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putula punjo kare na hlndu/ 

katha mati dlye gara// 

mrnmaya majhe cinmaya dekhe/ 

haye jaya atma-hara//

The Hindu does not worship an idol 

Made of wood and clay. 

He sees consciousness 

Within the earthen-ness 

And loses himself in it.

(Swami Vivekananda)



CONTENTS:

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ABSTRACT

LIST OF PLATES

INTRODUCTION

PART ONE: 

CHAPTER ONE 

CHAPTER TWO 

CHAPTER THREE 

CHAPTER FOUR

Image worship in India 

Iconometry and Iconography 

Materials used for Image Making 

Worship.

pp.1-11. 

pp.12-23. 

pp.24-53. 

pp.54-73.

PART TWO:

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

Construction of Terracruda Images pp.74-93.

in Bengal 

Style of Images 

Worship in Bengal

pp.94-101. 

pp.102-150.

PART THREE: 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

CHAPTER NINE 

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

Historical Sources 

Historical Background of Bengal 

The British Period 

Durga:Her origin and History 

The Background of Durgotsava

CHAPTER THIRTEEN The Village Tradition, 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN Summary

pp.151-153. 

pp.154-166. 

pp.167-194. 

pp.195-220. 

pp.221-249. 

pp.250-269. 

pp.270-276.

FIGURES AND MAPS 

PLATES

BIBLIOGRAPHY



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS.

Firstly, I would like to express my

gratitude to Prof.Richard Gombrich for his initial encouragement and 

guidance and for his valuable suggestions and criticisms regarding the 

thesis. He has greatly facilitated the production of this thesis and 

enabled me to study Bengali, even joining in and proving himself as 

adept as he is in Sanskrit. I am also grateful to my other supervisor, 

Prof.B.K.Matilal, who has provided me with additional pieces of 

information from his own experiences in Bengal and made suggestions 

about the overall content of the thesis. I am grateful to both my 

supervisors for their help over Sanskrit.

Secondly, I would like to thank my

Bengali teacher, Mr.William Radice, whom I had the good fortune to meet 

at the beginning of my studies. I would also like to thank Or.Tarapada 

Mukherjee of SOAS for his help and advice regarding medieval Bengali 

literature.

Lastly, I would like to thank the many

people who helped me during my fieldwork in Bengal in winter 1980. I 

would like to thank especially Mr.Shyamal Chakravarti of the Indian 

Museum, Calcutta, Mr.Bhaskar Chunder of the Victoria Memorial, 

Calcutta, Mr.P.C.Dasgupta of the State Archaeological Museum, Calcutta, 

Dr.Suhrid Bhowmick, Mr.Saurish Chandra Roy, Bhavani Prasad Datta and 

Deb Datta and the Singha Roy family. My especial thanks are due to 

Prodip Paul of Kumartuli who befriended me and introduced me to the 

life and livelihood of the kumaras of Calcutta. I owe him a special 

debt of gratitude. It is not possible to mention all those who helped 

me individually, but my hope is that this thesis will be a form of
i *

thanks for their help and hospitality.



ABSTRACT:

The Worship of Clay Images in Bengal.

J.D.Robinson, Linacre College. 

Submitted for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy, 

Hilary 1983.

The thesis examines the contemporary

Bengali practice of worshipping clay images. By clay is understood 

'unbaked' clay. The thesis makes a distinction between 'baked clay 1 

(terracotta) images and 'unbaked' clay (terracruda) images and examines 

the preference for worshipping terracruda images.

The worship of clay images is examined

within the context of image worship in general in India, referring to 

the classical iconographical canons and other texts in which clay is 

mentioned as a suitable medium for the making of religious icons. The 

study is restricted to the Hindu religion. The thesis does not 

restrict itself to a purely iconographical approach.

The thesis discusses the artistic

tradition that gave rise to the clay images of Bengal,as well as 

attempting to understand the religious significance of the images. In 

tracing the tradition, the author has used vernacular sources as well 

as early records of travellers. In describing the contemporary 

technique of clay image making, the author has relied on recorded 

interviews and photo-documentation taken during a three month period of 

fieldwork in West Bengal.

The thesis establishes that there has



been a tradition of worshipping clay images in Bengal that is at least 

two centuries old and suggests that there are earlier precedents for 

the tradition. It also concludes that it is a strongly regional 

tradition that developed in Bengal and influenced the neighbouring 

states of Bihar, Assam and Orissa. The worship of terracruda images in 

Bengal is a regional practice that is the product of both classical and 

'folk 1 influences.
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INTRODUCTION.

This thesis examines the contemporary

practice of worshipping clay images in Bengal and attempts to find the 

possible origins of this practice. It establishes that there has been 

a tradition of worshipping clay images in Bengal that is at least two 

centuries old and suggests that the tradition may extend further back 

to classical times.

By the term 'clay images' is meant

'unbaked' clay images rather than 'baked' or 'fired' (terracotta) clay 

images. For the purposes of this thesis, I have formulated the word 

'terracruda' to indicate 'unbaked clay image'. This is an important 

distinction which raises a number of questions regarding the permanent 

or impermanent nature of clay images.

There appears to be a religious

injunction against the use of terracotta images for purposes of 

worship. This injunction is maintained in Bengal but is not explained 

in any text. Some texts suggest the use of either terracotta or 

terracruda images although they give preference to the use of 

terracruda images. Others remain silent on this distinction and simply 

refer to the images as clay images. I have given, the appropriate 

textual support as well as suggested possible reasons for this tenet.
%

By 'Bengal' I refer to West

Bengal, although I also use Bengal to refer to the various districts 

which comprised the area now known as West Bengal and Bangladesh. The 

tradition of worshipping the kind of clay images discussed in this 

thesis is peculiar to Bengal and its neighbouring states of Bihar, 

Assam and Orissa. It appears that the original impetus for worshipping 

terracruda images of this sort came from Bengal.



The thesis emphasises both the artistic

and the religious aspects of the worship of clay images in Bengal. It 

is not simply a study of technique or iconography, although these are 

both discussed. Rather, it explores the various categories of images 

and worship to see how socio-religious factors influence religious 

icons. I have also chosen to adopt a phenomenological approach and 

describe the various factors at work in determining the kind of image 

used for worship. The thesis concentrates on a regional practice and 

is largely desciptive rather than adopting a particular bias to support 

a particular line of argument.

METHODOLOGY.

I have divided the thesis into three

parts. In Part One I have discussed the practice of image worhsip in 

India, the iconographical canons and methods of Hindu worship, in order 

to present the worship of clay images within the context of image 

worship in general. Because of this, I have discussed the making of 

images in various other materials. In outlining the classical 

tradition of Indian art, I have drawn from the works^ of T.A.Gopinatha 

Rao (Elements of Hindu Iconography, vols I and II) and J.N.Banerjea 

(The Development of Hindu Iconography) who in turn relied on the 

classifications and iconographical rules devised by the Vaisnava 

schools of the Vaikhanasas and the Pancaratras of south India. Where 

possible, I have used Vaikhanasa and Pancaratra texts, although I also 

refer to a number of Puranas to show that clay images were used by each 

of the principal Hindu sects. In most cases, the dating of the Puranas 

has been taken from R.C.Hazra.

I have also drawn material from the work

of K.M.Varma, whose monograph on 'The Indian Technique of Clay 

Modelling 1 is the only work I know which deals systematically with the



technique of clay image making in India, Varma's monograph discusses 

the textual injunctions of the southern schools regarding the making of 

clay images, the archaeological finds of certain clay images and the 

current Bengali practice of making clay images in comparison with the 

classical tradition, illustrating this with photographs. He also 

mentions the important distinction made between baked clay images and 

unbaked clay images. Both Gopinatha Rao and Banerjea also refer to 

this distinction. It is hoped that this thesis will dispel the popular 

misconception that all clay art is necessarily terracotta art.

I have also made a distinction beteeen

the 'classical' artist working according to the classical tradition

with its recorded iconographical rules, the 'traditional' artist who

usually works according to an oral tradition and makes images according

to regional custom and the so-called 'folk' artist, the unskilled

layperson who makes images for personal use. My study of the worship

of clay images in Bengal concentrates on the work of the traditional

artist who may be said to stand between the classical and the folk

traditions of Indian art. Unlike the classical^ tradition, the

contemporary Bengali practice of making clay images is not regulated by

any recorded text. There is therefore no iconographical canon to which

we may refer when discussing the Bengali practice of making clay

images. This makes the task all the more difficult and a number of

avenues of investigation have been taken in order to try and bypass

this obstacle. On the other hand, because the tradition is oral, it

enables us to see how such traditions survive within the Indian

context, how they are maintained and also, eventually transformed.

There does not seem to have been any attempt by Bengali artists to

record rules for the making of clay images, nor do the artists appear

to feel the need for such rules.



In Part Two I have outlined the

construction of terracruda images in the contemporary Bengali practice, 

the style of the images and the modes of worship in Bengal. The aim of 

this section is to consider not only the technique of clay image 

making, which is undoubtedly of importance as K.M.Varma has shown, but 

also the use to which the images are put. I have given a survey of the 

various occasions when clay images are used for worship and details of 

some of the major Hindu festivals of Bengal. The information for Part 

Two was obtained mainly during a three month period of fieldwork in 

West Bengal during which time I carried out photo-documentation of the 

construction of the clay images and conducted interviews with artists 

and their patrons. The views of the local informants are included 

where possible in order to compliment any textual interpretations. In 

all cases, I have attempted to present the facts in a descriptive 

manner rather than attempting to draw too many conclusions. For 

rituals of worship, I have used Bengali ritual texts such as the 

Purohita Darpana of Surendra Mohana Bhattacarya. I attended most of 

the major festivals during my fieldwork in Bengal and have also 

recorded the Durga puja" celebrations in England. The 

photo-documentation of Durga puja included in this thesis was taken 

during the annual Durga puja celebrations at Bel size Park, London, 

which first started in 1963. Expatriot Bengalis in Europe, America and 

Canada have been importing clay images from Calcutta for the past 

decade.

In Part Three I have attempted to

investigate the possible origins of the worship of clay images in 

Bengal, looking back through the history of Bengal and concentrating 

especially on the British period (18th-20th c). There are extensive 

records of the wide-spread worship of clay images during this period



and the history of the Bengali practice of worshipping clay images is 

intimately connected with the foundation of the city of Calcutta. Most 

of the accounts of clay image worship are connected with the worship of 

the clay image of the goddess Durga, whose annual festival is the 

highlight of the Bengali religious calendar. Because of this, I have 

attempted to trace the background of Durga worship in India, 

concentrating on her worship in Bengal and in particular the worship of 

clay images of Durga, in order to find links with the current practice.

Finally, I have discussed the village

tradition of Bengal, relying on vernacular poems dedicated to popular 

village deities, in order to see whether the current urban tradition of 

making clay images was a transformation of a village tradition and had 

its roots in an unrecorded past.

TRANSLITERATION.

All words in Sanskrit and Bengali are

represented in bold type. Words in Sanskrit are transliterated 

according to the standard conventions. Words in Bengali are spelt with 

the inherent vowel 'a', whether it is pronounced or not except in the 

possessive case (for instance, amar instead of amara ) and in 

compound words ( calcitra instead of calacitra ). The labio-dental 

spirant (represented by the letter V) does not occur in Bengali which 

has V instead. Therefore V has been used in transliteration except 

where a cluster of consonants plus V occurs or where the reference is 

to a Sanskrit word.
i

Place names are given in the Anglicised

form. Proper names are also given in their Anglicised form if they 

have one, if not, they are transliterated according to the conventions 

mentioned.



PART ONE.

CHAPTER ONE: IMAGE WORSHIP IN INDIA.

There are indications of image worship

in shrines and temples dedicated to Vedic deities in the early 

centuries B.C. . The Grhya Sutras and BrShmanas allude to both images 

and temples 1 . But the systematic worship of cult images in India 

developed much later,in the early centuries of the Christian era, when 

the Vedic homa (fire sacrifice) slowly gave way to the practice of 

dcva puja ; the worship of images of deities kept in houses^. This 

development can be linked with the appearance of a corpus of 

mythological literature (Puranas) connected with various sectarian 

deities, and the rise of popular Hinduism. It can also be related to 

the composition of iconographical texts (Silpa ^Tstra) which set about 

standardising the physical representations of the sectarian deities.

Deva puja" could be performed by men

and women of all four classes of Hindu society - priest (Bra"hmana), 

warrior (Ksatriya), peasant (Vais'ya) and serf (£udra) - including 

untouchables^. It was governed by the notion of adhikara-bheda , the 

difference in rites, duties and ceremonies dependent on the difference 

in the intellectual, emotional and spiritual abilities of the 

worshipper4 . Image worship was not necessary for everybody and it was 

emphasised that the worshipper did not simply pay homage to a material

1. J.N.Banerjea, The Development of Hindu Iconography (Calcutta: Univ. 
of Calcutta, Ist.ed. 1941), pp.76-77; T.Bhattacharyya, The Canons of 
Indian Art (Calcutta:Firma K.L.Mukhopadyaya, 1963), p.325; P.V.Kane, 
History "oT Dharmaiastra, Vol.11, pt.II (Poona: Bhandarkar Research 
Institute, 1941), p.709.

2. Kane, Dharmaiastra (1941), p.706.

3. Kane, Dharmaiastra (1941), p.714.

4. Kane, Dharmaiastra (1941), p.714.



object, but to the One Supreme Spirit in the form of an image.

The image was seen by Hindus both as a

symbol of the divine as well as the divine itself. Hindu icons are 

described as the actual bodies of the deities they represent and are 

called tanu , rupa or vigraha ; the visible manifestation in 

anthropomorphic form to which the devotee can direct devotion 

( bhakti ). They are also referred to as area, bera, murti, pratima~ 

or vimba . The word murti means 'materialisation', 'embodiment 1 

or 'tangible substance' 5 . Vimba means 'an image 1 , 'shadow 1 , 

'reflection' (as opposed to prativimba , the counterpart to which it 

is compared6 ), which J.N.Banerjea thinks is because the image is 

reflected in a mirror placed before it 7 , although there is also the 

sense in which the image is a reflection or the true reflection of the 

deity. In the Tibetan tradition, the mirror placed in front of the 

icon reflects it and thus signifies that all things, including sacred 

icons, are the reflexes of the imagination8 .

The image is both identified as the

divine as well as pointing beyond itself. Like the 'eikon 1 of the 

Greek Orthodox Church, the Hindu image is sacramental, yet not in 

itself holy. It helps the worshipper focus his attention on godhead to 

the exclusion of all distractions^ and in ritual acts as an

5. Alain Danielou, Hindu Polytheism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1964), p.363 and p. 2W.

6. Sir Monier Monier-Williams, The Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1964), p.731.

7. Banerjea, Development (1941), pp.39-40.

8. W.Zwalf, Heritage of Tibet (London: British Museum Publications, 
1981), p.83.

9. Kane, Dharmasyastra(1941), p.714.



intermediary for man's sacrificial worship dedicated to God10 .

Deva puja is considered a sacrifice

( yaga ) in that materials are offered up accompanied by mantras with 

reference to the deity 11 . The tangible cult image is there to receive 

the offerings of the devotee and in this sense, the cult image replaces 

the sacred fire of Vedic ritualism whose smoke carried the sacrificial 

oblations to the gods12 . In ritual, the cult image represents or is 

the deity and is consequently treated with due care and respect. 

Outside ritual, the icon loses its sanctity and reverts to being an 

inanimate object, no longer infused with the divine presence. 

Consecration confers sanctity upon the image, whereas deconsecration 

removes that sanctity.

The icon depicts what is not in the

material world and reveals spiritual truths. Its appearance is 

governed by stylised, iconographical conventions. Images may be 

aniconic (without human or animal form), semi-iconic or fully 

iconic 1 ^. The cult image, whether in the temple or the domestic 

shrine, could be any of these, although the artistic conventionswhich 

concern us here are related to iconic, anthropomorphic images of 

deities. Background information on the iconographical conventions 

governing the appearance of deities can be found in Hindu mythological

10. Albert C.Moore,Iconography of Religions (London: SCM Press,1977), 
p.129.

11. Kane, Dharmas'a'stra (1941), p.714.

12. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.86.

13. Haridas Mitra, Contribution to a Bibliography of Indian Art and 
Aesthetics (Calcutta: Visva-Bharati Research Publications Committee, 
2nd.ed. 1980), p.21 refers to the aniconic images such as the Sfiva 
liriga as ' niskala ', semi-iconic images such as the £iva linga with 
the face on it ( mukhallriga ) as ' mislra ' and iconic images as 
' sakala '.



literature (Puranas), ritual texts (Agamas) and canons of iconography 

(Silpa Sa"stra).

THE PURANAS.

The Puranas describe myths connected

with the sectarian deities (the five principal Brahmanical deities 

being £iva, Visnu, Surya, Gane§a and DevT) and contain religious
*    

instructions for their worship. They are said to have been composed by 

Vedavyasa, the legendary author of the Mahabharata, and traditionally 

deal with five topics : 1. creation ( sarga ); 2. destruction ( prati- 

sarga ); 3. genealogies of gods and sages ( vaih^a ); 4. description of 

the four mythological ages ( manvantara ); and 5. the history of the 

solar and lunar dynasties of kings ( vamlanucarita )^. There are 

considered to be eighteen major Puranas (Mahapurana) and as many or 

more minor Puranas (Upapurana). According to P.G.La lye, most of the 

Mahapuranas were completed between the 5th/6th c -9th c A.D., and new 

material was added to the Puranas as a result of a Brahmanical revival 

that occured during the Gupta period (4th-6th c A.D.)1 5 . The exact 

dating of each Purana and its place of composition is often uncertain. 

Puranas from the Gupta period onwards deal with a variety of topics 

such as gifts, initiation, homa (fire sacrifice), sacrifice to the 

planets and their pacification, consecration of images and the 

foundation of temples ( pratistha ), glorification of holy places 

( pTtha ), tithis (lunar months), dedication ( utsarga ), vows 

( vrata ) and worship ( puja ) 16 . The practical aspect of worship is 

outlined in sections dealing with the construction of temples ( deva-

14. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.22.

15. P.G.Lalye, Studies in the DevT Bhagavata (Bombay: Popular Prakashan 
1973), p.21.

16. R.C.Hazra, Studies in the Upapuranas, Vol.11, Calcutta Sanskrit 
College Research Series no.XXII (Calcutta: West Bengal Govt., 1963), 
p.265.



grhanirmana ), installation and consecration of images ( pratistha ) 

and the iconography of deities ( pratima laksana )17. The principal 

topics regarding image worship are the measurement of the images and 

their proportions, the materials from which the images are made, the 

principal deities worshipped and consecration and ritual worship^. 

Matsya Purana 258.3 states that of the three paths to spiritual 

progress ( karma yoga , the path of action; bhaktl yoga , the path of 

devotion; and jnana yoga , the path of knowledge), karma yoga is the 

one dealing specifically with the making of images, their installation 

and worship. It praises the benefits of karma yoga , saying:

"Know that as karma yoga which severs the bondage of this world , 
which is the installation of the Devas' images, the worship of the 
Devas, reciting their names and beholding sacrifices and utsabs 
(festivals) in honour of them" 19 .

THE AGAMAS.

The Agamas of the principal Hindu sects

are usually divided into four sections or padas , each dealing with a 

topic related to sectarian religious practices:!, jffana pada (on 

doctrine); 2. yoga pada (on concentration); 3. kriya pada (on the 

construction of temples etc); and 4. carya pada (on conduct and 

daily rites). The kriya pada section of the Agamas corresponds to 

the topics included in the notion of karma yoga in the Matsya Purana 

(MP). The kriya pada section of the Agamas belonging to the two 

Vaisnava schools of south India - the Pancaratra and the Vaikhanasa
• t

-have been used extensively by T.A.Gopinatha Rao and J.N.Banerjea.

17. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.22.

18. Kane, Dharma$astra(1941), p.712.

19. J.D.Akhtar, trans., Matsya Purana, Sacred Books of the Aryans 
Series, ed. S.V.Shastri Vol.I(Delhi: Oriental Publishers, 1972), 
p.302.



Although the Pancaratra and Vaikhanasa schools differ in their ritual, 

they share a common iconography^. J.N.Banerjea remarks that among 

all the other Brahmanical cults prevalent in India, the Pancaratras 

were no doubt the most responsible for the wide diffusion of the 

practice of image worship2*. The Agamas of the Vaikhanasas are 

allegedly composed by the sage Vikhanas and his disciples Atri, MarTci, 

Kas'yapa and Bhrgu22 . The Parfcaratra teaching was popularised by the 

Alvars of the 3rd-8th c A.D. and more regularly formulated and 

incorporated into the Vaisnava teaching by Ramanuja through whom it was 

carried to north India and later modified23 . Both Vaikhanasa and 

Pancaratra forms of worship occur today in limited form in south 

India2!.

THE £ILPA SASTRA.
The canons of Hindu iconography, the

£ilpa Sfastra, were derived in part from the iconography outlined in the 

Puranas and Agamas, in part as a result of the accumulated experience 

of generations of artists25 . Most £ilpa £astra are attributed to 

legendary figures and even gods, although some medieval texts can be 

traced to historical characters. The £ilpa S'astra were considered a 

subsidiary branch of the Vastu £astra, those texts dealing with

20. H.Daniel Smith, Vaisnava Iconography (Madras: Pancaratra 
Parisodhana Parisad, 1969), p.xxv.

21. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.369.

22. Daniel Smith, Iconography, p.xxvi.

23. S.K.Aiyangar, ed., Paramasa'mhita, Gaekward Oriental Series 
no.LXXXVI (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1940), p.27-28.

24. J.Gonda, Medieval Religious Literature in Sanskrit, History of 
Indian Literature Series (HILS), Vol.11, 1 ed. J.Gonda (Wiesbaden: Otto 
Harrassowitz, 1977), p.141; Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, p.8.

25. Banerjea, Development (1941) p.14.



architecture26 . The science of architecture (Vastu Vidya) was given 

great importance and consequently the architect ( sthapatl ) had pride 

of place over all artists 27 . The number of teachers of Vastu Vidya" 

varies from text to text. MP 252.2-4 mentions eighteen great teachers; 

1. Bhrgu; 2. Atri; 3. Vas'istha; 4. Vis^akarman; 5. Maya; 6. Narada; 7. 

Nagnajit; 8. Vis'alaksa; 9. Purandara; 10. Brahma; 11. Kumara; 12, 

NandfsV, 13. Saunaka; 14. Garga; 15. Vasudeva; 16. NTruddha; 17. £ukra; 

and 18. Brhaspati 28 . The Manasara Silpa Sastra 3.1.2., 3.68.5-9 and 

3.70.5 mentions thirty-two teachers, the Agni Purana lists twenty-five, 

while the Brhat Safnhita refers to various sages who learnt their craft 

through the god Brahma29 . It is apparent from these texts and from the 

Brahmanical iconography of north and south India, that there existed a 

northern and a southern school of classical Indian art 30 . The north­ 

ern school was the Arya school of the legendary artist Vis'vakarman, 

while the southern school was the Dravida school of Maya 3 *. £ilpa 

texts were translated from Sanskrit into Tibetan and Chinese as well as 

into the regional languages of India such as Tamil, Telugu, Canarese, 

Oriya and others, often with glosses and quotes by the craftsmen32 . 

No doubt there was considerable liason between the two"schools of north 

and south India, just as there was considerable plagiarism between

26. Mitra, Bibliography, p.3.

27. Banerjea, Development (1941), p. 17.

28. S.C.Mitra, "Bengal School of Art", Indian Historical Quarterly 
(IHQ), Vol.1, no.l (March 1925), p.69.

29. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.15.

30. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.34.

31. D.N.Shukla, Vastu £astra, Vol.11, Hindu Canons of Iconography and 
Painting, Bharatfya Vastu-Sastra Series Vol.IX (Gorakhpur: Gorapkhpur 
Univ., 1958), p.57; Mitra, Bibliography, p.4.

32. Mitra, Bibliography, p.5.
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texts. Generally speaking, south India seems to have maintained the 

classical tradition, whereas the north is weak in canons of iconography 

and major temple architecture. The study of Indian iconography depends 

largely on the south Indian Silpa texts.

A certain amount of information on

iconography can also be gleaned from the dhyana mantras (meditation 

formulas) or stotras (prayers) of deities incorporated in religious 

works of the principal Brahmanical sects which have their counterpart 

in the sadhanas (prayers) of Vajrayana Buddhism33 . Dhyana mantras 

may be found in the Puranas and are succinct iconographical
•

descriptions of the various forms of a deity, but as the word dhyana 

(meditation) indicates, they are for use in mentally visualising a 

deity and very often have no counterpart in extant images. 

Stavas (hymns sung in honour of the deity) also include iconographical 

details, although they are of secondary importance3^.

THE ARTISTS.

The artists involved in the construction

of images and temples usually worked as a team. The Manasara £ilpa 

£astra lists four kinds of artist ( £11 pin ):

1. sthapatl architect

2. sutragrahT draughtsman

3. varddakT painter

4. taksaka engraver35 .

33. Banerjea, Development (1941), pp.25-26.

34. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.27.

35. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.16.



There was also the mrtkarmajna 36 or moulder, who was probably 

responsible for making clay ( mrt ) images from moulds, although 

D.N.Shukla refers to the kumbhakara (potter) as the traditional maker 

of clay images37. The Brahmavaivarta Purana lists nine sons of the
•

patron god of artists, Vis'vakarma:

1. malakara garland maker

2. karmakara blacksmith

3. s'ankhakara conch maker

4. kubindakara weaver

5. kumbhakara potter

6. kamsakara maker of bell-metal

7. sutradhara carpenter

8. cltrakara painter

9. svarnakara goldsmith 38

These s'llptns followed the tradition recorded in various £ilpa 

&fstra. Their patrons were the dynastic rulers who built temples near 

their capitals and established images of their family deity in them.

THE TRADITIONAL ARTS.

The £ilpa £astra standardised what was

previously a heterogenous oral tradition. They represent the elite, 

classical tradition of ancient and medieval Indian art with its rules 

of symmetry and aesthetic values. But the fact that the previous oral 

tradition became codified in £ilpa Sastra did not mean that anomalies

36. N.R.Ray, Maurya and Sunga Art (Calcutta: Univ. of Calcutta, 1945), 
pp.9-8. Ray mentions the Buddhist Jataka stories which list eighteen 
different arts or crafts ( ^ilpa ), including carpentry, smithery, 
leather-dressing and painting.

37. Shukla, Vastu-^astra, p.99.

38. P.N. Bose, Silpa Sastram, Punjab Oriental Series no.XVII (Lahore: 
Punjab Oriental Series, 1928), pp.xvii-xviii, from Brahmavaivarta
Purana, Brahma Khanda 10. • • •
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could not occur. There are some ancient and medieval images whose 

iconographical descriptions cannot be found in any text, just as there 

are iconographical descriptions which have no counterpart in extant 

images. J.N.Banerjea attributes this to our lack of thorough knowledge 

of Indian iconography and the destruction of images by iconoclasts^. 

Nor did the texts remove the emphasis on the hereditary teacher-pupil 

relationship. The information given on technique in the £ilpa £astra 

often omits much that is tacitly understood and is part of the 

pratical instructions given by the teacher ( acarya ) to his pupil. 

Contemporary s'llplns working according to the recorded traditions 

of classical Indian art are also complient with customers' 

demands. They may refer to texts (translated into the regional 

language in most cases) but depend largely on practical experience and 

knowledge of the artistic conventions.

A distinction may be made between the

'classical' Indian artist who follows the textual injunctions, the 

'traditional 1 artist who follows an oral tradition and works according 

to regional customs, and the so-called 'folk' artist, the layperson who 

produces works of art for personal use and has no technical skills and 

who does not use tools related to a particular craft. This study of 

the worship of clay images in Bengal concerns the second category, the 

'traditional' artist.

The 'traditional' artist follows an oral

tradition, works in small endogamous groups bearing a common guild 

title, producing his work in a standard, repetitive way. He is capable 

of great ingenuity and artistic expertise and often maintains the 

conventions of the 'classical' tradition without adhering to the rules

39. Banerjea, Development (1941), pp.35-36.
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of measurement or the iconographical proportions. The work of the 

'traditional 1 artist bears a strong regional character which is a blend 

of the pan-Indian classical tradition and the rural 'folk 1 tradition. 

Whereas the 'classical' artist works according to the orthodox 

Brahmanical tradition, the 'traditional' artist may also produce icons 

of regional, village deities.

It is therefore necessary to examine the

clay images of Bengal in the light of the artistic conventions of the 

classical tradition as well as the rural tradition in order to discover 

the possible origins of the practice of making clay images in Bengal.
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CHAPTER TWO: ICONOMETRY AND ICONOGRAPHY.

ICONOMETRY.

According to the Indian rules of

iconometry, the basic system of measurement is the angula 

(Skt.portion, finger). Three kinds of angula are usually referred to 

in the texts:

1. manangula

2. matrarigula

3. dehalabdharigula 1

J.N.Banerjea thinks that the first is not applicable to image 

making, the second is only a provisional measurement, while the third 

is the real system of measurement used by image makers 2 . The 

matrangula is the length of the middle digit of the middle finger of 

either the sculptor or the architect or the sponsor of the temple and 

its imaged The dehal abdharigul a , or dehahgula , was obtained by 

dividing the height of the image nine times and then subdividing these 

twelve times. One of these subdivisions was then called an angula 4. 

Twelve angulas constitute a tala (Skt.palm), the next largest unit 

of measurement 5 . The tala is described as the size of the hand from 

the wrist to the top of the middle finger or the face from the chin to

1. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.347.

2. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.348.

3. T.A.Gopinatha Rao, "Talamana or Iconometry", Memoi rs of the 
Archaeological Survey of India (MASI), no.3 (1920), p.38.

3. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.350.

5. B.K.Sarkar,-trans., The SukranTti, Sacred Books of the Hindus (SBH), 
Vol.13 (Allahabad: The Panini Office, 1914), p.169.
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the hairline6 . The tala determined the overall height of the image, 

whereas the arigula was the unit of finer measurement and was used to 

measure the proportions of the various parts of the body. Images may 

vary in size from one to ten talas . There are also superior 

( uttama ), middle ( madhyama ) and inferior ( adhama ) tala measure­ 

ments. This system of measurement using the ahgula and the tala 

was endorsed by the Vaikhanasas and the Pancaratras.

THE SYSTEM OF PROPORTIONS.

The Indian system of proportions

( mana ) places great emphasis on symmetry or 'right proportions';the 

balance and harmony produced by co-ordination of the various parts of 

the body according to a uniform system of measurement. If the figure 

is to conform to the ideal of beauty, it must be correctly 

proportioned. An ill-proportioned or badly-executed image could bring 

disaster on the worshipper, whereas conformity with the rules prevented 

any mishap. For instance, the SukranftisaVa (SS) 4.4.292-295 says that 

an image with limbs less than the fixed proportions injures the 

householder, with more, it injures the artist, images which are too 

thin cause perpetual famine, images which are too thick cause perpetual 

disease, whereas the properly made image increases happiness?.

Some texts mention a sixfold system of 

measurment:

1. mana the proportions laid down according

to the tala , whether it was 

uttama, madhayama or adhama

6. K.M.Varma, The Indian Technique of Clay Modelling (Santiniketan: 
Proddu, 1970), p

7. Sarkar, SukranTti , p. 175.
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2. pramana the measurement of the breadth

or horizontal extension of the image

3. unmana the depth of the figure

4. pa ri mana the circumference of various parts

of the figure

5. upamana the relative measure of different parts

of the body from each other and from 

the axis

6. lambamana the measure of the surface elevation

of different parts of the image**

Interestingly, the SS 4.4.305-306 states that not all kinds of image 

are subject to the rigid system of proportions laid down in the 

canons. The proportions need not be followed at all in making images 

of sand, earth (i.e.clay) and flour and in the case of paintings 9 :

"If there be an absence of one of two marks in the images made by 
painting, drawing or of sands, earth and pastes, there is no 
offence" 10 .

The SS continues to say that one should only consider the defects in 

proportion in images of stone and metalH.

The system of proportions referred to 

images made in high relief ( citrariga ), middle relief ( ardha-

8. D.R.Thapar, Icons in Bronze (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1961), 
p.144. See also Banerjea, Development (1941), p.343, T.A.Gopinatha Rao, 
Elements of Hindu Iconography (NacTras: Govt. of Travancore, 1914), 
Vol.1, pt.I, Appendix B, p.5, Mitra, Bibliography, p.22.

9. Gopinatha Rao, "Talamana", p.43.

10. Sarkar, SukranTti, p.176. Gustav Oppert, ed., SukranTtisara, Vol.1 
(Madras:0riental Publishers, 1882), p.142:         

lekhya lepya saikatT ca mrnmayT paistiki" tatha/
etSsam laksanabhave na kai&iddosa Tritah//

11. Sarkar, SukranTti, p.176. Oppert, SukranTtiseTra, p.142: 
pasa"nadha"tujcFyam tu manadosan vicintayet/
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cltrariga ) or bas relief ( abhasanga ) 12 . Abhasanga could refer to 

images painted on cloth, on a tablet or on a wall 13. These three 

divisions of images may be referred to by alternative terms. The 

Kas'yapas'i Ipa, at the beginning of its section on iconography ( pratlma 

laksana ), speaks of citra , ardhacltra , and citrabhasa images 14 , 

whereas the Paramasamhita (PS) 23.22-26 divides images into acitra , 

citrabhasa and bhaktlvardhana (that which increases devotion);the 

latter being painted on cloth or on a wall 15 . Indian sculpture is 

fundamentally relief sculpture 1 **.

The height of the image was determined

by a number of factors. In the case of the temple image, the height of 

the image was to be proportionate to the height of the temple. In the 

Brhat Samhita of Varahamihira (c.6th c A.D.), the height of the image 

and its pedestal is seven eighths the height of the gate of the shrine: 

two thirds is the height of the image, one third is the pedestal and 

the image and the pedestal measure one hundred and eight angulas 17. 

The HayasTrsa Pancaratra, a north Indian work of c.9th c A.D. 1^ says 

that the height of the shrine door should be divided into eight equal

12. P.K.Acharya, trans., Manasara ^ilpashastra, Vol.IV, Architecture of 
Manasara (Allahabad: OUP, 1933), p.517.

13. £ilparatna 64.3-4.

14. K.Vajhe, ed., Ka's'yapas'ilpa , AnanadasVama Sanskrit Series no.95 
(PoonaiftnandasVama Press, 1926). p.167:

ardhacitram ca citram ca citrabhasam iti tridha/• . *

15. Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, p.149.

16. P.S.Rawson, "The Methods of Indian Sculpture", Oriental Art (UA) 
Vol.IV, no.4 (1953), pp.136-143. ————————

17. Gopinatha Rao, "Talamana", p.77.

18. Gonda, Medieval, p.55. Gonda says that the Hayas'frsa Pancaratra is 
of northern origin and texts of it have been fo'und in Urissa. 
B.M.Sankhyatirtha, ed., HayasTrsa PaTfcarlTtra Vol.1 (Kajshahi : Varendra 
Research Isoc., 1952), p.vi.
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parts: two of these parts should constitute the height of the image and 

one part of it divided into three parts, the height of the pedestal 1 ^.

A differentiation was also made between

the size of the temple and household images. The PS 23.26-29 says that 

the temple image of Visnu should not exceed five hastas (one hasta 

equals two talas ), whereas in the domestic shrine, the image should 

not exceed one hasta 20. other texts make this distinction but vary 

in the heights they stipulate.

