confirm that Bihu has been on agricul-
tural festival since its inception in prehistorical
time.

The origin of the term Bihu is unclear. Al-
though the three Bihus constitute a sort of pattern,
a ritual and a festival complex covering the an-
nual life cycle of the peasantry, the springtime
Bohag Bihu causes the largest amount of stir in
the mental and social life of the people of
Assam.We have also arrived at a definite conclu-
sion that Bihu originates in the form of spring time
ritual. The fact therefore remains that the term Bihu
is entangled with spring season.

Regarding the origin of the term Bihu,
some scholars try to astronomically associate

1152 &
Bihu with vernal Equinox, i.e Sanskriti Visuvan
Sankranti. The day of Visuvan Sankranti falls
during the spring season which the Assamese
Bohag Bihu or Rangali Bihu coincides with. And
on this strength, this school of thought holds the
term Bihu to have been derived from Visuvan,
ie. Visuvan-Visu-Bihu. Again some scholars
think that the term Bihu has some non-Aryan af-
finities. Some views on non- Aryan sources of
the term are found to be popular. The name Bihu
has been derived from Boisagu of the Bodos,ie-
Boisagu-Boihagu-Bihu. Moreover someone be-
lieved that the term Bihu is corrupt from the Bodo
term ,,Bi-hou" means to beg and to give.

It has been discussed that the Bihu con-
stitutes a festival cycle in itself observed on three
occasions along the agricultural season. The
rongali/Bohag Bihu or the spring time observance
amidst these three is the most remarkable of these
and is marked by multiplicity of celebrations by
different communities in different ways consti-
tuting another cycle of observances. Each of these
observances, rooted in fertility and agriculture
comprises performances of various sorts and a
series of rituals, community feasting, gaiety and
most importantly music and dance. The rongali
Bihu being related to fertility and the art of cre-
ation, was originally celebrated in the crop fields
to bring fertility and a good harvest. Since the
festival celebrates youthful vigour, love, eroti-
cism, union, and separation, the youth across all
communities sing and dance in gay abandon with
spontaneity, unrestrained by any written norm,
rule or canonical prescription that often prevails
in a classical tradition of dance and music. Thus
the Bihu like any other folk tradition brings to fore
representations inherent in customs and such other
practices and above the mentalscape of the com-
munities through all such performances. With the
changes in social environment over time there has
been considerable change in the dynamics of per-
formance in respect to rituals as well as music and
dance connected with the rongali Bihu. During the
whole process of the shift of this popular culture,
a prolonged cultural struggle has been going on
between the age old traditions and the demand
ofthe modern amidst conflicts and contradictions
of culture and class. In observing the rongali
Bihu, the customary household rituals appear to
have remained almost unchanged through cen-
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turies. The expressive ritual practices of music
and dance which were performed in forests or
crop fields by youths began to find social accep-
tance wider in community life. The open eroti-
cism of songs and gestures began to change and
content modified to become more socially accept-
able for roadside group performances,
synchronising with spring-time beauty of nature,
New Year and the Bihu which came to be called
as husori. The husori carol singing, composed
of a team of members of the village which goes
along the village roads singing Vaishnavite
prayers or balladic verses began to form an inte-
gral part of the rongali Bihu celebration. Perform-
ers used instruments like dhols (drums), taal
(cymbals) taka (split bamboo clappers), and pepa
(hornpipes). The husori tradition moved from the
village roads to the royal court. The Bhakti Move-
ment of Assam led by Srimanta Sankaradeva
during the 15th — 17th centuries added impetus
to this process of socialisation of Bihu music and
dance by adding a Vaishnavite tinge to the tex-
ture of husori music. The discourse of represen-
tation in this respect found a shift from a sponta-
neous overflow of youthful emotions to social
expressions of joy in celebration of nature and a
desire for the well being of the community. The
vibrant melody and resounding rhythm of the
newly emerging form of performance, by virtue
of its popular appeal, found its way to the royal
court as a mode of public entertainment. The per-
formance of Bihu dance and music thus under-
went a paradigm shift paving the way to take an
institutionalized form and structure. During the
rule of the Ahom King Rajeshwar Singha another
dimension was added to the husori performance
by its placement in the Ranghar, the royal
amphitheatre, as a part of the Bihu celebrations
with added royal grandeur. On the Bohag Bihu
day the husori singing team blesses the king and
the royalty, singing some prayers and hymns. It
gradually became a tradition of singing husori
in the courtyards of all domestic households.
Slowly and steadily it spread all over. Husori
came to be sung in the courtyards of all the house-
holds in a village. Various husori teams were in-
vited for public performance giving it the form
and meaning of social entertainment and a car-
nival. Today in the urban areas husori singing is
mostly seen as a distinct performance on the stage

® @ 038 @gﬂﬁﬁ

in a stylized form, whereas in the villages the
traditional practice continues.During the British
Rule Bihu dance and music was stigmatised. The
observances of domestic as well as community
rituals were however not subjected to such criti-
cism. However, some elites of the state, under
the strong influence of colonial rulers, criticized
the Bihu festival as immoral, vivacious and of
having sexual overtones.

After the British rule in India, the people
of Assam, along with rest of the country, were en-
couraged to obtain formal education. The rural
people were mostly dependent on agricultural ac-
tivities for their livelihood. However, the wave of
education brought under its spell the rural people
of Assam, resulting in many of them gradually at-
taining formal education. Entering into public life
through governmental services became the new
vogue. This dissuaded the people from learning
and practicing Bihu in its earlier mode of perform-
ing in the crop field. While the educated elites in
independent India saw Bihu as a symbol of
Assamese culture they looked for a platform where
they could see it as an integrated phenomenon com-
bining the discourse of tradition and heritage in a
palpable form. The advents of electronic media -
radio and television since second half of the 20th
century have added a critical dimension to the dis-
course. Practising Bihu groups were invited to the
newly emerging media houses, initially of All In-
dia Radio stations and then Doordarshan Kendras
established in Guwahati and Dibrugarh, and in-
vited to perform Bihu music and dance as a repre-
sentation of cultural expression which in turn
served as entertainment for the audience. The de-
sire of the emerging elites who wanted to see the
Bihu grow and expand on public platforms became
vindicated to a certain extent through this process
of media intervention. With the appearance of sat-
ellite television and the mushrooming growth of
localized private television channels the Bihu has
now, over recent years, been subjected to over
mediatisation in the recent decades.

However, with all these changes in the
material aspect of Bihu dance and music, one
aspect that is constant, is the tradition of Bihu
which is endures generation after generation.
While it may have faced criticism from all quar-
ters Bihu is still being celebrated every year with
the same mirth and happiness.d
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