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Abstract: Indian classical texts occupy a central position in the literary and cultural heritage 

of India, offering rich insights into ancient social values, ethical frameworks and 

philosophical ideals. This text continue to invite reinterpretation on different perspectives of 

Kalidasa’s Abhijananashakuntalam stands as one of the most celebrated works of classical 

sanskrit drama, merely for its aesthetic beauty but for its complex portrayal of human 

emotions and social relationships. This article seeks to examine Abhijananashakuntalam as 

an Indian classical text within the broader discourse of interpretation, by focusing on the 

character Shakuntala, her upbringing, suffering and social position. The article attempts to 

explore how classical narratives generate multiple meanings and remain relevant.   

Keywords: idealism, patriarchy, spirituality, innocence, redemption. 

 

 

Introduction: 

Indian classical literature represents a tradition in which art, philosophy and social life 

are deeply interconnected. Texts composed in ancient India were not written solely for 

entertainment but served as cultural documents that reflected the moral codes, religious 

beliefs and hierarchical structures of society. Interpretation plays a crucial role in 

understanding these texts, as meaning is not fixed but shaped by context, readership and 

critical perspective. Classical texts continue to speak to modern audiences, revealing new 

layers of significance beyond their original historical moment. 

Within this tradition, Sanskrit drama occupies a significant place, as it combines 

poetry, performance, emotion and philosophy. Kalidasa stands out as the most celebrated 

dramatist of this classical period. His works exemplify the aesthetic principles outlined in 

classical treatises such as Bharat’s Natyashastra, particularly the concept of rasa, emotional 

experience. Abhijananashakuntalam, Kalidasa’s most renewed play, draws its narrative from 

the Mahabharata but reshapes into a refined literary and dramatic form. The play has been 

admired for centuries for its lyrical language, vivid imagery, and emotional depth. However, 
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beyond its aesthetic excellence, Abhijananashakuntalam also functions as a culturally 

ideological text that reflects social attitudes toward love, marriage, memory and gender. 

The character of Shakuntala occupies a central position in the interpretative discourse 

surrounding the play. Her life story – from her birth and upbringing to her love, 

abandonment, and eventual recognition- provides a framework through which readers can 

examine classical ideals as well as their limitations. By focusing on Shakuntala, this articles 

seeks to explore how classical texts generate multiple interpretations and how these 

interpretations reveal changing attitudes towards power and social legitimacy. 

Thus, the study of Abhijnanashakuntalam as a classical discourse allows us to 

understand how literary texts transcend their historical origins and continue to generate 

evolving interpretations. Through the character of Shakuntala, the play not only reflects the 

aesthetic ideals of classical Sanskrit literature but also opens a space for critical engagement 

with themes of identity, gender roles, memory, and social authority. Examining these 

dimensions helps to situate the text within a broader interpretative framework, demonstrating 

its enduring relevance in both literary scholarship and contemporary cultural discussions. 

 

Shakuntala’s origin and upbringing-Foundations of meaning:  

Shakuntala’s origin and upbringing form the symbolic foundation of her character and 

identity within the play. She is born of a celestial union between the sage Vishwamitra and 

the apsara Menaka, yet she grows up not in a royal palace but within the calm, disciplined 

environment of Kanva’s hermitage. This dual heritage gives her a unique position between 

two worlds — the natural and the royal, the divine and the human. Her life in the forest is 

deeply connected with nature, simplicity, and innocence, which shapes her personality into 

one marked by purity, emotional sincerity, and moral virtue. The hermitage is not merely her 

home but also a symbolic representation of harmony between human life and the natural 

world, and this environment deeply influences her worldview and behavior.  

This upbringing also establishes the emotional core of the drama when she must leave 

the hermitage. Her departure reveals the deep bonds she shares with her foster-father Kanva 

and the natural surroundings that nurtured her. The moment of separation highlights how her 

identity is rooted not only in biological origin but also in emotional belonging. Through this, 

the play suggests that true identity is constructed through relationships, upbringing, and 

environment rather than merely birth or status. 
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“A girl is held in trust, another’s treasure; 

To arms of love my child to-day is given; 

And now I feel a calm and sacred pleasure; 

I have restored the pledge that came from heaven.” 

 Thus, Shakuntala’s origin and upbringing ultimately function as the moral and 

symbolic foundation of her character in the play. Her life in the hermitage nurtures qualities 

of innocence, emotional sensitivity, and spiritual harmony, which later stand in sharp contrast 

to the rigid and formal atmosphere of the royal court. This contrast is central to the dramatic 

tension of the narrative, as her identity is repeatedly tested when she moves from the natural 

world of affection into the social world of authority and recognition. Through this portrayal, 

Kalidasa suggests that true nobility lies not in birth or status but in values shaped by 

environment, love, and ethical upbringing. Shakuntala’s early life therefore becomes more 

than background information; it acts as the emotional and philosophical basis upon which the 

entire drama unfolds. 

 

Love and Marriage : Idealism and Its Consequences 

Love in Abhijananashakuntalam is presented as both idealistic and fragile. The 

relationship between Shakuntala and King Dushyanta begins in a romantic, almost poetic 

atmosphere within the hermitage, where love appears spontaneous, pure, and natural. Their 

union represents the classical Sanskrit ideal of gandharva marriage, based on mutual consent 

rather than social rituals. At this stage, love is portrayed as a harmonious force connecting 

individuals across social boundaries. However, this idealism also carries consequences, as the 

absence of formal recognition makes their marriage vulnerable to doubt and social suspicion. 

As the narrative progresses, the curse of Durvasa introduces the theme of memory 

loss, transforming love into a source of suffering and conflict. The king’s inability to 

remember Shakuntala symbolizes how fragile human relationships can be when they lack 

societal validation. Love thus shifts from an idealized emotion into a tragic experience 

marked by separation, misunderstanding, and emotional pain. The play suggests that love, 

though powerful, must be supported by responsibility and recognition to sustain itself within 

social reality. 

“You are the best of worthy men, they say; 

And she, I know, Good Works personified; 

The Creator wrought for ever and a day, 

In a wedding such a virtuous groom and bride.” 
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These lines emphasize the ideal nature of their union, portraying their marriage as 

divinely sanctioned and morally perfect. Yet the later conflict reveals the tension between 

ideal love and practical reality, illustrating how social and psychological factors can disrupt 

even the most sacred bonds. 

 

Memory, Power, and Social Recognition: 

Memory functions as one of the most powerful thematic elements in the play, shaping 

both the conflict and its resolution. The curse that causes Dushyanta to forget Shakuntala 

symbolizes the fragility of human relationships when they depend on memory and 

recognition. In the royal court, identity becomes tied to proof, social validation, and authority 

rather than emotional truth. Shakuntala’s suffering emerges from this clash between personal 

reality and public recognition, as her genuine marital bond is denied due to the king’s lost 

memory. 

The restoration of memory through the recognition ring symbolizes the recovery of 

truth and justice. It suggests that memory is not merely a psychological function but also a 

moral and social force that determines legitimacy, identity, and belonging. Through this 

theme, the play explores how power structures can erase individual voices unless supported 

by tangible evidence or social acknowledgment. 

“Because the world suspects a wife 

Who does not share her husband’s lot, 

Her kinsmen wish her to abide 

With him, although he loves her now.” 

This passage underscores how memory in the play functions not merely as a personal 

faculty but as a decisive instrument of social authority. Shakuntala’s identity and legitimacy 

depend entirely upon the king’s recollection, demonstrating how recognition in a hierarchical 

society is controlled by power rather than emotional truth. The restoration of memory later in 

the narrative therefore symbolizes not only personal reconciliation but also the re-

establishment of justice and social order. Through this theme, Abhijnanashakuntalam reveals 

how fragile individual dignity becomes when it is dependent upon external validation rather 

than intrinsic truth. 

 

Suffering, Silence, and the Question of Agency: 

Shakuntala’s character is deeply defined by her suffering and emotional resilience. 

When she is rejected by the king, she does not respond with anger or rebellion but with 
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dignified silence and inner strength. This silence reflects the traditional ideals of patience, 

modesty, and moral endurance associated with classical female characters in Sanskrit 

literature. However, her silence also raises questions about agency, as it highlights the limited 

power women possess within patriarchal social structures. 

Her suffering is portrayed not as weakness but as a form of moral strength and 

spiritual endurance. Through her patience and emotional integrity, she ultimately achieves 

recognition and justice. The play thus presents suffering as a transformative experience that 

leads to personal growth and restoration of harmony.  

“Oh, my heart, you feared it, and now it has come. 

The vine of my hope climbed high, but it is broken now. 

As my heart ponders whether I could ever 

Have wed this woman that has come to me 

In tortured loveliness, as I endeavour 

To bring it back to mind, then like a bee 

That hovers round a jasmine flower at dawn, 

While frosty dews of morning still o’erweave it, 

And hesitates to sip ere they be gone, 

I cannot taste the sweet, and cannot leave it.” 

This extended passage vividly illustrates the emotional depth of Shakuntala’s 

suffering and the complexity of her silent endurance. The imagery of the broken vine 

symbolizes the collapse of her hopes, while the comparison of the king’s hesitation to a bee 

hovering over a frost-covered flower reflects the painful uncertainty and emotional distance 

created by lost memory. Rather than expressing anger or open protest, Shakuntala’s response 

remains inward and restrained, revealing the classical ideal of dignified patience. At the same 

time, this silence can also be interpreted as a reflection of limited agency within a patriarchal 

social order, where a woman’s voice holds little authority against royal power. Thus, the 

passage not only conveys personal sorrow but also highlights broader themes of emotional 

vulnerability, social inequality, and the moral strength required to endure injustice. 

 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, Abhijananashakuntalam by Kalidasa emerges as far more than a simple 

romantic narrative; it stands as a profound exploration of human emotions, social values, and 

philosophical truths embedded within classical Indian thought. Through the character of 

Shakuntala, the text delicately examines the complex intersections of identity, love, memory, 
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and social recognition. Her journey from an innocent forest-dwelling maiden to a figure of 

suffering, endurance, and eventual restoration reflects not only a personal story but also a 

symbolic representation of the human condition itself. The play demonstrates how individual 

identity is shaped by environment, relationships, and societal structures rather than merely by 

birth or status. 

Furthermore, the text reveals the tension between idealism and reality, particularly 

through its portrayal of love and marriage. While the union between Shakuntala and 

Dushyanta initially appears pure and divinely sanctioned, its vulnerability to social doubt and 

the fragility of memory exposes the limitations of idealistic emotions within the practical 

world. The theme of recognition becomes central to the narrative, suggesting that truth in 

human relationships often depends on societal validation and authority rather than personal 

experience alone. This insight gives the play a timeless relevance, as it reflects enduring 

struggles between emotional authenticity and social legitimacy. 

At the same time, Shakuntala’s silent suffering raises important questions about 

agency and gender roles within traditional social frameworks. Her patience and dignity do not 

indicate weakness but rather reveal a deeper moral strength and spiritual resilience. Through 

her eventual recognition and reunion, the play affirms the triumph of truth, virtue, and 

emotional integrity over injustice and misunderstanding. Thus, the text ultimately presents a 

vision of harmony, where human suffering is transformed into a path toward restoration and 

balance. 

Therefore, Abhijananashakuntalam remains a timeless literary masterpiece because it 

combines poetic beauty with philosophical depth and social insight. Its interpretations 

continue to evolve across generations, demonstrating how classical literature retains its power 

to speak to changing human experiences while preserving universal truths about love, 

memory, identity, and the enduring quest for recognition. 
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The spiritual and cultural identity of Assam has been deeply shaped by the teachings 

of Srimanta Sankardeva, whose Neo-Vaishnavite movement brought a significant spiritual 

and social transformation by promoting devotion, equality, and community participation. At 

the centre of his reform lies Naam-Prasanga or Harinam, the collective chanting of the divine 

name in Namghars, which functions not only as a devotional practice but also as a cultural 

and social knowledge tradition embedded in everyday Assamese life. 

In the broader context of civilization, this practice reflects the core philosophy of the 

Indian Knowledge System (IKS), which emphasizes holistic knowledge integrating 

spirituality, health, ethics, social harmony, and experiential learning into daily life. Unlike 

purely theoretical knowledge models, IKS promotes lived wisdom transmitted through 

culture and community practice. In this sense, Naam-Prasanga stands as a practical and living 

expression of Indian Knowledge System principles, combining spiritual consciousness, social 

equality, cultural preservation, and traditional scientific wisdom within a single collective 

practice, thereby demonstrating how indigenous knowledge systems continue to sustain 

identity, harmony, and holistic well-being across generations. 

Thus, Naam-Prasanga reflects the essence of Indian Knowledge System by 

embodying knowledge as lived culture, shared spirituality, and collective human experience. 

 

    • Social significance and Community building:  

The community-building dimension of the Indian Knowledge System finds one of its 

most powerful historical expressions in the socio-spiritual reforms initiated by Srimanta 

Sankardeva, who reshaped the cultural and social structure of Assam through the inclusive 

practice of Naam-Prasanga and the philosophy of Eka-Sarana-Nama Dharma. Prior to the 

widespread influence of this movement, the religious landscape of the region was highly 

fragmented, with multiple ritualistic practices, localized belief systems, and priest-centered 

religious structures dominating spiritual life. In many areas, religious practice often 

emphasized complex rituals, sacrificial traditions such as animal offerings, fear-based faith 

elements, and rigid social stratifications, which sometimes limited spiritual accessibility for 

common people and marginalized communities. Different tribal and social groups followed 



13 
 

diverse forms of Shaiva, Shakta, and folk religious traditions, which, while culturally 

significant, often lacked a unifying spiritual framework connecting society under a shared 

ethical and devotional ideology. This situation contributed to social divisions, ritual 

dependency, and limited access to simplified spiritual knowledge for the broader population. 