The standard height of the temple image

was generally determined either by the navatala ( nava , nine) 

or the das'atala ( das*a , ten) measurement whereby the image was 

divided into nine or ten equal parts. According to K.M.Varma^l, Agama 

texts prescribe the das'atala system for the measurement of images of 

the gods, while the Puranas prefer the navatala system, comprising as 

it does one hundred and eight angulas (108 being an auspicious 

number). In the Agamic system, the uttamadas'atala is used for images 

of supreme deities, the madhayamadas'atala for principal s'aktls 

(female consorts of the male gods) and adhamadas'atala for Indra and 

Lokapalas22. The tala measurements of the lesser deities decrease 

from astatala (eight talas ) to saptatala (seven talas ) right 

down to one tala . Differentiation is made between male and female, 

major and minor deities.

19. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.354.

20. For variant measures, see Matsya Purana 258.22-23 and DevT Purana 
50.32-34.

21. Varma, Technique, p.37.

22. Gopinatha Rao, "Talamana", p.36 and p.40.
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CLASSICAL IMAGES.

Classical images are composed of several

elements, but an image in the strictest sense usually means an image 

plus pedestal. The Sanskrit terms asana , pftha , pTthika or 

plndlka (referring to the holy seat) are used synonymously for the 

pedestal. The Suprabhedagama mentions five pedestals which are said to 

be used for different purposes;

1. anantasana for entertainment

2. slmhasana for when the image has to be bathed

3. yogasana for invocation

4. padmasana for puja

5. vimalasana for offerings^

The two most common asanas are the simhasana , which is rectangular 

with four legs carved in the shape of lions, and the padmasana , which 

is circular and shaped like a lotus ( padma )24. The MP lists ten 

different kinds of pedestal for different deities: 1. sthandlla ; 

2. vapf ; 3. vaksT ; 4. vedT ; 5. mandala ; 6. purnacandra* ; 7. vajra ;

8. padma ; 9. ardhas'asT ; 10. trlkona 25 . In the Siva Purana 22.33,• »
the pedestal itself may be an object of veneration^.

The pedestal is the foundation of the

image and supports the backframe known as the prabhavalT . The 

prabhavalf rises above the figure of the diety and forms an arch above

23. Banerjea, Development (2nd. ed. 1956), p.273.

24. Banerjea, Development (1956), p.273.

25. Akhtar, Matsya, p.313.

26. J.L.Shastri, trans., £iva Purana , Ancient Indian Tradition and 
Mythology, 1 (Delhi: Motilal Barnasidas, 1970), p.149; D.C.Sircar, The 
akta PTthas (Calcutta: Motilal Barnasidas, 1948), p.3, n.l.
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its head. H.Daniel Smith writes that the prabhavalT is associated 

with light or radiance and is equivalent to a halo2 ?. It is sometimes 

decorated with tongues of flame ( jvalas ) such as those round the 

aureole surrounding south Indian images of Jfiva Nataraja. Deities also
*

have a halo behind their heads known as a $iras*cakra , which is 

usually shaped like a lotus in full bloom28 .

The pTthlka and prabhavalT are
 

decorated with various animal and vegetal motifs as well as divine and 

semi-divine figures. On the pedestal may appear a leogryph showing the 

gaja-s'ardula motif (lion upon an elephant)(Fig.3). Above this may be 

a makara (mythical animal). On the lower part of the prabhavalT 

may be two small figures of celestial musicians ( gandharvas ), one 

playing a musical instrument, the other dancing. Alternatively, there 

may be two small sundarTs (female attendants with flywhisks). On the 

upper part of the prabhavalT will be two flying garland-bearers 

( mala-dharTs ) and finally, at the top of the prabhavalT , a 

lion-faced gargoyle ( kfrttimukha ) 2 ^ (Fig.2). PrabhavalTs may 

include all or only some of these elements. They are in effect the 

decorative background for the principal figures, but may also include 

figures of lesser deities, consorts of the principal deity, or its 

family ( parlvara ). Deities are represented singly or in pairs (male 

deity and female consort) or as a triad (central deity flanked by minor 

deities) with the central deity always larger than the others.

H.Daniel Smith writes that some 

prabhavalTs are made of cardboard, wood or other foil-covered

27. Daniel Smith, Iconography, 109.

28. Banerjea, Development (1941), pp.323-324.

29. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.326.
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materials 30 . The pedestal ( pTthika ), on the other hand, should 

always be of the same material as the image. The MP 262.19-21 states 

that if the image is made of stone, then the pedestal should also be 

made of stone ; if it is clay, then the pedestal should also be made of 

clay; if of wood, then of wood, and if the image is a mixture ( mi^ra ) 

then the pedestal should also be mixed 3 !.

ICQNQGRAPHICAL CONVENTIONS.

Although each deity had its own distinct

iconography there were certain artistic conventions that applied to all 

representations of the gods. The fundamental purpose of the image, as 

mentioned in SS 4.4.147-151, is its ability to aid contemplation and 

yoga . According to the SS, meditation is the only way of knowing the 

character of an image; even direct observation is no use 3^. 

Consequently, the maker of the image should possess noble qualities and 

produce his work while in a meditative state.

The Indian artistic conventions also

demanded that the images of the gods should be ideally beautiful and 

seem alive, as though breathing. The SS 4.4.289-291 states that gods 

should always be shown without beards and eyelids, sixteen years old, 

with beautiful ormaments 33 . It adds, in 4.4.403-404 that the artist 

should always design the appearance of the very young, very rarely that 

of the infant, but never that of the old 34 . The gods are forever

30. Daniel Smith, Iconography, p.109.

31. Akhtar, Natsya., p.314. and Matsya Purana, KnandasVama Sanskrit 
Series 54, lines 19-20, p.537:

s"aile lailamayTm dadyat parthive parthivTm tatha/
daYuje darujam kuryan mis're mis'ram tathaiva ca//

32. Sarkar, SukranTti, pp.167-168.

33. Sarkar, SukranTti , p.175.

36. Sarkar, Sukranfti, p.182.
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youthful and vigorous. Their transcendental nature is emphasised by 

their composed, smiling appearance, even when they are engaged in 

dynamic action. Harmony and lack of tension signify the eternal35. 

The Visnudharmottara Purana says that the figures of deities should be 

endowed with life as though breathing36. Figures are shown as if they 

have inhaled a deep breath, their chests are expanded and they are 

smiling.

QUALITIES.

The gods are shown as fearful ( ugra )

or benevolent ( s'anta ). Their appearance indicates their inherent 

qualities ( guna )37. Passionate ( rajasT ) images are usually 

four-armed, standing and red or yellow in colour. Malignant ( tamasf ) 

images are usually multi-armed and shown in dynamic poses and are dark 

blue or black, whereas the tranquil ( satvikT ) images are 

two-armed, seated and white^S. These qualities or gunas may also be 

relayed by hand gestures called mudras 39.

MUDRAS.

The commonest mudras are varada 

(indicating the bestowal of a boon upon the devotee by the god) and

35. N.R.Ray, "Certain Notions relating to Form and Style in Indian 
Art", J.N.Banerjea Commemoration Volume (Calcutta: Univ. of Calcutta, 
1960), p.175.

36. Ray, "Notions", p.167.

37. These three gunas are : sattva,tamas and rajas and the idea 
of the gunas stems' from Samkhya philosophy, see Michel Hulin, Samkhya 
Litrerature , MILS, Vol.IV, 3, p.144.

38. Pushpendra Kumar, £akti Cult in Ancient India (Varanasi: Bhartiya 
Publishers, 1974), p.230. SukranTtisara 4.4.312-313 mentions white as 
the colour of satvikf , red for rSjasf and black for tamasT 
deities (Sarkar, Sukrantti, p.176).

39. MudrS can also mean 'parched corn 1 , mixed with ghee, curds etc 
and used in the ' pancamakara ' ( madhya, mamsa, matsya, mudra", 
malthuna ) (Lalye, Studies, p.118).
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abhaya mudra (indicating the bestowal of fearlessness). Varada 

mudra shows the hand turned downwards, palm facing out, abhaya 

mudra" shows the hand turned upwards, palm facing out. Sometimes the 

word hasta (Skt.hand) is used to denote a hand pose, but hasta 

generally refers to the whole arm plus hand, whereas mudra" refers 

only to hand gestures4^. Mudras may be single hand gestures 

( asamyukta ) or combined hand gestures ( samyukta )41. SatvikT 

images are shown with yoga-, abhaya - and varada mudras ; rajasf 

images have weapons and varada - and abhaya mudras ; and tamasT 

images are shown fighting, killing demons42 .

ATTRIBUTES.

Multiple arms and heads indicate mastery

over the universe and the ability to fulfil several functions 

simultaneously. The figures of the gods are distinguished by such 

characteristics, whereas human figures are always two-armed. The hands 

of deities may be in mudras or contain particular weapons, implements 

or symbolic objects. For instance, the trident is associated with the 

god Sn'va, whereas the discus ( cakra ) and conch ( s'arikha ) are the 

symbols of Visnu. Common weapons and implements are:_ kaumodf (mace); 

khetaka (round shield); dhanus and s^ara (bow and arrow); ahkus'a• •>

(goad); pas'a (noose); khadga (sword); paras'u (battle-axe); £ula 

(trident); s'akti (spear);and khatvanga (club) 43 . Hindu deities 

are elaborately dressed and decorated with jewelled crowns ( mukuta ), 

necklaces, bracelets ( kankana ), arm-bands, anklets and waistbands

40. Banerjea, Development (1956), p.247.

41. Gosta Liebert, Iconographic Dictionary of Indian Religion (Leiden: 
E.J.Brill, 1976), p.182.

42. Gopinatha Rao, "Talamana", p.41.

43. Banerjea, Development (1941), pp.329-330.
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( katlbandha ) or belt ( mekhala ). According to Varahamihira in the 

Brhat Samhita 57.29, there should be a similarity betweeen the dress 

and ornamentation of the people of a country and that used on images of 

their deities 44 . This would account for the regional variations in 

the appearance of the images. Clothes are said to be of a colour that 

will match the complexion of the deity in the case of polychromatic 

images45 . Siva is white, Visnu is dark blue, Brahma is red and Durga 

is golden and so forth.

POSTURES.

The gods are shown in a variety of

graceful postures, either standing ( sthanaka ), sitting ( asana ) or 

reclining ( £ayana )46. If the main icon is shown standing, the 

subsidiary icons in the temple are to be shown likewise, but if the 

main icon is reclining, the subsidiary images should be shown standing 

or seated. The reclining posture is not common4?. Standing 

( sthanaka ) icons may be shown in four different standing postures or 

bhaiiga :

1. samabhahga with no bends in the body

2. abhariga with a slight bend

3. trlbhahga with three bends

4. atlbhanga an exaggerated form of tribhanga 48. 

Another standing posture is alTdha (fig.5, 5) with the figure shown 

standing sideways, the right knee in front and left leg retracted and

44. Banerjea, Development (1956), p.246.

45. B.C.Bhattacharya, Indian Images, Vol.1 (Calcutta: Thacker, Spink 
and Co., 1921), p.55.

46. Banerjea, Development (1956), p.264.

47. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.300.

48. Banerjea, Development (1956), p.264.
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diagonally stretched behind. PratyalTdha (Fig.5, 6) is the opposite 

of alfdha with the left leg bent. Both these poses are used for 

figures shown firing arrows^. Only a small number of the many poses 

mentioned in texts were actually used by the image makers and the 

frontal pose (in samabhanga ) was considered the most appropriate for 

the depiction of the main cult deitySO. The sitting ( asana ) 

postures are lalltasana (Fig.5, 4) and padmasana (Fig.5, 3), the 

so-called lotus posture, are both common. In the former the left leg 

is tucked under the seat and the right leg dangles along it, in the 

latter, both legs are placed on top of each other and tucked up "into 

the groin. There is also sukhasana (Figs.5, 1 and 2) in which the 

left leg rests on the seat, while the right knee is raised upwards on 

the seat or dangles down^l.

VAHANAS.

Besides these characteristic colours,

gestures, poses and attributes, deities also have a mount ( vahana ) 

which may be an animal or mythical being connected with the deity 

through myth, diva's vahana is the white bull, Nandin, Visnu's is 

the mythical snake-eating Garuda bird, GanesVs is the rat ( akhu ) and 

so forth. Deities are shown riding upon their vahanas or with their 

mounts beside them. When they are not on their vahanas , it is common 

to find deities depicted as seated or standing upon a lotus, 

padmasana being one of the asanas mentioned in the list of pedestals 

in the Matsya Purana.

49. Banerjea, Development (1956), pp.264-267.

50. Banerjea, Development (1956), p.269.

51. Banerjea, Development (1956), p.270, p.272 and (1941), p.296.
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CHAPTER THREE MATERIALS USED IN IMAGE MAKING.

CHOICE OF MATERIALS.

A number of materials are suggested for

use in image making. The Agni Purana 43.10 mentions seven (clay, wool, 

iron, gems, stone, sandal, flowers)!, the Bhagavata Purana 11.27.12 

lists eight (stone, wood, iron, sandalwood, drawn figures, those made 

with sand, of precious stones or purely mental images)^, while the 

Manasara £ilpa £astra 51.2-4 mentions nine (gold, silver, copper, 

stone, wood, stucco, mortar and plaster or gravel, transparent marble 

and clay)3. The most commonly mentioned materials are metal, stone, 

wood and clay. Alternative substances include precious gems, flowers, 

sandal paste and mixed ( mi^ra ) substances.

Some texts grade the materials in terms

of suitability and durability. PS 18.24 states that the materials for 

making images are silver, copper, wood, stone and earth (i.e. clay) in 

that order of suitability4 , while the SS 4.4.151 says that images are 

made of sands, pastes, paints, enamels, earth, woods, stones and metals 

in order of durability^. There is no concept of 'evolution' in the 

choice of materials or evidence that, as technique developed, certain 

materials were abandoned in favour of others. The materials chosen 

would necessarily depend on their availability in the local environment

1. M.N.Dutt Shastri, trans., Agni Puranam,Chowkhamba Sanskrit Studies, 
Vol.LIV (Varanasi: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series Office, 1967), p.160.

2. Kane, DharmaSastra (1941), p.175.

3. Mitra, Bibliography, p.20.

4. Aiyangar, ParamasamhiteT, p.116.

5. Sarkar, SukranTti, pp.167-168.
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as well as regional preference.

The selection of materials also depended

on the financial resources and caste affiliations of the sponsor, the 

spiritual 'rewards' desired and the intended function to which the 

image was assigned**.

CLASSIFICATION OF IMAGES.

Images could be worshipped in temples

( prasada ), temporary pavilions ( mandapa ) or in domestic 

( bhavana, grha ) or wayside shrines.

Temple images are often divided into 

three categories:

1. cala mobile

2. acala immobile

3. calacala mobile-immobile7

The main icon in the temple shrine ( garbhagrha ) was regarded as 

immobile ( acala ). Once fixed in place and consecrated, it was not to 

be moved. The MP 266.60 says that, once installed, an image should 

not be removed again from the spot and that it is a sin to do so**. The 

acala image could only be moved from its position if it had been 

seriously damaged or was decayed beyond repair, in which case it was 

replaced wth a new image. The main cult image, which was permanently 

fixed in the central shrine, was referred to as the mula vigraha or 

more commonly, the dhruva bera . The PS 18.21 says that the permanent 

images should be regarded as dhruva (everlasting) and are very 

strong, whereas the others are called middling and inferior, according

6. Daniel Smith, Iconography, p.15.

7. T.A.Gopinatha Rao, Elements of Hindu Iconography, Vol.1, pt.I 
(Madras: Govt. of Travancore, 1914), p.17.

8. Akhtar, Matysa, p.323.
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to the time they are likely to last^. in the Kas'yapa-jrfaha-khanda 

(KJK) the acala image is said to represent the 'form of the Highest 

Light 1 , the inexpressible, omnipresent deity^.

Although the main icon in the temple was

attended to daily, most ceremonies and festivals were performed on a 

number of subsidiary images. Whereas the main icon was immobile, these 

subsidiary images were mobile ( cala ). The cala images were usually 

described as:

1. area bera used for worship and sometimes

called kautuka because it is decorated 

with flowers and ornaments and 

therefore appears delightful

2. utsava bera used for festivals ( utsava ) and

processions

3. ball bera used for receiving offerings

4. snapana bera used for ritual bathing in the

sea, tanks or rivers^

Not all temples contained this number of subsidiary images. In the KJK 

there are only three subsidiary images : the mobile image, which is 

known as the kautuka bera or 'auspicious image 1 ; the festival 

image; and the bathing image, the area bera . These images were to be 

used in the main worship, for festivals and for bathingl2. i n mos t

9. Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, p.115 and text, p.120: 
te§u nitya" dhruva's'capi jrfeya brahman mahabalah/ 
madhyama s'cadhamas'caiva stnitikalena kfrtitah// v.21.

10. T.Goudriaan, Kas*yapa's Book of Wisdom (The Hague: Mouton and Co., 
1965), p.162.

11. K.M.Varma, "The Role of Polychromy in Indian Statuary", Artibus 
Asiae (AA), Vol.24, no.2 (1961), p.119.      

12. Goudriaan, Kas^yapa, p. 161. KasVapa-jfiaha-khanda ch.57 gives details 
of the casting of a metal cala bera , p.165.
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cases, the subsidiary images are replicas of the main icon or else

forms of the main deity.

The category calacala refers to the

main icon, which, in the absence of any subsidiary images, is immobile 

in the central shrine, but is also taken out on procession on festival 

occasions and is therefore mobile. The use of subsidiary images is 

more common in the larger temples of south India than the more modest 

temples of the north.

The acala dhruva bera was usually

large and heavy and made of the main materials such as metal, 

stone, wood or clay. Gala images were usually made of metal and were 

portable. The PS 22.16.17 says that, for the purpose of yatra 

(festival procession), the image should be small and made of gold, 

silver or copper and no other material^. According to the KJK, there 

are two forms of worship: one in which both the dhruva bera 

(immobile) and the kautuka bera (mobile) are worshipped; and the 

other in which only the dhruva bera is worshipped. In the latter 

case, the dhruva bera is made of unpainted stone^. The kautuka 

bera , on the other hand, is to be made of gold, silver, copper or 

wood^. However, the KJK also dedicates several chapters to the 

construction of a clay dhruva bera , which seems to imply that its 

preference lay with clay. Each text advocated a different material.

OTHER FACTORS.

The choice of material also varied 

according to the various spiritual rewards desired by the sponsor.

13. Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, p.142.

14. Goudriaan, KaVyapa, p.161.

15. Gourdiaan, KaVyapa, p.163.
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Worshipping an image in each of the materials brought its own special 

corresponding 'reward', although the texts vary in their opinions as to 

what these rewards were. The KJK sees this as a means of deciding the 

material for the dhruva bera in the temple:

"He who desires longevity, prosperity and reknown should make 
the main manifestation of stone; if he desires increase, offspring 
and religious merit, of red copper; if he longs for mastery of 
yoga and happiness, of wood; if he desires gold,land etc., of clay" 16 .

The Brhat Samhita 60.4-5 says that an image made of wood or clay gives 

long life, prosperity, strength and victory; one made of precious 

stones, the welfare of the world;one of gold, health; one of silver, 

fame; one of copper, increase of children; and an emblem of Siva made 

of stone, acquisition of immense landed property 17.

The financial resources and caste

affiliations of the sponsor also played a part in the decision over the 

materials. The DevT Purana, for instance, says the worshipper should 

make the image 'according to his means'^. Caste affiliations seem to 

have played a minor part in the selection of materials, although the 

social code would have certainly determined the mode and scale of 

worship. The only differentiation between the four classes ( varna ) 

of Hindu society as regards the choice of materials was in the colour 

of the material. In the Visnudharmottara Purana bk.3.19, the 

sthapatl goes to a hill and selects a particular stone for an image. 

White, red, yellow or black stones are to be used by Brahmins,

16. Goudriaan, Ka^yapa, p.129.

17. V.S.Shastri, ed., Bfhat Samhita (Bangalore: V.B.Soobiah and Sons,
1947), p.522:

ayuji s'rTbalajayada" darumayT^ mrnmayT tatha prat i ma"/ 
lokahitaya manimayT sauvarnl pustida bhavati// 
rajatamayT kTrtikarT prajavivrddhim karoti tlmramayT/ 
bhfllabham tu mah^ntam s'ailT pYatimathavaT lihgam// v.4-5.

18. P.Tarkaratna, ed., DevT Purana (Calcutta: Navabharata Publishers, 
1384 B.S.), p.422, DP 76.24..
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Ksatriyas, Vai^yas and SiTdras respectively^. The same colour scheme 

was followed in regard to the selection of clay2^.

THE DIFFERENT MATERIALS: METAL.

Metal images ( lohaja pratima" ) could be

made from gold, silver, copper, iron, bronze or brass. Advanced 

knowledge of tin, lead, silver, copper and iron appears in later Vedic 

literature2 *. According to Louis Fre'deVic, true bronze is rare due to 

lack of tin and consequently most metal images are made with different 

alloy with a copper base22 . In south India, five alloys are used, the 

compound being known as pancaloha (gold, silver, copper, iron and 

lead) 2-*, while in north India eight alloys are used, the compound 

being known as astadhatu (gold, silver, copper, iron, lead, tin, 

quicksilver and zinc or brass or steel ) 2^. Images were cast by the 

cire perdue (lost wax) method 2^. By this method, the image is either 

sculpted in wax over a clay core or from a solid piece of wax. The wax 

is coated in mud usually in thin successive layers which are then 

carefully allowed to dry. This covering forms the mould in which there 

are openings to allow the wax to run out when heated. The metal is

19. Banerjea, Development (1941), p. 236.

20. A similar list appears in s'iva Purana 20.7.

21. Ray, Maurya, p. 8

22. Louis FredeYic, Indian Temples and Sculpture (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1959), p. 338.

23. Fre*deYic, Temples, p. 338.

24. Liebert, Iconographic, p. 26. See also D.R.Thapar, Icons in Bronze 
(Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1961), p. 145 and M.V. Krishnan, C i re 
Perdue Casting in India (New Delhi: Kanak Publications, 1976), p.

25. The Manasollasa gives an elaborate description of cire perdue 
casting (Krishnan, Cire. p.l. Suprabhedagama 34.21 states that if an 
image is metal it must first be prepared in wax (Gopinatha Rao, 
Elements (1914), p. 50).
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then poured in. The mould is broken and the metal figure tooled where 

necessary to give a better finish. The cast is hollow if modelled over 

a wax and clay core, but solid if the original model was in wax^6 . 

Some metal images were studded with precious gems^? and inlaid with 

different coloured metals. Small images were usually made by solid 

casting, whereas larger images were hollow^. Different varieties and 

blends of clay were used in the casting process. The & 1.38-41 

mentions different kinds of clay compound used for moulding as well as 

for making the crucible : kathina (hard clay); mandakathina 

(semi-hard clay): mrdu (soft clay);and mrduttara (very soft clay). 

Adding cowdung is mentioned as a means of softening the clay. In the 

moulding, strained cowdung is used and the Manasollasa and the 

Silparatna both refer to the mixing in of charred rice husks, cowdung 

and cotton fibre or cloth with the clay used for moulding^.

STONE AND WOOD.

Various kinds of stone ( sila ) were

collected from suitable places for stone ( £a11aja ) images. As with 

the selection of wood, the artist and priest would go into the forest 

or other such suitable place, select a stone, propitiate it with 

offerings, observe the auspicious signs and the next day commence 

work. Stones could be masculine, feminine or neuter. The ialagrama 

(a black stone containing fossil amonite found in the Gandaki river 

near a village called ialagrama) and the banaliriga (from the Narmada

26. Zwalf, Heritage, pp.108-109 and Banerjea, Development (1941), 
pp.233-234.

27. DevT Purana 50.35 says an image of gold, silver or copper should be 
studded with costly gems.

28. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.234.

29. Krishnan, Cire, p.3 and p.25.
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valley) are natural stones used in the aniconic worship of Visnu and 

^iva respectively^. Trees for making wooden ( daruja ) images were 

propitiated then cut down and carved. As with the stone, various types 

of wood were considered suitable and these vary from text to text and , 

of course, depend on the type of tree growing in the region. The 

PS 23.4 mentions the following types of wood: khadlra, panasa, madhuka, 

sarala, devadaru, jati, asana, timis'a and candana 31.

CLAY. 

Clay ( mrt ) for making clay ( mrnmaya
• • •

or mrttika 32 pratima ) has always been mentioned along with metal, 

stone and wood in lists of materials in the Puranas, Agamas and £ilpa 

^astra. The major sects, Vaisnava, £aiva and £akta, have all 

recommended the use of clay in the making of images of their principal

deities. The Vaisnava tradtion of south India favoured the worship of• > '

a clay dhruva bera as can be seen from the Agamas of the Vaikhanasas 

and the Pancaratras. This tradition is also apparent in the 

Haribhaktivilasa of Gopala Bhatta which drew from the Hayas*Trsa 

Pancaratra and describes the initial stages in the construction of clay 

images of female deities ( s'trfmurtti ). The £aivas practised the 

worship of a clay £iva linga . It is also clear from the Puranas and 

related works, that the worship of a clay image of Devf was favoured by 

the ^aktas, although there does not seem to be any major text dealing 

with the construction of a clay image of DevT.

30. Kane, Dharma£astra(1941), pp.715-716. See also Sarkar, SukranTti, 
p.176.

31. Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, p.148.

32. Mrttika , earth, loam, consisting of clay, Monier-Williams, 
Dictionary, p.830.
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The clay mentioned in texts related to

image making was not always fired. In fact, some texts indicate a 

preference for unbaked (terracruda) images, while others expressly 

forbid the use of a terracotta image in ordinary worship. The 

distinction between unbaked clay images ( apakva-mrnmaya-pratima ) and 

baked clay images ( pakva-mrnmaya-pratima ) is important. From the 

point of view of the iconographer, it must remove the assumption that 

all clay art is necessarily terracotta art. However, the distinction 

appears to be made according to religious injunctions which are not 

adequately explained in any text and which raise several questions 

regarding the nature of clay images used for worship.

THE &IVITE TRADITION:CLAY LINGA IN THE £lVA PURANA.

In the Siva Purana (&>), several

chapters are dedicated to the preparation, installation and worship of 

clay images and more specifically, the clay liriga (phallic emblem, 

sacred to Siva) 33. it states that the worship of clay images bestows 

wealth, suppresses misery, wards off premature death, procures sons and 

all one's worldly desires (16.3-4), that the earthen liriga of Siva is 

the most excellent of all images of Siva and that Brahmins have 

achieved great things by worshipping it (19.4). The propitiation of 

the earthen Siva liriga is sanctifying, bestows bliss, longevity and 

fortune etc and it must be worshipped by all devotees of £iva (19.17). 

If one worships a deity without previously installing a clay liriga , 

the worship is fruitless (21.4). Worshipping different numbers of clay 

lirigas also produces different results (21. 15-21). Both men and 

women may collect clay from riverbeds, lakes and wells (16.5). The

33. Shastri, Siva, p. 132. SP 19.7 says that the £iva liriga made of 
precious gems was considered the best in the krta age, of pure gold 
in the dvapara , of mercury in the treta and of earth in the kali 
yuga .
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clay is placed in an auspicious place, washed thoroughly with water and 

mixed with scented powder and milk (20.8-9). It is kneaded and made 

into an image by hand upon a platform (16.6), shaped with all the 

necessary ornaments, seated on a padmasana (lotus seat) and 

worshipped (16.7). The five deities Ganes'a, Surya, Visnu, ParvatT and 

£iva may be worshipped in this way (16.8). The earthen liriga is made 

in one piece rather than separate from its pedestal. The best 

( uttama ) height for an earthen Siva liriga is four arigulas 

(21.29). Mobile ( cala ) images are made as a single whole, whereas 

immobile ( acala ) images are to made in two pieces (19.28 and 19.31). 

Worship of the earthen liriga is done by chanting mantras and should 

be done on the bank of river or tank or on top of a mountain or in the 

forest or in a £iva temple ; it must be a clean place (20.5).

CLAY LINGA IN THE &LPARATNA.

The Silparatna ($R) of ^rTkumara (late

16th c), a Brahmin from Kerala in south India34 s also mentions the 

making of a clay £iva liriga . In this case, the clay liriga may be 

either baked ( pakva ) or unbaked ( apakva ). The clay compound 

mentioned in the $R bk.3.1 for making a durable clay liriga involves 

the use of four kinds of clay (white, red, yellow and black) as well as 

various grains (barley, wheat), a kind of pulse called masa , bdellium 

and extracts of lac, pumpkin, syama and an aromatic plant called 

kunduru , the five products of the cow ( pancagavya viz. milk, curd, 

ghee, urine, cowdung) and oil35. Suitable clay for this compound may 

be gathered from tfrthas and ksetras (both refer to holy places). 

The clay is kneaded for about a fortnight and left for a month after

34. K.Sambasiva Sastri, ed., £ilparatna of ^rfkumara, pt.II, Trivandrum 
Sanskrit Series Vol.XCVIII (Trivandrum:Govt.of Travancore, 1929), 
p.l.

35. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.246 n.l.



34

which the lihga and its pedestal ( ptthika ) should be made and dried 

in the sun for a month 3**. Although this compound is unbaked 

( apakva ), the same section also mentions the making of terracotta 

( pakva ) lirigas . In this case, the clay is only mixed with tne 

pancagavya , it is left for a month and then the liriga and its 

pedestal are baked in an auspicious fire 37 . The & explains that a 

pakva linga is used for permanent worship while the apakva linga is 

used for daily puja and immersed in water 38 . The worship of the 

temporary clay linga ( parthlva puja") is practised today by modern 

Bengali girls who make a linga from riverine clay and worship it for 

the sake of gaining a husband as worthy as ^iva 3^.

In both the £p and the $R, the clay

images and lingas are moulded by hand from a lump of tempered clay 

mixed with various animal and plant products. The construction of clay 

images according to the Vai§pava Agama tradition is more complex and 

involves a larger number of materials.

THE VAISINIAVA TRADITIQN:THE VAIKHANASA METHOD.

The KJK, a south Indian Vaikhanasa text 

by KasVapa (c.9th-10th c), includes several chapters on the making

36. Sastri , jfilparatna , p.6:
tarn mrdSm marditam paksam masamatrositam punah//
grhTtva Tkarayellingam sapTtham laksananvitam/"
mcfsam tu s'osayed gharme bimbamamam'tu marttikam// (1.47-48)

37. Sastri , Silparatna, p^6:
athava kevalam rnrtsnam karmayogyam vicurjiit'am/
marditam pan*cagavya"dbhirma"samatram tathositam//
grhTtva*karayellingapl sapTtham tvis.tamanatah/
vipacet kus*alairagnau pakvalirigam tu tad bhavet// (1.49-50)

38. Sastri^, Silparatna, p.7:
ni rmaya sadyastall inge s*i vamefvahya pTijayet/
visrjya nirapek§am tal1ingamapsu viniksipet// (1.56)

39. O.C.Gangoly, Indian Terracotta Art (Calcutta: Rupa and Co., 1959), 
p.18.
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of a clay dhruva bera of Visnu^O. Chapters 40-46 deal with the 

construction and consecration of a piece of wood ( s'ula , frame) which 

is to become the rough form of the figure and the inner support for an 

image made of clay. Chapter 42 gives the measurements of the s'ula , 

chapters 47-48 mention the preparation of the clay for the image and 

chapter 49 concerns the finishing of the clay image. The wooden 

armature ( s'ula ) is made according to measurements given in the text. 

The palms of the hands, the feet and ears are made of copper leaf and 

the text says that gold, silver and copper may be used for the palms of 

the hands and the shaft for the head^1 . Clay is collected from the 

banks of auspicious rivers, pools or ponds or the slope of a mountain. 

It is cleaned and mantras are recited while the spot is cleaned with 

water^2. The clay is dried in the sunshine upon straw mats or 

boards. It is ground with a pestle and mortar and laid aside 'for a 

day and a night' in new vessels. Leaves are added, water taken from 

the river is sieved, the clay is placed in the water and left for a 

period. The water is drained away and the clay mixed with barks, saps, 

barley, crushed sandal, aloe, kosthu, usTra , cardomom, clove, jatT , 

fruit, arigana etc and then rubbed with dust of gold, silver and 

copper, bark of kapitha and coconut43 a The mixture is then left in 

a shady spot for three days. Curds, fresh milk and coconut milk are 

poured over the clay and the wooden armature is coated with the clay 

mixture by means of three strands of rope made of coconut

40. Goudriaan, KaVyapa-, pp.129-145.

41. Goudriaan, KaVyapa, p.132.

42. Goudriaan, Kasyapa, p.141.

43. Goudriaan, KaVyapa, p.143.
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fibre which should be made like veins44 . In finishing the image, 

jewels are laid on at various points: the heart, forehead, neck, arms, 

navel, penis, feet, eyes, ears, nostrils and mouth. Crushed gravel 

mixed with perfume is added to the image. Ornaments of clay mixed with 

pearls are made and placed on the image and it is clothed and given a 

crown^S. The image is then painted. An image of Hari (Visnu) is 

painted white, gold and black, while an image of his consort £rT 

(Laksmf) is painted the colour of molten gold^S. T.Goudriaan 

notes:'In this way the wood represents the bones; the clay the flesh; 

the ropes the veins; the crushed gravel the blood; the garment the 

skin; the paint the soul'47.

THE PANCARATRA METHOD.

The procedure for making clay images is

similar in Pancaratra texts. H.Daniel Smith, who has collated 

Pancaratra material used in Vaisnava iconography, summarises one text, 

the 'frTpras'na 13.1-8, which indicates twelve stages in the construction 

of a clay image: 1. the wood is selected for the £01 a frame; 2» the 

s'Qla is built with strings; 3. the string on the frames is smeared 

with clay; 4. the nerves and joints are moulded in their appropriate 

places; 6. another layer of clay is applied; 7. the string is wound

44. Goudriaan, KaVyapa, pp.144-145.

45. Goudriaan, KaVyapa, pp.145-146.

46. Goudriaan, KaVyapa, pp.146-147.

47. Goudriaan, KaVyapa, p.144 note 5. A parallel can be drawn with 
material found in the Vaikhanasasmartasutra, which talks of the burning 
of an effigy of the deceased, sometimes a year after the decease, as a 
meritorious act for everyone (Pras'na 5, khanda 12). The effigy is made 
of the branches of palaVa with their leaves and darbha grass. The 
palaVa stalks represent the bones, the leaves the flesh, the darbha 
grass stalks represent the tubular vessels of the body (veins, 
arteries) and the hair (W.Caland, trans., Vai khahasasmartasutram 
(Calcutta, Asiatic Soc. of Bengal, 1929), p.144.).
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again; 8. the whole surface is smeared with a sandy substance; 9. the 

figure is wrapped in strips of cloth; 10. certain areas are indented 

for later application of ornaments and decorations; 11. a final coat of 

fine white plaster is applied; and 12. the figure is painted with 

appropriate colours^.

THE SOUTHERN AGAMIC TRADITION.

