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The Vrindavani Vastra: A Celestial Delight

The Vrindavani is a kind of massive tapestry unique to Assam, India, woven under

the supervision of Saint Poet and Reformer Srimanta Sankaradeva in 16th and 17th

centuries.

They were woven in the Karsana—Ghar at Patkausi, Assam. This object is a smaller
verston of a Vrindavani. It has several strips of coloured silk known as lampas and
each strips was stitched together to form a whole. Each strip features several

repeating images.

The narrative is centred on Krsna’s childhood at Vrindavan, where Lord Krsna
spent his life in his human form in the company of cow-herds, cows, buffalos, their
calves and so forth. The depiction is naturalistic with a lot of floral designs. Figures
of birds and animals are profusely depicted as well. Many images like Garuda,
various avatars, Krsna’s battle against the demon Bakasura, dances on Kaliya, the
swallowing of the forest fire and hiding the “Gopis” garments in the trees and so on.
Assamese script consisting of words Rama, Hari and Narayana are seen. Along the

top are also attached four strips of Chinese brocade.

The Vrindavani is a ritual object that continues to be highly venerated among the
people of Assam and its neighboring states. Its greatest impact in the region is

social integration and cohesion, irrespective of caste and creed.
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THE BRITISH MUSEUM VRINDAVANI VASTRA
A Celestial Delight

[Vrindavani picture] 10 October - 9 December 2014

The Vrindavani Vastra (VV) is a religious object, highly venerated and
used in eastern [ndia in the 16" to 17" centuries. The huge tapestry is
made of several strips stitched together to form a whole. Each strip has
several repeating images illustrating the childhood life of Lord Krsna at

Vrindavan.

The images are: Krsna playing among the cow-herds, buffalo, calves;
Krsna battling with the crane-demon Bakasura; dancing on Kaliya; the
swallowing of the forest fire; and hiding of the “Gopis” garments in the
trees and so on.

The VV was woven under the supervision of Srimanta Sankaradeva, a
great saint and social reformer, on the request of the King Narayana and
his brother General Chelarai of Koch Behar kingdom in the 16" century.
He engaged many weavers and made this beautiful tapestry measuring
60 yards long and 30 yards wide. The technique of weaving is also
unique, a compound weave in which in addition to the normal warp and
weft of the ground, a binding warp and pattern weft are used to make the

design.

This type of tapestry was made in 16" and 17" centuries only, and now
a few representative examples of this object are preserved in the British
Museum and other leading museums in Europe and America.
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The British Muscum - Merdin Collections Database
Asia Standard Report _ _

AstQD5,01184 PRN: EAS10748

COMPASS objeet number: Q1344309

release to Collection Online:

Textile Collection

Strips of lampas-woven coloured silk, each slightly different, and each stitched 1o the next one.
Each strip is made up of registers of repeating images illustrating Vaisnava and specifically
Krsna-related stories. For exampie, rows of Garuda images are seen, as are various of the
‘avataras'. However, the majority are of images of Krsna - ballling with the crane-demon
Bakasura, dancing on Kaliya, swallowing the forest-fire, hiding the 'gopis' clothes in the tree,
and so on. They are all important elements of the Krsna devotion associated with the
Assamese mystic and leacher, Sankaradeva {d.1588). This type of textile is known in Assam
as Vrindavani Vastra. Along the top are four strips of Chinese-slyle brocade and metal
suspension foops, added to the original textile during the time that it was in Tibel.

Inscription details: Inseription (throughout) in Assamese in Assamese seript

Length 937.00 ¢m

Width 231,00 ¢cm

Bibliography: Blurton 2006 P55

Bibliography: Crill 1992

Bibliography: Crill 1996

Bibliography: Boralr 2008

Pate: 17ihCllale)

Made in; Asia, South Asia, India, Assam (probably around Barpeta, in Kamrup.)

Found/Acquired: Asta, China, Tibet, Gobshi, Gobshi is on the route between Gyantse and the Karo La
as one travels to Lhasa, Obviously, the textife - which is entirely Assamese and Indian in origin and
iconography - must have been brought to Tibet fram further south, and re-used in a Tibetan contexl.
There is no functional connection between the Hindu imagery ol the textile and the Torl or monastery
from which Landon acquired it in 1903.