Against this backdrop, Sankardeva introduced Eka-Sarana-Nama Dharma, 

establishing devotion to one supreme divine principle — Hari or Krishna — as the universal 

spiritual path accessible to all through sincere chanting of the divine Naam. Through the 

practice of Saran (initiation), he extended spiritual dignity and religious participation to non-

Brahmin communities and indigenous groups such as Mising, Bodo, Karbi and others, 

integrating them into a shared devotional-cultural identity. Naam-Prasanga functioned as a 

social and spiritual equalizer because it removed the need for complex ritual mediation and 

emphasized purity of heart, moral living, and collective devotion as the true path to spiritual 

liberation and inner happiness. In doing so, Naam-Prasanga not only united diverse 

communities but also guided society toward more ethical, disciplined, and spiritually 

purposeful living. This transformation reflects a deeper Indian Knowledge System principle 

— that knowledge and spirituality must serve human unity, social dignity, and moral 

upliftment — making Naam-Prasanga a living example of inclusive traditional knowledge 

shaping both spiritual consciousness and social evolution. 

 

• Naam Prasanga as a traditional knowledge System : 

Naam-Prasanga represents one of the most powerful expressions of social knowledge 

within the Indian Knowledge System, where knowledge is designed not merely for individual 

spiritual elevation but for shaping an organized, ethical, and harmonious society. Within the 

socio-religious transformation initiated by Srimanta Sankardeva, Naam-Prasanga functioned 

not only as a devotional gathering but as a structured platform for social reform, moral 

discipline, and community-based life organization. At a time when many sections of society 

lacked access to structured spiritual education, social ethics, organized community systems, 

and hygienic lifestyle practices, Sankardeva introduced Naam-Prasanga as part of a broader 

cultural movement that guided people toward a more disciplined, purposeful, and spiritually 

anchored way of living. Through Harinam and Namghar-centered collective life, people were 

gradually encouraged toward cleaner living habits, moral self-regulation, community 

responsibility, respect for social order, and shared spiritual identity rooted in devotion to one 

universal divine principle. 
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In the socio-cultural structure of Assam, Namghars evolved beyond religious centers 

into community institutions where education, ethical teaching, sanitation awareness, social 

coordination, conflict resolution, and collective decision-making were practiced in an 

organized manner. Naam-Prasanga therefore unified people not only spiritually but socially 

and culturally, helping communities move toward more systematic, cooperative, and ethically 

conscious social living. This reflects a core Indian Knowledge System principle — that true 

knowledge must refine human conduct, sustain social harmony, and provide a meaningful life 

purpose. In this way, Naam-Prasanga became a holistic life-guiding system that uplifted 

communities morally, socially, and spiritually, transforming devotion into a pathway for 

collective development and social dignity. 

 

• Naam-Prasanga as the source of Scientific knowledge and Health Benefits:  

Naam-Prasanga also reflects the scientific dimension of the Indian Knowledge 

System, where spirituality is organically connected with physical nourishment, psychological 

balance, and community well-being. In the devotional practices institutionalized by Srimanta 

Sankardeva, collective chanting of Naam generates rhythmic sound vibrations that help 

regulate breathing patterns, calm neural activity, and promote mental stability through 

repetitive meditative sound. The synchronized clapping and rhythmic bodily participation 

during Naam chanting stimulate blood circulation and provide mild physical activation, 

reflecting the Indian Knowledge System principle that spiritual practice must simultaneously 

nurture bodily health and mental equilibrium. 

An important scientific-cultural dimension is also reflected in the Xorai–Prasad ritual 

practiced during Naam-Prasanga within the devotional culture of Assam. The Xorai 

traditionally contains soaked pulses or gram (mogu), ginger, salt, seasonal fruits such as 

apple, coconut, cucumber, grapes, and sometimes traditional sweets like laddu. From a 

nutritional science perspective, soaked pulses provide easily digestible plant protein and 

minerals, ginger supports digestion and metabolic function, while fruits supply natural sugars, 

hydration, vitamins, and antioxidants. Together, this combination functions as a balanced 

natural energy meal that helps participants sustain physical stamina, maintain hydration, and 

continue long-duration devotional participation without physical fatigue. This reflects 

indigenous nutritional wisdom embedded within spiritual practice, where food is designed not 

only as sacred offering but also as functional health support. 

Thus, Naam-Prasanga demonstrates a core Indian Knowledge System principle — 

that knowledge must sustain life holistically by integrating spiritual consciousness, nutritional 
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science, rhythmic sound therapy, and collective emotional well-being. Through such 

practices, spirituality and science do not exist as separate domains but function together as a 

unified system of life knowledge. 

 

• Naam-Prasanga as a source of Cultural Knowledge : 

Naam-Prasanga stands as a powerful medium of cultural knowledge preservation 

within the Indian Knowledge System, where knowledge is sustained not only through written 

texts but through living oral traditions, performing arts, and collective cultural participation. 

In the socio-cultural renaissance initiated by Srimanta Sankardeva, devotional practices were 

designed in forms that could be remembered, performed, and transmitted across generations 

through song, rhythm, storytelling, and dramatic performance. Within the cultural landscape 

of Assam, Naam-Prasanga became a living repository of Assamese heritage, preserving 

sacred literature, devotional music, linguistic identity, and ethical narratives through 

continuous oral recitation and communal performance. The chanting of Naam, the singing of 

devotional hymns, and the collective participation in Namghar-centered cultural activities 

ensured that spiritual philosophy, social values, and historical cultural memory remained 

accessible to all sections of society, including those outside formal literary traditions. This 

reflects a core Indian Knowledge System principle that knowledge must live within culture 

and community rather than remain confined to written scholarship. Through Naam-Prasanga, 

Assamese cultural heritage continues to be transmitted as lived knowledge — where 

language, music, devotion, ethical teaching, and community identity merge into a continuous 

flow, demonstrating how indigenous knowledge traditions sustain cultural identity, social 

memory, and spiritual consciousness across time. 

 

• Modern Relevance of Naam-Prasanga in context of Indian Knowledge System: 

In the contemporary era marked by rapid globalization, cultural fragmentation, and 

increasing psychological stress, Naam-Prasanga continues to demonstrate profound relevance 

within the framework of the Indian Knowledge System as a model of sustainable cultural 

knowledge and community-centered well-being. Unlike static traditions preserved only in 

texts, Naam-Prasanga survives as a living practice — transmitted through collective 

participation, oral recitation, musical devotion, and intergenerational cultural continuity. This 

sustainability reflects a core Indian Knowledge System principle: that knowledge must 

remain embedded within community life in order to endure across time. Within the socio-

cultural fabric shaped by Srimanta Sankardeva in Assam, Naam-Prasanga continues to 
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function as a dynamic institution preserving language, devotional literature, moral ethics, and 

indigenous philosophical thought, thereby safeguarding Assamese cultural identity in an era 

of cultural homogenization. 

Equally significant is its relevance to mental and emotional well-being in modern 

society. The rhythmic chanting of Naam, collective prayer, and communal participation foster 

psychological stability, reduce social isolation, and strengthen emotional resilience — 

elements increasingly recognized in contemporary wellness discourse. At a time when 

individuals often experience alienation and identity crises, Naam-Prasanga offers a shared 

spiritual space that reinforces belonging, moral clarity, and collective strength. It strengthens 

community resilience by nurturing cooperation, dialogue, and shared responsibility through 

the Namghar system, while simultaneously preserving cultural memory and spiritual identity. 

Thus, within the Indian Knowledge System framework, Naam-Prasanga stands not merely as 

a historical devotional practice but as a sustainable model of cultural continuity, mental 

harmony, and social cohesion — demonstrating how indigenous knowledge traditions 

continue to provide relevant solutions for modern societal challenges. 

 

• Conclusion : 

Naam-Prasanga, as envisioned and institutionalized by Srimanta Sankardeva, stands 

not merely as a devotional practice but as a comprehensive knowledge system rooted in the 

philosophical foundations of the Indian Knowledge System. It embodies the holistic 

integration of spirituality, ethical conduct, social organization, cultural transmission, 

scientific well-being, and collective harmony. Within the socio-cultural landscape of Assam, 

Naam-Prasanga transformed fragmented religious practices into a unified spiritual ideology 

centered upon Eka-Sarana-Nama Dharma, emphasizing devotion to one supreme divine 

principle through the simple yet profound act of chanting the divine Name. In doing so, it 

dismantled rigid hierarchies, fostered social inclusion, elevated marginalized communities, 

and established Namghars as living institutions of ethical guidance, community coordination, 

and cultural continuity. 

More profoundly, Naam-Prasanga reflects the core Indian Knowledge System 

conviction that knowledge must not remain abstract or confined to scholarly discourse; it 

must refine human character, sustain social structures, nurture bodily and mental health, and 

preserve cultural identity across generations. Through its spiritual depth, social inclusiveness, 

nutritional wisdom embedded in ritual practices, rhythmic sound-based psychological 

balance, and intergenerational oral transmission, Naam-Prasanga continues to function as a 
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living embodiment of indigenous knowledge in action. In an age increasingly searching for 

sustainable cultural roots and holistic models of living, Sankardeva’s Naam-Prasanga 

emerges as a timeless testament to how devotion, knowledge, and society can unite into a 

coherent and elevating way of life — demonstrating that the Indian Knowledge System is not 

merely a philosophical heritage of the past, but a dynamic and enduring framework for 

human development, faith, knowledge, society, and culture into one unified vision. 
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Introduction: 

 

Indigenous medicines of Assam are not just a system of treatment; they are a living tradition 

shaped by centuries of close connection between people and nature. Surrounded by lush 

forests, flowing rivers, and fertile land, the people of Assam learned to depend on their 

natural surroundings for healing and well-being. Long before modern hospitals and scientific 

medicine became common, families relied on plants, herbs, roots, and other natural resources 

to cure illnesses and stay healthy. 

             This healing knowledge was never confined to books. It lived in the memories and 

experiences of elders and traditional healers who carefully observed how different plants 

affected the human body. Through patience, practice, and generations of shared experience, 

they developed remedies that became part of everyday life. During the time of the Ahom 

dynasty, these indigenous practices continued to grow and were respected within society. 

Village healers such as Bej, Bezini, and Ojha were trusted members of the community, 

offering not only herbal treatments but also emotional and spiritual comfort. 

             Spiritual beliefs also played an important role in shaping Assam’s healing traditions. 

The spread of Vaishnavism under the guidance of Srimanta Sankardev encouraged people to 

see health as more than just physical well-being. Prayer, moral living, and inner peace were 

considered essential for a healthy life. Over time, classical systems like Ayurveda influenced 

local practices, introducing ideas such as balancing Vata, Pitta, and Kapha. Yet, unlike 

written medical traditions, indigenous medicine in Assam remained deeply rooted in 

community life and oral teaching. 

             The natural environment of Assam has always supported this tradition. With its rich 

biodiversity and favorable climate, the region is home to countless medicinal plants, many 

found in areas like Kaziranga National Park. Indigenous communities such as the Bodo, 

Mising, Karbi, and Dimasa have carefully preserved their own unique herbal knowledge. 

Simple remedies made from local plants continue to be used to treat common problems like 

fever, wounds, cough, and stomach disorders. 
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             Even today, despite the presence of modern healthcare facilities, indigenous medicine 

remains meaningful-especially in rural and remote areas. For many people, traditional 

remedies are affordable, accessible, and trusted. The Government of India, through the 

Ministry of AYUSH, has taken steps to recognize and promote traditional systems of healing. 

However, challenges like deforestation, environmental damage, and rapid modernization 

threaten both medicinal plants and the traditional knowledge linked to them. 

        Indigenous medicines of Assam, therefore, represent more than ancient practices-they 

reflect the deep wisdom, resilience, and cultural strength of its people. Preserving this 

heritage is not only about protecting tradition; it is about valuing sustainable, nature-based 

approaches to health that can continue to benefit future generations. 

 

Importance of indigenous medicines of Assam: 

 

Indigenous medicines are traditional healing practices developed by local 

communities using plants, herbs, and natural resources found in their surroundings. In Assam, 

this knowledge has been passed down through generations and remains closely connected to 

daily food habits and home remedies. Many medicinal plants are not only used for treatment 

but are also prepared as regular dishes, showing how deeply nature is linked with the lifestyle 

of the people. 

The people of Assam regularly use these indigenous medicines because they are 

natural, affordable, and easily available in home gardens, forests, and fields. These plants 

provide primary healthcare in many rural areas and help maintain overall health. Indigenous 

medicinal knowledge not only treats common illnesses but also preserves cultural traditions 

and strengthens the connection between people and nature. 

           Several important indigenous plants are commonly used in Assam. Manimuni 

(Centella asiatica) is eaten as curry or chutney and is believed to help with stomach problems 

and improve skin health. Laijabori (Drymaria cordata) is used to treat fever, cough, 

headache, and skin infections. Brahmi (Bacopa monnieri) is known as a brain tonic that 

improves memory and concentration. Vedai Lota (Paederiafoetida) helps relieve indigestion 

and joint pain, while Mosondori (Houttuynia cordata) is traditionally used for lung 

infections. DuporTenga (Bryophyllumpinnatum) is used for kidney stones and blood pressure, 

and Kehraj (Ecliptaprostrata) is valued for hair growth and treating skin diseases. 

Moduxuleng (Polygonum chinense) is important among the Mishing community for stomach 



20 
 

aches, and Chatiana (Alstoniascholaris) is respected for treating malaria and diarrhea. Sajhia 

(Barleriacristata) is used as a paste for boils and skin infections. 

            Along with these, many edible plants in Assamese cuisine also have medicinal value. 