The southern Agamic tradition of the

Vaikhanasas and the PafTcaratras therefore yields a fairly detailed 

picture of the construction of clay images. K.M.Varma has assimilated 

all the fragmentary instructions given in the texts belonging to the 

Vaikhanasa school and reconstructed the entire process of clay image 

making, illustrating the procedure with photographs of the various 

stages in the construction of a clay dhruva bera 49. Varma draws 

from such works as the Kas'yapas'ilpa (KS)(12th c),the sfilparatna of 

£nkumara (16th c),the Vimanarcanakalpa (8th c),the KJK and the 

Samurtarcanaclhikarana, otherwise known as the Atrisatnhita" (16th/17th 

c). According to Varma, the construction of a clay image is done with 

seven materials in seven stages. These materials correspond to the 

various elements of the human body:

1. asthi (bone) iula (the armature)

2. medas (fat) astabandha (the glue)

3. sir! (veins,arteries) rajju (the rope)

48. Daniel Smith, Iconography, p.47 and p.49. See S. Padmanabhan, ed., 
^rTpras'na Samhita, Kendriya Sanskrit Vidyapeetha Series no,12 
(Tirupati: Kendriya Sanskrit Vidyapeetha, 1969),p.76:

prathamam dSVusamgHato dvitTya.m rajjuve.stanam//
mrdalepastffTyastu turfyo nadibandhanam/
paffcamo rajjuvestah sySnnarikelatvaca" punah//
miSVita mrttika"' s.asthT saptamam rajjuvestanam/
astamah s"arkaralepo'navamam patayojanam//
bhQsanam das'amam viddhi suklalepamatah param/
dvcTdakb varnalepah sycittattanmurtyanusaratah// (4-7)

49. See Varma, Technique.
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4. mamsa (flesh,muscle) mrt (the clay)

5. s'onlta (blood) s'arkara-kalka (the limestone paste)

6. tvak (skin) pata (the cloth)

7. jfva (life) varna (the colour)50

Varma summarises the construction of a clay image as follows^!. The 

clay is selected from rivers, tanks and lakes and must be clean. It is 

obtained from the mud ( panka ) of three types of soil: 1. jangala 

(arid); 2. anupa (damp); 3. misYa (mixed). The colour may be 

white, red, yellow or black. The clay is kept in pots filled with a 

little water, stirred and filtered through cloth into pots. After the 

mud has settled, the water is drained away and the mud is left to dry. 

Decoctions from barks of trees are made and poured into the clay which 

is then kneaded and divided into small lumps while the clay is still 

wet. Sand and stone are mixed in equal parts and added to the clay in 

a 3: 1 proportion. The mixture is stirred and kneaded for at least a 

week and mixed with fruit decoctions. Barley and other cereals are 

added in powder form and the clay is treated for a further week adding 

coconut water. Resin is ground finely and added to the clay with 

yoghurt and the five products of the cow ( pancagavya, ), oil, saffron, 

and various powders. The mixture is kneaded again for five days. 

Coconut fibre is then added and the clay is ready for use.

The wood for the s'ula is selected from

a number of trees and left on a platform ( sthandila ) of coarse sand 

to season for a year or six months, after which the s'ula proper can 

be made. A platform is built for the image either in stone or in 

brick, containing the base stone in the centre, on which the image is

50. Varma, Technique, p.7.

51. Varma, Technique, pp.19-23.
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built52. it is customary to deposit some gems underneath the image in 

the hole made to accomodate it in the pedestal 53. i n the first stage 

of construction, the £ula is measured in arigulas and fitted 

together. It is covered with glue to bind the coconut fibre that is 

applied over the armature. The rough fibre makes the armature firmer 

and ensures that the clay remains attached to the frame. A first layer 

of clay is added and left to dry. Minor ropes are then attached. 

These ropes are supposed to represent the veins and main arteries in 

the body according to the Indian anatomical system. Another layer of 

clay is added and allowed to dry. A third layer of clay is then 

applied with no intervening layer of rope. The three layers of clay 

are first the anupa (damp), then the mi^ra (the mixed clay) and 

finally the jahgala (arid). Jewels are fixed at various points on 

the body and a fourth layer of limestone paste is added (the 

s'arkara-kalka ), then the cloth. The image is given several coatings 

of white plaster and then the paint ( varna ) is applied. As in the 

KJK, the hands and feet of the image are made of copper covered in 

clay.

THE NORTHERN TRADITION:THE HARIBHAKTIVILASA.

Although the southern tradition of

making clay images can be pieced together using Vaikhanasa and 

Pancaratra texts,the northern tradition remains elusively vague in its 

descriptions. The Haribhaktivilasa (HB) of Gopella Rhatta (16th c) 

gives some indications of the prevailing trends in Bengal according to 

the Vaisnava practice.

52. Varma, Technique, pp.33-34 and p.67.

53. Varma, Technique, p.67 n.9.
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Gopala Bhatta was one of the six

' gosvamins ' or disciples of the Bengali Vaisnava saint,^ri" Caitanya 

Mahaprabhu (1485-1533)54. The HB is a Sanskrit compendium of Vaisnava 

ritual which includes three chapters ( vilasas 18-20) on the 

construction and installation of images, their worship and the building 

of temples. It quotes from the Matsya, Agni, Visnudharmottara and 

other Puranas, but frequently uses the HayasTrsa Parfcaratra (HP), a 

PafTcaratra text written probably in north India c.9th c A.D. 55 .

In vilasa 18 of the HB, Gopala Bhatta 

first defines four kinds of images according to the MP:

1. citraja painted

2. lepya plastered

3. s'astrotkfrna carved
•

4. pakaja fired

Defining these further, Gopala Bhatta says that if an image is painted 

on cloth, a wall or plate, it is called citraja ; if it is made of 

earth, it is called lepya ; if the image is of iron or metal, it is 

pakaja ; if it is of stone or wood, s'astrotkfrna 56.

The quote from the MP is followed 

immediately with a quote from the HP classifying seven kinds of images:

54. The six ' goswamins ' were: Raghunathada*sa; Raghuna"tha Bhatta; 
Sanltana Gosvamin; Gopala Bhatta; Rupa Gosvamin; and JTVa GosvaViin 
(D.R.Kinsley, The Sword and the Flute (California, Univ. of California 
Press, 1975), p.66 n.18.) There is a popular couplet which runs:

sVTrupasanatana bhait3 raghunatha/
sYTjTba gopala bhatta da*sa raghunatha// (Narottama Da"sa)

55. Gonda, Medieval, p.55.

56. S.C.Kaviratna, ed., ^rTs^rfhari bhakt i vi 1 asah (Beng. trans.) 
(Calcutta: n.pub., 1911), p.1279.
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1. mrnmaya c 1 ay

2. daruja* wooden

3. lohaja iron

4. ratnaja jewel

5. s'ailaja stone

6. gandhaja made from incense

7. kausumi" made from flowers 57

This means that,according to Gopala

Bhatta's text,clay images are referred to both as lepya (plastered) 

and mrnmaya (clay). Clay is not classed under the term ' pakaja" ', 

from which we may infer that the clay images referred to here are 

terracruda not terracotta. ' Pakaja ' here means 'cast 1 images in 

metal. The term ' lepya ' occurs in the HB vilasa 14.98 which states 

that a wise devotee should immerse a clay image ( lepyamurttl ) in the 

river, keep a drawn image in the house and if it is an image made of 

gold, he should offer it to his guru at the end of Ramnavamf 

vrata 58 .

LEPYA.

The term lepya" has several 

meanings 59 . The term ' lepyakarmadlka ' 60 is used in the Samarangana

57. Kaviratna, Haribhaktivilasafr p.1279. Ghandaja* and kausumT are 
temporary types of images.

58. Kaviratna, Haribhaktivilasah, p.999:
gahgayam praksjpellepyam lekhyam m£rttim grhe nyasyet/ 
acaryafya ca halmatiljn dadTta prat imam budhah// v.98

59. lepya can mean 'to be smeared 1 , 'anointed 1 , 'moulded 1 or 
'modelled'; 'Ijepyamaya 1 means 'made of mortar or clay 1 , 'modelled 1 ; 
and a lepyakara is someone who 'makes moulds', 'models' or a 
'bricklayer' or 'plasterer (Monier-Williams, Dictionary, p.902).

60. V.S.Agrawala, ed., Samarangana SiTtradhara of Maharajadhiraja Bhoja, 
the Parmara Ruler of DhaVcT, Gaekwards Oriental Series no.25 (Baroda: 
Oriental Insitute, 1966), p.xix.
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Sutradhaira of king Bhoja (llth c), the Paramara ruler of Dhara61 , to 

refer to the technique of clay modelling or stucco work. The compound 

used is lepya , which is clay plaster procured from various places 

such as the roots of trees and the banks of rivers. This clay should 

be free from gravel and is mixed with resins from trees, sand, horse 

hair, coconut fibre and grain husks and then distilled through a 

suitable cloth6^. D.N.Shukla refers to this clay plaster as a 

substitute for modern paints63 and refers to the crayon ( vartika ) of 

clay gathered from various sites, mentioned in the 

Samararigana-Sutradhara 72.1-3364 . Lepya" of this variety falls under 

the category of mi^ra (mixed) since it is a compound of 

ingredients65 . According to D.N.Shukla, lepya can be taken to refer 

to terracruda as distinct from terracotta66 .

The term ' lepyacitra ' may refer to

frescoes 6 ?. Visnudharmottara Purana bk.3.40.1-30 mentions clay mixed      "

with a variety of substances (including honey, wax, molasses, saffron, 

yoghurt, oil, tree fibres) as one of the kinds of bases for wall

61. Agrawala, Samararigana, p.xi.

62. D.N.Shukla, Hindu Canons of Painting or Citralaksanam, Bharatiya 
Vastu-Sastra Series Vol.IX, pt.III (Gorakhpur: Gorakhpur Univ., 1957), 
pp.52-53.

63. Shukla, Canons, p.53.

64. Shukla, Canons, p.35.

65. Shukla, Vastu £astra, p.99. Shukla also refers to a paint 
mentioned in the Aparajita-praccha as a compound of butter, milk, 
flowers, barley powder, wheat grains, bark of milky trees, powdered 
stone and water which is dried and known as ' mrttikabandhana ' (Canons 
p.53).

66. Shukla, Vastu-^astra, pp.99-100.

67. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.241.
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painting68. i n the traditional technique of painting on cloth, a 

smooth piece of cloth is selected and coated with a layer of plastic 

clay which has been carefully pounded and mixed with cowdung and beaten 

to a fine paste. When dry, the surface of the cloth is rubbed until 

smooth and ready for painting. A coat of lime or chalk or even

powdered conch-shell is usually applied first before the cloth is 

painted69.

According to K.M.Varma, the term

lepyacitra can also refer to a clay image and he says that the term 

1 lepyablmba ' in ^R. 17 means 'clay image 1 70. Varma suggests that 

polychromy was specifically related to clay images but also to images 

made of stone and brick. He says that polychromy was not used on 

bronze or metal images in the early period but came to be used lateral 

and that when it was not possible to colour an entire stone image, 

parts of it such as the eyes, eyebrows, lips, palms of the hands etc 

may be painted^. There is little difference in the preparation in the 

practices of painting and sculpture, only the application is

68. Stella Kramrisch, "The Vishnudharmottaram", Journal of the Dept. of 
Letters, Vol.XI (1924), p.15.

69. Ajit Ghose, "Old Bengali Paintings", Rupam, Vol.X, nos.27-28 (July- 
October 1926), p.99. In traditional Orissan practice, the painter 
( patacltra ) does not employ plastic clay. Two pieces of cloth are 
gluecl together with glue made from boiled tamarind seed. One side of 
the cloth is polished and then painted with non-synthetic colours mixed 
with gum of the kalntha plant to make them stick to the cloth. A 
final layer of laquer is given to the painting (B.C.Mohanty, 
Patachitras of Orissa (Ahmedabad: Calico Museum of Textiles, 1980), 
pp.12-13.)

70. Varma, Technique, p.241.

71. Varma, Technique, p.95.

72. Varma, Technique, p.95.
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different73 . He quotes the Kas'yapas'ilpa, which mentions three kinds 

of polychromatic images:

1. s*ila garbha a stone image

2. istaka garbha a brick or stucco image

3. daru garbha a wooden image

Varma refers to the latter as a clay image, since clay images contain a 

wooden armature7^. These three kinds of polychromatic images - stone, 

brick/stucco and wooden/clay - could be painted by three alternative 

methods. Either by applying Sarkara-kalka (limestone glue), cloth, 

white base, then paint; or the same but without the cloth; or the same 

but without the cloth or the Sarkara-kalka 75 . T.A.Gopinatha Rao 

refers to this Sarkara-kalka as stucco, saying that in the medieval 

period, the dhruva bera used to be covered in a thin coat of stucco 

and painted afterwards with the colours appropriate to the deity7^. 

However, there is also a contemporary practice of applying a clay base 

to wooden images before painting instead of the Sarkara-kalka . The 

wooden images of Balarama, Jagannatha and Subhadref in the Jagannaftha 

temple at Puri, Orissa are painted using a clay base77 .

Lepya can therefore refer to a plastic

paint, a clay base used in painting (whether it is for a mural, 

painting on cloth or image) or an image made with layers of clay 

plastered over a wooden frame. In the HB it seems to refer to the 

latter.

73. Varma, Technique, p.30.

74. Varma, Technique, p.96.

75. Varma, Technique, pp.99-100.

76. Gopinatha Rao, Elements (1914), p.53.

77. See p.70.
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CONSTRUCTION OF THE CLAY IMAGE.

Gopala Bhatta quotes from the HP

regarding the making of a clay image according to which the clay should 

be gathered from riversides, ksetras or holy places by Brahmins and 

those of the other castes. Having mixed stones, gravel and iron 

filings in equal proportions with the clay, it should be kneaded well 

with extracts of kasaya (Grislea Tomentosa), khadira (Acacia 

Catechu) or arjuna (Terminalia Arjuna) wood, and stirred up with the 

resin of sarjja (Vatica Robusta) and sfrTvesta (Pinus Longifolia) 

with extract of kautaja (Wrightia Antidysentarica), saffron 

( kunkuma ), curds, thickened milk, ghee etc. (the pancagavya ) and 

then left for a month 78 . A wooden frame ( £ula ) measuring 120 or 125 

ahgulas (i.e. da£atala ) made of khadira or yajfifya (sacrificial) 

wood, is placed on a base ( ratnanyasa , jewel base)79 and then the 

clay image is made. The HB gives no indication as to how the image 

should be made other than saying that it should be made over a wooden 

frame placed on a base. The omission of further important details 

suggests that the text was not to be used as a guide for artists but as 

a reminder that making clay images had Puranic sanction and was

78. Kaviratna, Haribhaktivilasafr 18, pp.1257-1258; S.K.De, Early 
History of the Vaisnava Faith Movement in Bengal (Calcutta: General 
Printers and Publishers Ltd., 1942), p.388; J.N.Banerjea, Development 
(1941), p.227, note 1:

mrttikct varnapurvena grhrflyussarvavaninah/
nadTtTre 'thava k§etre pupyasthclne'thava* punah//
pascTna-karkara'-lohacurncini samabhagatal]/
mrttiklyam prayojyatha ka,sayena prapTdayet//
khadirenarjjunenatha sarjjasVTvesfakunkumaih/
kautajai rayasaih snehai rdadhi kstraghj-tadibhiji//
"ajodya mrttikam taistaih sthane sthSpya punah punah/
masam paryusit*am ktrtva pratimam parikalpayet*//

79. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.228 note 1: 
sthapayet pratimas'aiam ratnanyasasya copari/ 
sTflafica khadiradfnam yaj^fyanlLm prakalpayet// 
vi[ns'ot>tai ras'atam Sulam kuryadva palVcavims'atih/ 
pratimangulamanena krtva samsthapayed budhah//
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recommended by respected texts. Most Puranas, as has been seen, do not 

go beyond mentioning the collection of the clay ( mrtsamgraha ) and its 

preparation. A great deal was left to the artist's discretion and 

would have been tacitly understood in the texts.

THE CLAY COMPOUND.

The inclusion of powdered iron

( lohacurna ), stone ( pasa'na ) and sand ( karkara ) in the clay . • .
compound has led J.N.Banerjea to assume that the clay images made with 

these three ingredients were more durable than the ordinary clay 

images. He concludes from the HP quote in the HB, that clay was 

undoubtedly one of the most commonly used media for making images^. 

However, the inclusion of powdered iron and stone in the rules for the 

preparation of a clay image laid down in the HP, persuade Banerjea that 

the compound is similar to the material known as stucco which was so 

commonly used by the Hellenistic artists of Gandhara from the 3rd-5th c 

A.D.81. He says that this is the substance used also in the making of 

figure sculptures on the towering gopuras of south Indian 

tempies82. According to Banerjea, this compound is different from the 

'real' clay compound mentioned in the ^R's instructions on the making 

of an unbaked clay lin'ga **3. The karkara* mentioned in the HB is 

referred to by Banerjea as 'sand', but he says that karkara" and

80. Banerjea, Devlopment (1941), p.227.

81. Banerjea, Development (1941), pp.227-228. Stucco is a kind of 
plaster or cement used in architecture and contains limestone chips. 
Manasara 51.2-4 mentions suddha (stucco) and sarkara (mortar and 
plaster, gravel or grit) in its list of suitable materials for making 
images (P.K.Acharya, trans., Manasara ^ilpashastra, Vol.IV, 
Architecture of MSnasara (Allahabad: OUP, 1933), p.517).

82. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.228.

83. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.246 note 1.
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^arkara probably denote the same thing viz. little stone chips, 

perhaps limestone chips^. Banerjea also refers to kadi^arkara , a 

material mentioned by Gopinatha Rao which is mostly limestone, and 

states that it is probably something like the compound of the HP which 

contains powdered limestone as one of its ingredients*^. 

&rkara-kalka (limestone paste) is used before the final coat of paint 

on a clay image according to Varma's synopsis*^, but Varma remains 

adamant that 'whatever the ingredients and whatever the effects sought 

by using such ingredients, the clay, in spite of them, will remain 

clay87 .

It is therefore advisable to make a

distinction between clay plaster and limestone plaster. The latter may 

refer to the soft plastic mixture of lime, sand and hair used for 

application on the walls of buildings, while the former refers to the 

clay compound used in the making of clay images referred to as 

lepya . The type of clay, the tempering of the clay and the additional 

ingredients differed according to use. Clay used in metal-casting, 

sculpting, pottery or painting was invariably mixed with a number of 

ingredients, either to harden the clay, soften it, give it more texture 

or make it smoother. Different kinds of clay were selected from 

different sites and even amongst contemporary rural craftsmen,there are

84. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.247.

85. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.246.

86. Varma, Technique,p.28. See also Gopinatha Rao, Elements (1914), 
p. 53.

87. Varma, Technique, p.23.
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several names for the different varieties of clay according to the 

ingredients mixed in with it88.

SUMMARY.

According to the £astric tradition, one

may worship both terracruda and terracotta images, although preference 

is given to the former*^, in some cases,however, it is clearly stated 

that terracotta images are unsuitable for ordinary worship. The 

Kamika*gama, a baiva text, outlines the standard procedure for the 

collection of clay from holy places, moistening, kneading, mixing it 

with various substances and leaving it for a month, after which a 

terracruda liriga is made. The baked clay linga is used only for 

abhlcarlka (nefarious) purposes; that is, for incantations such as 

those made to bring about the destruction of an enemy90. According to 

the Vaispava tradition also, the abhlcarlka form of the deity is 

worshipped for inflicting defeat and death on the enemy and is looked 

upon as unfit for worship in temples built in urban areas. Therefore 

forests, mountains and marshy tacts, fortresses and other such remote 

areas are prescribed as being fit for the construction of temples to

Eberhard Fischer and Haku Shah, Rural Craftsmen and Their Work 
(Ahmedabad: National Institute of Design,1970),p.130.Th~erural 
potters of Shaurashtra use alluvial clay mixed with grains of limestone 
to make a dark grey plastic marl that is deposited and used for 
potter's clay, Fischer and Shah, Rural, p.129.

89. Daniel Smith, Iconography, p.50 section 141 from Visvaksena 6.1-10, 
a Paficaratra text which mentions the preference for unbaked ( apakva ) 
clay images:

mrtsamskaramatho vaksye s'rnus.vaUamana'dhuna/
pakvapakve dvidha proktcT bhLTsuradtnanukramat//
na sarvalokas's'amsanti pratimam dagdhamrnmaytm/
apakva" pratima* s"asta saiva kcfrya^ vicakjapaifci//
sudhaya naiva kuryadva naYmacurnaih kadacana/
mrdaiva mfnmayam kuryadyathavarnanurupatah//_
brahmagasya sitS" mrdvai ksatnyasyaruna sfnfta/
vis*Sm pTta" bhavenmrdvai krsna £udrasya kTrtitlf//

90. Gopinatha Rao, Elements (Vol.11, pt.II, 1916), p.76.
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enshrine this aspect of Visnu91 . K.M.Varma quotes from the 

Samurtarcanaclhikarana (16th/17th c), a south Indian Vaikhanasa text by 

Atri, which states that terracotta images ( pakva-mrrunaya-pratlma ) 

should not be used for worship, to do so would bring about calamity. 

Only images of Jyestha,Ganes'a and £asta may be baked. Terracruda 

images ( apakva-mrnmaya-pratlma* ) , however, may be placed in the inner 

sanctuary of temples with impunity92. One Bengali author, Snnatha 

Arcaryacudamani (15th/16th c), writes in his 'Krtyatattvarnava' that an 

image should never be baked. One who worships the goddess Durga in 

burnt clay is converted to ashes by the wrath of the goddess^. The 

same injunctions held for the Saktas,, therefore, as did for the 

Vaisnavas and Saivas.• •

The injunction concerning terracotta and

terracruda images raises questions about the permanence of the clay 

images used in worship. The injunction is maintained in the 

contemporary Bengali practice of worshipping clay images. Clay images 

installed permanently in the temples of Bengal as well as those used 

for a brief period during a festival are always terracruda. Terracotta 

may be used for decorative or architectural images such as those on the 

outer walls of terracotta temples, but the sacred icon is never baked. 

During the festivals a clay image is made for the festival and immersed 

directly afterwards. J.N.Banerjea refers to the contemporary

91. Gopinatha Rao, Elements (1914), pp.20-21. Rao says that Vaisnava 
images are for purposes of yoga (self-realijation), bhoga 
(self-enjoyment), vTra (military prowess) and abhlcarlka (nefarious 
purposes).

92. Varma, Technique, p.5.

93. P.Ghosha, Durga Puja (Calcutta: n.pub., 1871), note 1, p.vii.
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terracruda images of Bengal as ' ksanlka ' (temporary)94, because some 

of them are only used for the short duration of a festival. Varma 

disputes this point by distinguishing between ' ksanika ' and 

1 tatkalika ' images; the latter being meant for use over a given 

period, a day or more, and then immersed in water^S. According to 

Varma, the Bengali images are tatkalika , but are capable of lasting 

decades at least if not immersed, whereas ksanlka images are those 

made of rice-powder, sand etc96. J.N.Banerjea and T.A.Gopinatha Rao 

agree that ' gandhaja ' and ' kausumf ' in the HB refer to ksanika
• •

images^?. The Manasara ifilpa Sastra mentions a temporary liriga 

which is made of the rust of iron ( mandura ) mixed with water, or of 

flowers, or lotus or sweetmeat ( modaka ) or ground cake ( pistaka ) or 

cowdung or whatever else one wishes to use98, and also refers to the 

temporary ( ksanika ) clay core used in the casting of a metal image by 

the cire perdue method^. The contemporary terracruda images of 

Bengal do not conform to the kind of image described in texts as 

ksanika nor are they temporary, because many are preserved for 

permanent use in temples throughout Bengal. Thus one cannot say that 

the images are terracruda because they are temporary or that they are 

temporary because they are terracruda. If a correlation was to be made

94. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.227. Gopinatha Rao, Elements 
(1916), p.76 says that ' ksanika ' refers to those images which are 
made for the occasion and disposed of immediately after their use is 
over.

95. Varma, Technique, p.217 n.8.

96. Varma, Technique, p.217 n.8.

97. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.226 and Gopinatha Rao, Elements 
(1916), p.76.

98. Acharya, Manasara, p.542 from Manasara 52.343-341.

99. Manasara 68.26-27. See Krishnan, Cire, p.6.
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between terracruda and temporariness, then one would have to consider 

the vast majority of votive terracotta figures that are deposited at 

village shrines as part of ritual observances and then abandoned. 

These terracottas fulfil a temporary purpose after which they are left 

to decompose in the open.

K.M.Varma suggests that in the early

stages of image worship, icons were made of clay and painted. The five 

subsidiary images used in the southern classical tradition were 

included later because of a tendency of devotional ism ( bhakti ) to 

increase the variety of offerings. People were not ready to change the 

practice of installing polychromatic clay images, so this in turn might 

have necessitated the number of additional images 1^. Varma says that 

polychromy was prohibited on all images except the dhruva bera 101 . 

The dhruva bera did not recieve the same amount of physical attention 

as the subsidiary images and was therefore less susceptible to damage. 

Varma also points out that colour was an essential part of the clay 

image 1 02 j since colour ( varna ) corresponds to the soul ( jfva ) in 

the sevenfold construction of a clay image. For Varma, the unbaked 

clay image is durable as long as it is sheltered from, water^^.

The injunction against the use of

terracotta images is not explained in any text. One consideration is 

that the clay is unbaked because it has connections with fertility. 

The inclusion of pulses and plants in the clay seem to confirm this. 

If seeds are baked, they are no longer fit for planting and growth and

100. Varma, Polychromy, p.121.

101. Varma, Polychromy, p.128.

102. Varma, Polychromy, pp.129-130

103. Varma, Technique, p.135.
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hence are no longer fertile. Leaving seeds unbaked allows the 

possibility of germination . The same may apply to unbaked clay which 

represents fertility in contrast to baked clay which does not. 

Alternatively, there may be an unwillingness to bake an image which has 

been carefully constructed in stages and consecrated with mantras . 

The action of baking a clay image may have inauspicious connotations. 

The Bengali word ' pora ' meaning 'baked 1 can also mean 'cursed' ,' vile 1 

and therefore has inauspicious connotations. Besides which there is 

also the possibility of damaging the internal structure of the wooden 

armature and the ropes.

Varma suggests that terracotta (clay

fired in a kiln) was used for larger figures and that, in some cases, 

the head of the figure may be terracotta while the body may be of 

sun-dried claylO^. $ome terracottas contain minor supports 

( upasula ) like the larger supports ( sula ) of the terracruda

The construction of the terracruda

images according to the Vaisnava Agama tradition was done in stages 

with appropriate mantras , indicating the religious significance given 

to the process. The component parts of the image were said to 

represent the various elements of the human body and in this respect 

the creation of a clay image is unique. The clay itself is said to 

represent the flesh ( mairisa ) of the human body, but in the KJK ch.22 

appeared to be equated with 'the Earth' ( mahi ) and is the incarnation 

of her power1^. yn i s idea is also apparent in rural Gujurat, where

104. Varma, Technique, p.135.

105. Varma, Technique, p.142.

106. Goudriaan, Kas^yapa, p.142 n.2,
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there is a close identification betweeen 'man' and 'clay'^7. day is 

often used as the most appropriate material for votive offerings and 

the correlation between 'man 1 and 'clay 1 is common in other parts of 

the world. The inclusion of certain ingredients in the clay may also 

have a religious significance. For instance,in the Tibetan 

tradition, tsa tsa (painted,impressed clay plaques used as talismans) 

are made with clay which may be fired but is usually sun-dried or 

hardened by being mixed with soaked and beaten paper pulp and contain

sanctifying substances such as the pulverised bones of lamas blessed 

with mantras 1^.

107. See Haku Shah, "Man and Clay: Tribal Ritual and Folk Myth in Rural 
Gujurat", in Gods of the Byeways, ed., Julia and David Elliott (Oxford: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1982).

108. Zwalf, Heritage, p.114.
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CHAPTER FOUR:WORSHIP

Worship is usually referred to by the

term puja , which has its synonyms in arcana, vandana, saparyya, 

arhana, namasya, area, bhajana and may also mean a vrata or vow done 

to gain a particular end preceded by an initial vow ( samkalpa )1. 

J.Charpentier says that Gundert and Kittel derive the word puja from 

the Dravidian verbal root which occurs in Tamil as puju , in Kanarese 

as pusu . The root means 'to smear', 'to put on sticky substances', 

'to daub 1 , 'to paint', and is, according to Gundert and Kittel, the 

source also of the Sanskrit pusta(ka) , a manuscript or a book. 

Charpentier agrees with this and says that the most characteristic part 

of puja is undoubtedly the washing of the idol (or the sprinkling of 

the liriga ) with water, honey, curds, certain ointments, powders or 

oily substances which are generally of a brilliant red or yellow 

colour^. The marking of images with vermilion (red) and tumeric 

(yellow) is a common feature of puja .

Worship may be conducted in private or

in congregation, although there is the stipulation that the worshipper 

worships according to his competence ( adhlkara-bheda )3. Worship of 

sectarian deities may be done daily ( nitya puja ), on seasonal 

occasions ( naimlttlka puja ) or on special occasions as optional 

puja ( kamya puja ). Nitya puja refers to daily domestic and temple 

worship, naimittika puja to annual festivals ( utsava ) and

1. A.Avalon, &kti and £akta (Madras: Ganesh and Co., 1959), p.505.

2. J.Charpentier,"The Meaning and Etymology of Puja", Indian Antiquary, 
Vol.LVI (1927), pp.98-99.

3. L.A.Ravi Varma, "Rituals of Worship", Cultural Heritage of India. 
ed., H.Bhattacharyya, Vol.IV (Calcutta: RMIC, 1956), p.447.
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kamya pUja to vows ( vrata ) made to obtain a particular boon. 

16.9 says that kamya rites performed on the tithi (lunar day) or 

particular combination of planetary positions, brings instantaneous 

fruits^. Worship may take place in the domestic shrine, a temple or a 

temporary shrine or pavilion erected for a specific duration. The PS 

18.17-18 divides places of worship into prasada (temples) and 

bhavana (domestic shrines). An image installed in the bhavana is 

said to bestow grace only to the family of the person instituting the 

worship,whereas the image installed in the prasada bestows grace upon 

all worshippers 5 . A Hindu will worship the temple deity but also the 

family deity ( kuladevata ) and a personal deity ( istadevata ) of the 

worshipper's choice. The worship of the latter is private and 

initiation into the istadevata mantra is given to the worshipper by 

the family guru ( kulaguru ). Daily worship is done to the 

kuladevata in the family shrine which is placed somewhere in the 

house. The sectarian deities are worshipped singly or in pairs, but it 

is also common to find groups of deities being worshipped together.

PANCAYATANA PUJA.

An attempt was made to neutralise

sectarianism by the introduction of a form of worship known as 

1 pancayatana puja ' ( paffca , five ayatana , shrine). Pancayatana 

puja was offered to the five principal Brahmanical deities £iva, 

Visnu, Surya, Ganes'a and DevT. According to J.N.Farquahar, 

pancayatana puja was taken from the Grhya Sutras and involves the 

pronouncing of mantras and pouring milk, honey, ghee, and Ganges

4. Shastri, ^iva, p.29.

5. Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, p.115.
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water over the images of the five deities, or in contemporary practice, 

putting liquid in a metal vase known as a pancapatra ( pafica , five 

pitra , pots) 6 . The five deities are usually worshipped together in 

the aniconic form of five stones : £iva in a white stone; Visnu in the* • •

black s'alagrama s^la , Surya in a crystal; Ganesli in a red stone; and 

Devf in a stone of vague combination of hues?. The stones are 

arranged on a metal dish called a pancayatana 8 , with the stone 

representing the deity to whom the worshipper wishes to pay special 

homage in the centre. It is not clear when pancayatana puja began, 

but some attribute it to Ankara (8th c) 9 .

FORMS OF PUJA.

Worship is seen as a twofold process.

In the ritual, outward worship ( bahya puja") is directed towards and 

image of the devata , but this is always preceded by internal worship 

( antara puja ) in which the worshipper makes mental offerings and 

meditates on the deity. & 16.19 says also that all items offered 

should be offered mentally first before the rites are performed^.

According to L.A.Ravi Varma, the basic 

form of Agamic puja is known as pancopacara ( panca , five,

6. J.N.Farquhar, 'Tempi e-and-image worship in Hinduism', Journal of the 
Royal Asiatic Soc. (Jan 1928), pt.I, p. 20.

7. P.Thomas, Hindu Religion, Customs and Manners (Bombay: D.B.Tara- 
porevala Sons and Co. Ltd., 1960), p. 33.

8. Banerjea, Development (1956), p. 542.

9. R.C.Hazra, "The Bhavisyottara, a non-sectarian Upapurana of wide 
popularity", Journal of the Oriental Institute Baroda, Vol. 3, no.l 
(September 1954), pp. 8-9. Kane, Dharmas"a"stra(1941), p. 717.

10. Shastri , i va , p. 97.
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upacara , offerings)* 1 . The word upacara may refer to an element 

of ritual and to the various materials used as offerings. The 

pancopacara may be elaborated to ten ( dasopacara ), sixteen 

( soda&pacara ) and at times even to sixty-four, but the basic five 

parts of ritual are:

1. avahana welcome, invocation

2. sthapana fixing, placing

3. sannldhlkarana approaching, bringing near

4. puja worship, adoration

5. vlsarjana respectful dismissal of the deity after

worship.

These are the form of ritual addressed to the deity once the image has 

been installed. The number of upacaras , in terms of offerings, 

varies according to the financial resources of the worshipper^, but 

the common number of upacaras offered is sixteen. These sixteen 

upacaras are:

1. asana sitting

2. svagata welcomi ng

3. padya water for the feet

4. arghya offerings

5. acamana water for sipping

6. madhuparka honey, ghee, milk, curd

7. snana water for bathing

8. vasana cloth

9. abharana jewels

11. Ravi Varma, "Rituals", p.461. The pancopacara are part of a 
tendency to list things in terms of five. The pancanga or five modes 
of devotion are: silent prayer; oblations; libations; bathing icons; 
and feeding Brahmins (Monier-Williams, Dictionary, pp.577-578.).

12. Kane, Dharmas^astra(1941) > pp.729-730.
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10. gandha perfume

11. puspa flowers

12. dhupa Incense

13. dTpa light

14. nalvedya food

15. vandana prayer

16. dakslna gifts*-*

Asana refers to the installation of the image on the altar ( vedi ) 

after which the deity is welcomed ( svagata ) with hymns of praise, 

given water for washing the feet ( padya ) and welcoming offerings 

( arghya ) of water, durva grass, rice, flowers and sandal paste, 

bathed ( snana ) and smeared with ointments and pastes ( gandha ), 

given incense ( dhupa , usually burning camphor) and lights ( dTpa ) 

and entertained with music and recitation. One of the verses of the

Purusa-sukta of the Rg Veda 10.90 is recited before each of the• • -'

upacaras are offered^.

In Agamic worship performed by the

sadhaka the worship is personal and private and great emphasis is 

placed on the inner mental worship. The sadhaka sits in padmasana 

on a plank or a carpet facing a particular direction (east,west or 

north). After worshipping the guru and Gane&, he protects himself 

from evil influences by purifying his limbs with mantras 

( anganyasa ). Protected, he does pranayama (breath control) and 

self-purification ( bhutas'uddhi ). After purification, the worshipper 

does atmapranapratlstha (literally,self-inspiration). He then

13. Kumar, &kti, p.181. See Kane, Dharmalastra (1941), p.729 for a 
different list.

14. Kane, Dharmas*astra(1941), p.730.
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invests the Absolute with qualities and regards it as his istadevata 

(chosen deity) seated in the manipura cakra ('jewel city 1 ,the 

navel). This is dhyana or meditation; the inner, silent recitation 

of the dhyana mantra which describes the image in ornamental 

language. Devf Bhagavata Purana defines dhyana as the contemplation
•

of istadevatas with the mind concentrated and merged in 

consciousnesses. The sadhaka touches various parts of his body 

( nyasa , placing), uttering mantras and precedes to the 

pancopacara (here meaning five offerings): padya; arghya; 

gandhapuspa; dhupadfpa; and nalvedya . If the sadhaka does an open 

act of worship, he transfers the devata from his manipura to an 

image and precedes with the upacaras . When the open worship is over, 

the devata is transferred back into the manipura of the sadhaka , 

this being known as udvasana (disposal). A final pancopacara is 

offered to the deity and the worship is concluded with a 

benediction-^.

