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Abstract 

Magh Bihu is one of the famous festivals of three Bihus in Assam. The other two 

Bihus are Bohag Bihu and Kati Bihu.  Magh Bihu is a post-harvesting festival of Assam. A 

folk fire ceremony is closely associated with Magh Bihu. But more significant what have 

found is Uruka, the Bihu eve. On this day womenfolk get ready for the next day with Chira, 

Pitha, laru, curd, etc. Uruka is not exactly a one day affair, because for Uruka, fuel has to be 

gathered, fish has to be get from ponds or streams, and some meat too if possible. Another 

important feature of this Bihu is to build temple like structures in paddy or open fields. 

Making a feast in front of meji on the evening of uruka is another important event in Magh 

Bihu. After the feasting evening is over, next day at crack of dawn, someone in the family ties 

thin strips of bamboo, jute or hay around fruit bearing trees, calls out to dogs and offer them 

rice, while womenfolk clean the house and cooking pans. The men folk and children then 

move on to the mejis and bhelaghars where offerings of eatables are made to the God of fire, 

Agni. After offering they burnt the meji. Majuli is a river island of Assam and this study was 

conducted in that place. 
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Introduction 

The Majuli of Jorhat district of Assam is the biggest river island of the World. It has a 

very unique cultural setting and topography. The total geographical area of the island is 1256 

Sq Km. The total inhabitable land mass of the Majuli is approximately 421 Sq Km. It has a 

population of over 1.6 lakhs population which are spread to 243 villages. The population has 

different groups residing belonging to the Mishing, the Deori, the Sonowal but the larger part 

of population are general Assamese people having dialect comprising of each groups. The 

Mishing and the Deori are just a handful inspite of their richness in cultural background in 

this island. It is assume that the Mishing people were migrated from the bank of the Siang 

river of Arunachal Pradesh which forms the larger chunk of the Majuli Island The island has 

22 Xatras and 20 panchayats which the Assamese Vaishnavite rituals are perform in these 
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Xatras.. Having mixed cultural background, the island has festivals mostly throughout the 

year. 

 

The field work: 

During our time of visit, it happens to be Magh Bihu in 2008, a festival where the 

larger population celebrate at Majuli. The famous post-harvesting festival of Assam is Magh 

Bihu. 

 

The brief about Bihu: 

 “The Assamese term Bihu is believed to be a derivation from the Sanskrit visuvat. 

This is particularly associated with the mahavisuva samkranti signifying vernal Equinox that 

takes place the junction of the months of Chaitra and Vaisakha (mid-April). Although the 

term Bihu is more specifically connected the well-known spring festival of Assam celebrated 

that is, the junction of the two corresponding Assamese months of Chot and Bohag. The term 

Bihu is also a generic term by which not one, but three different important Assamese festivals 

are known: the Bohag Bihu (Bihu is named after the name of the succeeding month)- the Bihu  

of Bohag  or Chotar Bihu- the Bihu of Chot; the Magh Bihu- the Bihu of Magh, coming in the 

mid-January at the junction of the Assamese months of Puh and Magh, and the Kati Bihu-the 

Bihu of Kati which falls in mid-October at the time of junction of the two Assamese months 

of Ahin and Kati.These three festivals are also known by three alternative names arising from 

their respective significance and manner of celebration. Coming at seed time the spring time 

festival of Bohag Bihu  is also called Rangali Bihu because of its association with merry-

making (rang: joy, merriment) through singing and dancing; the Magh Bihu is also known as 

Bhogali Bihu –enjoyment (bhog) through feasting etc. being its main feature; and the Kati 

Bihu coming at a time when the year’s of grains has run out traditional winter crop is yet to 

mature, has the alternative name of Kangali Bihu, literally beggar’s Bihu- poor Bihu 

(festival), as it is not connected with any feasting or merri-making. (Datta, 1982:1&2)  

According to P.Goswami, “Astronomically, Bohag Bihu is associated with Vernal Equinox, 

Kati Bihu is associated with Autumnal Equinox and Magh Bihu is associated with Winter 