Found/Acquired: Asia, China, Tibet, Gyantse Region, Gyantse (neay)

Donated by: Perceval Landon

Permanent Location: BI/STX/AS/TIB/rack26/shd

Curator's comments:

dberenguer

04 Mar 2008

Biurton 2006:
In Assam, just 1o the north of Bengal, devolion (o Krishna is associated with the cqually charismatic and

saintly figure of Shankaradeva (died 1568). A miraculous story is told of how the ‘Bhagavata Purana’
came 1o be the basis of the devotional eull that he founded, A brahmin pundit, Jagdish Misra, came to
Puri to read the Bhagavata Purana’ to the image of Lord Jagannatha in the great temple (Jagannatha is
the deity of Puri who is regarded as a form of Krishna). While there, ke had a dream in which the deity
told him to take o copy of the text 10 Assam, where he was o find Shankaradeva and read it to him, too.
This Jagdish Misra did, reading all twelve books to the saint. The contents of the 1ext had such a
prafound effect on Shankaradeva that rom that time onwards he made this text concerned with devolion
to Krishna the basis of all his teachings. One feature of this bhaku cult that was different w that
propounded by Chaitanys was that it was practiscd almost entirely without images. The most important
clements of the cult became congregational singing of the pod's praises and the calling on his and
Radha's names by devolees in prayer-halls, or 'namghars',

A striking exception to the rile of worship without images is scen in the outstanding woven-silk textiles
that use themes from the Krishna legend as the basis for their decoration. These were made it Assam lor
ritual use in the Krishna colt in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In one register after another they
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show scenes from Krishna's file in Vrindavana, along with other mythofogical scenes. The Krishna
stories ilustrated include the defeat of the snake-king Kaliva and of the cranc-denton Bakasura sent by
the evil King of Mathura, Kamsa, 1o assassinate Krishna. Bakasura triumphantly swallows up the divine
here only to find him unbearably hot. He consequently has to vomit him out or risk being burnt 10 death,
and Krishna then swiftly kills him. Al these episodes are part of Krishna's ‘lila', his play, for nothing can
truly alter or interrupt his eternatly graceful and delightful existence - all of which is so captivatingly
different from the material world {ron which his devotees tong to eseape,

1933.0508,0.120 PRN: RITT0OS3

Students' Room Card: 1171 1904

release to Collection Online:

Thang Kha, Religious. Iigure of a tama. Appliqued and embroidered on textife, The cloth bucking on
the reverse is made up of fragments ol the so-called Viindavani Vasta lampas silk, from Assam (see
Bibliographic reference)

Bibliography.: Zwalf 1981 fig. 56 (p. 102-3) (caption on 102; image on 103)

Bibliography: Crill 1992 p. 76-83

Bibliography: Crill 1996

Date: 18thC(late)-19(hC

Made in: Asia, South Asia, Bhutan

Found/Acquired: Asia, South Asia, Bhutan

Donated by: Sir Charles Altred Bell KCIE, CMG

Colleeled by: Maharajah of Bhutan

Permanent Location: KEB/Mezz/Thangka |
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In staging of some dramas like the Cinha yatra , illuminations and fire worlks were put 1o use 1o give the
right effect of the scenes. This might gave birth to the fireworks industry in Barpeta which is farnous

these days too.

Sankardeva encouraged cattle and goat rearing as curd, butter, milk , cream were vary mich used in the
religious occasions.The diary industry thus was encouraged. Sankardeva promoted cultivation of rice |
After long hours of naam kirtan the bhaktas ate Koomal chawl —or glutinous rice with curd and jiggery.
This tradition continues in upper Assam villages as well as towns .

Cottage industry like cane and bamboo, pottery, woodcraft ete flourished because of the demand of
certain items for the bhaonas ( dramas) like goda, mukha- mask, and othe decorative as well as artificial
weapons, religious furnitures like guru asana, mayor asan, gaduda asan, thaga, mythic animals, sarai
religious itermns ltke earthen lamps, salita{lighting threads), dunari, bar pachi, baskets of different shapes
and sizes,bamboo doils, japi ( head gear} of different sizes etc, Sachi pat and tula pat or the writing
pages for the manuscripts were prepared widly along with colours like haital, hengul, neel, angar, gerua
mati{cff white scil) were extensively used. The writing on manuscripts employed specialized
proffesionals callad the khanikars. The khanikars were also engaged in the painting works of the naam
ghars ,and the sattras also in the construction ol the decorated gates of the saitras and the some pam

ghars.

The sattras were set in huge land grants, Some measured 21000 acres { Auniati) . These fands were used
for cultivations besides having the living and other departmental quarters .

ftwouid be abundantly clear that Sankardeva’s Fk sarana naam dharma and the institutions that he
created for propogation of his faith as also his disciples and the followers had immensely contributed to
the economic seif sustainance of the people
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VRINDAVANI VASTRA
A tapestry made of silk and cotton
Barpeta (Patkausi), Assam, India
c. 17" century

Dimensions 937 x 231 ¢cm

Donated by Perceval Landon
As1905,0118.4
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