The worship in the temple with

upacaras is referred to as tarpana 17. Two important parts of 

Agamic worship are homa , the Vedic fire sacrifice adapted to Agamic 

requirements, and japa , the repetition of the names of the deity 

( nama japa ) or the mula mantra of the deity after pranayama .

The object used in the outer worship

( bahya puja ) of the sadhaka , is either an image ( pratlma" ), 

picture ( citra ), emblem (e.g. a jar or kalasa ), stone ( s'alagrama,

15. Lalye, Studies, p.90.

16. Ravi Varma, "Rituals", pp.450-451

17. Ravi Varma, "Rituals", p.461.
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liriga or gaurlpatta ) or geometrical design ( yantra ) 18 . The 

yantra is considered the highest object used in outer worship, while 

the pratima is regarded as the lowest. In external worship, the 

sadhaka first worships inwardly the mental image of the devata which 

the outer object assists to produce and then by the life-giving 

ceremony ( pranapratlstha ) he infuses the outer object with life by 

communicating to it light, consciousness ( caltanya ) and energy 

( tejas ) of the Absolute within him^. Consciousness is aroused by 

the worshipper through the pranapratistha mantra and the sadhaka 

realises the essence of the object as consciousness itself^O.

According to C.Chakravarti, the very

first principal of tantric worship is that the worshipper should 

identify himself with the deity worshipped. Hence the tantras give 

preference to internal worship and pure meditation^!. The Puranas 

began to adopt tantric modes of worship from about the 6th-7th c 

onwards, including the use of mantras, nyasa, mudras, mandala etc22. 

Tantra works are given various classifications and divisions. 

Sometimes they are referred to as Agama (in which Parvatf asks 

questions and £iva answers) and Nigama (£iva asks questions, ParvatT 

answers) or Astika (Vedic) and Nastika (non-Vedic) or according to 

popular tradition, as Sadagama (good Agamas) and Asadagama (bad

18. Avalon, &kti, pp.506-507.

19. Avalon, &kti, pp.506-507.

20. Avalon, &kti, pp.506-507.

21. C.Chakravarti, "Sakti Worship and £akta Saints", Cultural Heritage 
of India , ed. H.Bhattacharyya, Vol.IV (Calcutta: RMIC, 1956), p.409.

22. S.C.Banerji, Tantra in Bengal (Calcutta: Naya Prokash, 1978), p.23.
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Agamas) 23 . S.C.Banerji mentions three stages in the path of sadhana 

(worship):

1. suddhi purification

2. sthltl gaining knowledge and removing delusion

3. arpana identification with the object of

worship2^

Snana, tarpana, sandhya puja and homa are also imperative for the 

sadhaka . An important part of puja is nyasa , the process by which 

the sadhaka touches various parts of the body and sees them as 

identical with those of the deity meditated on or worshipped25^. 

Dhyana (meditation) and japa (recitation) are also elements of 

puja . Tantric puja" must be done by the sadhaka himself or by his 

guru. It is a great sin if the puja" is done by a purohita (priest) 

for another person2^. The Brahmin priest, therefore, has no part to 

play in these arrangements. The sadhaka seeks the help of the guru 

and one without tantric initiation ( diksa ) is not entitled to the 

performance of tantric rites and rituals2?.

VRATA.

Vrata (vow) refers to a vowed

observance, act of devotion or austerity taken at a particular time of 

the year for a set duration which is aimed at obtaining a particular

23. Banerji, Tantra, pp.2-3.

24. Banerji, Tantra, p.11.

25. Banerji, Tantra, glossary p.lix.

26. Banerji, Tantra, p.144.

27. Banerji, Tantra, p.125.
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result28 . Vratas are characterised by such features as fasting, 

chastity, bathing and vegetarianism29 . In the Puranas, vows are 

performed by men and women alike and involve fasting, worship of the 

istadevata and kuladevata , feeding of Brahmins ( daksina ), reading 

of the Vedas, baths, performance of homa etc 30 . Observance of 

vratas can lead to the fulfilment of worldly desires ( bhukti ) but 

also to spiritual liberation ( mukti ) 31 . Vratas mentioned in the 

bastras involve : acamana (purificatory sipping of water); 

svastivacana (uttering the benediction); karmarambha (commencement 

of the rite); sariikalpa (vow to observe the rite); ghatasthapana 

(placement of the ritual water pot); patfcagavya ( the five products 

of the cow); s'odhana (purification); s*anti mantra (chanting of the 

mantra for peace); samanarghya (ordinary arghya ); asana £uddh1 

(purification of the seat); bhuta suddhi (purification of the self); 

daksina (gifts to Brahmins); bhujjya (a cooked meal, bhoga ); vrata 

katha (listening to the story which proves the efficacy of the rite 

observed) 32 . Non-sastric ( as*astra ) vrata are those carried out by 

women without the help of a Brahmin priest or mantras 33 . Many of 

the folk deities of Bengal are worshipped according to non-sastric 

vrata . Many images used in vrata rites were probably temporary 

( ksanika ) images made of sand, paste, gum, perfume etc. In the MP 

there are many references to the use of images in vrata rites and in 

most cases the image is given away to the Brahmin priest at the end

28. S.R.Das, Folk Religion of Bengal , part 1, no.l (Calcutta: S.C.Kar, 
1953), p.7.

29. Avalon, Sakti, p.528.

30. Das, Folk, p.8.

31. Das, Folk, p.8.

32. Das, Folk, p.11.

33. Das, Folk, p.11-13.
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of ceremonies, whether it is made of gold34 s or clay35 or 

river-sand36.

TEMPLE WORSHIP.

Once the image had been completed, it

was taken to the temple or domestic shrine, installed and duly 

consecrated. The installation and consecration ( prat1stha ) are 

included in textual details regarding the making of images and the 

iconography of the various Hindu deities.

Prior to installation, the temple image

undergoes a preliminary consecration in a temporary pavilion built in 

front of or near the temple. In the Brhat Samhita ch.5937, the 

pavilion ( mandapa ) for the preliminary consecration ( adhlvasa ) is 

built with four ornamental archways ( torana ) and decorated with 

garlands and banners. Inside the mandapa is an earthen altar 

( sthandlla ) sprinkled with sand and covered with kusfe grass, upon 

which the image is placed. The image is bathed with several ablutions 

of water, various kinds of earth, pancagavya and scented water, to the 

accompaniment of auspicious music and mantras . After bathing,the 

image is clothed in new cloth, given ornaments and worshipped with 

flowers and sandal paste. It is then placed on a bed to 'sleep 1 . 

Later, the deity is woken, worshipped with flowers, cloth,sandal paste 

and music and taken into the temple sanctuary. A piece of gold is 

placed in the mortise hole of the base ( plndlka ), hence it is called 

ratnanyasa (the nyasa , placing of ratna , jewels), and the image is

34. Akhtar, Matsya. p.217 (MP 72.34).

35. Akhtar, Matsya, p.266 (MP 98.12).

36. Akhtar, Matsya, p.229 (MP 81.15).

37. Banerjea, Development (1941), pp.373-374
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fixed in place. This installation ( pratistha ) is carried out by a 

suitable person selected for the purpose at an auspicious time decided 

by the astrologer. The qualifications of the sthapaka (the person 

who installs the image) are given in MP 265.2.

The MP38 describes how the image is

bathed in the mandapa with panicagavya , earth, ash, and water and 

then carried on a charriot ( ratha ) to the temple where it is bathed 

again, a white thread is tied to its wrist, it is covered with various 

clothes and given an umbrella, flywhisk, mirror, utensils, seat and 

bed. The paraphenalia placed at the deity's disposal - bell 

( ghanta ), lampstand ( dTpapatra ), mirror ( darpana ), fan 

( vyajana ), umbrella ( chatra ) and footstool ( paduka ) - are found 

around the main icon in the temple-^. i n the MP, the image is 

installed, homa (fire sacrifice) is performed and the ceremonies are 

concluded with festivities and the payment of Brahmin's fees^O. Once 

installed and fixed, the image was not to be moved. This is the 

standard procedure as mentioned in most Agamas and Puranas.

CONSECRATION.

The consecration of an image is usually 

described as a twofold process:

1. akslmocana/caksurdana giving sight

2. pranapratistha inspiring with life

In the KJK ch.60 on the opening of the eyes, here referred to as 

aksyunmesapa , it is said that the artist paints in the eyes 'without 

formulas' (i.e. without mantras ) five days before installation and

38. Akhtar, Matsya, pp.318-320 (MP 265.7-18).

39. Daniel Smith, Iconography, pp.284-285 and p.275,

40. MP 265.18-25.
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the priest uses the artist's paintbrush to repeat the procedure with 

mantras during the consecration^!. Bearing in mind that the KJK 

dedicates several chapters to the making of a clay dhruva bera , we 

may infer that the main icon is of clay, for which painting in of the 

eyes would have been suitable. In the Pancaratra text, PS 18.48-49, 

the eyes of the image are 'opened' with a sharp needle, 'after which 

the expert architect ( s'ilpi ) should open the eyes with instru­ 

ments '42. This takes place prior to installation and seems to refer 

to those categories of ' s'astrotkirna ' (carved) images of stone or 

wood, although the material is not mentioned in the text. In the MP, 

the image is given sight with a bar of gold while reciting 

mantras 43.The opening of the eyes indicates the importance of the 

eyes in conveying the vitality of the deity. As K.M.Varma puts it, 

'Painting in the eyes produces the look that brings the statue to 

life'44. The ^P 36.46 speaks of a reverse process called 

laksanoddhara when the eyes of the image are closed and the deity is 

dismissed ( visarjana ). This takes place at deconsecration.

The second part of consecration is

pranapratistha , establishing ( pratistha ) life ( prana ) in the 

image. In this case, the priest touches the heart of the image and 

recites mantras invoking the deity to come and take up residence in 

the image. In the KJK, having sprinkled water on the head of the 

dhruva bera and laid the basic syllable ( bTja mantra ) into the heart

41. Goudriaan, Kas"yapa, pp.174-175,

42. Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, p.118,

43. MP 264.33.

44. Varma, Polychromy, p.124.
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of the image, the priest invokes Visnu's presence and 'as if kindling 

one lamp from another 1 , inspires the subsidiary cala images with 

Visnu is then said to pervade the dhruva bera and remain in

TEMPLE RITUAL.

The temple ritual is conducted by a

priest who obtains his income and daily needs from donations and food 

brought by devotees. The temple may be set in a plot of land which is 

regarded as belonging to the deity. In Bengal this plot of land is 

called devatra sampatti . The priest opens the temple doors in the 

morning, 'wakes' the diety, bathes it, clothes it and decorates it with 

various ornaments, make-up and garlands. Care is taken to ensure that 

the image is repaired and repainted when necessary. Puja is done at 

various times of the day and in the evening the deity is entertained 

with lights ( arati ) and music and then 'put to bed 1 . Sometimes a 

miniature bed is put in the shrine, although the images are not 

necessarily put in the beds to 'sleep 1 . The temple is closed at 

certain times in the day, but when it is open, devotees may come and 

pay their respects to the deity ( dar^ana , a viewing), present their 

offerings (money, food or simple offerings of flowers) and be given 

sanctified water or a tilaka mark on the forehead. Certain days of 

the year are considered auspicious to certain gods and certain days in 

the year are set aside for festivals.

FESTIVALS.

Puja and utsava (festival) are said 

to sustain the universe. Utsava means 'creation arisen or

45. Goudriaan, KaVyapa, pp.195-196.

46. Goudriaan, Ka£yapa, p.195.
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produced' 47 . Utsava is derived from ut/su - 'waking up', 

'stimulating the good forces' and the festival should be accompanied by 

as much noise as possible and is said to evoke new strength for the 

image48 . The festival celebrates the exploits of the deity and 

usually involves the recital of different themes extolling the deity's 

power and beneficience. Many festivals are seasonal. A great festival 

( mahotsava ) usually lasts several days and involves the procession of 

the temple image in decorative floats around the perimeter of the city 

or town. Although the temple is a place of worship for all and the 

priest undertakes the worship in the temple for the benefit of the 

universe, worship is not congregational. The temple is not designed to 

hold large crowds and the inner sanctuary is usually a small, darkened 

room with restricted public access. Outer halls attached to the temple 

are used on certain occasions. The festival procession is one time 

when the image is paraded around the city for all to see. The 

processional charriot ( ratha ) is often extremely large and 

elaborate. Sometimes it is drawn by bullocks, at others by humans. 

The best example of the latter is the huge wooden Jagannatha charriot 

pulled through the streets of Puri by ropes during the annual 

Jagannatha festival. Such processions mark out the deity's domain or 

ksetra as well as conferring blessings on the various parts of the 

city. Not all temples celebrate festivals with elaborate processions 

and they are mostly restricted to the larger temples.

BATHING OF IMAGES.

Temple images are often subjected to 

frequent bathing ( snana ) with a number of materials and liquids as

47. Gonda, Medieval, p.78. Utsava is referred to as the 'remover of 
inauspicious things' in PeTdma Samhita 10.6 and Ananda Samhita 20.1.

48. Goudriaan, Ka^yapa, p.270.
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can be seen from the adhivasa (preliminary consecration) ceremony 
mentioned earlier. Apart from the daily ablutions, the temple image is 
also taken in procession on festival ocasions for ceremonial bathing in 

the temple tank or a suitable stretch of water. Alternatively, the 
image may be taken to a bathing platform and there bathed several times 
before being returned to the temple. In the PS, the image is plunged 
in rivers, waters, tanks, artificial reservoirs, mountain streams, deep 
pools or rivers and left in the water for three days after which it is 
taken out and placed on the bathing platform in the mandapa to the 
accompaniment of music^. The Agni Purana likewise has a ceremony in•

which the image is taken down to a platform by the river, immersed and 
then returned to the temple 5^. In temples with subsidiary images, the 
metal snapana bera fulfills this function, but there seems to be 
discrepancy over which image should be bathed in its absence.

The KJK states that the bathing is
forbidden in the case of a painted image 51 , but also suggests the 
bathing of the dhruva bera 5^ which it suggests earlier was made of 
stone or painted clay5^. The MahSnirvana Tantra 13.199 says that if•

the image is one that cannot be bathed, then the ya/itra, mantra or
£alagrama s'ila* should be bathed and worshipped instead54 .
Alternatively, there has been a practice of bathing the reflection of

49. Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, pp.116-117 (PS 18.33-48).

50. Dutt Shastri, Agni, p.246 (AP 68.16-18).

51. Goudriaan, Ka's'yapa. p.214.

52. Goudriaan, Kcfcyapa, p.267.

53. Goudriaan, Ka's'yapa, p.129.

54. Avalon, Sakti, p.319.
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the image in a mirror placed before it. The water poured over the 

mirror reflection of the deity is made holy by this indirect contact 

and is used by the worshipper55 . The water used for bathing ( snaha ) 

is mixed with paffcamrta (milk, ghee, honey and sugar) and is used for 

acamana (water for sipping) by worshippers and is called ' tTrtha 

jala ' 56 . However, there seem to have been cases in which the dhruva 

bera is bathed even if it is made of clay and painted.

In his study of the worship of images of

Avalokites*vara in Nepal 57 , John Locke says that the daily bathing of 

the main temple image is done using a mirror reflection, but during the 

annual festival, the image is bathed. Locke is uncertain about the 

material from which some of the Avalokites*vara images are made. At the 

temple of Jana Baha the image is a white, plastered figure58 . Some 

say that under the plaster the image is copper, the rest being entirely 

of clay or plaster59 . Another image, that of Bunga dya, is plastered 

annually with clay and painted red. The head and the torso of this 

image are probably of wood and the limbs are of clay plastered over a 

framework of some sort. Others say that the image is of gold^O. 

Because the image is covered with plaster which is painted and then 

covered in ornaments and garments, it would be damaged by daily 

bathing, so a brass mirror is placed in front of it and liquids are

55. Zwalf, Heritage, p.83.

56. Kane, Dharmas'astra(1941), p.731.

57. J.Locke, Karunamaya (the cult of Avalokites'vara-Matsyendranath in
the valley of "Nepal) (Kathmandu: Sahayogi Prakashan, 1980).

58. Locke, Karunamaya, p.144.

59. Locke, Karunamaya, p.144.

60. Locke, Karunamaya, p.254.
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poured over the reflection of the image^l. During the mahasnana 

(great bathing) festival, water is taken from the river and put in 

large ceremonial water jars ( kalasa ). On the morning of bathing, the 

priest removes the spirit of Avalokitesvara from the image and induces 

it into a golden water pot put in its place in the temple. The image 

is then taken to a bathing platform and placed upon it. The image is 

derobed except for a loincloth. It is then bathed several times and 

taken back to the temple. The next day it is taken out of the temple 

and for the next six days the image is repainted. After repainting, 

the image is returned to the temple and reconsecrated as though it was 

a new image^.

A similar procedure takes place with the

wooden images of Balarama, Jagannatha and Subhadra at the famous 

Jagannatha temple at Puri in Orissa. These wooden images are coated in 

a layer of clay and painted. Like the Avalokitelvara image, the 

bathing is performed daily on a mirror reflection rather than on the 

images themselves. However, the three wooden images are bathed during 

the annual festival of snanayatra and while they are being repainted 

after the festival, pata paintings of them are put in the central 

shrine for a period of fifteen days 6-*.

THE DISPOSAL OF DAMAGED IMAGES.

A temple image can be removed from its

position and replaced with a new image if it has become damaged beyond 

repair. The three alternative means of disposal of damaged or decayed 

images seem to have been burial,burning or immersion. Damaged images,

61. Locke, Karunamaya, p.177.

62. Locke, Karunamaya, pp.206-207

63. Mohanty, Patachitras, p.6.
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like damaged temples, were considered to bring bad luck and calamity to 

their owners and the neighbourhood. It was the religious duty of the 

patron of the temple to ensure that the temple and its image were 

carefully preserved.

The Pratima-mana-laksana, s'lokas 133-

134 states that an image of the goddess, if it is burnt, worn out, 

broken, or split, will always be faulty and that a burnt image brings 

drought, a worn out image decrease of wealth, a broken image forebodes 

destruction in the family and a split image war64 . HB vilasa 19 

concludes with directions regarding the deconsecration or reinstallment 

of images in case they are displaced by wicked persons, desecrated by 

the touch of undesirable persons, destroyed by fire and flood, defiled 

by wine or blood or decayed by age. This process is necessary, it 

says, because the deity never resides in an image which has been 

rendered unfit for holy habitation by these things65 . Likewise, an 

empty temple in disrepair was considered to be a haunt for ghosts and 

demons who would terrorise the neighbourhood66 .

In the KJK ch 104, the damaged image

should be carried by various means and thrown into the sea, a river or 

pool or reservoir, or put on a ship and thrown into deep water. 

Falling or splitting images of wood or stone should be thrown into a 

pit dug in a piece of suitable land67 . The Pratima-mana-laksana 

£loka 142 is more specific. If the image is of metal, it should be 

melted down in fire, if of wood, clothed in a new cloth, smeared with

64. P.N.Bose, Pratima-mana-laksanam, Punjab Oriental Sanskrit Series 
no.XVIII (Lahore: Motilal Barnasidas, 1929), p.54.

65. De, Early, p.392.

66. DevT Purana 118.16.*

67. Goudriaan, KaYyapa, p.305.
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ghee and honey and burnt. If it is of stone or clay, it should be 

buried68 . The DevT Purana 118.12 recommends that a damaged stone 

image be cast into deep water and a wooden image thrown into a fire. 

According to the HB vllasa 18, damaged images should be uprooted from 

their place and pulled out of the sanctuary using an ox. A wooden 

image should be burnt, a damaged stone image thrown into water, a 

metallic image thrown into water, in extremely deep water or left in a 

forest and clay ( lepya ) images should be immersed and an identical 

image installed in its place^. The PS 22.65-68 also recommends that 

if an image is decayed, the acarya , having obtained the permission 

from the Brahmin, should pull out the image with the assistance of 

servants and carry it in a vehicle to water and deposit it in its 

midst^O. The Agni Purana recommends that an acala (immobile) image 

is unearthed and stored in a room. A stone image is to be broken and 

thrown away, a wooden image is to be burnt, a metal image or a gem 

image carried wrapped in cloth and drowned in deep water or the sea71 .

When an old image is replaced, the life

of the deity is transferred to the new image using a pot filled with 

holy water which is usually called a purnakumbha or a 

purnakalasa 72. An undamaged image would otherwise be kept in a 

temple and repainted and redecorated when necessary. The disposal of 

ritual objects after the visarjana or respectful dismissal of the

68. Bose, Prati'ma", p.57.

69. Kaviratna, Haribhaktivilasah, pp.1419-1420 (HB 19).

70. Aiyangar, Paramasamhita, p.146.

71. Dutt Shastri, Agni, p.244.

72. Varma, Polychromy, pp.124-125 note 24.
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dismissal of the deity in the holy elements of water and fire is 

common, although the worshipper may also leave them to decompose 

naturally in the open air, often at the foot of a tree. The word 

' visarjana ' can also refer to the rite of immersing the image of the 

deity in holy water as the concluding rite of a festival73.

73. Monier-Williams, Dictionary, p.1001.
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PART TWO.

CHAPTER FIVE-.CONSTRUCTION OF TERRACRUDA IMAGES IN BENGAL

THE CONTEMPORARY BENGALI PRACTICE.

The current practice of worshipping

terracruda images appears to be peculiar to Bengal and the neighbouring 

states of Assam, Bihar and Orissa. In recent years, the worship of 

clay images of Ganes'a has become popular in Maharashtra during Ganes'a 

Caturthi* in the month of Bhadra, but such incidents are less common 

than the more widespread practice of worshipping terracotta images. 

Clay images in Bengal are installed in domestic and village shrines and 

temples, but are especially popular during certain of the annual 

festivals.

The contemporary Bengali practice of

making clay images differs in technique from the Vaisnava Agama 

tradition of south India and from the Purana tradition. The clay is
•

not mixed with such ingredients as saffron, oil, pancagavya , resins 

or barks, nor is the construction of the image done in seven stages 

using seven materials as Varma mentions. Instead of the elaborate 

internal structure of a wooden skeleton, glued and then bound with 

coconut fibre ropes, the bulk of the Bengali image is made of straw 

tied firmly together with string. The straw is attached to the base of 

the image with bamboo rods and given two layers of clay, unlike the 

several layers of clay mentioned in Varma's synopsis. The contemporary 

practice omits the limestone paste, although cloth and colour are used 

in the final stages of construction. Different varieties of clay are 

used but they are mixed with fewer ingredients than those mentioned in 

the classical tradition and the process does not take as long. Whereas 

the classical tradition does not mention moulds in the production of
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clay images, the Bengali practice relies heavily on the use of moulds 

in making heads and ornaments*. Moulds are also used to make mould 

clay images.

K.M.Varma suggested that clay modelling

in Bengal is not a sudden occurence, but definitely a continuation of 

an ancient tradition which has been modified according to 

circumstances^. The use of straw, he says, brought about significant 

changes in technique^. He also suggests that the reason for these 

changes is that images made in Bengal today are meant only for 

temporary worship over a few days and therefore there is no need to 

spend time over them^. He is correct in saying that the use of 

terracruda images for festivals and their subsequent immersion ensures 

the continuation 'of the art form, but incorrect in his assumption that 

all terracruda images are temporary. Even small terracruda mould 

images are kept in domestic shrines for at least a year, whereas hand 

modelled images established in temples are known to have lasted 

decades. Even 19th c European authors, as we shall see, mention this 

practice of keeping clay images in temples. The technique is not a 

reflection of the function to which the image is assigned. Varma also 

suggests that clay images are immersed because, according to religious 

prescriptions, these images cannot be retained after the worship of a 

given period is over5 . However, not all clay images are immersed even

1. Varma, Technique, p.218

2. Varma, Technique, p.221,

3. Varma, Technique, p.220,

4. Varma, Technique, p.217,

5. Varma, Technique, p.193,
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after festivals and may be left to decompose naturally on the banks of 

rivers or under trees. •

ARTISTS.

Clay images are made by a variety of

artists depending on the district and the local tradition. They are 

made by sutradharas (architects), karmakaras (blacksmiths), 

patuas or citrakaras (painters), bhaskaras (sculptors), nialTs 

( malakaras , decorators) and kumaras ( kumbhakaras , potters). 

Kumaras are generally responsible for making clay images in West 

Bengal and are most well known in urban areas^. They are responsible 

for having transformed clay image making from a village art into an 

urban art.

The village kumara may refer to 

himself as ' mrt s'ilpT ' (an artist who works in clay) and in Midnapore
•

and Birbhum districts, s'ilpfs invariably come from the lower strata 

of society, the untouchables such as the Doms, Hadis, Bagdis, Hazras 

and Bairagis 7 . Silpfs work collectively, living together as a 

family and travelling from village to village, sometimes working in 

towns according to commissions^. Many of the kumaras who now live 

in Kumartuli, Calcutta, are the descendants of a family of kumaras 

from Krishnanagar in the Nadia district whose surname was Pal. Due to 

the reknown of these Pals and family links, many of the later kumaras 

who work in Kumartuli, Krishnanagar and Kalighat adopted the surname

6. Yogesacandra Ray.Puja PjTrvana (Calcutta: Calcutta Univ. Press, 
1958), p.84 says that in Rarha "(West Bengal) the sulradhara makes 
clay images, in Calcutta and'East Bengal, the kumbhakara and in East 
Mymensingh and Tripura, the Brahmin astrologer makes clay images.

7. P.Dasgupta, Temple Terracotta of Bengal (New Delhi: Craft Museum, 
1971), p.34.

8. Dasgupta, Temple, p.35.
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Pal9. Work is carried out by the male members of the family, although 

women and children participate when necessary. In Kumartuli today, for 

example, there is a widow named Kamakhya DevT who makes clay images and 

is currently teaching her three daughters the art form. An urban 

kumara often works with a team of apprentices or assistants in a 

temporary studio. For most of the year he plies his trade as his title 

suggests, in the making of earthenware. During the winter months, the 

kumara also makes clay dolls ( putula ) for the winter fairs. The art 

of doll making has been perfected by the kumaras of Krishnanagar who 

specialise in making realistic clay models of local Bengali 

characters^. But unlike the kumaras of the rest of India who make 

terracotta images using items from their trade such as pots and plates, 

the Bengali kumara is adept at creating an independent art form using 

a variety of materials which are foreign to his trade. The Bengali 

kumara does not use the potter's wheel or a kiln in the production of 

terracruda images.

Although the kumaras do not follow a

recorded tradition and therefore have no iconographical treatise (Silpa 

£astra) as a guide for their art, they maintai-n the important 

iconographical conventions such as posture ( bhahga ), gesture 

( mudra" ) and the ideals of beauty and vigour. It is not certain when 

the oral tradition began, but it is likely that it began as a village 

tradition which developed during the latter half of the Muslim period 

(13th-18th c) and came to light as an urban tradition during the 

British period (18th-20th c). Records of the British period regarding

9. S.Sen Gupta, Patas and Patuas of Bengal (Calcutta: Indian 
Publications, 1973), pp.25-26.

10. Such dolls were made in Krishnanagar, Lucknow, Poona and elsewhere 
in the late 19th c and were sent for display at international 
exhibitions in Europe at the time. See Sen Gupta, Patas, p.28.
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the making of clay images, the social history of the artists involved 

and the relevant styles are more numerous than those of the Muslim 

period, leading some to believe that the tradition of making clay 

images in Bengal is of fairly recent origin.

As in the classical tradition of Indian

art, the clay images are the result of team work. Until a few decades 

ago, traditional families hired a group of artists to make their annual 

festival images. The kumara made the clay image, the patua painted 

it and the malT decorated it. The artists worked and ate in the 

family home for the fortnight or so that it took to make the festival 

image. The artists were very often given grants of tax-free land for 

their services, which they could farm. They became attached to the 

family for life, so that it became a hereditary tradition. This form of 

patronage has since broken down with the collapse of the joint family 

system. Today, most of the work in the studios is done by the kumara 

and his team of workers, each of whom is assigned a particular task. 

However, the kumara still relies on the services of other craftsmen 

during the various stages in the construction of the clay image. A 

carpenter ( sutradhara, mistri ) may make the wooden base and drill 

holes in it at appropriate places under the supervision of the 

kumara . Most of the materials used by the kumara , such as straw, 

clay, string and jute, are bought from local tradesmen. The 

decorations are bought from the malTs . The shops of the malTs are 

usually placed in the vicinity of the kumara's studio. This enables 

customers to select the kind of decorations they want for their images. 

Often the customer buys and attaches the decorations himself.
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TERRACRUDA IMAGES OF BENGAL.

The terracruda images of Bengal are

referred to in Bengali as s'udhu mati ( s'udhu , only, mati , clay) or• •

kanca mati ( raw clay). Terracotta is called paka or pora mati 

(baked clay). Terracruda images are hand-modelled or made from 

moulds. It is not common to find terracruda images made with just clay 

apart from the mould images. Both hand-modelled and mould images are 

popular, although moulds are used to make small images which are seldom 

larger than two or three feet in height. For practical purposes there 

appears to be a limit on the height of hand-modelled images, just as 

there is a limit on the height of the mould images.

HAND MODELLED IMAGES.

The construction of a hand-modelled 

terracruda image may be divided into four basic stages:

1. construction of the armature.

2* construction of the straw figures.

3. application of clay in layers, formation of additional parts 

of the body and ornamentation.

4. painting and decoration.

CONSTRUCTION OF THE ARMATURE.

The foundation of the image is a wooden 

platform known as the kathamo (from katha ,meaning wood) (PI.A, 1).
• •

The kathamo is made of intersecting planks of wood which are nailed
*

or bolted together. The wood used in traditional images was mango 

wood, but now any kind of hardy wood is used. Holes are drilled at 

appropriate places and vertical bamboo rods are inserted in them. 

These hold the figures in place. In single standing figures, the 

entire framework is reinforced with large wooden poles angled 

strategically to hold the weight of the figures. The figures may be
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made on the kathamo base or raised on a dias known as a slmhasana 

or vedi (both being mentioned as suitable asanas in the Matsya 

Purana). The slmhasana is built up over the kathamo using spliced 

bamboo arranged in strips and tied together. A common feature of the 

hand-modelled terracruda images is a semi-circular backdrop known as 

the call (from cala , shelf or roof, the thatched roof of a house) 

(PI .A, 1). In complex images having more than one figure, the call 

acts as a unifying framework, enclosing the figures and supporting 

them. Additional figures surrounding the central figure are suspended 

from bamboo struts tied firmly to the call . In this case, the 

figures are supported by the cSli rather than by the kathamo 

below. Single figures do not usually have a ca*li and are fixed 

directly onto the kathamo . The call corresponds to the 

prabhavall of the classical tradition and in some cases is decorated 

in simliar ways with tongues of flame along its border. Cajis are 

made in different shapes and sizes and range from simple semi-circle or 

rectangle to more complicated designs. They may be detachable in the 

case of large images which need to be manoeuvered in and out of 

buildings. The call is often made in segments and assembled once the 

image has been installed in the place of worship.

Whereas the kathamo is made of wood,•

the slmhasana and call are made of strips of bamboo tied firmly 

together. There is a dying practice of using a hardy red wood from the 

Sundarbans region of southern Bengal called gorana (mangrove) for the 

construction of the armature. Although gorana was once cheap and 

popular, with escalating prices, it has been replaced by bamboo. In 

some cases, however, the call and slmhasana are made of plywood or 

matting. Bamboo is popular because it is pliable and light when cut 

into strips, yet it is capable of being firm as a support. It is used
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extensively in India, especially in building. In fact, many of the 

materials used in the construction of the clay images of Bengal are 

commonly used in the building of a peasant hut. Bamboo is cut into 

various degrees of thickness and tied firmly with string to form the 

bulk of the armature. Once the simhasana and c31i are formed, they 

are packed with a rough mixture of clay and straw. This is later 

covered with a layer of finer clay to produce a smooth finish to the 

overall structure. The call is sometimes covered in cloth stretched 

tightly over the packed surface and tied to the back of the call . 

This kind of call is known as markina call ( markina being a 

coarse kind of cloth). Attention is given to the front of the image, 

whereas the back is usually left rough.

The word kathamo may be used to mean

the entire armature including the simhasana and the call . 

K.M.Varma says that the word kathamo implies that the armature was 

originally made entirely of wood and he includes a photograph of the 

wooden armature of a Durga image^. He also refers to the straw cores 

of the figures as ' mer ' or ' that '12. Solid wooden kathamos are 

not as common as those made with a wooden base and bamboo supports, 

although in some cases, wooden panels are inserted either side of the 

bamboo call , these being referred to as pas*kathi .

CONSTRUCTION OF THE STRAW FIGURES.

Having completed the kathamo and,

where they are required, the simhasana and call , the straw figures 

are made and attached to the framework (PI.A, 2). Ulu grass and 

paddy straw were used for the construction of the straw figures in the

11. Varma, Technique, p.64 n.3 and p.65 n. See also his PI.XVI, figs 
36 and 37.

12. Varma, Technique, p.203.
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19th13. Today, the straw figures are made by tying bundles of straw 

firmly together with string. The straw cores provide the basic shape 

and most of the volume of the figures and it is at this stage of 

construction that the artist has to decide the overall composition of 

the image. Straw figures may be made around the protruding bamboo rods 

inserted in the kSthamo or the struts in the call , or they may be 

made separately and attached later. There are no skeletal pieces of 

bamboo or wood inside the straw figures other than the rods and struts 

used to attach them to the framework. Small,sharpened bamboo pegs are 

used to secure one straw figure to another. The angling of the limbs 

is done by tying the straw tightly with string. The straw figures 

remain in their postures despite the successive layers of clay, due to 

the tight packing of the straw. Straw figures are made without 

extremities such as head, fingers or toes (pi.A, 3).

The straw provides a light structure and

maximum flexibility. Clay is heavy in large quantities and the straw 

helps to reduce the weight of the image. In smaller hand-modelled 

images, the arms may be made entirely of clay while the rest of the 

body is made of clay coated over a straw core. The straw provides a 

rough texture and helps to bind the clay to the infrastructure. Straw 

also provides volume and is mixed with clay to produce architectural 

effects such as pillared arches and columns on the call .

APPLICATION OF CLAY.

There are four kinds of clay used in 

the making of terracruda images in Bengal:

1. entela miti loamy clay

2. balu niatl sandy clay

13. Ghosha, Durga, p.1-2 who also mentions the use of bamboo splints, 
unpealed gora"na wood and mango wood for the armature.
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3. doSms'a mati mixed clay

4. tusa mati clay mixed with husks » •

Most centres of clay art are located

close to rivers. Both Kumartuli and Kalighat in Calcutta are only a 

few yards from the river Hooghly, although Kumartuli imports clay from 

Uluberia in the Midnapore district. The most famous centre of clay art 

in West Bengal, Krishnanagar in the Nadia district, is situated on the 

banks of the river Jalangi which yields a reddish clay. As in the 

classical tradition, the clay is tempered and mixed with various basic 

ingredients before application.

The clay is applied in two layers, the

process being known as do mati ( do , two, mati , (layers of) clay). 

