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"We can confidently say that Dr. Jay Kant Mishra's
name will be handed down to posterity in India as the greatest
benefactor of Maithili at the present day, after that of
illustrious George Abraham Grierson, and will earn for him
gratitude of 16 millions of Maithili speakers in the first
instance and of the scholarly world of the whole of India in the
second".

-Suniti Kumar Chatterjee, 2 June 1970
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I quite agree that Maithili is an important Indian language

and most certainly deserves recognition.

Founder and editor of The Indian P.E.N

Smt. Sophia Wadia
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Maithili wishes rightly to maintain its identity. But this will be
looked upon a fissiparous move by those who wish to gigantize
Hindi. It is not wise for a non-Hindi fighter to take sides in this
issue. I know you will fight with all your energy.

Sri. C. Rajagopalachari
|9 - T 78 T (9. € ¢)
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Sankardeva and Maithili

(3 g AT TaSTeh UeheT STWRTIVTA hid FIehi S AT gk U S
HIYNRT T & 1 AT - IHIEH )

Sankardev wrote his dramas and hymns in Maithili. This fact
has been pointed out again and again. But it has not been fully
investigated as to why did he do so. He was fully conversant with and
had written books in Sanskrit long before writing in Maithili. If his aim
was to adopt a vernacular for propagating the Neo — Vaishnava cult
among the common people of Assam, he could have done so easily
by resorting to Assamese. Indeed he had written some books in
Assamese too before adopting Maithili. It has been surmised that he
wanted to use some kind of dignified vernacular medium for his
religious aim. He took up Mithila’s sanctified vernacular. Throughout
Eastern India the great Vidyapati’s language had somehow got
associated with the Krishna Cult and became the sanctified vernacular.
Obviously, this explanation satisfies the ordinary reader’s curiosity. A
penetrating investigator, however, is faced with certain pertinent queries:

1. When and where did Sankardeva get an access to the Maithili
language?

2. Was Maithili introduced by Sankardeva just like Prakrit in
Sanskrit dramas?

3. Should the dramas and hymns be taken as Assamese dramas
and Assamese hymns or Maithili dramas and Maithili hymns?

4. Was Sankardeva influenced by Kirtaniya dramas and Maithili
Padavalis prevalent in contemporary Mithila?

5. What was the influence of Oriya Brajabuli and Bengali Brajabuli
on Assamese Brajabuli?

6. Did the Nepalese use of Maithili in dramas and hymns have
anything to do with Sankardeva’s use of it in Assamese?

One of the most puzzling aspects of these lines of investigation
is that we have almost no positive data or evidences on anyone of
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these points. In the present state of our
knowledge we can only relate a few known
facts with one another and draw some
conclusions from the Maithili dramas and
hymns of Sankardeva to answer the above
queries.

Sankardeva’s Access to Maithili

Sankardeva is said to have toured the
whole of India for 12 years (1481 — 1493).
During this pilgrimage he is reported to have
Visited Varahkshetra which is situated within
Mithila’s northern borders. This is likely to
be probable, as the Varahkshetra shrine is
connected both with the story of Narakasura,
a legendary ruler of Assam and with Vishnu
worship. That this Varahkshetra lies in the
Maithili speaking area is the only evidence from
which we may guess that he liked the language
and thought of writing in Maithili. This,
however, has not been substantiated yet.

Another incident that could have given
Sankardeva an opportunity to learn Maithili
is connected with his visit to Jagannathpuri
and is more interesting. We do not know how
and why one Jagdish Mishra of Mithila, who
was a disciple of the famous Vishnupuri,
Mithila’s poet and saint devotee of Vishnu/
Shiva, came in close contact with him there.
It is traditionally said that Jagdish Mishra was
directed in a dream by Lord Jagannath at
Jagannathpuri to meet Sankardeva at
Baradova and hand over to him a copy of
Bhagvwat Purana. It is further said that
Jagdish Mishra visited Sankardeva there and
gave him a copy of Bhagwat Purana along

with its commentary called Bhavaith Dipika.
Indeed it appears that Sankardeva studied
Bhagwat under Jagdish Mishra who resided
with him for whole year and eventually even
met with his death in Baradova.