BorKachu (Colocasia species) is rich in nutrients and has antioxidant and anti-inflammatory 

properties. DhekiaXaak (Diplazium esculentum), commonly eaten during the monsoon, 

supports digestion and provides vitamins. Bor Goss (Ficus hispida) is traditionally used for 

stomach and skin disorders. Jilmil Hak (Chenopodium ambrosioides) is known for its 

antiseptic and digestive benefits. 

 

Benefits of Indigenous medicines: 

 

● Indigenous medicines are made from natural plants and herbs that grow around us, 

making healthcare feel simple and close to nature. 

● They are affordable and easy to access, especially for people living in villages where 

hospitals may be far away. 

● For common illnesses like cough, cold, fever, stomach ache, or minor wounds, 

families often rely on home remedies first. 

● Many medicinal plants help strengthen the body, improve digestion, and support 

overall health in a natural way. 

● Indigenous medicine carries the wisdom of elders and keeps traditional knowledge 

alive through generations. 

● Using local plants encourages people to care for forests, fields, and biodiversity, as 

their well-being depends on nature. 

 

Plants from Assam with Medicinal Properties: 

 

There are many plants and herbs grown in the wild or some are recognised and 

domesticated by the natives of Assam. Those plants have outstanding medicinal uses for 

ages. Some are consumed in various forms as spice herbs and are known for their beneficial 

effects in maintaining good health. Some of the common medicinal plants with their common 

name and medicinal application are  

given below in table 1.  
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                     Scientific Name.         Common Name.             Medicinal Use 

 

Abelmoschus manihot. Usipak, Aibika.             Flowers used to treat chronic    bronchitis 

and toothache 

 

Abrus precatorius.                      Latumoni.                  Helps in hair growth, leaves  are used 

in fever and cough 

& cold 

 

Desmodium laxiforum.                Bhuter chira                 Leaves and stem are used                to treat 

amenorrhoea and 

 uterine infection16 

 

             Thunbergia coccinea.                 Changalota,Nil- 

lata, Nilakontho              Root juice is used to treat        stomach infection and sterility 

 

Spilenthes acmella                      Suho nibon                 Leaves are used to treat mouth ulcers  

 

Colocasia esculenta.                       Kola kochu.                     Corms and runners are consumed and 

are 

 believed to treat piles and  

tonsilitis 

 

           Alocasia macrorrhiza                       Bar-kachu        Used to treat knee joint pain and 

headache 

 

EnydrafluctuansHelechi                Leaves are used to treat ring worm 

 

Blechnum orientaleDhekia                Used to treat stomachache, urinary bladder infection 

 and skin diseases 

 

Nymphoides indica                        Tal japori.           The plant juice is consumed for treating 

jaundice 
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More Medicinal plants of Assam: 

 

Manimuni (Centella asiatica) is a small, creeping herb with soft, round green leaves 

that usually grows in damp places. In Assam, it is much more than just a wild plant — it is a 

regular part of everyday meals. Families prepare it as chutney, mix it into freshsalads, or cook 

it as a light curry. People believe it helps with common stomach troubles like diarrhea and 

indigestion. It is also valued for keeping the skin healthy and helping small wounds heal 

faster. Elders often suggest eating Manimuni to improve memory and calm the mind, which 

makes it both nourishing food and a gentle natural remedy. 

 

Amla (Phyllanthus emblica), better known as Indian gooseberry, is a small tree that 

gives round, sour fruits packed with nutrients. Though its taste is quite tangy, it is widely 

loved and eaten raw, pickled, dried, or made into juice. In Assamese homes, Amla is trusted 

for boosting immunity and helping digestion. It is especially famous for being rich in vitamin 

C. Many people also use Amla oil to strengthen their hair and keep the scalp healthy. In 

traditional medicine, it is considered a powerful fruit that supports overall health and energy. 

 

Brahmi (Bacopa monnieri) is a delicate herb that grows near water and has small, 

thick leaves with tiny pale flowers. It is often called a “brain tonic” because it is believed to 

improve memory and concentration. Many elders give it to children to support their learning 

and focus. It is also known for helping reduce stress and maintain healthy blood pressure. 
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Sometimes it is used to treat minor skin problems as well. Because of its calming and 

strengthening effects, Brahmi has long been respected in traditional herbal medicine. 

 

Vedai Lota (Paederiafoetida) is a climbing vine known for its strong smell when 

crushed, yet it remains a favorite in Assamese kitchens. The leaves are cooked into curries or 

lightly fried dishes. Despite its unusual odor, people value it highly for its health benefits. It 

is commonly eaten to relieve indigestion, gas, and bloating. Many also believe it helps reduce 

joint pain and inflammation. Its unique taste and healing qualities make it a special part of 

local food culture. 

 

Mosondori (Houttuynia cordata), also called Fish Mint, is a leafy herb with heart-

shaped leaves and a strong smell. It is often eaten fresh in salads or made into chutney. 

Traditionally, it is used to support respiratory health and is believed to help with lung 

infections like pneumonia. People also consider it helpful for cleansing the body naturally. 

Thanks to its antibacterial and antiviral qualities, Mosondori holds an important place in local 

healing traditions. 

 

DuporTenga (Bryophyllumpinnatum) is a succulent plant with thick, juicy leaves that 

can even grow new plants along their edges. People usually crush the leaves to make a paste 

or extract juice for home remedies. It is commonly used for kidney stones and is believed to 

help control high blood pressure. The paste is also applied to small wounds to promote 

healing. Because it grows easily with little care, many families keep it in their home gardens. 

 

Kehraj (Ecliptaprostrata) is a small herb with tiny white flowers that grows well in 

moist soil. It is especially famous for hair care. The plant’s juice is applied to the scalp to 

encourage hair growth and reduce hair fall. It is also used to treat skin problems like eczema. 

In traditional medicine, Kehraj is valued for supporting liver health and maintaining overall 

vitality. 
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Tulsi (Ocimum sanctum), also known as Holy Basil, is a sacred plant found in many 

Assamese households. Besides its religious importance, it is widely used as a home remedy. 

The leaves are often taken to relieve cough, cold, fever, and breathing problems. Tulsi is also 

believed to strengthen immunity and reduce stress. Because of both its spiritual and medicinal 

value, it holds a very special place in daily life. 

 

BorKachu (Colocasia species) is a large leafy plant whose leaves, stems, and roots are 

commonly used in Assamese cooking. It is rich in starch and provides energy and 

nourishment. It is often prepared with fish or cooked as a vegetable dish. Traditionally, it is 

believed to have antioxidant and anti-inflammatory benefits and may support liver health 

when properly cooked. 

 

DhekiaXaak (Diplazium esculentum), also known as fiddlehead fern, is a seasonal 

vegetable that grows during the monsoon. It is tender, tasty, and full of nutrients. People 

often cook it with fish, pork, or lentils. Besides being delicious, it is known to help digestion 

and provide important vitamins and minerals. Many families look forward to eating it during 

its season. 

 

Bor Goss (Ficus hispida) is a tree from the fig family whose fruits and bark are used 

in traditional remedies. In rural areas, it is commonly used to treat stomach problems and 

certain skin conditions. It continues to be valued where traditional herbal knowledge is still 

practiced. 
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Jilmil Hak (Chenopodium ambrosioides) is a wild leafy herb with a strong smell and 

distinct taste. It is cooked as a green vegetable in traditional dishes. People believe it helps 

digestion and has anti-inflammatory and antiseptic qualities. Even though it grows naturally 

in the wild, it plays an important role in local food and home remedies. 

 

Narasingha Paat (Murrayakoenigii), commonly known as curry leaves, is a fragrant 

plant that many Assamese families grow in their home gardens. Its fresh green leaves have a 

warm, pleasant aroma that adds a special flavor to curries, dals, and vegetable dishes. More 

than just a cooking ingredient, Narasingha Paat is also trusted as a simple home remedy. 

People believe it helps with digestion, keeps the stomach healthy, and even supports hair 

growth and strength. Easy to grow and useful in everyday life, this humble plant holds an 

important place in both the kitchen and traditional home care. 

 

 

 

Conclusion: 

 

The Indigenous medicines of Assam are not just old healing methods from the past—

they are a living part of the people’s daily lives. They show how deeply connected the people 

of Assam are to their land, forests, and rivers. For generations, families have trusted the 

plants around them to care for their health. This knowledge did not grow in laboratories, but 

in villages, kitchens, and gardens, guided by elders and traditional healers who shared their 

wisdom with love and responsibility. 
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Even today, many people continue to use these natural remedies because they are 

simple, affordable, and close at hand. Plants like Manimuni, Tulsi, Brahmi, and Narasingha 

Paat are not only medicines but also part of regular meals. This beautiful connection between 

food and healing reflects a way of life where nature is respected and health is seen as balance 

and harmony. 

However, changing times, shrinking forests, and modern lifestyles are slowly 

threatening both medicinal plants and traditional knowledge. If this wisdom is not protected, 

future generations may lose an important part of their cultural identity. Preserving indigenous 

medicine is therefore not just about saving old traditions—it is about honoring the past, 

protecting nature, and building a healthier future.By respecting and supporting this rich 

heritage alongside modern healthcare, we can ensure that the wisdom of Assam’s indigenous 

medicines continues to guide and benefit generations to come. 
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"The culture of Assam is a synthesis of many streams, but its deepest springs flow from the 

spiritual — from the Satra, the Namghor, and the temple, where art and the divine have 

always been one." 

— Birendra Kumar Bhattacharya, Jnanpith Award-winning Assamese novelist 

 

Introduction 

Assam, the jewel of northeastern India, is a land where religion and art have never 

been separate concerns. Nestled in the Brahmaputra valley, enclosed by the eastern 

Himalayas and the Shillong Plateau, this ancient civilization evolved a distinctive cultural 

universe in which devotion itself became the generative force behind painting, weaving, 

music, drama, dance, and sculpture. Here, art was never a mere decoration — it was an act of 

worship, a form of theology expressed through the hands, the voice, and the body. 

The primary custodians of this sacred artistic inheritance have been divided into three 

kinds of religious institutions: the Satras, which are Vaishnavite monastic centers established 

during the great reformist movement of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries; the namghars, 

which are community prayer halls serving as the village-level nerve centers of Neo-

Vaishnavite practice; and the ancient Temples, particularly the great Shakta-Tantric shrines 

whose artistic traditions predate the Vaishnavite reform by many centuries. Together, these 

three institutions constitute an interconnected ecosystem of artistic production and 

preservation that remains vibrantly alive into the twenty-first century. 

This article examines the indigenous art forms that have flourished within these three 

types of religious institutions, exploring their origins, their distinctive characteristics, their 

spiritual underpinnings, and their enduring significance in the cultural life of Assam. It argues 
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that these institutions are not museums of a frozen past but dynamic, living centers where 

ancient traditions continue to evolve in dialogue with the present. 

I. The Satras: Monasteries as Academies of Art 

The Satras are the most 

philosophically sophisticated and 

artistically prolific of Assam's religious 

institutions. They owe their existence 

to one of the most remarkable figures 

in Indian cultural history — Srimanta 

Sankardeva (1449–1568), the saint, 

poet, playwright, musician, weaver, 

choreographer, and religious reformer 

who single-handedly transformed the 

spiritual and artistic landscape of the Brahmaputra valley. Sankardeva's Ekasarana Dharma 

— a monotheistic, devotional movement centered on the figure of Krishna — rejected caste 

hierarchy, animal sacrifice, and elaborate ritualism in favor of communal singing, theatrical 

performance, and devotional service. Art, for Sankardeva, was not ancillary to religion — it 

was religion's most powerful vehicle. 

The institution he established, the Satra, became not merely a monastery but a total 

artistic academy. Each Satra maintains its own traditions of performance, craft, and sacred 

knowledge, passed down through generations of resident monks called bhokots. The most 

celebrated of these institutions are concentrated on Majuli — the world's largest river island 

— which has been recognized by UNESCO as a site of outstanding cultural significance. The 

Satras of Majuli, including the 

Auniati, Kamalabari, Garamur, and 

Chamaguri Satras, are today active 

centers of artistic training and 

production. 

 

Sattriya Dance 

The most famous art form to 
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emerge from the Satras is Sattriya dance, which was granted the status of one of India's eight 

classical dance forms by the Sangeet Natak Akademi in 2000. Originally performed 

exclusively by male bhokots within the Satra precincts during religious festivals, Sattriya is 

inseparable from its theological context.Every gesture, every eye movement, every rhythmic 

pattern encodes devotional meaning drawn from the stories of Krishna and Rama. The dance 

is performed to the accompaniment of Borgeets — devotional songs composed by 

Sankardeva and his chief disciple Madhavdeva — played on the khol (barrel drum), taal 

(cymbals), bahi (flute), and dotara (string instrument). 

"Sattriya is not merely a dance form. It is a spiritual discipline, a path to the divine 

conceived in movement, breath, and surrender." 

-Indira P.P. Bora, Sangeet Natak AkademiPuraskar recipient and Sattriya 

exponent 

 

Ankiya Bhaona: Sacred Theatre 

Perhaps even more central to Satra life than dance is Ankiya Bhaona — the one-act 

devotional drama pioneered by Sankardeva. These plays, performed during festivals such as 

Raas, Parijaat, and Janmashtami, combine music, dance, dramatic dialogue, elaborate 

costumes, and spectacular mask work to enact episodes from the lives of Krishna and Rama. 

The staging conventions are ancient and highly formalized: performances take place in the 

open courtyard of the Satra, with the sacred Manikut (sanctum) as backdrop. There is no 

proscenium, no artificial lighting — the stage is the community itself, gathered in devotion. 

The masks used in Bhaona are among 

the most extraordinary objects in Indian 

material culture. Crafted at the Chamaguri 

Satra using bamboo, cane, clay, cloth, and 

lacquer, these masks — depicting gods, 

demons, animals, and hybrid beings — can be 

life-sized or enormously magnified, sometimes 

ten or twelve feet tall. The craft of mask-

making is a hereditary knowledge carefully 

preserved and transmitted within particular 
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Satra lineages. 