The first is riverine adhesive clay known as entela mati , a sticky 

clay that is applied roughly by hand over the straw cores once they 

have been attached firmly to the framework (PI.A, 4). After the first 

layer of clay has been allowed to dry, the second layer, called balu 

mati , because it is a sandy ( balu ) clay, is watered down and 

filtered through a cloth and then applied to produce a smooth finish 

(PI.A, 5). Cowdung was used in the 19th c, probably being mixed with 

the balu mati to soften it!4. Whereas the first layer of clay is 

dark, the second layer is usually lighter in colour. Anatomical 

details such as beauty lines around the neck and navel and so on are 

excuted with a bamboo stick that is pointed at one end 15. The clay 

surface may be smoothed with an ordinary paintbrush or a piece of cloth 

dipped in clayey water. Having added the second layer of clay, it is

14. William Ward, Account of the Writings, Religion and Manners of the 
Hindus, Vol.III (Serampore, Mirror Press, 1811), p.364; Ghosha, PurgaT 
p.2;W.J.Wilkins, Modern Hinduism (London: T.Fischer Unwin, 1887), 
p.227.

15. Varma mentions two tools, one of bamboo to sharpen the features and 
to form the limbs, the other of wood to press and polish (Technique, 
p.205). These two tools are in current use in the modern practice of 
clay image making.
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allowed to dry thoroughly in the studio or out in the sunshine for a 

few days. Various means are used to accelerate the drying process such 

as pinning hot charcoal onto the image and baking mould pieces lightly 

over an open fire, but these are only emergency methods when there is 

little sunshine or excessive rain.

Additional items such as head, fingers

and toes, are made from moulds or by hand. Faces are made from plaster 

of paris or terracotta moulds. The clay used in moulds is doanis'a 

mati ( do , two, amVa , parts) which is a mixture of entela mati
• • •

and balu mati . Doanis'a mati is adhesive enough to form an
• •

impression, yet not so sticky that it cannot be removed from the 

mould. For the production of a head, the face mould is first dusted 

inside with ash. Doanis'a mati is pressed firmly into the face mould 

and then another kind of clay, tusa mati , a kneaded mixture of
• •

efftela mati and husks or jute fibre, is modelled to form the back of
• »

the head. The head is then removed from the mould and allowed to dry 

in the sun (Pl.B, 2). The head made from a mould is hollow and open at 

the top and the neck. Face moulds include all the facial details and 

end at the top of the forehead. The opening at the top of the head is 

modelled over later when the head has dried and been positioned on the 

neck of the figure. The neck is either a protruding neck of straw or a 

bamboo peg inserted at the top of the straw core (Pl.B, 4). The head 

is often bandaged onto the neck with thin muslin cloth to give the back 

of the head a smoother finish and to ensure that it stays on the neck. 

Images facing directly outwards are aligned using a groove incised in 

the chest as a guideline. The chest groove is aligned with a similar 

groove cut in the 'hat 1 or ridge of clay modelled on the top of the 

head, which later accommodates the mukuta (headress, crown). The two
•

grooves are aligned to ensure that the head and the mukuta are not
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out of line with the rest of the body (Pl.B, 5). Before the head is 

allowed to dry, the artist refines its features using a bamboo splint 

and a wet paintbrush (PI. B, 3). The face is an important part of the 

image and great care is taken over the features. The head may be

modelled by hand, in which case lumps of moist entela mati are added» •
gradually by hand over the neck and details are worked out using a 

bamboo splint. In certain cases, the head has to be hand-modelled, as 

with the figure of Ganes*a, the elephant-headed god. A straw core is 

designed to provide the bulk of the head and to give sufficient support 

for Ganes'a's elephant trunk. The head is made in the same way as the 

rest of the body, using two layers of clay. The same applies for large 

animal figures, such as the vahanas of deities, but where these are 

small, moulds are used. Most terracruda images, however, have mould 

heads. The fingers and toes may also be produced from moulds, although 

it is more common to see them being made freehand using rolled-out 

lumps of doamsa mati which are then attached by wetting the area with 

water. As with the heads, thin muslin cloth may be used to strengthen 

joints, but it is not usual to find an entire image covered in a layer 

of cloth. The contemporary Bengali images differ in this respect from 

the classical tradition. They also differ in that glue is only used 

for attaching additional items such as jute hair and non-clay ornaments 

to the figures. It is not used in the main construction of the image.

The entire clothing and ornamentation of

an image may be done in clay (Pl.C, 4). We may refer to this as matir 

saja ( saja , decoration, matir of clay). Clothing is modelled over 

the figure using a rough mixture of straw and clay to provide the 

necessary volume. The folds of the cloth are modelled using a bamboo 

splint and bSlu mati is added to give a smooth finish. The ornaments 

are made from moulds using doamsa mati and are attached to the limbs
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by wetting the area with water while the layer of balu mati is 

drying. The mukuta made from clay are built up using small pieces 

of sliced bamboo covered in moulded pieces of clay. Clay implements 

placed in the hands of deities are also made in this way. Most of the 

ornamentation is base on jewelIry worn on clssical sculptures although 

it is difficult to decide which designs were used. The ornamentation 

on clay images resembles that used for religious figures in popular 

prints and Indian calendar art. These ornaments include earrings, 

braclets, armbands, necklaces, anklets and headresses.

PAINTING AND DECORATION.

When the image has been allowed to dry

completely and any cracks have been smoothed over with balu mati , the 

painting process may begin. The back of the image is left rough and 

unpainted since it is not visible during worship. A chalk-based white 

paint is applied over the entire framework using a damp cloth or 

paintbrush. This ensures that the colours of the paint remain bright 

and are not darkened by the colour of the clay beneath. Once the white 

slip has dried, the paint is applied in one layer (PI.A, 6). The paint 

used today is ordinary powder-based water-colour, although it is mixed 

with the gum of boiled tamarind seed to give it greater viscosity. The 

traditional mineral and vegetable pigments used in the 19th c probably 

took a long time to make, whereas modern paints are mixed and ready for 

use in a short time. Mineral pigments once in use included yellow 

haritala (sulphurate of arsenic ground and mixed with gum of bela 

fruit), hingula (a coarse sulphurate of mercury) and jangala 

(verdigris with varnish of garjana oil)16. indigo ( nTla ) and 

ground conch-shell ( sahkha ) were used to produce blue and white

16. Ghosha, Durga, p.13-14.



87

respectively. The paint used today is applied with an ordinary 

paintbrush. There is no sequence to the painting process. Sometimes 

the eyes and facial details are painted first, or else the body is 

painted first and the eyes are left until last. Painting in of the 

eyes is usually done by the chief artist. The colours used on images 

are bright, primary colours, although the modern trend is towards 

blended colour and shading. Recently, it has become popular to paint 

images entirely in metallic colours, in which case the images are first 

given a red base instead of a white base before painting. Ornaments 

and decoration are usually painted silver or gold or sprinkled with 

gold or silver dust.

The call and simhasana are also

painted and are given elaborate floral and geometrical designs. They 

are usually painted light blue, perhaps to symbolise the sky or water, 

as in images of SarasvatT and LaksmT who both have sloping slmhasanas 

painted blue with horizontal, wavy lines in dark blue to symbolise 

water. Even the kathamo on single images is given a coat of blue 

paint. The call on larger images is often decorated with a painted 

frieze known as the calcitra , depicting mythological scenes connected 

with the diety. The calcitra may have originally been painted 

directly onto the top of the ca"li , but now it is painted on a bit of 

newspaper and then stuck onto the top of the ca"li with glue.

After the paint has dried, a glossy

sheen is given to the image using boiled arrowroot or varnish (Pl.C, 

3). This protects the surface of the image and heightens the colour, 

but also has aesthetic significance. Varma refers to the varnish 

resembling mild perspiration, a mark of beauty in Indian referred to as
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pespiration, which idiomatically denotes oil that gives the effect of 

mild perspiration***. The varnish gives a shiny effect on the images 

which are illuminated at night by lamps placed around them. However, 

not all images have this glossy sheen and it depends on the artist's 

discretion or the customer's demands. Realistic, modern images tend 

not to have a finishing layer of varnish.

The alternative forms of decoration and 

ornamentation used in Bengal are s'olar saja (decoration in s'ola ,

pith) and daker saja (decoration in daka , tinsel). It is probable• •

that ornamentation and clothing was originally done with clay, but in 

the modern period, alternative materials came into popular use in the 

urban centres, although the village tradition maintains the use of 

clay. Sola (Aeschynomene Aspera) 19 is white pith taken from the 

centre of buoyant water reed which is cut into strips and glued 

together. Daker saja is made from bits of old newspaper, tinsel and 

wire 20 (Pl .C,2). It is difficult to say exactly when <Ja~ker saja came 

into popular use, but it was probably during the British period. The 

artists who make ornaments in these materials are the mSlTs , who have 

centres close to the workshops of the kumaras . B.M.Ray mentions 

several places in Calcutta (Kumartuli, Bhowanipur) as well as 

Krishnanagar in the Nadia district and Dacca,now in Bangladesh, as 

centres of the manufacture of d5ker saja 21 . &la is used for

17. Varma, Technique, p.214.

18. Varma, Technique, p.214.

19. Varma, Technique, p.215.

20. For a detailed description of the production of dSker saja , see 
B.M.Ray, "Monograph on the Wire and Tinsel Industry in Bengal", in Art 
in Industry (New Delhi: Navrang, reprint 1976), p.370.

21. Ray, Monograph, p.369.
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several purposes by malTs and other artists. These alternative forms 

of decoration and ornamentation are tacked or glued on to the figures 

using a commercial glue after the paint has dried. The style of 

decorations remains the same in both mediums. Important among the 

ornaments is a crown ( mukuta ) which is tied securely on a raised hat 

of clay added to the heads of the images for this purpose (Pl.B, 

6). Sola mukuta are supported by a thin slice of bamboo and 

transparent cellophane (Pl.C, 1). The mukuta is shaped in floral and 

leaf designs and is accompanied by a long breastplate attached to the 

neck of the figure and allowed to hang down the front of the body. The 

mukuta and breastplate are common on female figures but not on male 

figures who are often bare-chested and wear less elaborate head gear. 

Female deities wear s*ari and blouse and male deities wear dho^F , 

shawl and black, pointed nagara shoes. Hair is made with jute dyed 

black and modelled onto the head using strands of waved jute or jute 

wound round a stick to produce ringlets. Female deities have long hair 

flowing over their shoulders, while male deities have shoulder-length 

wavy hair. The jute hair is either tacked or glued on (Pl.B, 1). The 

hands and feet of both the male and the female deities are decorated 

with red paint as a mark of beauty and many have vermilion tllaka 

marks and sectarian markings on their foreheads. Most bakta deities 

have a tllaka mark above which is a crescent moon and a third eye on 

their foreheads. The modern Bengali equivalent of a s*1ra£cakra 

(halo) is a multi-coloured paper halo which is placed behind the heads 

of images. Some of these can be extremely elaborate.

The cali and simhasana are also

decorated with clay, fola", daker saja or painted paper decorations. 

Clay decorations are made from moulds and tnen painted. They can take 

a variety of forms, the most common being a repeated lotus shape around
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the border of the call . Painted paper is used to represent lotus 

petals for those deities whose asana is the lotus. The simhasana 

is decorated with various designs. Some artists paste their name on a 

piece of paper on the simhasana as a means of advertisement, 

especially on the large images made for communal festivals celebrated 

in the cities. During festivals, the name of the deity is sometimes 

written on a piece of paper stuck onto the simhasana . During 

worship, clay images are decorated with paper and tinsel garlands and 

circular hangings called carfda mala ( caffda , moon, mala , 

garlands). These are made of s'ola and are a series of three or more 

disks hung in sucession with lotus designs and words such as ' Ma* ' 

(mother) or a svastika placed in their centre. Canda mala have a 

religious significance and are a common feature on images which are 

being used for worship. During worship, clay images are also decorated 

with real jewelIry made of gold and silver. Incidents of jewel thefts 

from puja pandalas are not uncommon.

MOULD IMAGES.

Mould images are made from a pair of

moulds, one for the back and one for the front of the" image (Pl.D, 6). 

Doams'a mati is used in both moulds, it is removed and the two halves
•

are joined together, dried in the sun and painted in the same way as 

the hand-modelled images. They are not decorated with sola" or daker
•

saja since all the ornamentation is included in the mould and does not 

have to be applied. Some mould images are only partially painted. In 

some cases, only the eyes and mouth and the jewel Iry are painted and 

the rest of the image is left monochrome. There is a constant demand 

for mould images of Ganes'a and LaksmT whose mould images are kept for a 

year and then replaced with new images. Mould images of SarasvatT and 

Vis'vakarma" are made for the annual festivals as well as those of a
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number of other deities, although certain deities, such as KalT and 

Durga, are not represented in mould images. Mould images may be used 

as mementos such as the Kali ghat KaTT sold in the vicinity of the 

Kalighat temple in Calcutta, while others are used as secular toys. 

Secular images are baked whereas those used for religious purposes are 

always unbaked. Mould images made in urban areas are more 

sophisticated in design than their rural counterparts, but otherwise 

they have little stylistic importance. On the other hand, the 

hand-modelled images show a wide range of styles.

ARTISTIC GUIDELINES.

The kumaras do not seem to follow a

rigid set of rules regarding proportions, although the head of the 

image is said to be eight times the size of the body. K.M.Varma 

suggests that some artists probably follow a system of measurement 

similar to that of the patuas 22 and gives rough measurements of a 

Durga image obtained from a local artist23. W.Ward, writing about 

Bengali artists in the early 19th c, says that the 'CatusasthT- 

kalanirnaya' of Vatsyayana was used as an artist's guide, but 'neither 

this work nor any work on the arts is to be procured in Bengal at 

present'24. Most artists work according to the practical guidelines 

received through the oral instructions of their teachers. The artists 

are also guided by two factors. When a new clay image has to be made 

for a temple, the artist is able to make a direct copy from the old 

image before it is deconsecrated and removed. Likewise, at the end of 

a festival when a clay image is immersed, the armature,including

22. Varma, Technique, p.194.

23. Varma, Technique, p.203 and p.205 n.5.

24. Ward, Account, Vol.11 p.401.
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the straw figures, is often retrieved for subsequent use. The clay 

dissolves quickly once the image has been immersed and the armature may 

be retrieved shortly afterwards. Kumaras often buy back immersed 

kathamos from hawkers who salvage them from the riverside. Kathamos
• •

are used repeatedly until they become too rotten for further use, in 

which case a piece of the old kathamo is incorporated into the new
»

kathamo . In some families, the kathamo is held in veneration and is
• a

used in a rite called kathamo puja , in which the armature, or part of 

it, is worshipped before the image is made. This practice is 

restricted to family pujas and is not mentioned in ritual texts as 

part of the required ceremonies. The artists are also aided by the use 

of moulds which are of varying sizes and are used for most images. 

They aid speedy reproduction and ensure standard features for most 

images. These moulds are taken from hand-modelled originals made by 

the kumaras and kept within their own family business.

Kumaras learn anatomical details from

contemporary photographs and sculptures in an endeavour to make their 

images appear more realistic. Greater attention is given to 

commissioned images and they are made to look as individual as 

possible, whereas non-comissioned images are standardised. A kumara 

will often make a number of non-comissioned images for sale from his 

studio. Those which are not sold one year are kept in store and 

renovated to be sold the next year. Prospective buyers come to the 

studios of the kumaras and bargain over the image they want. Large 

images are taken away by lorry, whereas smaller images are carried by 

rickshaw. Thousands of images are made annually in Calcutta alone. 

Some are exported to neighbouring towns and even abroad, but the 

majority are for use in the city itself. In this respect too, the 

contemporary Bengali pratice of making clay images differs from the
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classical tradition. Instead of spending a great deal of time on a 

single image destined for the temple, the kumaras produce dozens of 

images from a single workshop and work in several different styles and 

designs.
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CHAPTER SIX:STYLE OF IMAGES.

There appear to be three styles in 

contemporary clay image making in Bengal:

1. the village style

2. the traditional style

3. the modern style.

The traditional and modern styles

represent the urban tradition which emerged from the original village 

tradition. The sophistication, variety and ingenuity displayed by clay 

images made in the traditional and modern styles is in contrast to the 

simple village style. The urban artist is, of course, open to a 

diversity of influences and works for a wide variety of customers, 

attending to their own, individual tastes. The money and time spent on 

image making in urban areas is considerably greater than in the village 

tradition. The village artist may be commissioned .to make only one 

image per festival, whereas the urban artist may have to make several 

images simultaneously, both in the traditional and modern styles. The 

urban artist is therefore more of a professional than his rural 

counterpart. The urban artist also has a wider range of materials to 

choose from and he makes images which are more elaborately decorated 

and designed than those of the village artist. Because of this, the 

sophisticated images of the urban artist are in great demand amongst 

the villagers. Urban artists often set up small studios near villages 

to make and sell a few images to the villagers.
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THE VILLAGE STYLE.

Village images are characterised by

general crudity of technique (Pl.H, 6). The materials are simple and 

the artist is paid very little for his work. All the ornamentation is 

done in clay and little or no daker saja or s*ola is used in the 

decoration. The village style is most common in the villages, although 

it is also apparent in the less sophisticated suburbs of cities such as 

Calcutta and in the images produced by unskilled apprentices. The 

urban style is preferred by villagers if they can afford the services 

of an urban artist. The village artist does not have to cater for the 

discriminating tastes of urban clients and may also make images of 

local deities which are not common in the urban milieu.

The village artist was probably

influenced in terms of style and composition, by the art of the village 

patua* (painter) who was used to representing both major and minor 

deities in painted scrolls ( pata ). Some patuas are image makers 

themselves. With urban influence and the widespread use of popular 

prints, the village artist produces images which are now closer to the 

modern style.

THE TRADITIONAL STYLE.

Traditional images are characterised by

heavy stylisation of features and a strict adherence to iconographical 

injunctions. The traditional images belonging to families also tend to 

be idiosyncratic and contain additional elements.

Faces of traditional images are made in

the so-called ' paha ' style, called pffna because it resembles the 

broad pana (betel) leaf which tapers to a point (Pl.C, 6). 

T.A.Gopinatha Rao says that the classical sculptures of Bengal, Assam 

and Orissa and surrounding regions are immediately recognisable by the
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round face, oblique eyes, broad forehead, thin lips and small chin*. 

Nirad.C.Choudhury suggests that the pana face is derived from the 

face of the goddesses of northern Buddhism^, which makes it somewhat 

mongoloid^. The pana face is characterised by large, tailing eyes, 

sometimes referred to as tana-cokha ( tana , stretched, cokha ,
• : •

eyes) which are shaped like bamboo leaves. These wide, staring eyes 

help to convey the idea of tremendous energy and are emphasised by 

thick eyebrows. The eyes are often painted bloodshot and lidless. In 

this they differ from the half-closed, heavy-lidded eyes of the 

classical statues of north eastern India. The pana face and tana- 

cokha eyes represent a regional characteristic since they are not 

mentioned in the list of eye shapes included in the Sadahga (Six Limbs 

of Art)4. Images made in the village style also have this pana 

face, but they also display a type of lunette eye. Both male and 

female deities have the pana face and tana-cokha eyes. This style
i

of face is sometimes called barigla (i.e. Bengali). Male deities are 

distinguished by a moustache. Various male deities are given the 

Vaisnava CTrdhvapundra ; two vertical lines running up the forehead. 

£iva has a tllaka mark, three horizontal lines and-a third eye. The 

third eye is either embossed as part of the mould or else painted on. 

There is a tendency to decorate the bridge of the nose and the chin 

with various designs to heighten the beauty of the face.

1. Gopinatha Rao, Elements (1914), p.37.

2. Nirad C.Choudhury, Autobiography of an Unknown Indian (London: 
MacMillan and Co. Ltd., 1951)

nograpr 
, p.64.

3. Nirad C.Choudhury, Hinduism (London: Chatto and Hindus, 1979), 
pp.243-244.

4. Abanindranath Tagore, Some Notes on Indian Artistic Anatomy 
(Calcutta, A.C.Sarkar, 1914), p.8.
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The composition of traditional images is

standard. All figures face outwards and are either standing or 

seated. Limb movements are angular and rigid. The bodies are compact 

and the heads large in porportion to the body. In complex images with 

more than one figure, the call is included and is usually architect­ 

ural so that the figures are enclosed in an arch supported by pillars 

on either side. The architectural setting is designed on the European 

collonaded arch, but may also be based on the design of the Bengali 

temple. In the latter case, the call has three pyramidical panels on 

the top of the call , which resemble towers on a Bengali temple 

( matha ). Calls made in this design are known as mathacaunl (the 

temple look). The standard shape is a semi-circular frame known as 

ekcala ( ek , one cala , roof) (Fig.6). Female deities wear an 

elaborate crown ( mukuta ) which might have been derived from Hindu 

marriage headress or from Muslim influence, although P.Ghosha comments 

that the mukuta has no counterpart in the jewel Iry of Bengali 

ladies5. Such headresses have become ornate over the years. The 

traditional headress with its high peak and broad flanges is an 

exaggerated form of what was previously a simple crown or tiara. 

Female deities also wear a stylised, tapered breastplate which is the 

stylised form of what was originally a necklace of pearls^. Male 

deities wear the sacred thread ( yajriopavTta ) across the left shoulder 

and over the chest. Some male deities wear a small crown or pugri .

Traditional images may be large, some­ 

times extending up to fifteen feet or more, but traditional Durga

5. Ghosha, Durga, note 2, p.viii.

6. Madhava Chandra Dasa, Mythological Drawings from Woodblocks 
Calcutta: n.pub., 1860) has excellent examples of 19th c designs.
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images are usually about six feet tall and Kali images about four feet 
tall. The traditional style is generally restricted to large, 

hand-modelled images and is not used on mould clay images.

Traditional images are generally
decorated with daker saja rather than s'ola , although both are 
used. In certain family images it is apparent that the entire 
ornamentation and decoration was done entirely in clay because 
underneath the daker saja there is clay ornamentation. Some 
traditional images belonging to Calcutta families are so over-decorated 
with daker saja that the faces of the figures are barely visible. 
Most families with traditional images are conservative and demand that 
the festival image should not deviate in any way from the previous 
year's image. The artist has to ensure that the image is reproduced 
accurately. This works well providing the same artist makes the family 
image each year. The style and overall appearance tends to alter with 
the advent of a new artist. Today, artists may rely on previous 
photographs as well as salvaged kathamos and the use of moulds to 
ensure that the dimensions of the image remain the same.

THE MODERN STYLE.

Modern images are characterised by

realism and free composition. Urban kumaras often rely on 
photographs of models or sculptures and sketch out their compositions 
before making the image. Figures are put in exaggerated bodily postures 
and given dramatic expressions. The faces are done realistically 
rather than in the stylised pana style. The modern style is 
governed by social changes. Images in the modern style are made for 
teenagers who organise festivals by subscription. They pay little 
attention to correct ritual and prefer to celebrate the festival with 
dancing and music. The modern images reflect the difference in taste
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between the younger and the older generations. As can be expected, 

they are less conservative than the images of the traditionally-minded 

families of the older generation.

In recent years, it has become popular

to make the faces of images resemble those of film stars. Early in the 

century, the faces and eyes of the modern images were influenced by the 

sentimental, semi-realistic paintings of commercial artists such as 

Ravi Varma. The faces and eyes of subjects in these paintings were 

scrupulously copied by the kumaras and the style of eyes taken from 

them came to be known as ' chobiyana" ' (taken from chobi , paintings) 

(Pl.C, 5). They are half-closed and sensuous, in contrast to the 

wide, staring eyes of the pana face. They make subtle, sidelong 

glances instead of staring directly outwards. They have eyelids and 

eyelashes and eyebrows which are realistically painted on. Despite the 

pink flesh tones given to may modern images, the facial features are 

those of the average Bengali. The pink flesh tones are the result of 

western influence and occur in the popular prints produced by 

contemporary artists. Much of the modern style is also derived from 

the style of commercial art found in film hoardings in city streets all

over India.

In contrast to the traditional and

village styles, the colouration of modern images is less harsh. The 

colours are blended and shading is given to the joints on the body, on 

the knuckles of the hand, the elbow, round the torso and the face. 

Shading is done by applying dry powder with a paintbrush. The formal 

gestures of the traditional images have been replaced by freer movement 

and there is greater tendency to displace the figures in group 

compositions. An example of this is the ~aia"da or 'separated 1 image
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(Pl.H, 5)7. The conventions of mudra and bhariga are maintained if 

only loosely. It is becoming common for modern images to have no crown 

and for figures to be bare-headed. Many modern images omit the cali 

and use paper halos instead. Some puja" pandalas scatter the figures 

in a painted landscape, others dress the figures in European costume. 

There are so many variations that it would be impossible to list them 

all, apart from which, innovations are made every year. There is'also 

a tendency to make images from different materials and it has become 

common for kumaras to make images entirely of jute ( pata ), pith 

( sVIa" ) or bamboo ( baris'a ).

Many modern images are extremely large,

ranging up to twenty feet. Most of these are used in public 

pandalas . Many kumaras in Calcutta refer to their modern images as 

being in the 'Ajanta' style (Pl.D, 5) by which they mean the images are 

modelled in fluid postures with ornate and unorthodox stylisations. 

The hair, dress and colouration are distinctive. Most of the images in 

this style are painted entirely in metallic colours or given a rough 

texture resembling stone. This style was probably inaugurated by 

reknowned Calcutta artists who were commissioned to make an image for 

an annual festival. The kumaras adopted this trend and began to 

produce such 'Ajanta' style images themselves.

The modern style owes a great deal to

European influence, primarily in terms of sculpture and the trend 

towards realism. Some kumaras studied the European style and this 

had an effect on the clay images. At the same time, at the beginning 

of this century, art manuals such as the 'RupavalT' of Nandalal Bose

7. J.Sarma, "Puja Associations of West Bengal", Journal of Asian 
Studies, Vol.28, no.l (May 1969) , p.584 mentions that pQj5s 
organised by voluntary organisations in 1947 displayed new types of 
images, the aiada or separate type of Durga image.



101

and Abanindranath Tagore's 'Some Notes on Indian Artistic Anatomy' 

(1914) gave, for the first time, drawings of figures, postures etc. 

The modern style is the result of this art college learning, popular 

prints and lithographs and European sculpture. Today, the kumaras 

are still eager to create a naturalistic effect with their clay 

images. They take great care over the composition and study books on 

western art. They do not use live models, but are intent upon 

improving their abilities. Their skill at sculpture is emphasised by 

the fact that many are sculptors in their own right and work to 

commissions.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:WORSHIP IN BENGAL.

Orthodox Hindus of Bengal worship the

three main deities £iva, Visnu and DevT, as well as a number of minor 

deities. Daily ritual takes place in the family shrine and is directed 

towards the family deity ( kuladevata ), although a person may have a 

personal deity ( istadevata ) to whom private puja may be directed. 

Most daily domestic puja is conducted by members of the family, 

although wealthy persons may hire a Brahmin priest to do this ritual on 

their behalf. Such priests ( purohita ) are usually hired for 

important occasions such as marriage or the performance of the annual 

festivals. A family may have a family guru ( gurukula ) to whom they 

may go for spiritual advice. Wealthy persons build temples whether 

large or small, with the aim of acquiring merit for themselves. 

Temples in India are generally privately owned and maintained within a 

family, although the public may perform puja in them. Each temple is 

a separate unit and there is no overlapping into the organisation of 

another1-. The upkeep of the temple is the concern of the patron, but 

the temple usually has a plot of land allocated to it, called devatra 

sampattl , from which the ritual in the temple is subsidised. W.Ward 

gives a very perceptive account of the process of drawing attention to 

a cult in the following extract:

"The trade of keeping gods is common among Hindoos; the only 
dificulty to overcome is that of exciting attention to the 
images. To do this the owner of the image goes from village to 
village to call atttention of the neighbours, he also gets some 
one to proclaim that he has been warned in a dream to perform vows 
to this image, or he repeats to all he sees that such and such 
cures have been performed by it. In the years 1807 and 1808

1. Sarma, "Puja Associations ", pp.579-580.
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almost all the sick and imaginary sick Hindoos in the south of 
Bengal presented their offerings to an image called Tarukashwuru, 
at a place bearing his name. The Brahmuns owning the image got 
very rich. This excited the attention of some Brahmuns near 
Nudeeya who proclaimed another image of Shivu in their possession 
"the brother of Tarakashwuru", and the people of those parts 
flocked to this temple as others had done to the original one"2.

The £aiva temple of Tarakesftara in the Hooghly district,mentioned by 

Ward, now attracts thousands of pilgrims on annual occasions.

FESTIVALS.

Festivals are conducted both privately

and communally. Private festivals are celebrated and financed by the 

members of a family and take place in the precincts of the family 

home. Communal festivals take place on public property such as parks 

or even the middle of roads and are subsidised by subscriptions. 

Temporary pavilions are erected for the communal puja* , whereas the 

family celebrations usually take place in a sepecial building set aside 

for the purpose. However, private celebrations are regarded as open to 

the public and any person, regardless of sectarian or religious 

following, may participate in events. Those celebrating private or 

communal functions are expected to feed guests and undertake charitable 

acts. The spectators in turn make donations and offerings to the 

deity.

WORSHIP IN VILLAGES.

Besides orthodox forms of worship, there

is heterodox worship, conducted in villages throughout Bengal. Village 

worship is directed towards the grama devata (village deities) who 

may or may not be linked with the orthodox Hindu pantheon. These 

grama devata are numerous and are given idiosyncratic names which vary

2. Ward, Account, p.243 n.
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from region to region. Their pGja is performed by a village priest 

who may be a member of the village selected for the specific occasion 

who, after purification, performs the necessary ritual. In other 

words, the Brahmin priest plays no part in this kind of puja . 

Worship of village deities may take place in small thatched shrines or 

out in the open, under trees or at the roadside.

TEMPLE WORSHIP.

During the 17th-19th c there was a great

deal of temple building in Bengal, undertaken primarily by zemindars 

(landowners) and later also by businessmen^. Most of these temples 

were made of terracotta in the distinctive Bengali barigla and cala 

styles. Much of this temple building activity was inspired by the 

Gaudfya Vaisnavism inaugurated by Caitanya Mahaprabhu, a native of 

Nabadwip in the Nadia district, who propagated bhakti towards Visnu

in his incarnation as the cowherd Krsna.• • •

VAISNAVA TEMPLES.

Vaisnava temples in Bengal from the

17th c onwards are commonly dedicated to Radha-Govinda (Krsna as 

Govinda, the cowherd, with his gopi lover, Radha). Govinda 

(sometimes also known as Gopala) is shown standing in ardha sama 

playing a flute with his two hands and Radha stands beside him. Temple 

images of Govinda are made of black stone referred to as kas'T 

(Benares) stone. The reference to Benares is probably to the 

stone-cutters rather than to the stone which is imported from 

elsewhere. Many temple images in Bengal are made from this so-called 

ka^T stone. They are usually decorated with mother-of-pearl inlaid 

eyes, clothing and ornamental jewellry. Radha images are usually 

smaller than those of Govinda and are made of astadhatu (eight

3. H.Sanyal, "Social Aspects of Temple Building in Bengal: 1600-1900 
A.D.", MI_, Vol.48, no.3 (July-September 1968), p.201.
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alloys) and show Radha ('Success') with arms outstretched, legs firmly 

together, with torso slightly angled to one side ( abhanga ). Both 

images stand on individual lotus bases ( padmasana ) (Pl.H, 3). 

Radha-Govinda temples may have more than one pair of RaTdha-Govinda 

images, but the central pair will be the largest. The images are 

sculpted and cast in the round and are mobile. They are painted 

annually with red wax around the eyes, on the hands and feet. The eyes 

are painted with a permanent white paint and black for the pupils. The 

face and the limbs are decorated with markings in sandal paste. Some 

even wear wigs of real hair. Govinda is dressed in a dhotf and shawl 

and Radha wears a s'ari of real cloth. The images may have several
•

pairs of costumes, the most elaborate being those used on festival 

occasions such as Rasa Yatra. On such occasions, gold and silver 

jewel 1 ry is put on the images. The images are bathed and decorated 

daily and put to bed at night.

Vaisnava temples in Bengal are also

dedicated to Laksmf-Janardana (Visnu with his consort LaksmT), 

Jagannatha (Visnu as the Lord of the World accompanied by his brother 

Balarama and sister, Subhadra") and Mahaprabhu (Caitanya). Jagannalha 

temples contain the same kind of images as those in Orissan temples. 

The three busts are stylised and semi-iconic, made of wood and painted 

in bright, primary colours and are directly copied from the busts 

housed in the great Jagannatha temple in Puri. Caitanya visited 

neighbouring Orissa between 1516 and 1533^, which may have led to the 

popularity of these busts in Bengali temples. Images of Caitanya on 

his own or with his disciple Nityananda, the so-called 'Gaura-Nitai' 

images, are usually made of nimba wood, the traditional wood used for

4. D.C.Sen, Caitanya and His Companions (Calcutta: Univ. of Calcutta , 
1917), p.6.
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making Vaisnava images in Bengal. Nimba wood is impervious to 

woodworm and has medicinal properties. Such images of Gaura-Nitai were 

made even in Caitanya's lifetime 5 . Although most of the sacred icons 

in Vaisnava temples are made of stone, wood or metal, it is common to 

find small mould clay images of Raclha-Govinda and free-standing images 

of Gaur-Nitai. Wooden or clay Gaur-Nitai images show the two figures 

standing side by side with arms raised in rapture. One of Caitanya's 

epithets is ' Gaurariga * 9 the 'white-complexioned', although he is 

usually painted yellow. He is two-armed as is the custom with human 

( de£1ka ) figures and is dressed in a dhotT with a u pa vita cord 

over one shoulder. Wooden Gaur-Nitai images have a padmasana base, 

whereas in clay images, the figures are attached directly onto a wooden 

kathamo . This is one way of differentiating between wooden and clay 

images. It is often difficult to distinguish them in any other way. 

Shrines are generally dark and it is forbidden to touch the sacred 

icons. Wooden images are given a slip of clay and whitewashed before 

being painted and therefore there is a similarity in outer appearance 

between wooden and clay images. However, if there is no kathamo 

visible, it is unlikely to be a clay image.

S'AIVA TEMPLES.
Sfaiva temples in Bengal are usually

dedicated to Sfiva as lord, Is'vara, and contain a black stone linga 

set in a yoni basin. Also included in the temple shrine may be 

Suva's trident and his vahana , the white bull Nandin. £iva is seldom 

represented anthropomorphically in the temples, although when he is ,

5. Sen, Caitanya, p.116 talks of the image of Gaura-Nitai made by Gauri 
Das of Kalna, a contemporary of Caitanya, and says that in the district 
of Nadia there are a number of clay images illustrating the incidents 
in Caitanya's life, made two centuries, which are examples of 
Krishnanagar art.
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he appears as Samkara, the ash-smeared ascetic with matted hair, 

wearing animal-skin loin cloth, carrying drum ( dumaru ) and trident 

( tri^ula ). He is represented in his ascetic form in images of KalT. 

^aiva temples are extremely common throughout Bengal.

SAKTA TEMPLES.

5>akta temples are commonly dedicated to

KalT and aspects of Durga as SimhavahinT (She who rides a Lion). Major 

temples contain stone images of KalT such as the image at the 

Daksines'vara temple north of Calcutta where RaTnakrsna, the 19th c 

Bengali saint and founder of the Ramakrishna Mission, attained his 

religious goal. There are semi-iconic stone images of KalT at such 

temples as the Kali ghat temple in Calcutta and the VargabhTma temple in 

Tamluk, Midnapore district. Semi-iconic images tend to be connected 

with 5>akta pithas (holy places) or places of pilgrimage ( tTrtha ). 