This incident proves the fact that at one
stage Sankardeva was initiated into Bhagwat
by Mithila’s Jagdish Mishra as a brother
devotee, a companion or a disciple. We do
not know much about Jagdish Mishra, even
as tradition, but obviously he had his training
under Vishnupuri. Vishnupuri was quite a well
known Vaishnav saint and his full identity has
been established(1). He flourished in the
middle of 15th century. Before became a
hermit he was known as Ramapati, a Maithil
Brahmin from an orthodox family from
district Madhubani (Bihar). A learned and
widely travelled scholar he was well versed
in Bhakti literature. His great work Bhakti
Ratnakar in Sanskrit was translated into
Bengali by Luria Krishnadas in about 1487.
His Maithili poems are quoted by Lochan in
his celebrated anthology of Maithili Lyrics in
17th century called Ragatarangini and by
Jagajjyotirmalla in his Maithili drama
Haragourivivaah. Of course, all these poems
are in true Maithili tradition — not at all
Vaishvav. Out of the two one is Literary and
the other is on Lord Shiva. But as yet we
have no evidence if Sankardeva met any
Mathili personality. Vidyapati was no doubt
an ardent devotee of Bhagwat Purana — even
today a whole MSS of it very neatly written
in his hand dated 309 La. Sami.e. 1428 A.D.
is extant. He used the legend of Radha and
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Krishna in his Maithili poems but not in
Vaishnava tradition.

These poems are in Brahmavaivarta
tradition in Sanskrit literary tradition. Also a
drama that he wrote in Maithili cannot be
called a Vaishnava drama in Maithili. Though
Vidyapati influenced all vaishnava saints and
devotees of Krishna, we cannot say that he
(Sankar) got direct inspiration from Vidyapati
for writing Maithili dramas on Vishnu and
Krishna. Vidyapati’s only extant Maithili
drama Gorakshvijaya is, however, a drama
which shows how religious renunciation
prevailed over Gorakhnath’s worldly
pleasures at a city called Kadalipur (Assam?),
and also goes to show how people could be
persuaded to follow the path of religion and
can be considered to have inspired him to
write in Maithili - provided Sankardeva could
access it. Under the influence of the
cotemporary courts of Mithila and, Maithili
writers, the courts of Nepal were replete of
dramatic performances of various kinds in
Maithili and Bengali. Maithili — Sanskrit texts
on music and dancing such as Shubhankar
Thakur’s (¢.1600) Srihastmuktavali and
Sangita Damodara found their way to Assam.
The boundaries of medieval Mithila and
medieval Kamrupa were contiguous. We have
evidence of Mithila’s artistes migrating to
court of Koch Bihar where Sankardva
happened to reside e.g. under Raja
Vishnusmha (Vishwamalla? c¢.1515). One
Maithili Karnakayastha named Narharidas
rose to be the chief minister of the state and
later his son Payonidhi was appointed the

cief minister after his death. Payonidhi’s son
Kvindra is known to have introduced
Kulinism in Assam(2). We know from
Rajmala the details of this constant influx of
Mithia’s men and their arts in Assam.

It is mentioned that in Kamta (Koch
Bihar) Court Malladeva alias Naranarayana
patronized Maithili artistes, poets and
scholars. Indeed many of his (or under his
name as author somebody else’s) poems are
quoted in Lochan’s Ragatarangini(3). This
Malladeva is referred to as a patron by a
famous tantra scholar of Mithila, Devanatha
Thakur in his work Tantra Kaumudi(4).
Snkardeva adorned the court of Kamta (Koch
Bihar). Under its patronage he completed the
Ramayana of Madhav Kandali by adding to
it the Uttar Kanda. I have refrained from
referring to the Kirtaniya tradition of Maithili
dramas as I am not sure if this name had
become popular at all by the time of
Sankardeva. No doubt it existed in some form
in Mithila and might have influenced
Sankardeva through these contacts. There is,
however, another point to consider. Mithila’s
dramas were not, as | pointed out above,
only concerned with the subject of Krisha —
there were varied topics of the Lore in the
puranas and the epics which formed the
subject matter of Mithila’s drama.
Nevertheless it can be concluded that
Sankardeva had an opportunity of being
influenced by Mithila and Maithili writers.

Nature of Sankardeva’s acquaintance
with Brajbuli-Although it is nowhere
mentioned specifically that Sankardeva
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adopted Maithili through his contacts with
Mithila’s eminent poetic achievements
through Maithili writers and scholars, I am
inclined to believe that they might have
supported his choice. Actually however he
chose the idioms and vocabulary of the
Vaishnava cult as he found them in the
language of Brajbuli Vaishnava poetry in
Bengal and Orissa. In other words, there is
internal evidence that he did not know
Vidyapati’s original language as it was used
in Mithila — the complex verb conjugation
and the pronouns, especially the use of ‘aha’
(you) of Maithili is not present in his Maithili.
We note complete absence of the intricacies
of Vidyapati’s Maithili in Sankardeva’s
language. On the other hand there is ample
evidence to show that the simplified linguistic
characteristics of his Maithili are very much
in common with those of Bengali and Oriya
BrajbuliOf course there is profuse evidence
that Bengali and Oriya Brajbuli writers
modeled their Maithili on the basis of
Vidyapati’s original language. But obviously
they made a selection of Maithili language,
primarily with easy and malleable elements