 

Sanchipat Manuscript 

Sanchipat refers to traditional Assamese manuscripts prepared from the processed 

bark of the Sanchi tree, commonly known as agarwood. For centuries in Assam, these 

durable and insect-resistant bark strips were used as writing material for religious, historical, 

and literary texts. Rooted in the Vaishnavite Bhakti tradition, Sanchipat manuscripts often 

contained sacred scriptures, devotional songs, and theological writings. Many of these 

manuscripts included painted illustrations, forming what are known as Sanchipat paintings—

an important visual and literary tradition of Assam. 

These manuscripts were primarily preserved and used in Satras (Vaishnavite monastic 

institutions) and Namghars (community prayer halls). They were created to preserve, study, 

and disseminate sacred religious texts and narratives, especially the Bhagavata Purana. 

The tradition of Sanchipat reflects a deep interconnection between spirituality, visual 

art, and skilled craftsmanship, representing a significant aspect of Assam’s cultural and 

religious heritage. 

Vrindavani Vastra and Sacred Textiles 

The Manikut within each Satra is adorned with 

Vrindavani Vastra  a form of embroidered textile depicting 

scenes from Vaishnava mythology. The original Vrindavani 

Vastra was created by Sankardeva himself, and these sacred 

textiles remain among the most treasured objects in 

Assamese cultural life. Alongside this, the tradition of Pat 

silk weaving and Muga silk weaving  using threads from the 

golden muga silkworm unique to Assam  produces ritual 

garments offered to the deity. The motifs woven into these 

fabrics’ conch shells, lotus flowers, the divine footprint, the 

kalasha carry layers of devotional meaning. 
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II. The Namghars: Democracy of Devotion and Art 

If the Satra is the Vaishnavite academy, the Namghar is its village campus. Established by 

Sankardeva as an alternative to elaborate temple ritual, the Namghar is the community prayer 

hall found in virtually every village across the Brahmaputra valley. It was a revolutionary 

institution in its conception — open to all, regardless of caste or gender, requiring no 

priesthood or specialized knowledge, offering devotion through the democratized medium of 

communal song and prayer. In doing so, it became the single most important vehicle for the 

preservation and transmission of Assamese folk and devotional art forms at the grassroots 

level. 

Architecture and Material Culture 

Traditional Namghors display the genius of Assamese vernacular architecture. Built 

from bamboo, wood, and ikora (reed), with carved wooden pillars and elegantly proportioned 

pitched roofs, they are models of environmental intelligence — naturally ventilated, 

earthquake-resistant, and built entirely from locally available materials by artisans whose 

skills were themselves passed down through generations. The interior of the Namghor is 

centered on the Manikut, which is decorated with embroidered cloth panels and geometric 

and floral designs that encode the visual vocabulary of Vaishnavite devotion. 

The Gamocha — the red-bordered white cotton cloth woven on traditional pit looms — is the 

central textile of Namghor culture. Offered during prayers and used to honor guests, the 

Gamocha is woven by women of the community with motifs of conch shells, lotus flowers, 

and elephants. It is as much a sacred object as a cultural one, and its production keeps alive a 

tradition of handloom weaving of great refinement and beauty. 

 

Borgeet, Ojapali, and the Music of the Namghor 

The Namghor is, above all, a space of music. The tradition of communal Borgeet 

singing — groups of devotees gathering to sing the compositions of Sankardeva and 

Madhavdeva — has sustained a rich oral musical tradition across rural Assam for five 

centuries. Within this tradition, the Ojapali performance form holds a distinctive place. In 

Ojapali, a lead singer (Oja) performs semi-dramatic narrative songs while assistants (Pali) 

provide chorus and gesture responses, creating a form that bridges music, theatre, and 
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storytelling. The DaineriyaOjapali is linked to the worship of the serpent goddess Manasa, 

while the SukananniOjapali relates to goddess Lakshmi — testifying to how even forms born 

in the Shakta tradition were absorbed and transformed within the Namghars’ Vaishnavite 

framework. 

"The Namghor is not a building. It is the collective soul of an Assamese village made 

visible — and the art that lives within it is the village speaking to God." 

— Homen Borgohain, celebrated Assamese writer and cultural critic 

 

III. The Temples: Ancient Shrines and the Tantric Aesthetic 

Assam's temples represent an older, pre-Vaishnavite stratum of artistic civilization 

rooted in the Shakta-Tantric traditions of the ancient kingdom of Kamrupa. The great temple 

shrines of Assam Kamakhya on Nilachal Hill in Guwahati, Umananda on Peacock Island in 

the Brahmaputra, Navagraha (the Temple of Nine Planets), Hayagriva Madhava at Hajo, and 

Tamreswari in the far east — constitute some of the most powerful sacred sites in the Indian 

subcontinent. Their artistic traditions draw from both pan-Indian Hindu iconography and 

distinctly local, Assamese sensibilities shaped by centuries of Tantric practice, Ahom royal 

patronage, and folk religious culture. 

 

Temple Architecture: The Nilachal Style 

Assamese temple architecture — known 

as the Nilachal or Ahom style — diverges 

decisively from the mainstream traditions of 

North Indian temple building. Instead of the 

soaring shikhara characteristic of Nagara 

architecture, Assamese temples feature low, 

hemispherical or beehive-shaped domes built on 

octagonal bases, giving them a brooding, earth-

bound power quite different from the celestial 

aspiration of their counterparts elsewhere. This 
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architectural distinctiveness reflects local geological and seismic realities — the Brahmaputra 

valley is one of the most earthquake-prone regions in the world — as well as a distinctive 

aesthetic sensibility attuned to the landscape of river, hill, and dense vegetation that 

characterizes Assam.The surface treatment of these temples is equally distinctive. Stone 

carvings of apsaras (celestial nymphs), vyalas (mythical composite animals), Naga devatas 

(serpent deities), river goddesses, erotic couples in the Tantric tradition, and scenes from the 

great epics cover their exteriors. These carvings were produced by the Suthradhar and Mistri 

artisan communities, who maintained hereditary knowledge of both the technical and 

iconographic conventions of the tradition across many generations. 

"The Kamakhya temple is not merely a place of worship — it is one of the supreme 

achievements of Indian sacred architecture, where stone speaks the language of the cosmos." 

— Pragjyotishpur Scholars' Collective, on the Tantric heritage of Assam 

Sculpture and Tantric Iconography 

The iconographic program of Assamese temples is shaped by Tantric conceptions of 

the divine that differ fundamentally from mainstream Hindu representation. Most famously, 

the Kamakhya Temple contains no sculptural image of the goddess at all — she is 

worshipped in the form of a yoni carved in living rock, from which a natural spring flows. 

This radical abstraction — the formless, energetic feminine principle embodied in the very 

earth itself — shaped a tradition of symbolic and non-figurative sacred art that stands as one 

of the most intellectually audacious expressions in all of Indian religious culture. 
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Where figural sculpture does appear in Assamese temples, it reflects a synthesis of 

local and pan-Indian traditions. Images of Durga, Kali, Bagalamukhi, Vishnu, and Shiva are 

rendered with distinctive Assamese stylistic features — a particular treatment of facial 

features, a preference for dense, layered ornamentation, and a compositional boldness that 

distinguishes them from the more restrained traditions of Bengal or Odisha. 

Performing Arts in the Temple Context 

The temple courtyards of Assam were historically the stages for some of the region's 

most important performing arts. Bihu — the seasonal festival celebrated three times a year to 

mark the agricultural cycle — retains its connections to temple observance even as it has 

evolved into a broadly popular cultural phenomenon. Husori groups, who perform in the 

community during Bihu season, traditionally begin their rounds at local temples and 

Namghors, testifying to the deep continuity between sacred and secular art in Assamese 

culture. 

The bell-metal and brass craft tradition — 

producing ritual lamps, sarai (offering trays), 

baan (ritual pitchers), and temple bells of 

extraordinary beauty — has historically been 

concentrated around major temple centers, 

most notably at Sarthebari in Barpeta district, 

which has been producing some of the finest 

bell-metal work in India for several centuries. 

"In Assam, the temple is not the end of art — it is its beginning. Every craft, every song, every 

dance that flourishes in this land traces its ancestry to the sacred precincts of the shrine." 

— Maheswar Neog, renowned Assamese historian and scholar of religious art 

Conclusion: A Living Heritage 

The indigenous art forms of Assam's religious institutions do not belong to the past. 

They are living traditions, actively practiced, continuously transmitted, and capable of 

speaking with fresh urgency to contemporary audiences. The Satras of Majuli continue to 

train young artists in Sattriya dance, Bhaona performance, and the exacting craft of mask-

making. Namghors across the Brahmaputra valley remains the gathering places where 
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communities sing Borgeets and celebrate their shared devotional life. The great temples of 

Kamakhya, Hajo, and Navagraha continue to draw hundreds of thousands of pilgrims who 

experience, often without quite naming it, the aesthetic power of a civilization that has never 

separated beauty from the sacred. 

What makes this heritage particularly remarkable is the way in which these three 

institutional streams — the Satra, the Namghor, and the temple — have interacted with and 

enriched each other over the centuries. The Vaishnavite reform of Sankardeva did not destroy 

the older Tantric temple tradition; it absorbed certain elements of it, contested others, and 

created something new that was distinctly Assamese in character. The democratizing impulse 

of the Namghor gave the art forms of the Satra a popular audience and a community basis 

they might otherwise have lacked. And the ancient aesthetic authority of the temples lent 

depth and complexity to the entire artistic culture of the region. 

Today, these institutions face serious challenges — from the erosion of traditional 

patronage, from the pressures of modernization and urbanization, from the devastating floods 

that annually threaten Majuli and its Satras, and from the broader cultural homogenization 

driven by digital media. The recognition of Sattriya as a classical dance form in 2000 was an 

important step, and UNESCO's attention to Majuli has drawn international awareness to the 

fragility and value of what survives there. But ultimately the survival of these art forms 

depends not on institutional recognition alone but on the living communities — the bhokots 

of the Satras, the weavers at their looms, the mask-makers at their bamboo and clay — who 

carry this knowledge in their bodies and pass it on through the irreplaceable intimacy of 

direct transmission. 

The indigenous art forms of Assam's religious institutions are, in the deepest sense, 

the autobiography of a civilization — a civilization that chose to write its most important 

truths not in stone or paper alone, but in dance, in music, in woven silk, in the face of a mask, 

and in the living voices of communities gathered in devotion. To understand these art forms 

is to understand something essential about what it means to be human in this particular corner 

of the earth — and perhaps about what it means to be human anywhere. 

"Assam is a land where the gods dance, and the people have never forgotten how to 

dance with them." 

— Bhupen Hazarika, legendary singer, filmmaker, and cultural ambassador of 

Assam 
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Yoga and Ayurveda:  

Introduction 

In an age defined by speed, stress, and constant change, the search for balance has 

become more urgent than ever. Modern life, while offering technological comfort and 

convenience, has also led to physical exhaustion, mental unrest, and a growing disconnect 

from nature. In this context, the ancient Indian systems of Yoga and Ayurveda emerge not 

merely as practices, but as enduring philosophies of life that offer a path toward harmony and 

well-being. 

Yoga, derived from the Sanskrit root “yuj,” meaning “to unite,” represents the 

integration of body, mind, and consciousness. Ayurveda, the “science of life,” provides a 

comprehensive understanding of health through balance, prevention, and natural living. 

Together, they form a unified and holistic framework that addresses not only the physical 

body but also the deeper dimensions of human existence. 

 

Origin and Early Development 

Yoga 

The origins of Yoga lie deep within the spiritual and philosophical traditions of 

ancient India, with early references found in the Vedas and Upanishads. In its earliest form, 

Yoga was not a physical exercise but a disciplined spiritual practice aimed at self-realization 

and inner awakening. 

During the Upanishadic period, the focus of Yoga shifted inward, emphasizing 

meditation, self-control, and the realization of the unity between the individual self and 

universal consciousness. This philosophical depth was later systematized by Patanjali in the 

Yoga Sutras, where Yoga was defined as the control of the fluctuations of the mind. His 

eightfold path provided a structured and practical approach that continues to influence Yoga 

practice today. 

Ayurveda 

Ayurveda shares its roots with the ancient Vedic tradition, particularly the Atharva 

Veda, where early ideas of healing and herbal medicine were recorded. Over time, these ideas 
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evolved into a sophisticated medical system through observation, experience, and scholarly 

contribution. 

The works of Charaka and Sushruta played a defining role in shaping Ayurveda. Their 

texts, Charaka Samhita and Sushruta Samhita, laid the foundation for diagnosis, treatment, 

and preventive care. 

At its core, Ayurveda is based on the principle of balance among the three doshas—

Vata, Pitta, and Kapha. Health is achieved when these forces are in harmony, and disease 

arises when this balance is disturbed. 

 

Connection Between Yoga and Ayurveda 

Yoga and Ayurveda are not independent systems but complementary dimensions of a 

single vision of life. While Ayurveda is primarily concerned with the health of the body, 

Yoga focuses on the discipline of the mind and the realization of consciousness. Yet, the 

distinction is only functional, not philosophical. 

Ayurveda prepares the body by cleansing, nourishing, and stabilizing it, thereby 

creating the ideal foundation for Yogic practice. Yoga, in turn, refines the mind, regulates 

emotions, and deepens awareness, enhancing the effectiveness of Ayurvedic principles. Both 

systems emphasize balance—Ayurveda through the regulation of bodily energies and Yoga 

through the stilling of mental fluctuations. 

Their integration represents a complete and harmonious approach to human well-

being, where physical vitality and mental clarity support each other in a continuous cycle of 

health and growth. 