The KcilT temple at Kalighat was allegedly built on the spot where 

SatT's big toe fell and it thus acquired the distinction of being a 

Sa"kta pitha . However, the Kalighat temple only became popular in the 

mid-18th c. The semi-iconic images of KalT are given distinctive 

markings such as KalT's lolling tongue, eyebrows, eyes, crescent moon 

on the forehead etc. which are made of metal and attached to the stone 

to give it the semblance of a face. The commonest form of KalT in 

Bengal is that of Daksina KalT, the 'Boon-Giving' KalT, also known as 

SiddhesVarT KalT. Images of Daksina" KalT show KalT as jet black, 

naked, with four arms, standing in alidha pose on the chest of ^iva 

who lies corpse-like on his back beneath her. In her lower left hand 

she carries a severed human head, in upper left a sword ( khadga ) and 

shows abhaya- and varada mudras with top and bottom right hands 

respectively. She is naked except for a girdle of human arms and a 

necklace of severed human heads. She wears various ornaments and a
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crown. Sometimes corpses are shown emanating from her ears and a 

jackal is placed nearby. £iva lies on his back with snakes either side 

of him, or else raised on one elbow, with half-closed meditative eyes. 

This is the form of KalT in the Daksines'vara temple and many others 

throughout Bengal.

Most KalT temples built in the

18th-20th c are small, flat-roofed buildings usually referred to as 

CandT-mandapa . Many KalT temples contain clay images of the goddess 

(Pl.D, 4). Some of these can be quite old. The Agamvagis'a family 

temple in the Hooghly district is said to be eighty years old. Another 

image in the KalT BarT temple in Krishnanagar, Nadia district,is also 

said to be extremely old. The images are only removed if they have 

been damaged or are decayed beyond repair, otherwise they are repainted 

and renovated annually.

Although Durga" is one of the most

popular of the Sakta deities in Bengal, temples dedicated to her are 

rare and never contain the kind of image worshipped during the autumnal 

Durga puja festival. Some temples are dedicated to Durga" as 

SimhavahinT and in this form she may be called JagaddhatrT. Otherwise 

she may be identified with Annapurna, the form of ParvatT giving food 

to her mendicant husband, Siva. Some of these images are made of clay, 

although some are also made of nimba wood. W.Ward, writing in 1811, 

said that clay images of SiddhefvarT (KalT), Annapurna, Krsna, 

Parfcanana (^iva), SasthT, Manasa and Daksinraya (a folk deity) are 

constantly preserved in temples**. He also wrote that small brass 

images of Durga, Annapurna, JagaddhatrT, Radha, Ganesa, Gopala etc., 

small crystal or stone llrigas , salagramas and small stone images of

6. Ward, Account, p.364.
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SasthT,£"tala etc., were worshipped in houses daily7 and that most oft • •

the images in temples are made of stone, usually black stone, although 

he mentions images of Durga, Radha, LaksmT, £iva, Garuda, Caitanya and 

Visnu, usually one to three cubits high, made of nimba wood**, in 

some cases the clay images remain in the temples and W.Ward mentions 

clay images of Jagaddha"trT which are kept and worshipped daily in 

different parts of Bengal as well as a variety of images of deities 

worshipped in villages, almost all of which are of clay, although some 

are of stone9 .

THAKURA DALANAS.

The mansions ( rajbaris ) of the wealthy
•

zemindar families often contained an annexe or separate building used 

for annual festivals. They are flat-roofed buildings called ' Candf 

mandapa ' or ' Thakura da1 ana ' and are built on a north-south axis so 

that the images face south when they are installed. In some cases, two 

such buildings are made. W.Ward says that a separate temple on the 

same plan as the CandT mandapa is erected by rich men for the 

celebration of &ama (KalT) puja 10 . In the now derelict NakasTp'ara 

rajbari , Nadia district, there are two mandapas , one for the annual 

Durga puja in the autumn and the other for VasantT puja" (the spring 

Durga puja celebration) and all the other pujas celebrated by that 

particular household such as KalT, LaksmT and Karttikeya pujas . Some 

of the mandapas or dalanas can be extremely ornate such as the

7. Ward, Account, pp.358-359. C.Coleman says that clay images of 
Gaiiga, the personification of the river Ganges, were set up and 
worshipped in numerous temples along the banks of the river (Mythology 
of the Hindus (London: Padbury, Alien and Co., 1832), p.119).

8. Ward, Account, p.363.

9. Ward, Account, p.147.

10. Ward, Account, p.355.
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Durga dalana in the Krishnanagar rajbari , Nadia district, erected 

by Maharaja Rudra Ray in the late 17th c. These dalanas are rect­ 

angular, flat-roofed buildings with pillared facade leading down to 

steps. In Calcutta homes belonging to the old zemindar families, the 

dalanas are placed at the end of a courtyard. One plate in Charles 

Coleman's book 'The Mythology of the Hindus' (1832), shows a Durga* 

puja scene^l -j n wn ich guests are enjoying a 'nautch' (the anglicised 

form of naca meaning a dance) in a courtyard with tarpaulin drawn 

over it. The dalanas were invariably decorated in white plaster.

DOMESTIC SHRINES.

The family shrine generally contains

representations of deities such as the £iva linga and the €a1agrama 

stone representing Visnu. LaksmT is sometimes represented by a small 

wicker basket covered in cowrie shells (cowries were a form of currency 

and are therefore connected with LaksmT, the goddess of fortune). 

Samll mould clay images are also common, such as those of Ganela and 

LaksmT, although more common are gaudy prints of deities which are hung
•

in frames and receive daily worship. The basic Bengali form of puja 

is sometimes referred to as ' ghate pate puja ', the worship with a 

sacred water pot ( ghata ) and a painting ( pata ) or print. During• *

the annual festivals, the kuladevata (family deity) is worshipped 

alongside the festival deity and the family images or ritual objects 

are brought down from the family shrine and placed beside the festival 

image. It is possible to find hand-modelled clay images in family 

shrines and these may be kept for several years. The mould clay images

of Ganes'a, Laksmf and SarasvatT which are 'used for daily worship are • t
usually disposed of after a year and replaced with new images.

11. Coleman, Mythology, plate 18 (see Pl.D, 1).
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Deities are commonly worshipped in groups rather than exclusively. 

Many shrines contain the images of several deities connected directly 

or indirectly with a major sect. It is possible to find the clay 

images of KalT, JagaddhatrT, Sarasvatf, ^Ytala and Manasa", for 

instance, worshipped collectively in one shrine room. The Kalighat 

temple in Calcutta has several adjacent shrines, containing Ratiha-Krsna 

images.

THE BENGALI CALENDAR.

The Bengali calendar is determined by

lunar rather than solar months. The lunar month is divided into two 

fortnights ( paksa ), one light ( s'ukla ) and the other dark 

( krsna ). The Bengali lunar month begins with a dark fortnight

( krsna paksa ) of fifteen lunar days, starting after the day of the * • • > * •
full moon from the first day of the moon's waning till the new moon 

( amavasya ). The light fortnight ( s'ukla paksa ) lasts for fifteen 

days after the day of the new moon from the first day of the moon's 

waxing till the full moon ( purnima ). The Bengali lunar month is 

therefore a 'full moon ending 1 ( purnimanta ) rather than a 'new moon 

ending' ( amanta ) month 12 . A lunar day ( tithi )- is divided into 

sixty dandas (one danda equals twenty-four minutes), in other 

words, twenty-four hours. Stellar constellations ( naksatra ) are also 

important and are included in the astrological almanacs ( paffjikas ) 

used to determine the precise time for religious occasions. At 

present, the Gupta Press panjika seems to be in popular use in 

Bengal.

There are twelve months in the Bengali 

year, corresponding to the English months as follows:

12. Ray, Puja Parvapa, p.59. See also A.L.Basham, The Wonder That Was 
India (n.p.:Fontana, 1971), p.494 and Kane, Dharmas'astra (1958), 
pp.641-642 for variant calculations.
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VaiSakha April-May

Jyaistha May-June

ftsadha June-July

Havana July-August

Bhadra August-September

Asvina September-October

Karttika October-November

Agrahayana November-December
•

Pausa December-January

Magha January-February

Phalguna February-March

Caitra March-April

The Bengali year begins in Vailakha, in the middle of April. These

months are grouped into six seasons ( rtu ):

Vailakha-Jyaistha grTsma , summer

Asadha-bravana varsa , rainy season • . • . ^
Bhadra-As'vina &rata , autumn

Karttika-Agrahayana hemanta , dewy season

Pausa-Mlgha iTta , winter

Phalguna-Caitra vasanta , spring

The Bengali year is calculated according to the &ka era introduced by 

Raja Saliban (78/9 A.D.). The year 1982, therefore, corresponds to 

£aka era 1904.

FESTIVALS OF BENGAL.

Festivals of Bengal take place

throughout the year. In fact, there is a saying ' baro masa tero 

parvana ' - 'twelve months, thirteen festivals'. The major festivals 

involving the use of clay images are as follows:
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Vls'vakarma puja held on sankrantl of Bhadra

Durga puja held from s'ukla saptamf-s~ukla das'amf

of As'vina

Laksmf puja held on purnlma of As'vina 

KalT puja held on amavasya of Karttika 

Karttikeya puja held on sahkranti of Karttika 

JagaddhatrT puja held on s'ukla navamf of Karttika 

SarasvatT puja held on s'ukla pane ami of Magha 

Many of the images used in these festivals are made of clay. In the 

absence of images, aniconic objects are used, such as a symbolic stone 

or a sacred water pot. Paintings may also be used as in ghate pate
• •

puja" ( puja" with a pot and painting). A small number of clay images 

are made for the less popular festivals such as those of ManasaT on 

krsna pancami of £ravana and Annapurna on s'ukla astamT of Caitra. 

The peak season of the kumaras is during the winter months, prior to 

the large-scale winter fairs ( melas ). The rest of the year, the 

studios are dormant and the artists make occasional images according to 

commission. The festival images are both hand-modelled and made from 

moulds and are usually disposed of at the end of .festivities. The 

majority of festivals requiring clay images are iakta festivals, 

although clay images are used to a lesser extent for Vaisnava 

celebrations. During the celebrations of Rasa Yatra on purnima of 

Karttika, clay images of ^akta deities are displayed alongside those of 

Vaisnava deities in some towns in the Nadia distict. According to 

Nirad C.Choudhury, the Sfaktas in Bengal are mainly of the landed 

gentry, whereas the Vaisnavas are found mainly in the merchant 

classes 1 ^.

13. Choudhury, Hinduism, p.174.
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The ritual ordinances for each of the

festivals are contained in manuals for worship ( pujapaddhatis ). The 

most comprehensive of such manuals is the 'Purohita Darpana' of 

Surendra Mohana Bhattacarya, which includes details of most of the 

major Hindu festivals of Bengal. It is used widely as a puja manual 

during festivals. Festivals are organised for the benefit of a family 

or neighbourhood, but the ritual is conducted by a priest or number of 

priests, who are elected by the patrons of the festival to perform 

worship on their behalf. The priest follows the puja manual and 

recites the appropriate Sanskrit mantras and hymns and the patrons 

participate at certain points in the puja . The patron or worshipper 

( yajamana ) appoints a pujaka (one who performs the ritual) and a 

tantradharaka (one who recites texts). The patron may also appoint a 

hota to perform sacrifice, but the usual number of priests is two.

DURGA PUJA.

The most famous festival of Bengal

involving the use of clay images, is the Durga puja festival held 

annually in the autumn. The legendary inaugurator of the autumnal 

Durga puja" , according to the Bengali tradition, was king 

Ramacandra,hero of the Ramayana and an incarnation of the god Visnu. 

Ramacandra enlisted the help of Durga in his battle with the demon 

king, Ravana. Durga, true to her role as demon slayer, allowed 

Ramacandra to win his battle after she had been worshipped by him. 

This story is not included in the original Sanskrit epic of Valmfki, 

but is a later interpolation which can be found in later Upapuranas and 

the Bengali version of the Ramayana by Krttivasa. The connections 

between Ramacandra and Durga are also apparent in equivalent 

celebrations throughout India in the autumn. The festival of Dussera 

in the south commemorates the tenth day ( das'amr ) in fis'vina after the
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nine nights ( navaratra ) festival from s\ikla pratipada to s'ukla 

navamf in As'vina, in which hymns are recited to Durga. On this day, 

Ramacandra was alleged to have marched against Ravana. Yogescandra Ray 

believes that the word Dussera is an abbreviation of dasVratra (ten 

nights) 14 . RamlTla in the north emphasises the martial aspect of 

the autumnal navaratra celebrations and culminates with the burning 

of papier-mache7 effigies of Ravana and fellow demons to commemorate 

Rama's victory. Dussera used to be celebrated with great pomp by 

rajas and involved elaborate military processions. However, neither 

of these two celebrations of Dussera or Ramlfla involves the worship of 

an image of Durga. In Gujurat, orthodox smarta ritual during 

navaratra involves the worship of the goddess in a yantra 

(geometrical design) or garlanded ghata with offerings of vegetables 

and the recital of the 'CandT1 (Dev~ Mahatmya) 15 . In Andhra Pradesh, 

families worship ghata decorated with flowers and saffron and after 

celebrations, offer them to Brahmins 16. On the sixth day ( sasthf ), 

Brahmins and Vais*yas do Sarasvatf puja , on the eighth day ( astamT ), 

there is Durga puja , on the ninth day ( navamT ) puja is performed 

to the family gods by Brahmins, while Vai^yas worship weights, 

agriculturalists and carpenters etc. their implements and on the tenth 

day ( dalamf ) all visit the s^amT tree and offer its leaves to 

friends 17 . In Nepal, Durga puja is referred to as Dasain, during 

which the Ramayana story is told, along with that of Durga, and the

14. Ray, Puja Parvana, p.134.

15. M.R.Majumdar, "Earliest DevTmahatmya Miniatures with special 
reference to &kti-worship in Gujurat", JISOA, Vol.VI (1938), p.118.

16. A.C.Sekhar, "Fairs and Festivals", Census of India. Vol.11, 
pt.VII-B, Andhra Pradesh (Medak District) (1961), pp.110-111.

17. Sekhar, "Fairs", pp.110-111.
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object of worship is a kalasa (water pot) with an image of Durga" 

enthroned on the sidelS. As with celebrations in Andhra Pradesh, 

Vis\akarma (the patron god of craftsmen) is worshipped on navamT and 

implements are decorated with flowers, incense, lamps etc 19 .

Durgotsava , the festival of Durga", is

celebrated all over India in one form or another from the first of the 

bright half of &vina to the ninth 20 . The tenth day is known as 

vijaya dasamf , the victorious tenth day on which Ramacandra defeated 

the demon king Ravana, and occurs on the tenth lunar day of the bright
•

half of Ttevina.

Durga" is first mentioned in the DevT

Mahatmya section of the Markandeya Purana as a slayer of demons, 

prominent among whom is the demon Mahisa, who ousts the gods from 

heaven. Although Durga is regarded as a mighty Puranic goddess,she is 

given a strong regional character in Bengal, which makes her a familiar 

and loved personality. In popular tradition, Durga is the daughter of 

Himavata (the Himalayas) and Menaka, wife of £iva and mother of Ganes'a, 

Karttikeya, Laksmf and SarasvatT. There is strong emphasis on the 

aspect of Durga as ' Ma ' (Mother). In the tantric tradition, Durga is 

regarded as the virgin daughter of Himavat and Menaka", as ' KumarT ', 

inspiring devotees to experience a love for the goddess akin to that of 

doting parents for their daughter21 . The theme of the separation 

of mother (Menaka) and daughter (Durga) is strong in the so-called 

Agamanf (advent) songs sung prior to Durga" pujaT and the

18. Mary Anderson, Festivals of Nepal (London: George Alien and Unwin, 
1971), p.143 and p.146.

19. Anderson, Festivals, p.151.

20. Kane, Dharmas*astra (1958), p.154.

21. T.Goudriaan and Sanjukta Gupta, Hindu Tantric and £akta Literature, 
MILS Vol.II, 2 (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1981), p.180.
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tearful farewell of the women who sing Vijaya songs and beseech Durga 

to return again next year22 . The three days of the main puja 

( astamf, navamT, da£amf ) are regarded as the three days during which 

the daughter Durga returns to her parental home for a brief visit, 

before journeying back to the house of her father-in-law. As a result 

of all these connotations, Durga puja can be an emotional and lively 

occasion. One article in the Statesman newspaper referred to Durga" 

puja as being:

"For the welfare of the state, for the protection of the weak, for 
peace and happiness in the world" 2^.

Another article in the same newspaper referred to Durga" as 'this divine 

incarnation of the Supreme power of womanhood with feminine charm and 

its spell-bind ing aspects' and goes on to say how, with the power 

crisis and spiralling prices 'Puja 1979 seems to have come as a symbol 

of joy amidst the gloom' 2^.

ICONOGRAPHY OF DURGA.

In Bengal, Durga is commonly represented

as ten-armed, holding in her right hands a sword, discus, trident, 

spear, arrows, in her left hands, noose, goad, shield, bell and bow . 

She stands upon her vahana , the lion, and is portrayed in the act of 

killing the demon Mahisa. Durga stands with her left foot on Mahisa's 

right shoulder, right foot on the back of her lion. The lion bites 

Mahisa's right elbow and paws his leg. Durga" 1 s trident pierces

Mahisa's chest and her snake noose encircles his neck. Mahisa bends• •

under the weight of this twofold attack and kneels on one leg, staring 

upwards at Durga who looks impassively outwards. Mahisa carries a

22. C.Chakravarti,The Tantras-Studies on Their Religion (Calcutta: 
Punthi Pustak, 1963), p.100.

23. The Statesman Newspaper (October 1965), p.l.

24. Statesman (September 1979), p.l.
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sword in his right hand and a shield in his left. Sometimes he is 

shown half-emerging from the neck of a decapitated buffalo, while other 

images represent the buffalo by a head placed nearby. Durga is 

surrounded by her family of Ganes'a, Karttikeya, LaksmT and Sarasvatf. 

Ganes'a is shown to the lower left of Durga", seated on a lotus with his 

vahana , the rat, placed below him. Ganes'a is four-armed, holding mace 

( gada ), discus ( cakra ), lotus ( padma ) and conch ( s'ankha ). 

Ganes'a is sometimes shown holding sweetmeats in the bottom left hand. 

In some images he is placed to the right of Durga and in some family 

images, the two male deities appear above the female deities. To the 

right of Durga and on the same level as Ganega, is Karttikeya who is 

two-armed, holding bow ( dhanus ) and arrow ( £ara ) and seated on his 

vahana , the peacock. Above Ganes'a and Karttikeya are LaksmT to the 

left and Sarasvatf to the right. Both are usually shown standing on 

lotuses that rise from the call or the base. Sometimes they are 

shown standing on their respective vahanas , the owl and the swan, 

although these are normally placed on the slmhasana . LaksmT and 

Sarasvatf stand in ardha-sama (the pose familiar in Radha-Govinda 

images). LaksmT holds a pair of lotus blossoms and _SarasvatT holds a 

vfna (Indian lute). The calcitra pasted onto the call shows in 

the centre Sfiva and ParvatT with their son Ganes'a enjoying domestic 

bliss in their mountain home on Kailasa. On either side are the 

various incarnations of Visnu, the DasTvataras (Matsya, Kurma, Varaha 

Narasimha, Vamana, Parasljrama, Ra~macandra, Krsna, Budha and Kalki) and 

of Durga, the Das'amahavidya (KalT, Tara, Chinnamasta, Sundarf, Bagala", 

Matarigf, Bhuvanes"varf, Siddhavidya", BhairavT, DhumavatT). Figures of 

Rama and £ita and Devf fighting demon armies are also common themes. 

In some traditional Durga images, small nooks are left on either side 

of the call . In the left hand nook is placed a small mould image of
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Ramacandra holding a bow and arrow, green coloured and seated on the 

monkey, Hanuman. In the right hand nook is a figure of two-armed ^iva 

holding a horn and drum and seated upon Nandin. The art of calcitra 

painting is dying out, but in the 19th c it included figures of several 

deities. P.Ghosha mentions the representations of Indra, Agni, Varuna, 

the Maruts, Yama and the Astanayikas along with scenes depicting 

battles between gods and demons, a scene showing Ramacandra enthroned 

with Sita to his left, Hanuman kneeling and the three brothers Bharata, 

Laksmana and jfatrughna holding umbrella and fans and a battle scene 

between Rama and Ravana 25 . The calcitra emphasises, as S.Bhatta-
•

caryya points out, that Durga puja is a non-sectarian, non-denomin­ 

ational puja which is not the monopoly of the £aktas26.

THE RITUAL OF DURGA PUJA.

Durga puja is celebrated in the month

of As'vina (Sept-Oct) during the autumn ( strata ) season and is hence 

called s*aradTya utsava , the autumnal festival. It is considered 

compulsory for all those who can afford it. According to P.Ghosha, the 

smartas call it a nitya ceremony, in other words, its ommission is a 

sin and it is called kamyatva (meritorious) and may be performed with 

a particular object in view27 . Once begun, Durga puja" has to be 

celebrated annually. The worshipper follows scriptural authority and 

his kulacara (family tradition) 28 . C.Chakravarti sees the present 

Durga piuja celebrations as a reflection of family life2^. Apart from

25. Ghosha, Durga, pp.9-10.

26. S.Bhatacharyya, "The Worship of Durga", BRMIC, 5, no.l (January 
1954), p.18.

27. Ghosha, Durga, p.15.

28. Bhattacharyya, "Worship", p.19.

29. Chakravarti. Tantras, p.103.
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the family customs, there are also local customs which define Durga" 

puja celebrations in Bengal. Celebrations begin with the recital of 

the OevT Mahatmya, otherwise known as 'CandT 1 or 'Durga Saptas'atT 1 , 

which lasts a fortnight, starting at midnight before the pratlpada . 

The puja fortnight is known as Devfpaksa and the non-stop recital 

of 'CandT' on the morning of each day until mahanavamf along with the 

attendant worship of Durga" with various articles, constitutes the 

kalparambha ceremony^O.

In traditional families, the construct­ 

ion of the image begins several months before the actual Durga piuja . 

On the day of Ratha Yatra" , the artist takes a piece of split bamboo 

into the room where the family images are kept. The family priest, 

after prayer to Visnu, anoints it with sandalwood paste and invokes 

Durga's blessings on it. The bamboo remains in the family shrine from 

Ratha Yatra , the second day of the bright half of Asadha (June-July), 

until Janmastamf , Krsna's birthday on the eighth day of the waning 

moon in sfravana (July-Aug), when it is brought down by the kumara and 

the framework of the Durga image is made 31 . The base, the kathamo ,
•

is worshipped on this day in a ceremony known as kathamo puja . This 

ceremony marks the importance of the intial piece of bamboo in the 

construction of the clay image, although it is important to note that 

only Durga images receive this attention and that only traditional 

families perform kathamo puja . Parts of the framework or the entire 

framework of the previous year's image are used in the construction of 

the annual image.

30. A.Shastri,"Durga Puja", BharatTya Vidya, Vol.X (1949), p.259.

31. Wilkins, Modern, p.227.
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The main Durga puja celebrations last

five days: sasthf , the sixth day; saptamf , the seventh day; 

astanr, the eighth day; navamf , the ninth day; and das*amf the 

tenth day. The programme follows that outlined in the Ramayana of 

Krttivasa. Durga is awoken ( bodhana ) on the sasthf , in remembrance 

of Brahma's 'untimely awakening 1 ( akala bodhana ) of Durga on behalf 

of Rama. She is roused in a vilva or bela tree on the evening of

the sasthf . Also in the evening, the combination of nine plants, • • •
known as the navapatrika* ( nava , nine, patrika , leaves) is 

assembled round a banana stem and tied together with an aparajita 

creeper. Each of the nine plants are said to correspond to one of the 

nine Durgas (Navadurga): rambha , the banana stem, to BrahmanT; kaccf 

to KalT; haridra , tumeric, to Durga; jayantl to KarttikT; vilva , 

wood apple, to £iva; dadima , pomegranate, to Raktadantika; as*oka to 

£okarahita"; mahaka , arum, to Camunda; and dhanya , paddy, to 

Lak§mT32. The Navapatrika" as a whole is considered to be Durga. 

The plants are tied together with an aparajita creeper (proper name 

clitoria) around the stem of a small banana plant. The Navapatrika 

is also referred to as ' kalabau ' (plantain wife) and is supposed to 

resemble a newly-married bride. The vilva fruits which constitute 

one of the nine plants are tied like breasts onto the banana stem and a 

sari is tied over the combination of nine plants, covering them 

completely so that they are not visible. The kalabau is placed next 

to Ganes'a throughout the ceremonies, although it is not taken to be 

GanesVs bride, but rather Durga" herself. A.Shastri suggests that the 

Navapatrika serves as a substitute for Durga at the time of bathing 

since the image of Durga" used during the annual festival is of

32. Chakravarti, Tantras, p.99.
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clay which would be damaged by bathing33. However, other means are 

taken to circumvent the bathing of the clay image, for instance the 

bathing of the reflection of the image in a mirror placed before it, 

and it seems that the kalabau has independent significance and 

probably has its origins in tribal custom. The links with fertility 

are obvious and the kalabau may have harvest festival connotations, 

in which case it would be the equivalent of the English harvest 

corndolly made of straw. Yogescandra Ray notes that in Bankura, some 

people use the Navapatrika instead of an image to represent Durga" or 

the Navadurgas34 and that in the house of one landlord, a head of clay 

is tied upon a clothed Navapatrika which is then worshipped as a form 

of Durga^S.

The beginning of ceremonies on sasthf

is called kalparambha . A vow ( samkalpa ) is made by the head of the 

family to perform Durga puja" in AsAnna and to read the Devf Mahatmya. 

The priests are appointed and received with honour ( varana ) to 

perform the promised Durga puja" . By the sasthf , the image has been 

installed and the place of worship is decorated. The outside and the 

entrance of the place of worship are decorated with bantings and banana 

stems. Inside, the image is placed on a raised dias ( vedi ). In 

traditional families, the vedi is made of earth about two feet high 

and is sown with five grains: rice; wheat; barley; mas and sesamum36. 

In three to four days, these seed sprout into seedlings. On top of the 

vedi is placed a wooden platform. All around the vedi and at the

33. Shastri, "Durga", p.260,

34. Ray, Puja Parvana, p.78,

35. Ray, Puja Parvana, p.83,

36. Ghosha, Durga, p.14.
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entrance to the place of worship, allpanas (also known as alpana , 

sacred designs) are drawn out by women using liquid rice paste or white 

paint. These allpanas are floral designs and are considered 

auspicious.

On the seventh day, saptamT , the image

is consecrated and full Durga" puja begins. At dawn, the 

Navapatrlka is taken to the nearest river or stretch of water and 

bathed (PI.I, 1). After a brief puja , it is brought back to the 

place of worship, clothed in a sUri and placed beside Ganes'a. The 

priest performs the great bathing ( mahasnana ) on the reflection of 

Durga" in a mirror placed below the clay image, using milk, curds, ghee, 

honey and various types of oil and water (Pl.J, 2). This bathing is 

performed on the reflection of the head of Durga* in the mirror 

( darpana ) with various mantras . Having done this, the priest 

installs the sacred water pot in front of the image. The ghata is 

usually positioned on a ring of clay to hold it in place and contains 

water (preferably Ganges water), herbs and jewels. The lip of the 

ghata is covered first by mango or pana (betel) leaves, and a green 

coconut (symbol of fertility) and the ghata is then dressed like the
»

kalabau in a piece of cloth and decorated with a garland. The bowl of 

the ghata is decorated with a bhumandala (universal diagram) in the 

shape of a man, drawn in vermilion. Durga is invoked ( adhlvasa ) into

the ghata and it is cordoned off with four, arrow-like sticks placed•
in the ground and encircled with string (the encircling with string 

being known as sutrabestana ) (PI.I, 2). The four sticks are topped 

with tala (palm) leaves and are known as tTra-kati . The image is 

similarly cordoned off and after consecration only the priest is 

allowed to touch the image until the ceremonies have been completed. 

The consecration involves pranapratistha in which the priest
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the priest recites the mula mantra , takes a few leaves of durva 

grass and a little sun-dried rice and touches first the chest of Durga", 

then the subordinate deities and places his hands by the cheeks of the 

images while reciting the pranapratis.tha mantra (PI.I, 3). Taking 

lamp-black (collyrium) on the tip of a leaf of ku^a grass or a bela 

twig, the priest performs caksurdana , going through the motions of 

painting in the eyes (PI.I, 4) 37 . On rare occasions, the artist 

actually paints in the eyes of the figure of Durga while the priest 

holds the artist's elbow. This is the standard procedure for the 

pranapratistha of all deities. If there is no image, the 

pranapratistha and caksuradaha are omitted and then the object of 

worship is either the s'alagrama £ila or the ghata , which is 

regarded as containing the spirit of the deity in its waters.

Having completed the consecration, the

priest meditates on Durga" and worships her with the sixteen 

upacaras . Various food offerings are made, including the ordinary 

arghya of scented flowers, sun-dried rice, Java flowers, kus*a 

grass, sesamum, mustard oil, durva grass, the offering of puspa 

(flowers), dhupa (incense), vasana (cloth), abtiarana (jewels), 

gandha (perfume) and so forth. The cloth is usually placed in front 

of the image, but very often the image is decorated with real jewelIry 

specially created for it. This can include nose-rings, earrings and 

tiara. The image is garlanded every day with flowers. Red flowers are 

considered appropriate for the worship of Durga, so hibiscus, china 

rose ( Java ) or marigolds are chosen as flower offerings to Durga. On 

the last day of worship, the image of Durga is decorated with a garland 

of one hundred and eight Java" flowers. The image is also decorated

37. Ward, Account, p.123.
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with the canda-mala made of sVla or daker saja . It is said that 

the canda-mala represents the moon, while the ghata represents the 

sun. The sun and moon probably represent the passage of time or they 

may have a tantric significance. The sun represents iftva and the moon 

&kti, or else the sun represents a man (the symbolic man or 

bhunandala , drawn on the side of the ghata ) and the moon represents 

woman (as in the cancia-mala , which often have the word ' Ma ', 

'Mother 1 , written in their centre). During the feeding of the deities 

( bhoga , corresponding to the upacara of naivedya ), the priest 

offers cooked food and drink. The usual practice is to place the food 

before the image and throw flowers on it when it is offered, although 

sometimes the preist puts the food and drink to the lips of the images 

while reciting the appropriate mantras . The priest does this behind 

a cloth drawn in front of the image as an indication of privacy. 

Deities are said to consume the subtle essence of the food offerings 

through the sense of smell. After the deities have been fed, the cloth 

is drawn away. The stipulation regarding naivedya is that whatever 

the worshipper eats (whether vegetarian or non-vegetarian) should be 

offered up to the deity38 . However, I am informed by Prof. 

B.K.Matilal that Durga is offered only vegetarian bhoga (Durga being 

referred to as NarayanT and Vaisnavf; Vaisnavas being predominantly 

vegetarian). The non-vegetarian food is prepared and cooked separately 

and offered to the dakinfs by throwing flowers over it. The 

sacrificial goat meat is considered to be mahaprasada and is eaten by 

the celebrants.

Although Durga puja is not strictly 

speaking a tantric puja since a priest ( purohita ) is present, there

38. Kane, Dharmas'astra (1958), p.733.
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are obvious tantric borrowings. These can be seen in the ritual of 

bhirta-suddhl (self-purification), physical cleansing and nyasa 

(mentally invoking the gods, mantras and holy texts to occupy various 

parts of the body and render it a fit receptacle for worship and 

meditation 39 ), showing mudras , the use of certain mantras , 

pranayama , and dhyana . The priest visualises DevT internally 

( manasa puja ) and makes mental offerings of cloth of the elements, 

flowers of the gunas , incense of the breath, the light of energy and 

so forth. These combined with the use of mandala and japa 

(repetition of deities' names) and kiunarT puja (the worship of 

pre-pubescent girls), introduces the tantric elements into Durga 

puja .

Animal sacrifice ( pas"ubali ) is done

daily in family puja but not in the communal pujas which have 

vegetarian sacrifice instead. Buffaloes, goats and rams may be 

sacrificed to Durga at a sacrificial post placed some distance from the 

image. The animal is sacrificed with one blow from the sacrificial 

sword ( khadga ) and the head is then offered to Durga". Goats are most 

commonly used in animal sacrifice and even have the connotations of the 

'scape-goat', being regarded as bearing the sins of the patrons of the 

puja . The goat is sometimes seen as representing sexuality ( kama ), 

but also the six enemies ( sada-ripu ) of man ( kama , desire, 

k rod ha , anger, lobha , greed, moha , delusion, mada , pride and 

matsarja , envy). Animal sacrifice is accompanied by the 'sacrifice' 

of a gourd and a bundle of red sugarcane. According to Yogescandra 

Ray, the gourd is a substitute for human sacrifice and the sugarcane 

for alcohol, since from sugarcane comes molasses and from molasses,

39. Kane, Dharmafastra (Vol.V, pt.II, 1962), p.1120.
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alcohol40. The idea of human sacrifice remains in the human effigies 

made out of rice paste or thickened milk or flour, which are ritually 

sacrificed in a rite called ' s'atru ball ', which refers to the 

sacrifice of an enemy ( s'atru ).

Ceremonies on mahastamf , the eighth

day, are the same as on saptamT including the bathing of the 

reflection of Durgef in a mirror and the offering of the sixteen 

upacaras . On this day, the orthodox observe a fast, except for women 

whose husbands or fathers are living, and during the day there are 

athletic displays, hence it is called vfrastamf 41 . Durga's weapons 

are worshipped ( astrapuja ) with flowers and perfume and extensive 

worship is done to her attendants, the sixty-four yoginfs and her 

comrades-in-arms, the eight s'aktis , also known as the Astanayikas• »

(the eight consorts): Brahmanf; MaheSvarf; Kames'varT; Vais,navt; Varahf; 

NarasinghT; Indranf; and Camunda. Minor deities are worshipped such as 

the Bhairavfs and LokapaMas, and there is puja and feeding of 

kumarfs . Clay images of the Astanayikas are sometimes made and placed 

beside the image of Durga", although not in the traditional family 

celebrations.

On the junction of mahastamf and

mahanavamf occurs ' sandhi puja ', which lasts forty-eight minutes 

exactly; twenty-four in mahastamf and twenty-four in mahanavamr . 

It is considered to be the time when Ravana was killed in battle by 

Ramacandra. The goddess Camunda" is worshipped with the sixteen upa­ 

caras . Camunda" is one of KalT's epithets and sometimes her clay image» •

is made and worshipped during sandhi pujaT , being placed beside the

40. Ray, Puja Parvana, p.78.

41. Shastri, "Durgaf", p.261.
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Durga image for this particular ceremony. The sixty-four yoglnfs are 

also worshipped and animal sacrifice is performed during the twenty- 

four minutes of mahanavamT . This is followed by anjalT and arati 

and the ceremonies are concluded as usual. Midnight puja ( ardha- 

ratri puja ) is performed on mahastamT and involves pflja" to Ugra- 

canda and the Astanayikas, the sixty-four Yoginfs, the Navapatrfka 

and Durga's weapons, with the five upacaras ( pancopacara ).