Sanskrit, Maithili or Assamese?- |
should now like to analyse a few passages,
selected at random and determine the content
of of each language in the dramas of
Sankardeva. Let us examine the following
prose passage:

‘AR fom fSem e eRe| @ wa|
faferey T wRe? iy 9 o = 3 H IH
@ S FOR g@ R o foemy s a©
TEE ge| Fiak sk S 11 hifer <8 amm)

(TRTIES Yhied sioael Tremaet, fawd
Tifec T, TITT)

All the 32 words in this passage are
Maithili with a few phonetic changes. Take a
passage of poetry: “

‘rg TifE T afsen ARk
T T et
FHAHS - g A S
31 IR St

€ W g, s M
FeR & @

el o PRI s

A TAR @ XU

Here are 37 words. Barring a few pho-
netic changes the language is the same as that
of Bengali — Oriya brajbuli variety of Maithili.
There are other two or three points of simi-
larity between the dramas and hymns of
Mithila and those of Sankardeva, the reason,
for which I am inclined to call these works as
Maithili dramas and hymns written in Assam.
The first point to note is that the names of
Raga & Raagini are mentioned at the top of
the songs in the true fashion of Jayadeva, a
well known Maithili writer. In this Maithii lit-
erature and Brajbuli literature are at one with
Sankarddeva’s dramas and hymns. Secondly,
the use of Sanskrit verses now and then in
these dramas is exactly similar to that in the
Kirtaniya dramas of Mithila. Thirdly, at the
end of each speech the refrain (e.g. in the
above prose passage) “FRa R A&’ may
be paralleled with Maithili dramatic practice
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of using in the refrain such lines as “8RUg
Yd Mfd 9 e.g. at the end of songs in
Ramapati’s Rukmaniparinaya. Fourthly, the
presence of the Sutradhar in the Maithili dra-
mas of Nepal and Mithila is not so pro-
nounced in literary specimens but in actual
performance the Kirtaniya performances had
the Sutradhar present throughout - from the
beginning till the end. Fifthly, in Assam there
is an equal deviation from the Sanskrit tradi-
tion of drama writing in Assamese and
Maithili. For example Maithili is not used by
lower classes or women alone — Maithili is
used - in Mithila, Nepal as well as Assam —
by hero, by the men folk and by the main
characters. So these plays cannot be called
Sanskrit plays using Maithili/Bengali/Prakrit.
They are actually Maithili/Bengali plays using
Sanskrit. Nor these are the three language
plays. If one wishes to see ‘three language
plays’ one may pursue the Rupakatrayam (ed-
ited by Dr. Maheshwar Neog). There you see
the use of three languages (Sanskrit, Prakrit
and Assamese). Indeed in the medieval plays
of Mithila also, when in later years Sanskrit
Pandits used Maithili as secondary language
the three languages were used as such but
the proper kirtaniya plays did not use Maithili
so as to make the plays ‘three language
plays’. They wrote Maithili plays with San-
skrit or Prakrit as conventions only to estab-
lish them. To conclude Sankardeva’s visit to
Mithila is a myth like that of Chaitanyadeva’s
or that of Chandidas’s visit to Vidyapati.
However the Mithila Kirtaniya tradition is
equally devoted to Shiva with Krishna

whereas Assamese dramas and poems are
more devoted to Krishna. As a conclusive
evidence I must say the tradition of
Sankardeva was never known in any regard
or at any place in Mithila. Here is in fact no
trace of any influence of ‘Ekasaraniya’
Mithila. Nevertheless the fact remains that
these writings of Assam should be taken as
Brajbuli specimens (i.e. mixed language pieces
with Maithili as base — mixed with Bengali,
Brajbhasha, Assamese and Sanskrit).

(1). See Ramanath Jha’s essay on
Vishnupuri in Patna University Journal Vol.1,
no2, pp 7-20.

(2). Radhakrishna Choudhary, Eastern
Language, Literature and Culture, P7, quoted
by Rajeshwar Jha in Madhyakalina Purvanchal
Vaishnava Sahitya, P132.

(3). Radhakrishna Choudhary, Eastern
Language, Literature and Culture, see also
Jayakanta Mishra’s History of Maithili Lit-
erature (Maithili Version), P141, though his
identity 1s not undisputed.

(4).1bid, P134. Also see Umesh Mishra Com-
memoration Volume, published by Ganganath Jha
Research Institute, Allahabad, P254.

(5). For details of the Maithili elements
in Bengali - Oriya — Brajbuli as compaired
with Vidyapati’s Mathili see Shailendra Mohan
Jha’s Brajbuli Sahitya (Bihar Hindi Granth
Academy, Patna, 1974) pp 16-54. For the
language of Sankardeva see Mahapurush
Sankardeva Brajbuli Granthawali (Hindi
Sahitya Sammelan, Prayag, 1975) pp 91-107.
Courtesy: unpublished.
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