 

Popularity in Modern Times 

In recent decades, Yoga and Ayurveda have experienced a remarkable resurgence, 

transcending cultural and geographical boundaries. The global celebration of International 

Yoga Day stands as a powerful symbol of this widespread acceptance. 

The increasing prevalence of stress, anxiety, and lifestyle-related diseases has led 

individuals to seek alternatives to purely symptom-based treatments. Yoga offers a practical 

method for achieving mental calm and physical fitness, while Ayurveda provides natural and 

preventive approaches to health. 

The role of digital platforms, wellness industries, and global awareness campaigns has 

further accelerated their reach. Today, Yoga studios, meditation centers, and Ayurvedic 

clinics can be found across the world, reflecting a growing shift toward holistic living. 
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Importance in Modern Times 

The importance of Yoga and Ayurveda in contemporary life cannot be overstated. 

They address the root causes of many modern health issues rather than merely treating 

symptoms. 

Yoga offers effective tools for stress management, improving concentration, and 

enhancing emotional resilience. Through regular practice, individuals develop a sense of 

inner stability that allows them to navigate the complexities of modern life with greater ease. 

Ayurveda complements this by emphasizing preventive healthcare. It encourages 

balanced nutrition, disciplined routines, and the use of natural remedies to maintain health 

and strengthen immunity. Together, they provide a sustainable model of well-being that is 

both practical and profound. 

In a world increasingly dependent on artificial solutions, Yoga and Ayurveda remind 

us of the power of natural balance and conscious living. 

 

From Ancient Practice to Modern Lifestyle: 

Traditionally, Yoga and Ayurveda were deeply integrated into daily life and spiritual 

practice. They were followed as complete systems of living, guiding individuals in their 

actions, diet, and relationship with nature. 

In modern times, these practices have undergone transformation to suit contemporary 

lifestyles. Yoga is often practiced as a form of physical exercise and stress relief, while 

Ayurveda is used in healthcare, wellness industries, and personal care. 

Despite this adaptation, their essence remains unchanged. They continue to promote 

balance, mindfulness, and harmony, bridging the gap between ancient wisdom and modern 

needs. Their ability to evolve without losing their core principles is what ensures their 

continued relevance. 

 

Conclusion 

Yoga and Ayurveda stand as timeless expressions of human understanding, offering a 

path toward balance, health, and self-awareness. Rooted in ancient wisdom yet adaptable to 

modern life, they provide solutions that go beyond temporary relief and address the deeper 

aspects of human existence. 
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In an era marked by imbalance and uncertainty, these systems offer clarity and 

direction. They remind us that true well-being is not achieved through external means alone 

but through harmony within ourselves and with the world around us. 

Ultimately, Yoga and Ayurveda are not just disciplines to be practiced, but 

philosophies to be lived—guiding individuals toward a life of balance, awareness, and 

fulfilment. 
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Abstract 

This study explores Indigenous Food Processing and the Indian Knowledge System (IKS) as 

integral components of India’s traditional knowledge heritage. It examines indigenous food 

preservation techniques such as fermentation, drying, smoking, salting, and pickling, 

highlighting their scientific basis, nutritional value, and environmental sustainability. The 

research also analyses the broader framework of the Indian Knowledge System, which 

encompasses philosophy, science, medicine, ecology, and education, as reflected in classical 

texts like the Vedas and the Charaka Samhita. Using a qualitative and analytical approach, 

the study evaluates the socio-cultural significance and contemporary relevance of these 

traditional systems. The findings suggest that integrating indigenous practices with modern 

scientific understanding can contribute to sustainable development, food security, and holistic 

well-being. 

Keywords: Sustainable Food Practices, Cultural Food Heritage, Fermentation, Salting, 

Sun Drying, Traditional Nutrition 

 

Introduction 

Indigenous food processing refers to traditional methods of preserving, preparing, and 

transforming food that have been developed by local communities over generations. These 

methods are based on observation, experience, and adaptation to local climatic and ecological 

conditions. Unlike modern industrial food processing, which depends heavily on machinery 

and chemical preservatives, indigenous systems rely on natural techniques such as 

fermentation, drying, smoking, salting, and pickling. 
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Indigenous food processing is not merely about preservation; it reflects scientific 

understanding, cultural identity, sustainability, and food security. It forms an important 

component of traditional knowledge systems and plays a significant role in rural and tribal 

economies. 

The Indian Knowledge System (IKS) represents one of the world’s oldest, continuous, 

and most holistic intellectual traditions. It refers to the structured body of knowledge that 

evolved in the Indian subcontinent over millennia, encompassing philosophy, science, 

mathematics, medicine, linguistics, governance, arts, architecture, ecology, and spirituality. It 

is reflected in ancient texts such as the Vedas, Upanishads, Mahabharata, and Ramayana, 

along with many scientific and practical treatises. 

A key feature of IKS is its holistic approach. It does not separate science, ethics, and 

spirituality but connects them within a unified framework. Knowledge is not meant solely for 

material progress but also for moral development (dharma), self-realisation (moksha), and 

social harmony. It promotes balance between humans and nature, encouraging sustainable 

living and ecological responsibility. 

In today’s world, which faces climate change and various social challenges, the Indian 

Knowledge System remains highly relevant because it offers integrated, ethical, and 

sustainable ways of understanding life and the universe. 

Aims and Objectives 

The primary aim of this study is to explore, analyse, and understand indigenous food 

processing practices within the broader framework of the Indian Knowledge System (IKS), 

highlighting their scientific basis, cultural significance, nutritional value, and relevance in the 

contemporary world. 

The objectives of the study are: 

• To study traditional techniques such as fermentation, drying, smoking, salting, and 

pickling practised in different regions of India.  

• To examine the scientific principles underlying indigenous food processing methods.  

• To analyse the socio-cultural and economic significance of these practices.  
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• To evaluate the relevance of indigenous food processing in promoting sustainability, 

food security, and health.  

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative and descriptive research approach to examine 

indigenous food processing and the Indian Knowledge System. The analysis is based on 

secondary sources such as journal articles, books, internet resources, and government reports. 

Analysis 

Indigenous food processing developed long before refrigeration and modern 

preservation technologies. Communities relied on drying, fermentation, smoking, salting, and 

natural storage techniques to ensure food availability throughout the year. 

In India, ancient texts such as the Charaka Samhita mention dietary practices and 

food preservation methods aligned with health and seasonal changes. Traditional societies 

understood microbial activity, moisture control, and temperature regulation long before 

modern microbiology scientifically explained these processes. 

Fermentation 

Fermentation is one of the most important 

indigenous food processing techniques involving the 

controlled action of naturally occurring microorganisms to 

convert carbohydrates into acids, gases, or alcohol. 

Although ancient communities did not possess formal 

scientific knowledge of microbiology, archaeological and 

textual evidence suggests that fermentation began as early as the Neolithic period when 

people observed that soaked grains or milk left in warm environments changed in taste, 

texture, and preservation quality. 

In India, early references to fermented beverages and foods are found in Vedic 

literature and classical Ayurvedic texts such as the Charaka Samhita, which mention 

fermented preparations and their health benefits. For example, idli and dosa batter ferment 

overnight due to the activity of lactic acid bacteria and yeast naturally present in rice and urad 
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dal, resulting in a soft, spongy texture and improved digestibility. Similarly, curd (dahi) is 

produced by adding a small portion of previously fermented milk as a starter culture, 

demonstrating empirical knowledge of microbial inoculation. 

In Northeast India, fermented bamboo shoots and traditional rice beer are prepared 

using indigenous starter cultures passed down through generations. Scientific studies today 

confirm that fermentation increases Vitamin B content, enhances nutrient absorption, 

promotes beneficial gut bacteria, and improves flavour and shelf life. Thus, fermentation 

clearly reflects advanced traditional wisdom, showing how indigenous communities 

systematically developed food technologies long before the formal discovery of 

microbiology. 

Sun Drying and Dehydration 

Sun drying and dehydration are among the 

oldest and simplest indigenous food processing 

techniques. Early agricultural communities recognised 

that removing moisture from food prevented spoilage. 

Archaeological evidence from ancient civilisations, 

including the Indus Valley Civilisation (around 2500 

BCE), suggests that grains, fish, and fruits were dried 

under the sun for long-term storage, especially in regions with strong sunlight. 

The scientific principle behind sun drying is that microorganisms require moisture to 

grow, and reducing water content inhibits bacterial and fungal activity, thereby extending 

shelf life. In India, coastal communities traditionally dry fish immediately after catching them 

to prevent decay in humid climates. Households across the country prepare papad and badi by 

sun drying lentil paste during summer months. Similarly, vegetables such as bitter gourd and 

leafy greens are sliced and dried for use during the monsoon season, while red chillies are sun 

dried after harvest to preserve their flavour and potency. 

Historical references to dried foods also appear in ancient trade records, indicating 

that dehydrated products were transported over long distances because of their durability. The 

advantages of sun drying include low cost, reliance on renewable solar energy, and minimal 

technological requirements, making it environmentally sustainable. Scientific studies confirm 
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that while some vitamins may be reduced during drying, essential minerals and fibre remain 

largely preserved. 

 

Smoking and Salting 

Smoking and salting are traditional indigenous 

food preservation methods commonly practised in hilly 

and coastal regions where high humidity causes rapid 

food spoilage. These techniques developed out of 

necessity in the absence of refrigeration and during 

periods of seasonal scarcity. 

Salting preserves food by reducing water activity, 

thereby preventing the growth of harmful microorganisms. For example, coastal communities 

in India preserve fish by applying salt and drying it for long-term storage. 

Smoking involves exposing meat or fish to wood smoke, which contains natural 

antimicrobial compounds that inhibit bacterial growth while enhancing flavour and aroma. In 

Northeast India and Himalayan regions, smoked pork and smoked fish are widely prepared 

by hanging them above kitchen fireplaces. 

Scientific studies confirm that both salt and smoke create conditions unsuitable for 

microbial survival, proving that these traditional practices are based on practical preservation 

knowledge and remain important to regional food culture and food security. 

Pickling 

Pickling is an important indigenous method of food 

preservation that uses natural ingredients such as salt, oil, 

vinegar, and spices to prevent spoilage. This technique 

works by creating an environment that inhibits the growth 

of harmful microorganisms. Salt reduces moisture, oil 

forms a protective layer limiting air contact, and acidic 

substances such as vinegar increase acidity, making it 
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difficult for bacteria to survive. 

In India, common examples include mango pickle, lemon pickle, and mixed vegetable 

pickle, which are prepared seasonally and stored for long periods. Spices such as turmeric, 

mustard seeds, fenugreek, and chili not only enhance flavour but also possess natural 

antimicrobial and antioxidant properties. For instance, turmeric contains curcumin, known for 

its antibacterial qualities, while mustard oil has preservative effects. 

These ingredients reflect indigenous knowledge of natural chemical preservation 

developed through observation and experience. Thus, pickling is not merely a culinary 

tradition but also a scientifically sound method that combines taste, nutrition, and long-term 

storage. 

Silkworm Pupae as Indigenous Food 

In states such as Assam, Nagaland, and 

Manipur, the consumption of silkworm pupae, 

especially from eri and muga silkworm varieties, is an 

important indigenous food practice closely linked to 

traditional sericulture. After silk is extracted from the 

cocoons, the remaining pupae are not discarded; 

instead, they are processed and consumed, reflecting a 

sustainable, zero-waste approach. 

The pupae are separated after silk reeling, thoroughly cleaned, and either sun dried for 

preservation or cooked fresh. They are commonly boiled, roasted, or fried with local 

ingredients such as salt, chilli, garlic, and fermented bamboo shoots, enhancing both flavour 

and shelf life. 

Nutritionally, silkworm pupae are rich in high-quality protein, healthy fats, iron, and 

essential micronutrients, making them an affordable and valuable source of nutrition in rural 

and tribal communities. This traditional practice demonstrates indigenous knowledge of 

resource optimisation, ecological balance, and sustainable food systems long before modern 

discussions on alternative protein sources and environmental sustainability emerged. 

 



47 
 

Sprouting and Malting 

Sprouting and malting are traditional food processing techniques in which grains or 

pulses are first soaked in water and then allowed to germinate for a short period. During 

germination, natural enzymes become active and begin breaking down complex starches and 

proteins into simpler forms, making the food easier to digest. 

This process significantly enhances nutritional 

value by increasing certain vitamins, particularly Vitamin 

C and B-complex vitamins, which are either absent or 

present in smaller amounts in dry grains. Sprouting also 

reduces anti-nutritional factors such as phytic acid, 

thereby improving the body’s ability to absorb important 

minerals like iron, calcium, and zinc. 

Because sprouted grains become softer and more nutrient-dense, they are commonly 

used in traditional weaning foods for infants and young children, providing easily digestible 

energy and essential nutrients for growth and development. This practice reflects indigenous 

scientific understanding of food transformation and nutrition long before modern nutritional 

science explained these biochemical changes. 

Leaf Wrapping and Steaming 

Leaf wrapping and steaming are traditional and eco-

friendly cooking methods in which food is wrapped in 

natural leaves, such as banana or turmeric leaves, before 

being steamed or heated. This technique protects the food 

from direct contact with fire while allowing it to cook 

gently in its own moisture, thereby helping retain nutrients 

and natural juices. 

The leaves release subtle aromatic oils during heating, enhancing flavour and giving 

the dish a unique fragrance. In addition, banana and turmeric leaves contain natural plant 

compounds with mild antimicrobial properties, helping reduce microbial contamination 

during cooking. 
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This method also eliminates the need for synthetic packaging materials, making it 

environmentally sustainable. Thus, leaf wrapping and steaming reflect indigenous knowledge 

of safe, healthy, and eco-conscious food preparation practices. 

Ash Preservation 

Ash preservation is an ancient indigenous storage 

technique in which clean wood ash is used to cover and 

protect tubers, seeds, or grains during storage. The fine 

ash acts as a natural barrier by absorbing excess 

moisture, thereby reducing the humidity that encourages 

spoilage. 