MahanavamT on the ninth day, is a

repetition of basic puja of the previous days, except a greater 

number of sacrifices are performed and kumarT puja and Devf stotra 

(hymns to Devt) are included. KumarT puja is another familiar 

feature of tantric puja and is mentioned in Scfkta Upapuranas. It 

involves the worship of pre-pubescent girls ( kumarfs ) of about nine 

years of age, preferably from the Brahmin caste. KumarT pfija is an 

important part of tantric puja and according to the 'Purohita 

Darpana 1 , it should be performed on mahanavamT (of Durga puja" ), and 

during JagaddhatrT-, Annapurna - and KalT puja". It is also an 

important part of Navaratra ritual and may be performed by all sects, 

Sakta, Vaisnava, etc^2. The kumarT is regarded as the living 

embodiment of Devf for the duration of the ceremonies. The sacred fire 

( homa ) is made and mantras are recited (Pl.J, 5). The homa rep­ 

resents the Vedic aspect of puja . Ash from the homa is used as a 

tllaka mark (Pl.J, 3). MahanavamT puja" is concluded with offerings 

of flowers and prostration.

The final day of puja is known as the

vijaya" dasamf . Having done the usual puja with upacaras and 

recited hymns to DevT, the priest performs the act of dismissal

42. Surendra Mohana Bhattacarya, Purohita Darpana (Calcutta: 
Satyanarayana Library, 1368 S.S.), p.309.
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( visarjana ) on the ghata and invokes Devf in the flowers of the 

offerings. The visarjana outlined in the 'Purohita Darpana 1 follows 

that of the tantric scholar, Krsnananda Agamva'gis'a in his 

'Tantrasara'. This says that one should visualise all the avarana 

(covering) deities merging into the body of the main deity. A mantra 

is recited and with the samhara mudra one should bring the deity's 

energy into one's own heart with the scent from the leftover flowers. 

Then, making a triangular mandala (diagram) to the north east, one 

should place the remains of the offerings upon it. Puja is done to 

the five deities (Visnu, £iva, Sakti, Surya and Gape^a) and the gha^a 

is removed with a mantra . After visarjana , the priest takes the 

coconut off the top of the ghata and pours the water from the ghata 

onto the mirror, which is this time angled to reflect the feet of the 

goddess. The priest sprinkles the remaining water on the heads of the 

congregation, saying ' Om s'antih ' (peace) (Pl.J, 1). The mirror may 

be immersed in the water of the ghata . This immersion of the mirror 

in the ghata is considered to be the immersion proper, rather than 

the later immersion of the image. Unlike the initial bathing, the 

immersion is done on the reflected feet of Durga, as if she was 

plunging headfirst into the waters. Afterwards, there is a benediction 

and the payment of Brahmins' fees. Gifts, prasada , usually 

consisting of food and sweetmeats, are distributed to the congregation 

and guests. Before the immersion of the image, there are certain 

concluding ceremonies. The priest leads a circumambulation 

( pradaksfna ) of the image and women bring offerings of betel leaf 

( pana ) and betel nut ( tambula ) and vermilion ( sindura ) and offer 

it to the images. Sindura taken from the feet of images is kept by 

the women for use on their own foreheads for tilaka marks during the 

rest of the year. Jewel Iry and other mementos are removed from the
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image. In some cases an unwidowed woman takes a small brass plate of 

paddy and durva grass with a rupee dyed in red lead on it and throws 

it from the front of the image into the cloth of a man standing behind 

the image. This is preserved with care^.

Images are traditionally carried on

bamboo poles to the water's edge and ferried out midstream between two 

boats which then draw apart, letting the image fall into the water. On 

the way to the water's edge, the congregation dance, sing lewd songs 

and play music. At immersion, mud and dust must be thrown by the 

pariticpants at each other and obscenities are uttered as part of the 

ceremonies known as ' ^avarotsava '. This is connected with tribal 

custom, although it is considered a compulsory part of immersion. The 

image is always carried by tribals (manual labourers, previously these 

would have been employed by the rajas ), so this part of the 

ceremonies is tribal. In most cases, the ghatas are immersed along 

with the image. Sometimes the image is revolved several times (usually 

seven) before it is immersed. Nirad C.Choudhury writes that the face 

of the image is kept turned towards the house as the image leaves for 

immersion44. The details of the immersion ceremony are not mentioned 

in the ritual texts, so that most of the attendant ceremonies are the 

result of either regional or familial idiosyncracies. Most immersions 

are lively occasions. Large images are paraded around town in lorries, 

accompanied by shouts of ' Durga mai ki jay ' (victory to Mother Durga) 

and music. In Calcutta, the images are taken to various mooring places 

along the Hooghly river and immersed. The number of images worshipped

43. P.Lakshminarasiah, ed., The Encyclopaedia of Bengal, Bihar and 
Orissa (Madras: The Indian Encyclopaedias Compiling and Publishing Co., 
1924-5), p.66.

44. Choudhury, Autobiography, p.71.
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in Calcutta is so great that it is not possible to immerse the images 

at the correct time stipulated as auspicious by the religious almanacs, 

and immersion is delayed for several days.

After the immersion, friends and

relatives exchange vljaya das'amT greetings and forgive each other 

past offences. This is vljaya mil ana or 'the meeting together in 

victory 1 , when vijaya songs are sung, bidding farewell to Durga who 

has already left for her mountain home^S. Aparajita puja is done on 

a copper vessel on which is drawn an eight-petal led lotus. The 

aparajlta creeper is established on the pot and a vow is made. Ganes'a 

is worshipped, prayers said, and the worship concluded^.

KALI PUJA.

The second most important annual

festival in Bengal is that of Kalf puja , held at the dead of night on 

the new moon ( amavasya ) of Karttika (Oct-Nov), otherwise known as 

DTpanvlta or Dlwalf , the festival of lights, when houses are 

illuminated with lights ( dfpa ). Sraddha ( puja" to the ancestors) 

is celebrated during the day and Kalf puja by night. The convention 

is that, once begun, KaVT puja" has to be performed annually for five 

consecutive years. Kalf is worshipped in households as well as 

communally in puja panda!as . Many tantrics perform a tantric form of 

Ka*lf puja . Various images of KalT are worshipped, but the most 

popular is that of Daksina KalT.

45. E.J.Thompson and Arthur M. Spencer, Bengali Religious Lyrics: Sakta 
(Calcutta: Association Press, 1923), p.28.

46. Details of ritual outlined here for Durga puja were taken from 
S.C.Kaviratna, ed., Devrpuranokta sfrTsVidurgapuja Paddhati (Caclutta: 
Mahesh Publications, n.d.).
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ICONOGRAPHY OF KALI.

Traditional images of KalT stand at

about four feet and show a four-armed KalT standing in alTdha pose, 

with right leg forward and placed on the chest of jfiva who lies beneath 

her. KalT is naked and wears a garland of human heads and a girdle of 

severed arms. She carries in her bottom left hand a severed head, top 

left a sword ( khadga ), dripping with blood, while her bottom right 

hand is opened in varada-mudra and top right in abhaya-mudra . Her 

tongue lolls out of her blood-soaked mouth and her hair hangs 

dishevelled over her shoulders down to her knees. She wears anklets, 

armbands, bracelets and a large crown ( mukuta ). She is usually given 

a stylised breast-piate as in the Durga images. Two small corpses are 

sometimes shown emerging from her ears or acting as ornaments. KalT, 

as her name implies, is usually painted black, although it is becoming 

popular to paint KalT images in varying shades of blue, including sky 

blue. If she is painted black, the eyebrows and lines around the eyes 

and mouth are painted red. Flashes of red are painted on her arms, 

legs, torso, palms of the hands and soles of the feet. The red against 

the black heightens the already gruesome effect of KalT's appearance. 

In contrast, jfiva is shown as a white, ash-smeared ascetic with matted 

hair, lying on a tiger skin, surrounded by snakes. Snva's eyes are 

half-closed in meditation and he lies on his back with arms behind his 

head or propped up on his elbow. He wears raksasa beads around his 

neck and is dressed in a tiger skin. In one hand is his dumaru drum, 

in the other a horn. KalT is accompanied by jackals (Pl.F, 3).

Daksina l<alT refers to KalT in her
• •

generous ( daksina ) aspect, but there are other forms of KalT which 

emphasise her other roles. As Raksa KalT, she gives protection 

( raksa ) from epidemics or misfortune. In Bengal, KalT is connected
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with epidemics, especially cholera 4?, just as Durga" is also called 

upon in times of disease and calamity4**. The form of Raksa KalT shows 

KalT without protruding tongue or garland of heads and she is only 

two-armed, holding in her right hand a skull, in the left a bowl of 

wine. Raksa" KalT is also worshipped if one's wishes have been 

fulfilled on the completion of a vow ( vrata ). ^mas'ana KaflT is the 

KalT of the cremation grounds, where she is worshipped by tantrics. 

This image is similar to that of Raks§ KalT. Smas'ana KalT is painted 

black and stands diagonally across Siva with her left foot forward 

instead of her right foot (PI E, 7). Some Bengalis make a distinction 

between Daksina (in this case meaning 'right') and Varna (meaning 

'left') Ka~lT, according to whether KalT is shown placing her left or 

her right foot on Diva's chest. This may refer to the Daksinacara 

(Right Hand Path) and Vamacara (Left Hand Path) of Sa~ktism, but may 

also be misinterpretation of terminology by local Bengalis. Images of 

Smas'ana KalT are made and painted on the same day and worshipped at 

night in a cremation ground and are immersed before the following dawn 

as part of KalT puja celebrations in the month of Karttika.

KalT, like Durga, is mentioned in the

DevT Mahatmya (DM) as a demon slayer, although she is not represented 

as such iconographically. In the DM 87-4-25, in her fight with the 

demons Canda and Munda, Durga (here called Ambika) becomes angry, her 

forehead grows dark and out if it emerges the fierce black goddess 

KalT. KalT is described as having a terrible appearance, being armed 

with a sword and noose, bearing a multi-coloured, skull-topped staff, 

being decorated with a garland of skulls, clad in a tiger skin, with

47. Chakravarti, Tantras, p.92.

48. Chakravarti, Tantras, p.94.
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emaciated flesh, wide-mouthed, lolling-tongued, with sunken red eyes. 

She kills the demons Canda and Munda and on returning to Ambika holding 

their severed heads, is dubbed CSmunda 49 . KalT is called upon again 

(DM 88.49-61) to kill the demon RaktavTja, whose blood creates hundreds 

of other demons if it touches the ground. KalT opens her mouth wide 

and devours all the demons, stretching out her tongue to catch the 

drops of blood from the wounded demon until he is completely

drained 50 . The Brhaddharma Purana, Purva khanda 23.6-8, says that at• . • * » «/

the end of the night on a new moon day, Ka"lT came down to earth to kill 

demons. The earth trembled under the weight of her feet and so £iva, 

as a corpse, held her on his chest and restored equilibrium 51 . She is 

described as dark ( s*yama ), four-armed, with varada and abhaya 

mudras in her left hands and a sword and a head in her right 5^. She 

is naked, dishevelled, with lolling tongue, bloody and fearful. She 

drinks wine and is surrounded by yoginfs who dance and drink with 

her. According to tantric tradition, KalT places her right foot 

( dakslna ) on diva's chest because ' dakslna ' has favourable and 

auspicious connotations and because the chest is the location of the 

twelve-petal led lotus heart ( manipura ), which is regarded as the 

place of worship for the istadevata (personal deity). 3iva meditates 

on the favourable, auspicious foot of KalT, which is why he is shown 

with half-closed eyes and serene expression.

49. F.E.Pargiter, trans., The Markandeya Purana (Calcutta: The Asiatic
Soc., 1972), pp.499-500. KcHik^r Puraoa 63.89 says that KalT emerged
out of the forehead of DevT (K.R.Van Kooij, worship of the Goddess
According to the K51ik5 Purina, pt.l (Leiden: E.J.Brill, 1972), p.127).

50. Pargiter, MarkaQ(Jeya, pp.505-506.

51. Hazra, Studies, pp.407-408 n.107.—~~~"~~~— /

52. H.Sastri, ed., Brhaddharma Purana (Calcutta: The Asiatic Soc., 
1875), p.152: ~* "~

pujayeyurmahclkalTm s^amam carucaturbhujam/
varabhayakaram vame daksinesinrmundakam// (Purva Khanda 23.12)

**• •••"* *'
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KalT is also connected with Visnu as• •

Krsna. In the Krsna-KalT image, otherwise known as Syama-Syama", the 

two deities are combined in a syncretic image which shows Krsna with• • •

protruding tongue and garland of heads ( mundamala ). The story con­ 

nected with this image relates how one day Krsna was with RadKa and 

other gopis when Radha's husband, Abhimanyu, was informed of her mis­ 

conduct by Radha's mother-in-law, Jatila and her sister-in-law, 

Kutila". The infuriated husband, accompanied by his mother, sister and 

neighbours, went to the Vrnda groves with drawn sword to punish his 

wife. Radha found out about the danger and prayed to Krsna to devise 

a means of escaping. Krsna assumed the form of KalT and Ra~dha" fell at 

her feet in an attitude of worship. When Abhimanyi saw this, he was 

pleased, because he as a worshipper of KalT53 .

THE RITUAL OF KAlF PUJA.

The puja" for KalT is as follows.

Having done daily rites, the worshipper sits on a seat and does Vedic 

acamana (sipping water). With a mantra , the seat is sprinkled with 

water and purified. The hands and feet are washed and mantras are 

recited for the removal of sins. With the mantra ' hung ', the 

worshipper looks at the place of worship and then writes the mantra 

' kling ' on the ground to remove sins. ' Hung ' and ' kling ' are the 

so-called 'seed 1 ( bfja ) mantras of KalT54 . The worshipper ties a 

scarf around himself as a mark of humility. Remembering his teacher, 

flowers and perfume are given to £iva and the other gods and the in-

53. D.C.Sen, Bariga Sahitya Paricaya (or Selections from the Bengali 
Literature), pt. 1 (Calcutta: Univ. of Calcutta, 1914), p.iii.

54. These are the so-called ' bTja or seed mantras of KalT. 
P.G.Lalye mentions the recitation of the DevT phonemes hllm or hrim 
is supposed to be efficacious (Studies, p.124).
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vocation and samkalpa vows are made. The ghata is established, 

the tirthas (holy places of pilgrimage) are invoked, the ghata is 

bathed and the worshipper does acamana . The ordinary arghya is 

established and the dvaradevata (door deities) are worshipped. A 

right-handed svastika is usually drawn near the place of worship for 

this purpose. Then comes the 'removal of obstacles', the purification 

of the place of worship (the asana and the mandapa ) with the mula 

mantra and the paffcagavya . The puja articles are placed to the 

right and the ghee lamps are lit. The worshipper then purifies his 

body ( kayadisodhana ) with the special mantra , taking sandal wood and 

red flowers, rubs them in the palms of his hands, smells them and with 

a snapping of the fingers, does da&digbandhana (warding off the evil 

spirits in all directions, literally 'fencing all the ten sides') and 

bhutas*uddhi . Then, placing his hand over his heart, he does a"tma- 

pranapratlstha* , then pranayama , followed by prayer to the rsis
• * * • •

(sages). With mudras various parts of the body are touched and the 

worshipper meditates on Devf. After meditation, there is puja with 

mental offerings ( manasa puja ), the showing of various mudras and 

the special arghya . The the KalT yantra is drawn. The mystic 

syllables ' kring ' and ' hring ' are drawn within a triangle surround­ 

ed by a circle, eight lotus petals, another circle and then a square. 

This KalT yantra is taken from the 'Tantrasara' of Krsnananda . Wel­ 

coming ( avahana ) is done and then the consecration of the image with 

caksurdana and pranapratistha . DevT's puja" with the sixteen 

upacaras follows. The eight Saktis (Astanayikas) are worshipped with 

Brahmins and Lokapalas and their weapons. This is followed by pOja 

to Siva and then sacrifice. Animal sacrifice is done according to 

tantric rules with the sacrifice of goats, followed by tantric homa , 

japa and then the conclusion of ceremonies with a benediction
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( lanti ), the tllaka mark, daksina (gifts and payment of Brahmins' 

fees) and vlsarjana . A hymn taken from the Brahmavaivarta Purana is 

sung. Clay images of KS1T are immersed before dawn the following day, 

although today, many puja committees leave KalT images in panda!as 

for as long as possible.

The festive worship of KalT is performed

on many occasions, especially during times of calamity, such as the 

outbreak of epidemics or at times of rejoicing and thanksgiving as at 

DiwalT, the Ratanti-caturdalf day (the fourteenth day of the dark 

fortnight in Magha) and the fourteenth day of the dark fortnight of 

Jyaistha (which is performed mainly with fruits and is known as 

phalaharinf puja )55. with the outbreak of epidemics in villages, 

there is public worship of Raksa KalT or £ama!ana KalT56. Special 

worship is done in shrines on new moon nights, which, with tuesdays and 

Saturdays, are regarded as sacred to the deity57.

The cult of KalT became popular in the

days of the 'Swadeshi 1 struggle and there was a strong attempt to 

identify it with nation-worship; KalT was Bengal personified^.

LAKSMI PUJA.

The festi val of LaksmT puja fal 1 s

between Durga puja" and KalT puja . It is celebrated a few days 

after Durga puja on the evening of the full moon day ( purplma ) in 

A/vina, sometimes referred to as AsAnnapaurnamasT . LaksmT is

55. Chakravarti, Tantras, p.92.

56. Chakravarti, Tantras, pp.92-93.

57. Chakravarti, Tantras, p.92.

58. Thompson and Spencer, Bengali, p.14.
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associated with harvest and prosperity and she is worshipped throughout 

Bengal in both rural and urban areas. There is a practice of leaving a 

lit lamp on the spot where Durga puja was held and for LaksmT puja 

to take place on the same site. Pandalas are generally dismantled 

after Durga puja and the image of LaksmT is housed in a smaller
»

construction. If images are used, they may be small mould images or 

larger hand-modelled images, although even these are not usually very 

large. Also popular are painted earthenware plates called ' LaksmT 

s*ara ' ( s*ara , earthen lid). These are painted on the convex side by 

patuas and sold from shops belonging to the malfs . £aras are hung 

from walls and worshipped with a stool, rice-paste decorations 

( allpana ) painted on the floor showing the feet of Laksmf, and a 

ghata . Images of LaksmT are worshipped on the purnlma and immersed 

on the following day. Laksmf puja is also peformed on dTpanvita in 

Karttika and the puja on this occasion is the same as LaksmT puja" 

in As'vina.

ICONOGRAPHY OF LAKSMK

Images of LaksmT show a two-armed

goddess holding cornucopia in her left hand and showing abhaya or 

varada mudra with her right. Because of her role as the goddess of 

fortune, she is sometimes shown holding a pot from which pours paddy. 

She is dressed in a s*ari , is highly ornamented and has decorative
«

mukuta . Her hair flows in ringlets over her shoulders and she is 

sweetly-smiling. LaksmT's vahana is the owl, upon whose wings she is 

sometimes shown riding, although more usually the owl is placed at 

LaksmT's feet and LaksmT is seated upon a lotus. The owl is sometimes
• *

shown perched on a conch-shell. Most Laksmf images have a sloping 

simhasana , but no call . LaksmT is painted golden yellow or pink 

(Pl.E, 6). Variant images include LaksmT-Narayana and Gaja~-LaksmT,
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referred to in Bengali as 'Kamale Kaminf (the Lady on the Lotus). 

Although LaksmT is associated with Durga as her daughter, she is still 

£rT, the consort of Visnu.

JAGADDHATRT PJJJA.

JagaddhatrT puja" is celebrated on the

light ninth day ( s'ukla navamT ) of Karttika. Puja" is performed in 

the morning, midday and evening, combining the celebrations of a§tamf, 

navamT and das'amT into one day's ritual» JagaddhatrT is another 

form of Durga as Protectoress of the World. Since her festival is an 

abbreviated duplication of Durga puja" , many families who perform the 

annual Durga puja do not celebrate JagaddhatrT puja . JagaddhatrT 

puja is celebrated privately and communally, although it does not en­ 

joy as much popularity as Durga - or KalT puja . JagaddhatrT piuja 

is celebrated by puja committees in towns such as Krishnanagar in the 

Nadia district and Chandannagar in the Hooghly district, but it is not 

celebrated in all areas of Bengal.

ICONOGRAPHY OF JAGADDHATRT.

Jagaddhatrf is a form of Durga. She is

four-armed and has the lion as her mount. This lion is sometimes 

shown standing upon an elephant and attacking it. Jagaddhatrl is seat­ 

ed upon a lotus placed on the back of the lion. In her four hands she 

carries a conch and a bow in the top and bottom right hands respect­ 

ively and a discus and arrow in the top and bottom left hands. A snake 

is shown draped over one shoulder (PI.F, 1). JagaddhatrT is tradition­ 

ally coloured bright yellow or orange, although the modern trend is to 

paint her pink. Urban images are extremely large and extensively 

decorated with Sola and daker saja . The JagaddhatrT scene may have 

been taken from the DM and represents the battle between Durga" and 

Mahis.a during which Mahisa assumed various shapes including that of an
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elephant. The epithet 'Jagad-dhatrT' (the Protectoress of the World, 

jagad ) does not appear in the DM, but appears in the Kalika Purana^, 

although there is no iconographical description of a goddess called 

JagaddhatrT. According to C.Chakravarti, JagaddhatrT is mentioned in 

the Maya Tantra ch.2 and 4 (as quoted in the 'Tantrasara') under the 

general name of Durga^O.

THE RITUAL OF JAGADDHATRl PUJA.

Although an image is used in Jagad-

dhatrf puja , the 'Purohita Darpana 1 mentions the Narayana s*ila 

(i.e. s'alagrama ) and the ghata as alternative media for worship. 

Puja" starts with invocation and the samkalpa vow and the initiated 

worshipper ( pujaka ) and tantradharaka are nominated. The pujaka 

sits on the asana and does tantric acamana . The ghata is•

established and JagaddhatrT 1 s meditation is done. The mental offerings 

are made, followed by special arghya . PTtha puja , meditation and 

visualisation come next. Invocation is made, the articles of worship 

are set out, fingers snapped and das"adigbandhana done with various 

mudras , followed by consecration of the image. Puja with the 

sixteen upacaras is offered, including aratl and puspaffjall . The 

avarana (covering) deities are worshipped and puja is done to the•

Nava&ktis. Puja is offered to DevT's vahana and to Jaya and 

Vijaya (her attendants). After pranayama there is obeisance and 

animal sacrifice according to tantric rules. Candf patha (the 

recital of the CandT) and japa follow. Kumarf puja is done and the 

celebrations are concluded with evening puja" which includes homa , 

s*ahti , the giving of the tilaka mark on the forehead, and

59. Van Kooij, Worship, p.184 under JagaddhatrT.

60. Chakravarti, Tantras, p.95.
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daksina . The next day, at dawn, there is a brief puja , arati , 

then visarjana .

KARTTIKEYA PUJA.

Karttikeya puja is performed in honour

of the god of war, Karttikeya, otherwise known as Skanda, the son of 

jfiva and Parvati". Karttikeya is a confirmed bachelor and the god of 

prostitutes. He is referred to as ' aiburo ' (unmarried, a bachelor). 

Karttikeya puja" is performed on the last day ( sahkranti ) of 

Karttika. Karttikeya is shown riding upon his vahana , the peacock, 

and holds in his two hands a bow and arrow. A large number of 

Karttikeya images are made for communal and private worship and these 

are immersed directly after pu"ja . Most Karttikeya images are 

hand-modelled and stand at about four feet (Pl.D, 3).

VI^VAKARMA PUJA.

Vis'vakarma puja" is celebrated on the

last day ( sahkranti ) of Bhadra (Aug-Sept) directly before Durga 

puja . The construction of the Vis'vakarma" images marks the beginning 

of the peak season for kumaras in urban areas, since images are 

required for puja celebrations right up till November. Vis'vakarma", 

the 'All-Maker 1 , is originally a name of Prajapati, the creator of the 

universe, then a name of Tvasta, the artisan of the gods 61-. He is 

described as the 'guru of all artists'62. In popular Bengali 

religious poetry, he is always called upon by the gods to build cities 

and temples for them and he is still considered the patron god of 

craftsmen. Strictly speaking, it is obligatory to perform Vis'vakarma 

puja before any undertaking of religious art, especially in image

61. Wendy O'Flaherty, Hindu Myths (Harmmondsworth: Penguin Books, 
1976), p.357.

62. O'Flaherty, Myths, p.50.
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making. Vis'vakarma is worshipped mostly in factories and garages all 

over Bengal and in Assam and his worship has become increasingly 

popular in urban areas. Small, temporary shrines are made for the 

single day of worship, either in or near a workshop. Vis'vakarma is not 

worshipped in houses or puja" panda!as .

Although it has become customary to use

clay images of Vis'vakarma, no doubt the artisan would in the past have 

performed puja upon the tools of his trade. The puja itself 

follows the standard pattern of invocation, samkalpa vow, establish­ 

ment of the ghata , purification, puja to Ganes'a and the other 

deities, meditation, followed by Vis'vakarma's special puja . The pay­ 

ment of Brahmins' fees ( daksina ) completes the ritual. Images may be 

kept in workshops after puja or immersed.

SARASVATf PUJA.

In the spring, there are a few more

festivals requiring clay images. The first is Sarasvatf puja" which 

occurs on the light fifth day ( s'ukla paricamT ) in Magha (Jan-Feb). 

Sarasvatf is the patron goddess of learning and the arts and conse­ 

quently she is worshipped in schools and academic institutions 

throughout Bengal. An ink-pot, books, and vfna (lute) are used in 

worship to emphasise Sarasvatf's role. At the end of ceremonies, the 

priest takes the hand of a young child and guides it through the first 

letters of the Bengali alphabet, writing them on a piece of paper or a 

slate. Sarasvatf, like Laksmf, is usually worshipped in mould images, 

although larger, hand-modelled images may be used. Sarasvatf, 

'flowing', refers to one of the sacred rivers of India, but also to the 

goddess Sarasvatf. In the Rg Veda, she is associated with various 

dieties, but she is later identified with vac , speech. Later still, 

she became the consort of the god Brahma and was regarded as the
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inventor of the Sanskrit language and patron goddess of the arts. As 

the &kti (female energy) of Brahma, she is called Brahmf. SarasvatT 

images are very similar to those of LaksmT, although SarasvatT is 

usually shown standing, with her vahana , the swan, at her feet. Most 

images have a sloping simhasana . SarasvatT is shown as two-armed, 

holding vfna in the left hand and rosary or book in the right hand 

Pl.E, 4). It is common to find SarasvatT images painted completely 

white with only the facial details painted in. Otherwise, SarasvatT 

may wear a blue or yellow sliri . Puja to SarasvatT follows the 

outline mentioned for other deities.

ANNAPURMA PUJA/VASANTI PUJA.

During the month of Caitra (Mar-Apr),

there is puja to Annapurna and a duplication of the autumnal Durga 

puja celebrations called VasantT puja , because it takes place in the 

spring ( vasanta ). Annapurna puja" is held on the light eighth day

( s*ukla astamT ) in Caitra. Annapurna is known in Bengal also as * • • * >
Annada and in Bharatacandra's 'AnnadoT Mangala 1 , the poet writes that 

Annapurna DevT is worshipped at night on the eighth day of the light 

fortnight in the month of Caitra63 . The worship of Annapurna the 

manifestation of ParvatT as the giver of food ( anna ), celebrates a 

popular myth that ParvatT became Annapurnr as a result of a domestic 

quarrel with her husband, <fiva. 3iva supplied the family with food by 

begging. One day, incapacitated by his addiction to smoking bhan'ga 

(marijuana), the great god could not go out on his rounds. The 

previous day's food was eaten by the children, Ganeda and Karttikeya 

and their vahanas , the rat and the peacock. Husband and wife sat 

apart, dejected at their hunger. The sage Narada, noted for starting

63. Annapurna is known in Bengal as Annada and in Bharatacandra's 
'Annada Mangala', the poet writes that AnnapuTrna DevT is worshipped at 
night on the eighth day of the light fortnight in the month of Caitra:

caitra mase s*uklapakse astamT-nis'aya/
kariha amar pujar bidhibyabasthaya//

(BhaYatacandrer Granthavali, n.a.(Calcutta: Vasumati Sahitya Mandir, n.d.), p.29)————————
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quarrels, appeared and aggravated the situation by blaming each in 

front of the other. ParvatT decided to desert her husband. The 

following day she took Gages'a and Karttikeya and headed in the 

direction of her father's house, while Siva was out begging. Anxious 

not to let things get out of hand, Narada tells ParvatT that despite 

his faults, £iva has many good qualities. He tells her to go begging 

at all the houses on diva's round ahead of him and to collect all the 

food. This she does and as a result, £iva returns home empty-handed. 

ParvatT then feeds £iva, who is so delighted that he embraces her 

violently and becomes one with her. The form of PeTrvatT feeding £iva

is known as Annapurna, while that of £iva becoming one with her is 

known as ArdhanarTs'vara 64 .

VasantT puja" in Caitra is not as

popular as the autumnal ( s'aradfya ) Durga puja held in As'vina, 

although it is similar in every respect. According to C.Chakravarti , 

the Caitra worship of Durga is not referred to by the smarta writers 

Brhaspati or sfrTnatha. Govindananda quotes from the Kalika Purana, 

prescribing the worship of Durga on the same day as the festive 

worship of Annapurna on the light eighth of Caitra, while Brhaspati and 

^rfnatha quote from the Devf Purana eulogising the worship of Durga* on 

the following day, the ninth65. In some families, Annapurna is 

worshipped at the time of VasantT puja . A similar celebration takes

64. Thomas, Epics, pp.108-109.

65. C.Chakravarti, "Sakta Festivals of Bengal and their Antiquity", 
IHQ, Vol.XXVII, no.3 (September 1951), p.257.
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place in Maharashtra and is called the Caitra-Gaurf festival66 ; 

being another epithet of ParvatT or Durga, meaning the 'Fair One 1 . 

Throughout Caitra, Maharasthran women celebrate in honour of the 

goddess who is identified as the goddess of spring. It is believed 

that GaurT comes to the home of her parents on the third of the bright 

half of Caitra and stays there for a month. She returns to her in-laws 

exactly a month later on the third of the bright half of Vaisakha. 

During the period of her stay, a painted pata panel is sometimes 

installed in homes and temples.

MANASA PUJA.

Clay images are also made during the

festival of Manasa puja in honour of the snake goddess, Manasa", which 

takes place on the dark fifth day ( krsna pancamT ) of Sravana 

(July-Aug), otherwise known as nagpancamT . The festival occurs in 

the rainy season ( bars! kala ) while there is great danger from 

snakes, especially in the villages of Bengal. The Purohita Darpana 

recommends puja for a month from krsna pancamT of Sravana to krsna 

pancamT of Bhadra (Aug-Sept). This, it says, removes the fear of 

snake-bite. In the villages of Bengal, Manasa" puja is celebrated 

with the recital of Manasa" Man gal a songs and boat races, the whole 

festival being known as Bhasana Yatra . In Bengal and south India, 

Manasa is worshipped on the branch of a snuhi pi ant 67. The snuhi 

tree (Euforbia nerifolia 68 ) is a cactus plant known in Bengal as 

sija and regarded as a snake-repellent. It is associated with Manasa"

66. Jyotindra Jain, Treasures of Everyday Art (Poona: Marg, 
Publications, 1977), p. lOTT

67. Kane, Dharmasastra(1958), p. 125

68. Kane, Dharma£astra(1958), p. 125
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caste people. In the Deccan, clay images of snakes coloured yellow and 

black are worshipped during this festival 69 . Similar images are 

worshipped in Bengal, the snakes representing Manasa". Although Manasa 

puja is not popular in urban areas, it is popular in rural Bengal and 

Assam, where it is common to find clay images of this deity during the 

annual festival.

Manasa is a four-armed goddess shown

seated upon a lotus or her vahana , the white goose. She is golden 

and dressed in a s'a"ri with all the usual ornamentation. She is said•

to be surrounded by eight snakes. She holds four snakes in her hands 

and the remaining four are in her crown and at her feet (Pl.E, 5). 

Manasa is usually worshipped in medium sized , hand-modelled images 

rather than in moulds.

THE RITUAL OF MANASA PUJA.

The 'Purohita Darpana 1 recommends that

the householder places a sija branch on a vedi for the worship of 

Manasa. After invocation to Manasa, the samkalpa vow is made, 

ordinary arghya offered and after rites of purification, Ganes'a and 

the other deities are worshipped and Manasa" is meditated on. Puja is 

performed and the pfthas (holy places) are worshipped. An important 

part of the ceremonies is bathing Manasa with milk. She is offered 

sandalwood, a garland, vermilion and sweetmeats. Her eight snakes are 

worshipped with padya water. Puspaffjali is offered, followed by 

obeisance and the conclusion of ceremonies with dakslna and 

visarjana . It is also said that whoever's parents have died from 

snake-bite, should on this day do snake puja so that their parents 

may be released from snake-bite and go to heaven. To do this, the

69. Kane, Dharmas/astra(1958), p.125.
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worshipper must perform puja to the eight snakes after making the 

satirical pa vow. Milk should be offered to the eight snakes as it is a 

special offering in snake puja . The hymn recited to Manasa" is taken

from the Brahmavaivarta Purana, Prakrti Khanda. P.V.Kane summarises• * • • •
Manasa puja saying that after the initial samkalpa in order to 

remove the danger of snake-bite, Manasa" is offered the parfcopacara 

and then Ananta and the other Nagas (snake deities) are worshipped, the 

principal item being the nalvedya of milk and ghee. Nlmba leaves 

are placed inside the house and the yajamaha eats them and makes 

Brahmins eat them^O. Manasa images are usually immersed after 

worship, although they may be left to decompose in the open air.

CLAY IMAGES IN SHRINES.

Apart from the clay images used in

festivals, there are many that are installed in private and public 

shrines and in temples. Most private shrines contain mould clay 

images, although it is possible to find hand-modelled clay images as 

well, some of which are kept for several years and are renovated when 

necessary. Mould images, on the other hand, are replaced annually.

Many public shrines contain a collection

of images, all of which may be made out of different materials. Single 

hand-modelled images are common, however, and include images of Ganga 

(the personification of the river Ganges, with her vahana , the 

makara ), Brahma (carrying water pot and painted red), <fiva (standing 

beside his vahana , Nandin), JagaddhatrT, Kalf, Sarasvat", ^ttala" (the 

goddess of smallpox), &ni (the personification of the planet Saturn) 

and a number of idiosyncratic images. Images of jfFtala" and 3ani are 

common in urban areas, although ^Ttala is a rural goddess. ^Ttala is

70. Kane, Dharmas£stra(1958), p.125.
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shown riding her vahana , the ass, and holds in her two hands a 
pitcher and a broomstick. She is white and wears a white dress (Pl.E, 
1). Her name euphemistically means 'cool' and she is said to give 
protection against smallpox. In Assam she is known as Ai, the Mother, 
and smallpox is called ' Ai olowa ', the 'appearance of the 
Mother' 71 . Sam* is the son of Surya, the sun god and Chaya 72 . He is 
lame due to ParvatT's curse, is black and wears black clothes. He 
rides upon a vulture and is associated with calamities.

Images of SasthT (the goddess of
childbirth) are worshipped during the festival of SasthT puja by 
village women 7^. She is two-armed, painted yellow and stands on a cat 
and holds a child in her arms. SasthT is known as the Cat Mother74 .

VARIANT IMAGES.

