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2 HISTORY OF ASSAMESE LITERATURE

1is that the present name is derived from ‘Asama’ in the sense
of ‘unequalled’ or ‘peerless’. They say that this was the term
applied to them _by the native tribes at the time of thcir in-
vasion of the valley, and was an index of the awe and admira-
ration ‘with*which the latter regarded the Ahom conqueror who
conciliated them. Dr. Banikapta Kakati suggests that ‘Asama’,
‘peerless’, may be a later-day Sanskritization of ah earlier
form, ‘Acham’. * In Tai the root cham means ‘to be van-
quished’. With the Assamese prefix ‘a’, ‘Asam’ or ‘Acham’
would mean ‘undefeated’, ‘victorious’. It is argued that the
name of the victor passed 1o the country in duc course. Another
derivation, however, has been suggested. “The name Asam’,
observes Baden-Powell, ““is most probably traceable to (the
Bodo) ‘Ha-com’, the low or.level country.”

The carlicst iuhabitants of Assam, according to the epics
and the Puranas, were the Nisadas, Kiratas, Cinas and sther
tribes commonly dcsignated ‘Mlecchas’ and ‘Asiivis’. Lin-
guistic and cthaographic evidences including some ancient
place-names of the province indicate that the carliest inha-
hitants of Assum spoke an Indo-Chinesc language of the
Mon-Khmer family, which is, according to Schimdt, a branch
of the Austric family of languages. The date when the Austric
spcakers began to infiltrate into Assam is not known, but
it must have occuried several hundred years B.c. and cer-
tainly long before the advent of the Aryans from the west.
It is hard to definc the contribution of the Austric-speaking
Mongolian peoples to the enthnological structure of Assam;
but it is manifest in many cxisting cultural institutions, cus-
toms and manmers of the Assamese,

The next wave of Indo-Chinese invasicn comprised various
peoples speaking Tibeto-Burman tongues. The original abode
of these invaders was the land near the Yang-tsc-kiang and
the Hwang-ho 1iver basins in north-west China. From there
they went down the courses of the Brahmaputra, the
Chindwin and the Irrawaddy, and entered India and Burma.
"The swarm which came to Assam proceeded down to the
crescent of the river Brahmaputra near Dhubri. From this
vantage point, some chove south and occupied first the Garo
Hills and the State of Hill Tippera. Others appear to have
ascended the valley of the Kapili and the neighbouring
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THE pFesent volume is the fifth in the series of Histories of
Literature, which the Sahitya Akademi has sponsored for
publicaticn. The four earlier volumes, namely, History of
Bengaly Literatwe by Dr. Sukumar Sen and History of Oriya
Literature by Dr. Mayadhar Mansinha (both in English),
History of Malayalam Literature by Sri P.K. Parameswaran
Nair in Malayalam and History of Kannada Literature by
Dr. R.S. Mugali in Kannada wecre published earlier and
have been well received by discerning critics. History of
Telwgu Literature by Dr. G.V. Sitapati in English and an
Englishy translation pf the History of Malayalam Literature
are now in Press and are expected to be published shortly.
Other volumes are under preparation.

These volume« have been planned in uniform size and
alm at a standard quality. The Sahitya Akademi hopes in
course of time to publish their translation in all major Indian
languages of the country so as to make available to the reader
authentic surveys of Indian literature, not only of his own
region but of the other regions as well. For Indian literature
i1s one though written in many langhiages. Though the con-
tribution of Assamese tou the literature of India 1s not incon-
siderable, very little is known of it outside the Assamese-
reading public. It is hoped th.t this volume will help o, in-
troduce the wealth ©f Assamese literature to the Indian reader
in general and will prove 6f as much interest to the general
reader as to the scholar.

The selection of authors of these Histories is made by the
Sahitya Akademi in consultation with its Advisory Board 1a
the language concerned and the manuscripts are read and
approved by a committee of its literary advisers before they
are published. No History of Literature, unless it 1s a mere
chronologlcal catalogue of names, can wholly avoid critical
estimates and qualitative preferences. These critical estimates
are *necessarily the author’s and it is not unlikely that there
will be difference of opinion amongst the readers in this
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matter. The' publisher (in this case the®Sahitya Akademi)
need not be identified with these estimates.

It is deeply regretted that the learned author of this History
who was himself a creative wiiter of distinction passed away
suddenly while the book was‘in Press. His prematuge death
cut off a career of great promise and is an irreparable loss
to Indian Literaturc.

SAHITYA AKADEMI
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