Its alkaline nature creates an environment unfavourable for insects, larvae, and many 

microorganisms, helping prevent infestation and decay. In many rural communities, crops 

such as potatoes, yams, and pulses are layered with ash in earthen pots or storage pits to 

extend their shelf life without refrigeration. 

This method is simple, low-cost, and environmentally friendly, as it relies entirely on 

natural materials rather than synthetic chemicals. Overall, ash preservation reflects 

indigenous scientific understanding of hygiene, moisture control, and sustainable food 

storage practices developed through long-term practical experience. 

Indigenous food processing often enhances the nutritional value of food rather than 

diminishing it. Traditional methods such as fermentation improve gut microbiota and increase 

the bioavailability of essential nutrients, particularly B vitamins. Similarly, sun drying 

preserves important micronutrients and minerals while extending shelf life without chemical 

preservatives. Unlike ultra-processed foods, indigenous foods generally avoid artificial 

additives, excessive refined sugars, and synthetic preservatives, making them healthier and 

more aligned with natural dietary patterns. 

Indigenous food processing is environmentally sustainable because it relies on natural 

and low-energy methods. Techniques such as sun drying and air fermentation use renewable 

energy sources like sunlight and natural air circulation. These practices also play a vital role 

in socio-economic development, particularly in rural areas. 
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They generate employment opportunities at household and community levels, 

especially through small-scale and cottage industries producing items such as pickles, papad, 

dried foods, and fermented products. These activities significantly contribute to women’s 

empowerment, as many traditional food enterprises are managed by women, enabling 

financial independence and skill development. 

Despite its economic and cultural importance, indigenous food processing faces 

several challenges in the modern era. Rapid urbanisation and changing lifestyles have 

reduced reliance on traditional foods, while industrially processed products increasingly 

dominate markets due to convenience and mass production. 

The gradual loss of traditional knowledge, often transmitted orally, further threatens 

these practices. Moreover, concerns related to hygiene, quality control, and standardisation 

sometimes create barriers under modern food safety regulations, which may not fully 

recognise the value of traditional processing systems. 

Conclusion 

Indigenous food processing and the Indian Knowledge System (IKS) together 

represent a rich heritage of traditional wisdom that integrates science, culture, sustainability, 

and ethics. Indigenous techniques such as fermentation, sun drying, smoking, salting, 

pickling, sprouting, leaf wrapping, and ash preservation demonstrate deep empirical 

understanding of nutrition, microbial activity, moisture control, and environmental 

adaptation. These methods were developed through centuries of observation and practice, 

ensuring food security, health, and efficient resource utilisation without dependence on 

artificial chemicals or modern technology. 

Within the broader framework of the Indian Knowledge System, these food practices 

reflect a holistic worldview that connects human life with nature, morality, and community 

well-being. They support rural livelihoods, promote women’s empowerment, preserve 

biodiversity, and align closely with contemporary goals of sustainability and climate 

resilience. 

In today’s rapidly industrialising world, the relevance of indigenous food processing 

and IKS remains significant. By documenting, scientifically validating, and integrating these 
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traditional systems with modern research and policy, society can preserve cultural heritage 

while promoting sustainable development and holistic health for future generations. 
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Introduction: 

Ankiya Naat represents a pioneering traditional form of Assamese one-act drama and 

occupies a pivotal role in Assam’s cultural and religious heritage by fostering profound social 

cohesion and spiritual enlightenment. Introduced during the 15th–16th centuries by the 

visionary saint, poet, and social reformer Srimanta Sankardeva (1449–1568), it served as a 

transformative medium to propagate spiritual knowledge, ethical principles, and communal 

harmony among diverse communities, effectively bridging elite scriptural traditions with 

vernacular accessibility. 

Sankardeva ingeniously used drama to simplify complex religious doctrines, crafting 

Ankiya Naat from indigenous elements including local performance traditions, folk music 

such as Borgeet, authentic costumes, rudimentary stagecraft, and the Assamese-Brajavali 

vernacular to ensure cultural resonance. Consequently, its enactments vividly embody the 

inseparable relationship between art, spirituality, and everyday Assamese life, transcending 

mere entertainment to instill lasting moral values. 

Deeply rooted in the Eka-Sarana Dharma movement spearheaded by Sankardeva, 

Ankiya Naatcentres on the bhakti (devotional) worship of Lord Vishnu, particularly Krishna, 

imparting timeless spiritual wisdom through an innovative synthesis of dramatic narrative, 

lyrical music, expressive dance, and theatrical spectacle. Sankardeva authored at least twelve 

such plays, artfully interweaving erudite Sanskrit shlokas for the scholarly elite with melodic 

Brajavali verses for the masses, thereby democratising profound Vaishnava philosophy and 

amplifying its enduring socio-cultural impact across Assam. 

Indigenous Knowledge in Stage Preparation 

The stage preparation for Ankiya Naat exemplifies the practical knowledge and 

traditional skills prevalent in medieval Assamese society. As a novel dramatic form 
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introduced by Sankardeva, it incorporated existing local knowledge and cultural practices. 

Performers and organisers primarily utilised natural, readily available materials such as 

bamboo, wood, and cloth to construct the stage. Specifically, bamboo poles formed the 

frames and supports, wooden planks created the platform, and locally woven cloth served as 

curtains and backdrops. This approach demonstrates how the community leveraged its 

understanding of nature and craftsmanship to create an effective performance space. 

Ankiya Naat performances typically took place on an open stage, usually in the 

courtyard of a Namghar, which served as both a religious and social hub. This open 

arrangement accommodated large audiences, fostering widespread participation and a close 

rapport between performers and spectators. Such a setup aligned perfectly with Sankardeva’s 

vision of disseminating religious and moral teachings in an accessible and communal manner. 

For evening performances, traditional lighting methods were used to illuminate the 

stage through oil lamps and earthen lamps strategically placed around the performance area. 

Organisers applied their practical knowledge to position these natural light sources 

effectively, ensuring clear visibility of the actors while also creating an ambience suited to 

the performance. 

Proper utilisation of space and audience arrangement was another important aspect of 

stage preparation. The performers were positioned at an appropriate distance so that their 

dialogue, movements, and expressions could be easily observed. The audience was seated 

according to the available space, following established social customs and discipline. This 

traditional understanding of spatial management ensured smooth communication between 

performers and viewers. 

Thus, the stage preparation for Ankiya Naat relied on the intelligent utilisation of local 

resources, traditional craftsmanship, and the practical experience of the community. 

Sankardeva ingeniously combined these indigenous elements with his innovative form of 

religious drama, creating a simple yet meaningful performance system deeply rooted in 

Assamese society. 
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Indigenous Knowledge in Costume and Makeup 

Costume and makeup play an important role in making the performance of Ankiya 

Naat effective and meaningful. In medieval Assam, when Ankiya Naat was introduced by 

Sankardeva, people depended mainly on locally produced materials and traditional skills. 

Costumes were handmade using locally woven fabrics such as cotton and silk prepared on 

handlooms. These fabrics were easily available and reflected the craftsmanship of Assamese 

weavers. The making of costumes involved community participation and the application of 

existing textile knowledge. 

Traditional designs and colours were carefully selected to suit different characters and 

situations. Bright and attractive colours were used for divine and heroic characters, while 

darker or simpler colours were used for negative or ordinary roles. These choices were not 

random but were based on cultural understanding and aesthetic sensibilities developed within 

society. Such designs helped the audience easily recognise and relate to the characters on 

stage. 

For makeup, natural and locally available materials were commonly used. Plant 

extracts, mineral powders, charcoal, and coloured earth were utilised to prepare facial paints. 

Oils and herbal substances were applied to protect the skin and enhance facial expressions. 

The artists possessed practical knowledge regarding how to prepare and apply these materials 

safely and effectively. This reflects their understanding of natural resources and traditional 

cosmetic practices. 

Another important aspect of costume and makeup is the use of symbolic attire to 

represent different characters. Special costumes were designed for gods like Krishna, kings, 

sages, and demons. For example, Krishna was depicted wearing peacock feathers, colourful 

garments, and ornaments, while demons were portrayed with fierce makeup and unusual 

designs. These symbolic elements enabled the audience to immediately identify the nature 

and role of each character. This system was based on traditional religious beliefs and visual 

storytelling methods. 

Mask-making, known as Mukha, is also an important aspect of Ankiya Naat 

performances, especially in certain plays. Masks were made using bamboo, clay, cloth, and 

natural colours. Skilled artisans prepared these masks by shaping bamboo frames, covering 
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them with cloth, and applying clay and paint. This craft required patience, creativity, and 

technical expertise. The making of Mukha reflects the high level of indigenous artistic skill 

present in Assamese society. 

Thus, the costumes, makeup, and masks used in Ankiya Naat are clear examples of 

indigenous knowledge in practice. By using local materials, traditional designs, natural 

cosmetics, and symbolic dress patterns, performers created powerful visual effects. These 

elements not only enhanced the beauty of the performance but also helped preserve 

traditional craftsmanship and cultural identity. 

Indigenous Knowledge in Music and Instruments 

Traditional Musical Knowledge 

One of the most striking outcomes of our research has been the discovery of how 

profoundly sophisticated the musical knowledge embedded in Ankiya Naat truly is. Through 

our analysis of performance traditions, we found that this knowledge exists almost entirely 

outside the domain of written notation, residing instead in the memory, practice, and 

transmission of living performers. 

Use of Traditional Instruments 

In our field observations, we documented the central role of the Khol, Taal, Bortaal, 

and flute. We found that mastery of these instruments is not achieved through formal 

instruction manuals but through years of apprenticeship under experienced practitioners. The 

knowledge of how to craft, tune, and play these instruments represents an indigenous 

technological and musical heritage of extraordinary depth. 

Traditional Ragas and Rhythms 

Through our examination, we identified a distinct repertoire of ragas and rhythmic 

cycles (taals) associated specifically with Ankiya Naat. These are not merely adaptations of 

classical Hindustani or Carnatic forms; rather, they represent an independent evolution 

shaped by the devotional and theatrical needs of Vaishnavite worship in Assam. 
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Borgeet Knowledge 

Among our most significant findings is the centrality of Borgeet, the devotional songs 

composed by Sankardeva and his disciple Madhavdeva. We observed that complete 

knowledge of the Borgeet repertoire, including the precise melodic contours, devotional 

intent, and contextual usage of each song, is considered the mark of a truly accomplished 

performer. Our research confirms that this knowledge is inseparable from the musical identity 

of Ankiya Naat. 

Oral Transmission of Singing Style 

Perhaps the most fragile aspect of this tradition, as we discovered through our 

interviews, is the singing style itself. The precise ornamentations, microtonal inflections, and 

expressive qualities of Ankiya Naat vocal music are passed orally from teacher to student 

through imitation and repetitive practice. We found no written guide capable of substituting 

this living transmission. 

The Role of Gayans and Bayans 

We observed that the Gayans (vocalists) and Bayans (drummers) occupy ritual and 

social roles that far exceed mere musical performance. They function as custodians of 

tradition, and the knowledge they hold is considered sacred within the Sattra community. The 

continuity of Ankiya Naat’s musical tradition depends directly on their continued practice and 

willingness to transmit this knowledge to younger generations. 

Indigenous Knowledge in Dance and Acting Style 

Sattriya Dance Movements 

Through our detailed observation of Sattriya dance, we documented a vocabulary of 

movements unique in its combination of devotional intent and theatrical expressiveness. We 

found that the movement system is not merely decorative; each gesture, posture, and spatial 

pattern carries specific iconographic and narrative meanings derived from scripture and 

Vaishnava theology. 
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Hand Gestures and Facial Expressions 

In our analysis of Sattriya performance techniques, we identified a detailed system of 

hasta mudras (hand gestures) and facial expressions (navarasas) used by performers to 

communicate emotion and narrative. We found that mastery of this gestural language requires 

years of practice and intimate knowledge of the classical texts that codify these conventions. 

Narration Style of the Sutradhar 

A particularly fascinating dimension uncovered in our research is the role of the 

Sutradhar, the narrator-director figure in Ankiya Naat. We found that the Sutradhar’s 

narration style is governed by specific conventions of voice modulation, physical 

presentation, and rhythmic delivery learned entirely through oral instruction and performance 

experience. 

Dialogue Delivery in Brajavali Language 

Through our textual analysis, we observed that the delivery of dialogues in Brajavali 

follows specific prosodic patterns integral to the aesthetic experience of the play. We found 

that performers are expected to internalise not only the words but also the rhythm and 

emotional colouring of each line, knowledge transmitted purely through oral practice within 

the Sattra tradition. 

Memorisation and Oral Practice 

While every actor in modern cinema or theatre must memorise lines, memorisation 

and oral practice in Ankiya Naat represent something deeper than mere rote learning. Unlike 

a modern actor who studies a text to prepare for a specific role, the Bhakats (monks) of the 

Sattrasinternalise entire plays through years of repetitive hearing (Shravana) and recitation 

(Kirtana). This transforms Brajavali dialogue from a “memorised script” into a living 

rhythm. By the time a performer takes the stage, the language is so deeply ingrained that it 

allows for a level of physical spontaneity and spiritual presence in which the performer is no 

longer consciously thinking of the next line but fully embodying the character. 
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Indigenous Knowledge in Language and Script 

Linguistic Aspect 

Our linguistic research represents one of the most intricate and surprising dimensions 

of this study. The language of Ankiya Naat, Brajavali, is not a natural vernacular but a 

deliberately constructed literary medium, and we found that knowledge of it constitutes a 

specialised form of indigenous linguistic expertise. 