Solstice. The term Bihu is traced Sanskrit visuvan, equinox. (Goswami, 1988:5) 

A folk fire ceremony is closely associated with Magh Bihu. But more significant what 

have found is Uruka, the Bihu eve. On this day womenfolk get ready for the next day with 

varieties of snacks like Chira, Pitha, laru, curd, etc. Uruka is not exactly a one day affair, 

because for Uruka, fuel has to be gathered, fish has to be get from ponds or streams, and 
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some meat too if possible. In tribal settings women prepare rice-beer, usually undistilled. In 

winter season, it takes four or five days to get the beer matured. 

Another important feature of this Bihu is to build temple like structures in paddy or 

open fields. Young boys take a role to prepare this. These structures are temple shaped made 

with green bamboo, dried banana leaves and hay or stubble of paddy are usually and called 

meji, and those which are hut like are called Bhelaghar. “The term Bhelaghar may be from 

Sans. Mesa-griha (mesa= bhera/bhela=sheep) in which some hairs of sheep or goat are burnt 

on the eve of Daul Utsava associated with Krishnaism. The term usued in upper Assam is 

meji and it may be from Sans. Medha or yajna. Thus certain ancient associations seem to 

have been carried over to the institution of bhelaghar burning. (Goswami; 1988:9) This has 

been observed in Majuli that people use firewood to make meji. 

Uruka feasting may be a family affair or communal. In the evening men folk of the 

village gathered and sitting in the bhelaghar arena and hold nam-prasanga with nagara 

kettledrums and bhortals or cymbals. The village cowherds pass the night in a bhelaghar 

worming them by a fire and making use of the vegetable that they steal from the villagers’ 

gardens and eatables that are given them.  

After the feasting evening is over, next day at crack of dawn, someone in the family 

ties thin strips of bamboo, jute or hay around fruit bearing trees, calls out to dogs and offer 

them rice, while womenfolk clean the house and cooking pans. The men folk and children 

then move on to the mejis and bhelaghars where offerings of eatables are made to the God of 

fire, Agni. Then to cries of God’s names fire is set to the structures. Red flames warm the 

people so long shivering in cold and the tubes of bamboo burst like gunfire. Brahmins or 

elderly persons or xatola (among Mishings) give blessings and put marks of ash on the 

forehead. The half-burnt sticks are scattered in the fields and a pieces may be brought home 

to be thrown near fruit bearing trees. The belief is that the ashes and the half burnt bamboos 

increase the fertility of fields and gardens. “According to Frazer Europeans who lighted 

Lenten and midsummer fire also had the belief in the efficacy of ashes and embers as a means 

of fertility. Some of them also had the custom of tying bands of straw round tree-trunks to 

render them fruitful. These fire rituals have apparently an Indo-European origin. .”(Goswami; 

1995:19) 

 

   In the morning, after the mejis and bhelaghars are burnt people sit and the 

accompaniment of kettledrums and large cymbals hold a session of hymn devotional 

Vaishnavite singing. In fact, holding of nam-prosanga or hymn-singing in either namghar or 
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household is a noted feature of this month of Magh, supposed to be suitable for religious 

purposes. In this aspect of this Magh Bihu festival, the influence of Vaishnavism is very 

much clear particularly in Majuli. 

No meat is allowed on the Samkranti day, next day of uruka, the lunch being made up 

of chira, pitha, curd and so on. One special preparation is tekeli-pitha, salted rice powder 

steamed on the mouth of a small pitcher or even kettle. It is like idli, but larger. Another kind 

of preparation is sunga-pitha, moist rice powder put in a green bamboo tube and roasted in 

fire. The ingredient mixed with the rice powder used to be salt but now a day some people 

prefer a sweet variety. In Majuli they make what is called a sunga saul, the sticky bara rice 

steamed in a bamboo tube. After preparation, the sticky roll is made into pieces and eaten 

mixed with milk and Gur. In Majuli there seems to be a preference for fried pithas. 