Use of Brajavali: A Composite Language 

Through our analysis, we confirmed that Brajavali is a rich composite of Assamese, 

Maithili, and Sanskrit elements, blended by Sankardeva with the deliberate intention of 

creating a sacred literary idiom accessible to devotees across regional language boundaries. 

We found that practitioners who command Brajavali fluently possess a form of multilingual 

competence with no equivalent in contemporary linguistic education. 

Knowledge of Verses and Shlokas 

In our examination of the textual tradition, we found that performers are expected to 

possess deep familiarity with the Sanskrit shlokas and Brajavali verses interwoven 

throughout the plays. This knowledge encompasses not only memorisation but also an 

understanding of metre, meaning, and the devotional context in which each verse functions. 

Role of Community Knowledge 

During the course of our research on Ankiya Naat, we closely examined how this 

traditional drama continues to survive even today. One of the most important findings of our 

study is that Ankiya Naat is deeply rooted in community knowledge. Unlike modern theatre, 

which depends on professional institutions and formal training centres, Ankiya Naat 

traditionally developed within village communities. 

In earlier times, there were no drama schools, written manuals, or structured training 

programmes, yet performances remained highly organised, disciplined, and spiritually 

meaningful. This clearly demonstrates the strength of indigenous knowledge systems. 
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We observed that the preparation for an Ankiya Naat performance is a collective 

effort. The entire village participates in the organisation. Elderly members guide the younger 

generation, musicians rehearse devotional songs, artisans prepare traditional costumes and 

masks, and experienced performers train new participants. The stage, often arranged in a 

Namghar (prayer hall), is decorated with simplicity yet spiritual significance. Every 

responsibility, whether lighting lamps, arranging props, or managing musical instruments, is 

performed by community members. This shared participation creates a sense of ownership 

and unity. 

Our research further revealed that learning occurs mainly through observation and 

participation. Young boys interested in performing first observe rehearsals carefully. They 

study the facial expressions, body movements, voice modulation, and gestures of senior 

artists. Gradually, they begin by assisting backstage, then take up minor roles, and eventually 

perform major characters. Knowledge is not imposed but absorbed naturally through 

experience. This oral and practical transmission ensures that techniques, stories, songs, and 

rituals are preserved accurately across generations. Thus, Ankiya Naat demonstrates how a 

community can function as a living educational institution where tradition is sustained 

through cooperation and shared responsibility. 

Cultural and Religious Indigenous Practices 

Another important dimension highlighted in our research is the cultural and religious 

foundation of Ankiya Naat. This dramatic form is not merely an artistic expression but also a 

sacred devotional activity. Before every performance, prayers are offered and the stage is 

purified. Performers observe ritual discipline and prepare themselves mentally and spiritually. 

These practices demonstrate that the performance is considered an offering to God rather than 

a commercial entertainment event. 

Historically, Ankiya Naat was introduced by the great Vaishnavite saint and social 

reformer Sankardeva during the Bhakti movement in Assam. His aim was to spread devotion 

(bhakti), moral values, and social harmony through art. The stories presented in Ankiya Naat 

are usually based on episodes from the life of Lord Krishna and other religious narratives. 

Music such as Borgeet, expressive dance movements, and symbolic costumes all carry 

spiritual significance. Every gesture and dialogue is designed to inspire devotion among the 

audience. 
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From our analysis, we understood that ritual purity is maintained strictly. Performers 

often fast or follow religious guidelines before appearing on stage. The audience also treats 

the performance with reverence. This spiritual atmosphere distinguishes Ankiya Naat from 

ordinary theatrical forms. It represents a perfect integration of religion, art, music, and 

literature. Therefore, Ankiya Naat can be seen as an example of how indigenous cultural 

practices preserve not only artistic techniques but also ethical values and religious beliefs. 

Our Perspective and Research Findings 

Based on our field study, discussions, and observations of performances, we believe 

that Ankiya Naat is a living example of Assam’s indigenous knowledge system. It teaches 

traditional skills through direct experience rather than written documentation. The method of 

learning is practical, community-based, and value-oriented. Young participants naturally 

develop confidence, communication skills, discipline, and teamwork through involvement in 

rehearsals and performances. 

We also realised that Ankiya Naat strengthens social unity. Since every member of the 

village contributes in some way, whether as a performer, musician, organiser, or supporter, 

the tradition fosters cooperation and mutual respect. It connects generations and keeps 

cultural memory alive. In today’s era of globalisation and digital entertainment, such 

traditions face significant challenges. However, our research suggests that community 

participation and youth involvement can ensure their survival. 

As students, we feel a sense of responsibility to preserve and promote this heritage. 

Educational institutions can organise workshops, awareness programmes, and cultural 

festivals highlighting Ankiya Naat. Documentation and research should also continue so that 

future generations can understand its importance. 

Conclusion 

Ankiya Naat is far more than a traditional drama; it is a comprehensive repository of 

indigenous knowledge that has survived for over five centuries. It serves as a vivid testament 

to the wisdom of the Assamese people, showcasing their mastery across multiple disciplines, 

from the rhythmic complexities of its music and the technical precision of its masks and 

crafts to the unique linguistic blend of the Brajavali language. 
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The transmission of this art form from Gurus to Bhakats through lifelong oral practice 

demonstrates that the “script” of Ankiya Naat exists not merely in books but also in the 

collective memory of the community. Therefore, the importance of preserving this 

knowledge cannot be overstated. It is not simply a performance tradition to be archived but a 

representation of the identity and heritage of Assam. Ultimately, preserving Ankiya Naat 

means preserving the indigenous knowledge of Assam and ensuring that the spiritual, artistic, 

and cultural pulse of the land continues to thrive for future generations. 
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ABSTRACT 

Traditional silk clothing in Assam represents a rich cultural heritage shaped by centuries of 

indigenous knowledge, craftsmanship, and close interaction with nature. This study explores 

the historical background, varieties, production processes, and cultural significance of 

silkworm-based textiles in Assam, with special reference to Muga, Eri, Nuni, Pat, Mulberry, 

and Tasar silk. The research highlights how silk weaving functions not only as a textile 

practice but also as a social and cultural institution embedded in everyday life, rituals, and 

festivals. Through a detailed examination of sericulture practices and a field-based interaction 

with a handloom instructor, the study reveals the symbolic meanings of traditional motifs and 

garments in expressing Assamese identity. The paper also addresses contemporary challenges 

faced by the traditional silk industry, including modernization, environmental changes, and 

market competition, while emphasizing the importance of sustainable practices and 

government support. Overall, the study underscores the enduring relevance of traditional silk 

clothing as a bridge between heritage, livelihood, and cultural continuity in Assam. 

 

KEYWORDS: Traditional Silk, Sericulture, Assamese Handloom, Cultural Heritage, 

Indigenous Knowledge, Sustainable Textiles. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Traditional silk clothing refers to garments created from natural silk fibers that are 

produced, processed, and woven through time-honored techniques preserved across 

generations. In India, silk has long held a distinguished position not only as a textile material 

but also as a cultural symbol deeply connected with social values and spiritual beliefs. Since 

ancient times, silk has represented prosperity, elegance, purity, and refinement, and its use 

has been closely associated with important ceremonies and sacred occasions. Silk garments 

are commonly worn during festivals, weddings, religious rituals, and significant life events, 
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where they are considered auspicious and a mark of respect toward tradition. The production 

of silk clothing requires remarkable skill, patience, and artistic creativity, involving numerous 

stages that transform delicate natural fibers into elaborate fabrics. Each silk garment therefore 

carries cultural meaning beyond its physical form, reflecting centuries of accumulated 

knowledge and craftsmanship. The motifs, patterns, and weaving styles often draw 

inspiration from mythology, nature, regional history, and local artistic expressions, turning 

silk clothing into a living representation of cultural memory and identity. 

Among the various regions of India, Assam occupies a unique and respected place in 

the tradition of silk production. The state is internationally recognized for its distinctive silk 

varieties and deeply rooted weaving culture. In Assamese society, weaving is not merely an 

occupation but an integral part of daily life and social identity. Many households traditionally 

maintain handlooms within their homes, where weaving activities are carried out alongside 

everyday domestic responsibilities. This practice strengthens familial bonds and ensures the 

continuous transmission of skills from one generation to another. Silk weaving in Assam 

reflects a harmonious balance between nature and human creativity, as artisans rely on locally 

available resources and indigenous techniques. The natural durability, soft texture, and 

luminous sheen of silk make it suitable for both everyday attire and ceremonial garments, 

allowing it to remain relevant across different social contexts. Even in an era dominated by 

industrialization and synthetic textiles, traditional silk continues to be appreciated for its 

authenticity, comfort, and timeless aesthetic appeal. 

Traditional silk clothing also holds immense cultural and economic significance 

across India. The silk industry supports millions of individuals, including farmers engaged in 

sericulture, skilled weavers, dyers, designers, and traders who contribute to the overall 

production chain. In rural areas especially, silk production provides a stable source of 

livelihood where employment opportunities may otherwise be limited. In Assam, sericulture 

and handloom weaving play a crucial role in sustaining local economies while simultaneously 

preserving indigenous knowledge systems. The region is particularly famous for varieties 

such as Muga, Eri, and Nuni silk, each possessing distinctive characteristics shaped by 

specific environmental conditions and traditional practices. Beyond their material qualities, 

these silk varieties are closely connected with social customs, rituals, and cultural 

celebrations, promoting sustainable interaction with nature and strengthening community 

identity. Consequently, traditional silk clothing remains a treasured element of Indian 
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heritage, linking past traditions with contemporary life while continuing to inspire cultural 

pride for future generations 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

 

1. To examine the historical development of silk production from its ancient origins to 

its evolution in Assam. 

 

2. To identify and describe the major types of traditional silks produced in Assam, 

including Muga, Eri, and Nuni. 

 

3. To analyze the traditional processes involved in silkworm rearing, silk extraction, and 

handloom weaving. 

 

4. To understand the cultural significance of silk garments and traditional motifs in 

Assamese society. 

 

5. To assess the economic and social role of silk production in supporting rural 

livelihoods and women artisans. 

 

6. To explore the challenges faced by traditional silk industries in the modern era and the 

efforts made toward their preservation. 

METHODOLOGY: 

 This research adopts a mixed methodology which includes field study, personal 

interview with weavers of Handloom Training Centre, Kacharipathar, Duliajan.  

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: 

Silk production has a very ancient history and is believed to have begun more than 

4,000 years ago in China. Historical records and popular legends suggest that the Chinese 

were the first to discover the technique of rearing silkworms and extracting fine silk threads 

from their cocoons. Because silk was rare, beautiful, and highly valuable, this knowledge was 
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carefully guarded for many centuries and remained a closely protected state secret. Silk soon 

became a luxury commodity associated with royalty, wealth, and social prestige. Gradually, 

silk trade expanded beyond China through long-distance commercial networks such as the 

Silk Road, which connected Asia with Europe, the Middle East, and other regions of the 

world. Through cultural exchanges, migration, and trade interactions, knowledge of 

sericulture slowly spread across civilizations. This gradual transmission of silk-making 

techniques laid the foundation for the development of diverse silk traditions in many 

countries, including India. 

As silk-making practices reached India, silk quickly became an important element of 

Indian civilization and cultural expression. During ancient and medieval periods, particularly 

under regional kingdoms and temple-centered economies, silk garments were widely used by 

kings, nobles, and religious authorities as symbols of power, purity, and prosperity. 

References to silk appear in ancient scriptures, temple carvings, sculptures, and classical 

paintings, demonstrating its deep cultural and spiritual significance. Over time, different 

regions of India developed distinctive varieties of silk influenced by local climate, vegetation, 

and artistic traditions. Indian silk weaving emphasized handloom craftsmanship, detailed 

ornamentation, and symbolic motifs inspired by mythology, nature, and everyday life. Unlike 

mass-produced textiles, each silk garment reflected artistic individuality and cultural 

meaning, strengthening silk’s role as both a material and symbolic expression of heritage. 

In Assam, the history of silk production is particularly rich and deeply embedded in 

social life and cultural identity. The region is one of the rare places in the world where 

multiple varieties of silk are produced naturally, making Assam unique in the global history 

of sericulture. Silk has long been associated with dignity, refinement, and social pride among 

Assamese people. Traditional garments such as the mekhela chador, often woven from silk, 

are worn during important occasions including Bihu festivals, weddings, and religious 

ceremonies. The colors, motifs, and weaving styles found in Assamese silk textiles reflect the 

natural environment, local beliefs, and inherited aesthetic traditions that have been preserved 

for generations. This continuity has helped maintain Assam as one of the most significant 

centers of indigenous silk culture in India. 

Silkworm rearing gradually became an integral part of Assamese life because it suited 

the region’s favorable climate, fertile land, and agrarian lifestyle. Sericulture developed 

primarily as a household-based activity in which families reared silkworms alongside 

agricultural practices. Knowledge of silkworm rearing, spinning, and weaving was 

transmitted orally from one generation to another, strengthening family ties and community 



65 
 

cooperation. Women played a central role in spinning and weaving, transforming silk 

production into both an economic activity and a cultural responsibility. The participation of 

entire households in different stages of production created a strong bond between nature, 

labor, and tradition. Over time, this harmonious relationship ensured that silk production 

remained sustainable and socially respected. 

Thus, the historical development of silk production—from its ancient origins in China 

to its cultural flourishing in India and its unique evolution in Assam—demonstrates the 

enduring connection between craftsmanship, environment, and human society. In Assam 

especially, silk production became more than a textile practice; it evolved into a symbol of 

identity, heritage, and continuity. The preservation of traditional techniques across centuries 

highlights the resilience of indigenous knowledge systems and the deep cultural value 

attached to silk. As a result, silk remains deeply woven into the social, cultural, and economic 

fabric of Assamese society, ensuring the continuity of its rich silk heritage from the past into 

the modern era. 

 

TYPES OF SILKWORM -BASED TRADITIONAL TEXTILES  

 a) Muga Silk 

Muga silk is one of the most valuable and 

prestigious varieties of silk in the world and is 

unique to Assam. It is naturally golden in color, a 

feature that sets it apart from all other silks. This silk 

is produced from the silkworm Antheraea 

assamensis, which survives only in specific climatic 

conditions and feeds on particular host plants found 

in Assam. The golden hue of Muga silk does not fade over time; instead, it becomes brighter 

and more radiant with repeated use and washing, adding to its charm and value. 

Historically, Muga silk has been associated with royalty, nobility, and religious 

institutions. Kings and aristocrats wore Muga garments as a symbol of power, prestige, and 

purity. Even today, Muga silk is widely used in ceremonial and festive attire such as mekhela 

chadors, sarees, and traditional scarves. Another outstanding feature of Muga silk is its 

exceptional durability—it is considered one of the strongest natural fibers. Because of its rich 

shine, strength, and cultural significance, Muga silk holds a special place in Assamese 

heritage and continues to be a source of pride and economic support for local weavers. 
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b) Eri Silk 

Eri silk is another important traditional silk of 

Assam and is commonly referred to as “Ahimsa silk” 

or “peace silk.” This name comes from the method of 

production, as the silkworm is allowed to complete 

its life cycle and emerge naturally from the cocoon 

before the silk is processed. As a result, Eri silk is 

considered ethical and environmentally friendly. The 

texture of Eri silk is soft, warm, and slightly coarse, 

making it very comfortable for daily wear. 

Eri silk is especially popular for making shawls, blankets, stoles, and winter clothing 

because of its excellent insulating properties. It keeps the body warm in cold weather while 

remaining breathable in warmer conditions. Unlike the glossy appearance of Muga silk, Eri 

silk has a matte finish, which gives it a simple and elegant look. It is widely used by people 

of all age groups and is deeply connected to everyday life in Assamese households. The 

production of Eri silk is mostly carried out at the domestic level, supporting sustainable 

livelihoods and preserving traditional weaving practices. 

 

 

c) Nuni Silk 

Nuni silk is a lesser-known but culturally significant type of silk produced in Assam 

through traditional methods. It is obtained from silkworms that feed on the leaves of the nuni 

plant and is woven using indigenous handloom techniques. Nuni silk is known for its fine yet 

strong texture, which makes it suitable for making traditional garments and decorative 

textiles. Although it is not produced on a large commercial scale, it remains an important part 

of local textile traditions. 

 

The production of Nuni silk is closely linked to rural 

communities, where sericulture and weaving are practiced 

as household activities. Knowledge of Nuni silk production 

is passed down from one generation to the next, helping 

preserve indigenous skills and cultural identity. Culturally, 

Nuni silk represents the diversity and richness of Assam’s 

silk heritage. Its continued use highlights the deep connection between nature, tradition, and 
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craftsmanship, and it plays a meaningful role in sustaining local culture even in the face of 

modernization. 

 

d) Pat Silk 

Pat silk is another prominent variety of silk 

produced in Assam and is recognized for its bright 

white or creamy appearance and smooth texture. It is 

obtained from mulberry-fed silkworms and is known 

for its fine quality and natural luster. Pat silk fabrics 

are lightweight, soft, and comfortable, making them 

ideal for traditional attire worn during festivals and 

religious ceremonies. The elegant shine and refined 

texture of Pat silk contribute to its popularity in Assamese cultural clothing. 

The weaving of Pat silk has long been practiced as a traditional art form, reflecting the 

skill and creativity of Assamese weavers. Garments made from Pat silk are commonly worn 

during auspicious occasions, symbolizing purity and grace. The production process supports 

many artisans and handloom workers, helping sustain local economies. Through its continued 

use in traditional dress, Pat silk preserves cultural identity while adapting to changing fashion 

trends in modern society. 

 

f) Tasar Silk 

Tasar silk, also known as Tussar silk, is a variety of wild 

silk produced by silkworms that live in forested areas and feed on 

natural tree leaves. This silk is characterized by its textured surface 

and natural shades ranging from beige to copper tones. Tasar silk 

is valued for its rich appearance and breathable quality, making it 

suitable for traditional garments as well as decorative textiles. Its 

natural texture gives the fabric a unique aesthetic that differs from 

smoother silk varieties. 

 

The production of Tasar silk is closely associated with tribal and rural communities 

who practice traditional methods of sericulture. The process depends heavily on natural 

environmental conditions, reflecting a strong relationship between nature and human 

livelihood. Tasar silk production helps sustain indigenous knowledge systems and provides 
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economic support to forest-based communities. Its cultural and ecological importance 

highlights the diversity of India’s silk traditions and the continued relevance of sustainable 

textile practices. 

 

 

PROCESS OF PRODUCTION: AN 

OVERVIEW: 

The production of traditional 

silk is a detailed and systematic process 

that combines natural biological cycles 

with human skill and traditional 

craftsmanship. Known as sericulture, 

this process involves several stages 

beginning with silkworm rearing and 

ending with weaving finished silk 

fabrics. In Assam, these steps are carried out using traditional knowledge passed down 

through generations, reflecting harmony between nature, culture, and artisan expertise. 

 

Step 1: Silkworm Rearing (Sericulture) 

The first stage of silk production is the rearing of silkworms, commonly referred to as 

sericulture. Silkworm eggs are carefully collected and preserved under controlled 

environmental conditions to ensure successful hatching. After the larvae emerge, they are 

protected from harsh weather, insects, and diseases. Farmers maintain proper hygiene, 

temperature, and ventilation because silkworms are extremely sensitive to environmental 

changes. The success of this stage directly influences the quality and quantity of silk 

produced. 

 

Step 2: Feeding Process 

Feeding is one of the most crucial stages in silkworm development. Different varieties 

of silkworms consume specific host plants. For example, mulberry silkworms feed on 

mulberry leaves, Muga silkworms feed on som and soalu leaves, while Eri silkworms depend 

mainly on castor leaves. The worms are fed multiple times daily to support rapid growth. 

Continuous and proper feeding allows the larvae to gain strength and prepares them for 

cocoon formation, ensuring strong and high-quality silk fibers. 
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Step 3: Cocoon Formation 

After completing their feeding cycle, silkworms begin spinning cocoons. During this 

phase, the worms release a liquid protein from their glands, which solidifies into fine silk 

threads upon exposure to air. The silkworm spins continuously, wrapping itself inside a 

protective cocoon made from a single long filament. This process usually takes several days. 

The structure and strength of the cocoon play a vital role in determining the texture, 

durability, and shine of the silk fabric. 

 

Step 4: Silk Extraction, Spinning, and Weaving 

Once the cocoons are ready, silk fibers are carefully extracted through a process 

called reeling. The threads are then twisted and spun to enhance durability and smoothness. 

After spinning, the yarn may be dyed using natural or traditional dyes to achieve desired 

colors. Skilled artisans weave these threads on handlooms, producing fabrics with intricate 

patterns and traditional designs. This stage requires precision, patience, and artistic creativity, 

making every silk textile unique. 

 

Step 5: Role of Traditional Weavers 

Traditional weavers hold a central position in the silk production process. In Assam, 

weaving is often a household activity, particularly practiced by women who inherit these 

skills through generations. Their craftsmanship transforms raw silk into culturally significant 

garments such as mekhela chadors, shawls, and ceremonial attire. Beyond economic value, 

the work of these artisans preserves cultural identity and ensures the continuation of 

traditional textile heritage in a rapidly modernizing world. 

 

CHALLENGES AND MODERN 

DEVELOPMENTS 

Traditional silk production, despite 

its cultural richness and economic 

importance, faces several challenges in the 

modern era. Rapid industrialization and 

changing market demands have created 

pressure on traditional sericulture practices. 



70 
 

While silk weaving continues to represent heritage and craftsmanship, artisans and producers 

must now adapt to technological advancements and global competition. These challenges 

have influenced both the production process and the livelihood of weavers, making 

modernization and supportive initiatives increasingly necessary for the survival of traditional 

silk industries. 

 

One of the major challenges is competition from machine-made textiles and synthetic fabrics. 

Power looms and factory-produced materials can produce silk-like fabrics more quickly and 

at lower costs compared to handloom weaving. As a result, traditional silk products often 

struggle to compete in price-sensitive markets. Many consumers prefer cheaper alternatives, 

which reduces demand for handcrafted silk garments. This shift affects artisans who rely on 

time-intensive manual weaving methods, leading to reduced income and declining interest 

among younger generations in continuing the craft. 

Another significant concern is the gradual decline of traditional weaving practices. 

Younger people in rural areas are increasingly moving toward modern professions and urban 

employment opportunities instead of learning ancestral weaving skills. The lack of proper 

financial support, limited market access, and irregular income discourage families from 

continuing sericulture and handloom work. As experienced artisans age without successors, 

valuable indigenous knowledge and traditional techniques risk being lost over time. 

Environmental and climatic changes also pose serious challenges to silk production. 

Silkworms are highly sensitive to temperature, humidity, and the availability of host plants. 

Irregular rainfall, rising temperatures, and deforestation can negatively affect the growth of 

silkworms and the quality of cocoons. Changes in natural conditions may lead to disease 

outbreaks among silkworms and reduced silk yield, directly impacting farmers and weavers 

who depend on stable environmental conditions for successful production. 

In response to these challenges, various government initiatives and modernization 

efforts have been introduced to support the silk industry. Training programs, financial 

assistance schemes, and technological improvements aim to enhance productivity while 

preserving traditional methods. Organizations promote handloom products through 

exhibitions, cooperative societies, and online marketing platforms, helping artisans reach 

wider markets. Modern research in sericulture also focuses on improving silkworm breeds 

and sustainable farming techniques. These combined efforts seek to balance tradition with 

innovation, ensuring that the heritage of silk production continues to thrive in a rapidly 

changing world. 
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As part of a field study on the traditional silk heritage of Assam, an interaction was 

conducted with Mrs. Gayatri Gogoi, member of Handloom Training Centre, Kacharipathar to 

gain practical knowledge about the varieties of silk traditionally produced in Assam, the 

processes involved in transforming silkworm cocoons into garments, and the cultural 

meanings expressed through traditional motifs. The purpose of this interaction was to 

understand the distinctive characteristics of Assamese silk varieties such as Muga, Eri, and 

Nuni, the stages of sericulture and weaving required to produce traditional attire, and the 

ways in which silk textiles reflect Assamese cultural identity. Drawing from her practical 

experience, the instructor explained the differences among various silk types, described the 

step-by-step process of silk production from rearing silkworms to weaving finished garments 

like the mekhela chador, and discussed the symbolic importance of motifs including the 

Jaapi, Kopou Phool, and Xorai. 

The discussion revealed that traditional silk production in Assam is not only an 

economic activity but also a cultural expression closely linked with heritage, rituals, and 

social values. The interaction provided valuable insights into how silk garments embody 

regional identity while preserving artistic traditions passed down through generations. The 

responses presented below reflect the instructor’s explanations regarding Assamese silk 

varieties, production techniques, and the cultural symbolism embedded in traditional designs. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Traditional silk production in Assam represents a deeply rooted cultural practice that 

brings together history, craftsmanship, and social values into a living heritage. From its 

ancient origins to its present-day relevance, silk has remained an enduring symbol of dignity, 

purity, and cultural identity. The distinctive varieties of silk produced in Assam—such as 

Muga, Eri, Nuni, Pat, Mulberry, and Tasar—reflect the region’s rich biodiversity and the 

indigenous knowledge systems developed over generations. These silks are not merely textile 

materials but cultural artifacts that embody traditional beliefs, artistic expressions, and 

regional pride. Through their continued use in garments like the mekhela chador and 

ceremonial attire, silk textiles maintain a strong connection between the past and present, 

reinforcing Assamese cultural continuity. 

The cultural significance of traditional silk clothing extends beyond aesthetics and 

craftsmanship to encompass rituals, festivals, and social practices. Silk garments play an 

essential role in weddings, religious ceremonies, and community celebrations, where they 

symbolize respect, prosperity, and social harmony. Traditional motifs such as Jaapi, Kopou 
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Phool, and Xorai woven into silk fabrics act as visual representations of Assamese values, 

including hospitality, agricultural heritage, femininity, and reverence for tradition. In this 

way, silk weaving becomes a powerful medium of cultural communication, allowing stories, 

beliefs, and identities to be preserved and transmitted across generations. The act of wearing 

traditional silk thus reinforces a sense of belonging and collective memory within Assamese 

society. 

From a social and economic perspective, silk production serves as a vital source of 

livelihood, particularly in rural areas. Sericulture and handloom weaving support farmers, 

weavers, dyers, and artisans, with women playing a central role in sustaining these practices 

at the household level. The domestic nature of silk production strengthens family bonds and 

ensures the intergenerational transfer of skills, while also empowering women through 

economic participation and cultural responsibility. At the same time, the silk industry 

contributes significantly to the rural economy and promotes sustainable interaction with 

nature. Ethical practices such as Ahimsa silk production in Eri silk further highlight the 

environmentally conscious aspects of traditional Assamese sericulture. 

However, traditional silk production faces increasing challenges due to 

industrialization, environmental changes, and competition from synthetic and machine-made 

textiles. Declining interest among younger generations and unstable income opportunities 

threaten the survival of indigenous weaving practices. Despite these challenges, 

modernization efforts, government support, and growing global interest in sustainable and 

handcrafted textiles offer renewed possibilities for revival. By combining traditional 

knowledge with modern technology, market access, and institutional support, the silk heritage 

of Assam can be preserved and strengthened. Ultimately, protecting traditional silk 

production is essential not only for sustaining an ancient craft but also for maintaining 

cultural identity, social cohesion, and economic resilience. Ensuring its continuity will allow 

this invaluable heritage to thrive and inspire future generations. 
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