The evening meal consists of rice (sometimes new rice, if not taken earlier in the 

month of Assamese month Aghon), curry of black gram, fried yam and so on. Next day at 

noon it is customary to take a little left over rice kept soaked in water and left over dal. It 

termed as maghi panta. It may be the custom of eating soaked left over rice a memory of the 

tribal habit of drinking rice beer. 

One interesting feature of this Bihu is the holding of sports, like wrestling, racing, 

jumping, buffalo fighting (moh junj), egg fighting (kani junj), chicken fighting (kukura junj), 

and bulbuli(one kind of small bird) fighting in different places. Buffalo fighting of Ahotguri 

in Marigaon district is famous. 

About significance of Magh Bihu people of Majuli says thus: 

Mr. Hemkanta Goswami (65 years, artist.): Magh Bihu for me is not only a festival of 

feasting but also of self-purification. The fire that burns the mejis must also cleanse our heart 

and soul. All that evil inside must be consigned to the flames. That is what Bihu is all about. 

Mr. Jadumani Saikia (25 years, M.A.): Magh Bihu for me is a time for fun and 

celebrations. And this time, too, it will not be an exception. 

Ms. Pinku Bora (24 years, P.G. student of Dibrugarh University): Magh Bihu for me 

is the sign and time of prosperity. I am not just talking about material prosperity but about 

inner prosperity and well being. It is the time when we purge our souls in the meji fire and try 

to emerge as a better person. When one is happy, he or she can contribute something for the 

well-being of the society.  

Mr. Jayanta Barua(35 years, artist): Magh Bihu in fact gives us an opportunity to 

foster brotherhood. 
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Mr. Chida Goswami(46 years, Govt. employee): Our neighbours will get together and 

build a bhelaghar where we will have our feast on uruka night. We will also gather to light 

the meji early in the next morning. Bihu has always been a community affair in our locality 

and most of the families join the celebrations. Since it is customary to visit the namghar on 

Bihu day, we will have the Bihu jalpan with the elderly members of our family at the place of 

worship.   

Dr. Ratul Das (42 years, Physician): Magh Bihu signifies prosperity and peace in 

society. 

Mr. Tulshi Rajkhowa (39 years, lecturer in Majuli College): Magh Bihu signifies hope 

and optimism for a bright future. 

Though the framework of Assam’s society is Sanskritic, along with the caste system 

and the usual Hindu Samskaras and the local Mongoloid or tribal people has softened the 

rigidity of the caste system and added considerable diversity to most festive occasions of this 

state. Communal harmony is also a speciality of Assamese society. Festivals are a part of 

traditional culture; their nature is determined by both the seasons and religion or religious 

followed by the people. During our visit to Majuli, we went to Derge Sonowal village, 

(Mishing area has a density of population about one thousand). But, one important aspect is 

they also observed Magh Bihu in this same time. Similarly, the Deori and the Sonowal people 

also celebrate this festival. 

After all, for the people of Majuli, Magh Bihu is symbolic of the soul purification as 

the meji burn; alongside the goodwill prosperity, peace, brotherhood, fun and celebrations 

involves. The people of Majuli is observing this age-old tradition till now. 
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Informants 

1. Mr. Bogen Payeng, 80 years, Xatola of Derge Sonowal village 
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2. Ms. Jonmani Payeng, 16 years. Singer of Dege Sonowal village 

3. Mr. Hemkanta Goswami, 65 years, artist, Natun Samaguri Xatra. 

4. Mr. Krishna Goswami, 45 years, Natun Samaguri Xatra 

5. Mr. Jadumani Saikia, 25 years, Kamalabari. 

6. Mr. Jayanta Barua, 35 years, artist, Kamar gaon. 

7. Mr. Lakshmi Saikia 27 years, Kamar gaon. 

8. Mr. Chida Goswami, 46 years, Govt. employee, Ravanapar. 

9. Ms. Pinku Bora, 24 years, Garmur. 

10. Dr. Ratul Das, 42 years, Physician, Garmur Hospital. 

11. Mr. Tulshi Rajkhowa, 39 years, Lecturer in Majuli College 
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