Several variant images are worshipped

during the celebrations of Durga- and KalT pujas . These are 

normally commissioned by the puja committees rather than by 
traditional families who, as we have seen before, were more 

conservatively-minded. Most of these variant images are the result of 
a quest for innovation, although in some cases, they are the result of 

inter-sectarian influence and combined festivals.

Besides the standard MahisasuramarddinT

format, there are also two kinds of images known as 'Akala Bodhana' and 
^iva-ParvatT. Akala Bodhana shows a ten-armed Durga" standing in front 

of a lion, preventing Rama, who is shown kneeling below, from firing

71. M.Neog, "Ai, the Small-pox Goddess of Assam", MI,, Vol.31, no.2 
(April-June 1951), p.76.

72. Thomas, Epics, p.84.

73. Laksminarasiah, Encyclopaedia, p.38.

74. S.K.Ray, The Ritual Arts of the Bratas of Bengal (Calcutta: Firma 
K.L.Mukhopadyay, 1961), p.21.
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an arrow into his eye. The additional figures of Hanuman, VibhTsana
•

and Rama's brother, Laksmana, are included. The scene is taken from a 

passage in the Lanka" khanda of the Bengali Ramayana, which describes 

how Rama prepares to remove one of his 'blue lotus-like' eyes as 

fulfilment of a vow he makes to offer Durga one hundred and eight blue 

lotuses. Although Rama offers the required number of blue lotuses, 

Durga steals one, and unable to complete the number he is about to 

remove one of his 'blue lotus' eyes with his bow and arrow, but is 

prevented at the last minute by Durga. The Akala Bodhana refers to 

Brahma's 'untimely awakening' of Durga in the autumn in order to help 

Rama in his battle against Ravana. This scene is represented in large, 

hand-modelled images worshipped in urban puja pandalas (Pl.E, 2).

Siva-ParvatT images show £iva seated on

a throne or on his vahana , the white bull, Nandin, with his wife, 

ParvatT, on his lap. Their 'family 1 of Gapes'a, Laksmf, Karrtikeya and 

SarasvatT are placed on either side. This kind of image is popular 

among spice merchants ( gandhavaniks ) during Durga puja . A similar 

arrangement occurs in another kind of image showing a ten-armed Durga" 

seated on a lion with the baby Krsna on her lap. The 'family 1 of Durga 

are included.

During Kalf plija , it is possible to

find a number of alternative images being worshipped. Although the 

most popular image is that of Daksina KalT, images of Chinnamasta 

(depicting KalT who has severed her own head, standing upon the 

interlocked figures of Kama and Rati and accompanied by dakinfs ) and 

other varieties of KalT image may also be seen. One adventurous puja 

pandala in Krishnanagar, Nadia district, includes seven hand-modelled 

images of KalT during the annual KalT pUja festival. These include: 

TaYa Pftha (based on the famous Sakta pftha ), Daksines\arf Kal f;
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Anandamayf KalT (Ka"11 seated in padmasana on fiva); Smas'a'na KS1T; 

KSlTghat Kalf (modelled on the semi-iconic stone image of Kalf at the 

Kali ghat temple in Calcutta); b'lddhes'varf KalT (similar to the 

Daksines'varf image); and /Tdyapftha (based on the grey stone image 

discovered in the Hooghly river and installed in a small temple near 

the Daksines'varr KalT temple north of Calcutta). Brahmin priests are 

employed to do separate puja to each of these KalTs who are placed in 

adjoining cubicles within a single, semi-circular pandala .

At the annual celebration of Rasa Yatra",

a Vaisnavite festival, a lage number of clay images of ^akta deities 

are displayed in puja pandalas in the cities of Nabadwip and 

Shantipur in the Nadia district75 . On this occasion it is possible to 

see images used in the annual jfekta festivals and daily puja such as 

Durga, KalT and Gariga, plus more uncommon images such as BhadrakalT, 

Sava-Siva (Ka*lT seated upon two corpses representing Siva) and 

Krsna-Kall (Devf holding the infant Krsna).

Apart from the unusual images

commissioned for the urban puja" committees, there are also those used 

by the tantrics in their own celebrations. For Instance, in the 

vicinity of the Kalighat temple in south Calcutta, there is an annual 

performance of a large tantric puja which has been performed in that 

area for the past fourteen years. It is organised by the Shanti Ashram 

and is led by the tantric teacher, Sivananda Giri. This puja lasts 

twenty-two days and ends on the s'ukla da&mf of A/vina, the final day 

of Durga puja" . A large pandala is erected to house one hundred and 

eight images, including clay images of the Astadasimahavidyas (the 

eighteen incarnations of Devf such as Chinnamasta, DhumavatT, Bagala 

etc.). These images are immersed after celebrations.

75. C.Chakravarti does not think that this festival is very old and is 
not mentioned in the Haribhaktivilasa ("&kta Festivals", p.260).
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PART THREE.

CHAPTER EIGHT:HISTORICAL SOURCES.

In Part One of the thesis I have

discussed the classical tradition of image making and the various modes 

of image worship with particular reference to clay images. In Part Two 

I have outlined the contemporary Bengali practice of making clay images 

in the context of image worship in Bengal. In Part Three I will be 

examining the historical sources for the worship of clay images in 

Bengal .

To discover the origin and development

of the practice of worshipping clay images in Bengal, it is necessary 

first to examine the historical background of Bengal with particular 

reference to religion, art and the patronage of art. Next, since 

Bengali image makers do not follow the guidelines of a jfilpa £astra 

and there does not seem to be any notable Silpa SeFstra belonging to 

this region, it is necessary to fall back on other literary sources in 

order to try and piece together a picture of events leading to the 

current Bengali practice of worshipping clay images. In this 

connection it will be necessary to examine: 1. the origin and 

development of the festival of Durgotsava , the most important Bengali 

festival involving clay images; 2. the rural tradition of Bengal and 

the worship of village deities ( grama devata ); and 3. the rise of the 

urban tradition of clay image making during the British period.

The historical sources for Durgotsava 

are the Puranas, especially the Sakta Upapuranas, and those puja-
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paddhatls (ritual compendiums) directly related to the worship of the 

goddess Durga. These Sanskrit sources have been commented upon by many 

Bengali scholars and there continues to be speculation on the origins 

of the goddess Durga and her autumnal worship, Durgotsava . Many 

scholars believe that the festival of Durgotsava using a clay image 

is of fairly recent origin, but there are indications that the 

tradition goes back several centuries. Durgotsava has undergone 

transformation through the years and the present festival is the result 

of numerous accretions, although as Yogescandra Ray aptly puts it, 

those who try to derive explanations for Durgotsava from the various 

parts of the festival are like the proverbial blind men with the 

elephant - each grasped a part and thought it represented the whole^.

The historical sources for the rural

tradition are the vernacular poems known as the Marigala Kavya 

( mangala , auspicious, kavya , poems) composed by Bengali village 

poets, usually under the patronage of a local landlord. Numerous 

Mangala Kavya were written from the start of the Muslim period (13th c) 

until the 18th c, when the genre waned in popularity and Bengali prose 

came to the fore for the first time. The precise dating of these 

poems, as with all Indian literature, is often difficult. Most of the 

poems were hand copied, leaving wide margin for scribal error and 

adaptation. There are no critical editions of Mangala Kavya and the 

printed editions that are available have often been heavily edited, 

detracting even more from the original. Most extant manuscripts do not 

predate the 17th c. However, these poems provide essential information 

on the religious tradition of rural Bengal and the social mores of 

Bengali villagers.

1. Ray, Puja Parvana, p.77.
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Once we enter the British period

(18th-20th c), the historical sources become Bengali journals and the 

documentaries of foreign travellers, missionaries, artists and 

officials. Much of this information is highly personalised and 

factually incorrect in the light of present day evidence. However, 

these sources provide interesting, first hand information and are 

important in reconstructing events of the period.
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CHAPTER NINE:HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF BENGAL.

GEOGRAPHY.

Bengal began to develop a regional

character between the 13th-15th c, the period of Muslim rule. Prior 

to this period, the various regions of north-eastern India which 

comprise modern Bengal were offshoots of the great Buddhist and Hindu 

dynasties of the Pal as (8th-12th c) and Senas (12th c). The name 

Bengal is an Anglicised version of ' vahgala '*, a term used by Muslim 

rulers to refer to the area between the Ganges and Brahmaputra 

rivers^. When the British East India Company gained control of Bengal 

in the mid-18th c, Bengal was still part of a vaguely-defined area of 

eastern India that included Bihar, Assam and Orissa. It was not until 

the first decade of the 20th century that Bengal became distinct from 

its neighbours^. In 1947, with Independence, Bengal was divided into 

West Bengal and East Pakistan, and later, in 1971, East Pakistan became 

Bangladesh.

In ancient times, north eastern India

was dominated by Magadha, the seat of several major dynasties and the 

birthplace of MahavTra, the founder of Jainism, and Gautama Buddha, the 

founder of Buddhism, both of whom were born in the 6th c B.C. Magadha 

later came to be known as Bihar, since it was once a land of viharas 

( vihara , Buddhist monastery). To the far east of Magadha was 

Pragjyotisa, which in early and medieval times was known as

1. R.C.Majumdar, ed., The History of Bengal, Vol.1 (Dacca: Univ. of 
Dacca, 1943), pp.18-19.

2. Banerji, Tantra, p.53.

3. KH.A.Haye, "The Main Aspects of the British Policy in Bengal in the 
17th century", IHQ, Vol.XXII, no.l (March 1946). p.48 n.5.
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Kamarupa4 . After the invasion of the Tai or Shan people in the early 

13th c, whom the indigenous people referred to as Asam and later Ahom, 

the area came to be known as Asam, the anglicised form of which is 

Assam 5 . In between Magadha and Pragjyotisa was a cluster of small 

kingdoms which comprised the area now covered by West Bengal and 

Bangladesh : to the north, Pundra, Varendra and Gauda: to the south and
• • •

east, Samatata and Vanga; and to the west, Radha and Karnasuvarna 6 . • • . •
The ancient kingdom of Kalinga covered what is now Orissa and the 

coastal strip of Andhra Pradesh 7 (Map Three).

DYNASTIC RULE.

The earliest dynasty in eastern India

was that of the Mauryas (4th-2nd c.B.C.), who, under the great emperor 

As'oka (c.269-232 B.C.) 8 , propagated Buddhism throughout India and as 

far as Ceylon. Early Buddhist art centered round the stupa , a large 

domed building containing the relics of the Buddha. Buddhist themes 

dominated the artistic output of north eastern India until the advent 

of the Guptas (3rd-6th c A.D.) who were Hindus. The Guptas were devout 

Bhagavatas^ (Vaisnavas) who also worshipped SrT (LaksmT) as an 

integral part of the cult 10. According to V.S.Agrawala, the five

4. S.Sarma, Assamese Literature, MILS ed., J.Gonda, Vol.IX (Wiesbaden: 
Otto Harrassowitz, 1976), p.43.

5. Sarma, Assamese, p.43.

6. Banerji, Tantra, pp.52-53 who says that Radha corresponds to modern 
Burdwan district, Karnasuvarna to Murshidabad, Samatata to Faridpur, 
Gauda to Malda and Varendra to Rajshahi and Pabna;' and Majumdar, 
History, pl.l; B.K.Kakati says that Pragjyotisa comprised the whole of 
north Bengal (The Mother Goddess Kamakhya (Gauhati, Assam: Punya Prasad 
Duara, 3rd ed., 1961), p.3).

7. Basham, Wonder, p.49.

8. Basham, Wonder, p.xvil.

9. J.N.Banerjea, Paurarric and Tantric Religion (Calcutta: Univ. of 
Calcutta, 1966), p.52.

10. Banerjea, Pauranic, p.59.
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principal religious movements during the Gupta period were the 

Parfcaratra Bha"gavatas, the Pas'upata ifaivas (whose extreme offshoots 

were the Kapalikas and the Kalamukhas 11 ), the Upanisadic tradition and 

the philosophical system of Samkhya and Yoga 12 . The Guptas established 

the beginnings of classical art in the north eastern provinces. In the 

Gupta classical period, especially in the Sarnath school, the favourite 

medium was grey sandstone from the quarry at Chunar, about twenty-five 

miles south west of VaranasT (modern Benares) 13 . Under Samudragupta 

and Candragupta, who controlled Varendra and Pundra, sandstone figures 

of Buddha were either sent down to Bengal or arrangements were made, 

perhaps, to quarry sandstone from Chunar and ferry it by raft to 

Bengal 14 . When the Gupta empire collapsed, there was a period of 

brief rule by king Harsa of Kanyakubja (the modern Kanauj) who 

controlled a large part of north eastern India, including Bengal, in

the 7th c1 ^. Harsa's court poet was Bana, author of Harsacarita,the• • • • *

biography of Harsa, and the CandTs'ataka, a poem based on the theme of 

the DevT Mahatmya, eulogising the goddess Durga. After the death of 

Harsa, there was a period of anarchy which ended with the establishment 

of the Pal a dynasty by Gopala Deva in the 8th c A.D.

11. Banerjea, Pauranic, p.96.

12. V.S.Agrawala , The Glorification of the Great Goddess (Varanasi: 
All India Kashiraj Trust, 1963), p.vi.

13. S.K.Saraswati, Early Sculpture of Bengal (Calcutta: Ramendranath 
Mukherjee, 1962), pp.114-115.

14. According to P.Dasgupta, the carvers were mostly from Magadhan 
stock and the present bhaskaras (sculptors) of Murshidabad and 
surrounding regions came from the same stock (Temple, p.11).

15. Mitra, "Bengal School", pp.71-72.
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THE P&.AS (8th-12th c A.P.).

The Pal as continued the tradition of the

Mauryas and developed Magadha into a seat of Buddhist learning. During 

the Pal a period, Buddhism spread into Tibet 16 . A Pal a school of art 

was established, owing something to the classical Gupta style, but 

introducing a regional element, a local idiom which defined it from 

classical Gupta art 17. The art centres were often monasteries such as 

those at Nalanda and further east at Paharpur, Mainamati and Mahasthah 

(Map Two). These monasteries were all decorated with terracotta 

plaques on their outer walls depicting scenes from everday life^. 

The clay plaques at Paharpur show men and women of different 

occupations, wild Savaras of the outlying regions of Bengal, 

Brahmanical and Buddhist deities, scenes from Hindu Epics, the Krsna 

legend and stories from the Parfcatantra* 9 . Most of the monasteries 

and temples from the Pal a period survived until the advent of the 

iconoclastic Muslims in the 13th c. The Pal as were great patrons of 

the arts and the Pal a style spread to Nepal, Kashmir, Burma and even 

south east Asia20. The artist DhTman and his son, Bitpala, flourished 

under the Pal a patronage and were largely responsible for the 

propagation of the Pal a style. DhTman was a Buddhist living in Magadha 

and was head of the eastern school of painters, while Bitpala was a

16. Mitra, "Bengal School", p.78.

17. Saraswati, Early, p.118.

18. S.Husain, Everyday life in the Pal a Empire (Dacca: Asiatic Soc.of 
Pakistan, 1968), p.64.

19. Husain, Everyday, p.48.

20. Mitra, "Bengal School", pp.77-78.
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Hindu living in Varendra and was the head of the eastern school of 

bronze casting 21 . According to S.C.Mitra 'If we investigate the 

sculptures in Bengal and Behar, and even Orissa to which Pal a rule 

Pal a rule never extended, we may be able to identify the works of 

DhTman and his son' 22 . Although pre-Pala bronzes are rare, numerous 

small astadhatu images were cast during the Pcila period and inlaid 

with copper or silver23 . The Pal as favoured black basalt quarried 

from the Rajmahal Hills for their sculptures24 rather than the grey 

sandstone of the Guptas. Pal a sculpture is characterised by images of

Buddha and Hindu deities such as Visnu and ParvatT, established at or• •

near their capital cities25 . Pal a influence also extended to the 

subsequent Sena dynasty (12th c) who were Hindu. By the time of the 

Senas, Buddhism was dying out in India.

THE SENAS (llth-13th c).

The Senas were predominantly Vaisnavas,

like the Guptas before them, although a few were ^aivites and later 

Senas were worshippers of Surya, the Sun god2^. They probably 

originated from Karnata in the Deccan and had their first capital

21. Mitra, "Bengal School", pp.73 and p.77.

22. Mitra, "Bengal School", p.73.

23. R.Skelton and R.Hollis, ed., Arts of Bengal, heritage of Bangladesh 
and Eastern India(London: Trustees of the WhitechapelArt Gallery, 
1979), p.23.

24. Dasgupta, Tempie, p.12.

25. Mitra, "Bengal School", p.77.

26. H.C.Paul, "The State and Culture of Bengal During the Middle Ages 
(from 12th to 16th century)", Calcutta Review, Vol.174, no.2 (February 
1965), p.144. According to T.N.Chakravarti, the tutelary deity of the 
Senas was Laks.mT ("Some Manners and Customs in the Light of Early 
Inscriptions of Bengal and Assam", Calcutta Review, Vol.135, no.2 (May 
1955), p.250); Banerjea, says thaitHeSenaswere worshippers of 
SadSSiva (Development (1941), p.264).
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somewhere in Radha (i.e. West Bengal)27. $ena rule was considered the 

golden period of Sanskrit studies in Bengal 28 . Although no works of 

Brahmanical philosophy were produced at this time, Sena rulers and 

their scholars concentrated on ritualistic literature defining the 

rites a Hindu was required to perform29 . They sought to revive 

Brahmanism in the Buddhist-run land of their predecessors. Vallala 

Sena (1119-1169) conferred the title ' kulTna ' Brahmin on people of 

various castes according to certain qualities, one of which was a*cara 

(manner), in a move towards an anti-Buddhist, pro-Hindu revival 30 . 

The GTta Govinda of Jayadeva was written during the reign of Laksmana 

Sena, inspiring later Vaisnavas 31 , and the Rama cult was popular in 

north India in the llth c 32 . Sena art is characterised by highly 

polished black basalt images of Visnu and sculptures of Surya.

TANTRA.

Tantric practices flourished during the

Pala-Sena period. Eastern India, especially Kamarupa, was reknowned 

for its tantric practices. In the 'Sat-sambhava-rahasya 1 there are 

said to be four schools of tantra in India: Gauda in the east: KaYmira• *

in the west; Kerala in the middle; and Vilasa which is eclectic and not

27. Paul, "State", p.143.

28. Paul, "State", p.144.

29. C.Chakravarti, "Bengal's Contribution to Sanskrit Literature", 
Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Vol.XI, pt.III 
(April 1930), pp.247-248.

30. D.C.Sen, History of Bengali Language and Literature (HBLL) 
(Calcutta: Univ. of Calcutta. 1911), p.80 and Basham, Wonder, p.74.

31. Dasgupta, Temple, p.17.

32. K.Ray, "The Ten Incarnations of Visnu in Bengal", IHQ. Vol.XVII, 
no.3 (September 1941), p.382. It was about this time~tKat Ramanuja 
visited north India.
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confined but found everywhere33 . For a long time, Kamarupa was 

geographically and culturally outside the pale of Aryan influence and 

was regarded with suspicion. The people of Kamarupa were supposed to 

possess magical powers and many travellers were afraid to enter 

Kamarupa for fear of the witchcraft allegedly practised in those 

parts3^. ft appears however, that the early dynasties of Assam were 

worshippers of ^iva and that Siva puja was popular among the 

aboriginal Kiratas35 . According to U.C.Lekharu, Sakti puja was 

introduced by Vaisnavas to replace Siva puja 36 . This Saktl puja 

centred round the cult of the goddess Kamakhya, whose residence was 

supposed to be the cave of Mount NTla in Kamarupa in which there was a 

natural stone believed to be the female organ ( yoni ) of Satt, which 

fell to earth after the dismemberment of her dead body37 . The worship 

of Kamakhya itself was associated with 'magic and incantations' 38 . It 

receives mention in the Kalika Purana, which R.C.Hazra says was
•

composed in the late 10th c, early llth c A.D. 39 by 's'akta-Vaisnavas' 

of Kamarupa, who wrote the Kalika Purana 'with a view to convincing the 

people that Kamakhya is none but Visnu's yogamaya embodied, that 

Visnu is superior to Siva, and that everyone must be a Vaisnava before

33. A.B.Ghosh, "The Spirit and Culture of the Tantras", Cultural 
Heritage of India, ed., H.Bhattacharyya, Vol.IV (Calcutta:RMIC, 1956), 
p.242.

34. See U.C.Lekharu, "Religion in Assam Through the Ages", Indian 
Philosophy and Culture, Vol.5, no.2 and 3 (June-September 1960), p.135.

35. Kakati, Mother Goddess, p.11 and p.15.

36. Lekharu, "Religion", p.133.

37. Van Kooij, Worship, p.9.

38. Kakati, Mother Goddess, p.6.

39. Hazra, Studies, p.245.
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he sets himself up to DevT-worship' 40 . In the 15th c, the Vaisnava
• •

saint and poet sfankaradeva encouraged the monotheistic bhakti cult 

propagated in the Bhagavata Purana and Bhagavad Gfta and sought to 

eradicate tantra in Assam4*.

Tantra was popular in western India even

at the time of the Guptas and there was a pronounced tantric element in 

the cult of the Matrs (Mothers), especially the cult of the
•

Saptamatrikas (the Seven Divine Mothers viz.BrahmanT, Mahes'varf, 

KumarT, VaisnavT, Indranf, and Camupda) 42 . The temples of the Mothers 

in western India were deeribed as the terrible abodes of dakinfs 

(female ghouls) and goddesses who uttered loud shouts of joy4^. 

Unlike western India, however, the tantra of eastern India was 

influenced by Buddhism, especially during the Pala period44 . Tantric 

elements are apparent in the earliest vernacular literature of Bengal, 

the collection of forty-seven lyrics known as carya-pada . These are 

obscure,mystical verses composed during the late Sena period. They are 

connected with the Vaisnava Sahajiya sect, who followed tantric 

practices and emphasised ' prema ' (love), especially the illicit love 

typified by the Radha-Krsna theme4^. The present-day.Bauls of Bengal 

continue this tradition.

Bengal became an important centre of 

tantric activities from the late medieval period onwards and produced a

40. Hazra, Studies, p.233.

41. Sarma, Assamese, p.53.

42. D.C.Sircar, Studies in the Religious Life of Ancient and Medieval 
India (Delhi: Motilal Barnasidas, 1971), p.96.

43. Sircar, Studies, p.97.

44. Sircar, Studies, p.97.

45. E.Dimock Jnr., Bengal Literature and History (Michigan: Michigan 
State Univ., 1967), pp.10-11.
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large amount of tantric literature4**. In the late 17th and 18th c 

Bengal 'witnessed a revitali sation of creative Hindu tanticism which 

produced a sizeable body of mystic hymns notable for its expression of 

emotional devotion ( bhakti ) towards the goddess' 47 . During this 

period also, the KalT theme was treated by both tantric and non-tantric 

authors, whereas previously, nothing had been written on KalT in the 

vernacular4**. Famous among the £akta tantrics was the poet RSmprasad 

Sen (c.1720-1781) whose istadevata was KalT 49 . According to the 

fanciful story obtained from Dineschandra Sen by E.J.Thompson, 

Ramprasad drowned in the Ganges, following in a trance the clay image 

of KalT as it was thrown into the river at the end of KSlT puja 50.

THE MUSLIM PERIOD (13th-18th c).

The Muslim period begins with invasions

by Turkish and Afghani dynasties, continues through Mughal rule under 

Akbar (late 16th c) and his successors and ends with a succession of 

Muslim Nawabs, appointed in the early 18th c to control the north 

eastern provinces. The seat of power towards the end of Muslim rule 

was first Dacca, then Murshidabad (Map Four),named after the Nawab 

Murshid Qul i Khan, who was appointed Subhadar (viceroy) in 1717 51 . 

Although the first invaders caused destruction of Hindu temples and 

were rigidly orthodox in their iconoclastic views, the Mughals were 

more liberal and advocated religious toleration. The local Bengalis

46. Goudriaan and Gupta, Hindu, p.180.

47. Goudriaan and Gupta, Hindu, p.180.

48. Goudriaan and Gupta, Hindu, p.192.

49. Goudriaan and Gupta, Hindu, p.194.

50. Thomspon, Bengali, p.18.

51. Skelton and Hoi 1 is, Arts of Bengal, p.14,



163

were correspondingly sympathetic towards Islam and respected Sufi 

saints ( pTrs ) and Dervishes 52 . However, the indigenous religious 

culture remained untouched by political events and flourished during 

the period of Muslim rule.

There was tremendous literary activity

during the Muslim period, both in Bengali and in Sanskrit. Bengali 

language developed during the beginning of the Muslim period and found 

its outlet in vernacular poems and translations and adaptations of the 

Sanskrit Epics and Puranas. The vernacular poems were the Mangala 

Kavya dedicated to aboriginal deities such as the goddess CandT (the 

'CanfiT Mangala 1 ), the snake goddess Manas3 ('Manasa Mangala') and the 

god of righteousness, Dharma ('Dharma Mangala 1 ), but also to Krsna, 

LaksmT, Durga and even Caitanya. Mangala Kavya belong to the larger 

genre of PancalT , which are long religious poems given semi-musical 

and semi-dramatic performance by itinerant minstrels ( marigala 

gayaka ). Sanskrit literature was popularised through translations of 

the Epics and Puranas such as Krttivisa's version of the Rama"yajia (15th 

c), Bhavani Prasad Kar's translation of the DevT Ma*hatmya under the 

title of CandT (16th c) and KasTrama DaVs version of the Mahabharata 

(17th c). The same process occured in Assam around the 14th-15th c 

during which time poems to the snake goddess Manasa, known as Padma

Purana, were popular 5^. According to D.C.Sen, the yatras (popular*
theatres), kathakatha* (narratives, recitations), pathas (reading 

from Sanskrit texts) and klrtanas (Vaisnava songs) had an immense 

influence on local Bengalis and helped popularise Puranic religion all

52. Paul, "State", p.154.

53. Sarma, Assamese, p.46.
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over Bengal 54 . Also important among the vernacular poems were the 

Vaisnava padavali which were inspired by the Vaisnava saint,Caitanya.

Bengal became an important centre of

Sanskrit learning in the 15th c 55. Although the Muslim rulers had 

little sympathy for Brahmanical culture and the Sanskrit literature 

which propagated it, they did not interfere with the Hindu aristocracy 

who could patronise Sanskrit culture without difficulty 56 . The Hindu 

aristocracy followed the old style of patronage and established 

catuspathf (the orthodox school, or tola of Sanskrit learning) where 

students came and lived and had free education and on festive occasions 

were given gifts by the wealthy to encourage them in their studies 57 . 

Nabadwip in the Nadia district became one such important centre, 

especially in the field of Navya nyaya (logic). There was great 

literary output in Sanskrit and Bengali concerning philosophy and 

ritual 58 and there was interest in nyaya, smrti , tantra and yoga 59 . 

Tantra digests such as the Tantrasara of Krsnananda ftgamvagisa (17th c) 

and pujapaddhatls (ritual digests) such as those composed by 

Raghunandana Bhattacarya (16th c), set standards for worship that are 

still regarded as authoritative today. The Haribhaktivilasa of Gop'ala 

Bhatta (16th c) was composed in the Muslim period and contains details 

on the construction of female deities according to the classical 

tradition60 .

54. Sen, HBLL, p.96.

55. Chakravarti, "Bengal's Contribution", p.235.

56. Chakravarti, "Bengal's Contribution", p.250.

57. Chakravarti, "Bengal's Contribution", p.250.

58. Chakravarti, "Bengal's Contribution", p.249.

59. Paul, "State", p.149.

60. See back, p.40.
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The 'Gaudiya' Vaisnavism inaugurated by

Caitanya emphasised devotion ( bhakti ) towards Visnu as Krsna. As•• • •«
well as inspiring Bengali poets, the Vaisnava revival augmented the new 

style of temple building that sprang up in Bengal from the 17th c 

onwards. These temples were usually made of brick and decorated with 

terracotta panels depicting religious and secular themes in narrative 

friezes all along the outer walls and sometimes inner walls. This 

tradition of terracotta art, which dates back to the Pal a period and 

the monasteries mentioned previously, develops a strong regional 

character in the Muslim period. Temple building continued in Birbhum 

and Midnapore districts until the 19th c61 when it died out due to 

lack of interest and the more popular use of plaster for surface 

decoration. There are a number of different styles in the art of the 

temple terracottas and these vary according to the various districts of 

Bengal - Burdwan, Murshidabad, Birbhum, Hooghly etc. 62 . All this 

temple building brings to light the existence of several groups of 

craftsmen and the way they worked. Many of the terracotta temples of 

Bengal have been damaged or covered in plaster, but some have survived 

and give an indication of what this art form was like in the 17th- 

19th c.

THE BRITISH PERIOD (18th-20th c).

During the 17th and 18th c, the Dutch,

Danes, Portugese, French and British arrived in Bengal and Bengal was 

exposed to a new set of influences. Although the Muslim period was 

formative for Bengali identity and was a period of intense religious 

activity, it is only in the British period that we find extensive 

records of the wide-spread worship of clay images in Bengal and the

61. Dasgupta, Tempie, p.22.

62. Dasgupta, Temple, pp.28-30.
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patronage of a tradition. The 18th c witnessed the transformation of 

an obscure village tradition of clay image making into a visible, urban 

art form. The catalyst for this transformation was the foundation of 

the city of Calcutta on the banks of the Hooghly river in the early 

decades of the 18th c. After the defeat of the Muslim Nawab Siraj-ud- 

Daulah by Lord Clive at the Battle of Plassey in 1757, the fortress 

town of Calcutta grew into a flourishing trade for the British East 

India Co. and later became the administrative headquarters of Warren 

Hastings, the Governor-General of India. The rise to power of the 

British and their subsequent influence on Bengali culture had an 

important part to play in the transfiguration of the clay art form, but 

the real instigators were the petty rajas and feudal lords whose 

social rivalry extended to the perfomance of elaborate and expensive 

celebrations involving the use of clay images.

Thorough documentation of the rural

tradition of clay image making is sadly lacking, but due to the revival 

of interest in India's past through the foundation of the Royal Asiatic 

Society by Sir William Jones in 178463 and the accounts of foreign 

travellers, missionaries and officials, it is possible to trace the 

development of clay image making in its urban phase.

63. Chakravarti, "Bengal's Contribution", p.251
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CHAPTER TEN:THE BRITISH PERIOD.

THE COLLAPSE OF NAUAB RULE.

The situation which precipitated the

collapse of Nawab rule in Bengal occured during the reign of Nawab 

Siraj-ud-daulah. The rule of the Nawabs, the Muslim provincial 

governors, had begun in 1717 with the appointment of Murshid Quli Khan, 

who established his capital at Murshidabad. By the time of the Nawabs, 

Bengal had already been visited by Dutch, Danes, Portuguese, French and 

British, some of whom were travellers, others businessmen and 

merchants. The British were primarily interested in trade. The 

alleged founder of the city of Calcutta, Job Charnock, established his 

trade centre on the banks of the Hooghly river in 1690. The British 

bought up three villages in the area and were granted trading rights in 

Bengal from the Mughal emperor in Delhi.

By the time of Siraj-ud-daulah, the

British posed a serious threat to Nawab rule. They had built 

fortifications at Calcutta, which violated the terms under which the 

Mughal government had allowed them to live in Bengal 1 . They also 

showed defiance towards the Nawab. When Siraj-ud-daulah came to power 

in 1756, he accused the Diwan of Dacca, Raja Vallabha of embezelling 

public funds and had him imprisoned in the capital of Murshidabad. 

However, Rofja Vallabha's son, Krsna Vallabha, escaped with some of the 

money to Calcutta on the pretext of going on pilgrimage, and obtained 

political asylum under the British governor, Drake2 . Siraj-ud-daulah

1. R.C.Majumdar, History of Bengal, (Dacca: Univ. of Dacca, 
1943) Vol.11, p.472.

2. Majumdar, History, p.472.
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sent an envoy asking for the surrender of Raja Vallabha, but the envoy 

was sent away. All of this angered Siraj-ud-daulah who attacked 

Calcutta, forcing the retreat of the British 3 . Some of those left 

behind were imprisoned, leading to the so-called 'Black Hole' tragedy.

Siraj-ud-daulah was disliked by many and

reknowned for his cruelty. He had humiliated the commander-in-chief of 

his army, Mir Jafar Ali Khan, by removing him from his office and 

threatened some of the leading Bengali families, many of whom were 

anxious to see the Nawab deposed, A conspiracy was hatched between the 

British, Mir Jafar and the Bengali malcontents. The British, under 

Lord Clive, launched an attack on the Nawab and he was defeated at the 

Battle of Plassey in northern Nadia district. Siraj-ud-daulah fled, 

but later fell into the hands of Mir Jafar and was assassinated in a 

Murshidabad prison. Mir Jafar was installed as Nawab in fulfillment of 

the agreement he had made with the British, but was himself 

assassinated by Mir Qasim Khan who succeeded him. Mir Qasim Khan was 

the last of the Nawabs and ruled until 1764. In the following year, 

the British were granted the Diwani of Bengal and Calcutta became the 

centre of power, first of the Governors-General and later of the 

Viceroys of India^. Bengal, and specifically Calcutta, became the 

centre of power for the whole of India.

THE BENGALI LANDED GENTRY.

During Nawab rule (1717-1764), Bengal

was divided into various territories 'ruled 1 by zemindars (from the 

Bengali ' jamidara ', landowner) and petty rajas who earned their 

titles on being granted land for services rendered to the Nawab or his

3. Haye, "Main Aspects", pp.473-474.

4. Skelton and Hollis, Arts of Bengal, p.21.
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administration. These rulers nevertheless had to abide by the 

authority of the Nawab. Having established themselves as rulers of 

various localities, these zemindars and petty rajas continued the 

tradition of patronage towards learning and the arts. Each had a 

court, a palace ( rajbari ) and a capital city. The petty rajas and 

zemindars were responsible for dictating religious trends during the 

Muslim period and well into the British period. Rajas performed 

religious functions, built temples and supported the performance of 

puja" by giving grants of tax-free land. The puja of the raja had 

significance for his subjects. According to Ronald Inden, 'It seems to 

have been generally conceived in this period that the welfare of the 

chiefdom depended on the welfare of the ra"ja": 'As is the raja, so is 

the country'5. The raja obtained welfare and prosperity for himself 

and his subjects by performing elaborate ptija ceremonies to an 

appropriately powerful deity 6 . The raja's religious duties extended 

to expressions of generosity such as giving donations to the sick, 

building almshouses, feeding Brahmins and guests at festival 

occasions. The actual cost of a festival could be extremely high. 

W.Ward of the Baptist Mission at Serampore, wrote in 1811, that the 

raja of Burdwan spent more than fifteen thousand rupees every year on 

SarasvatT puja , which is a fairly modest celebration 7 . It is not 

surprising, therefore, to find that many Bengalis bankrupted themselves 

as a result of such lavish celebrations. N.K.Sinha writes of the 18th 

c as a 'period of tremendous social rivalry, of competitive

5. Ronald Inden, "The Hindu Chiefdom in Middle Bengali Literature", in 
Bengal Literature and History, ed. E.Dimock Jnr. (Michigan: Michigan 
State Univ., 1967), p.39.

6. Inden, "Hindu Chiefdom", p.42.

7. Ward, Account, p.202.
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performance of pujas, sraddhs, marriages...rivalry for the acquisition 

of old and famous deities was also a feature of the era' 8 . These 

annual festival celebrations performed in the thakura dalanas (halls 

of worship) in the rajbaris of the wealthy, would be attended by all 

the villagers. The landed gentry benefitted from Cornwallis's 

Permanent Settlement over lands in 1790 and devoted their prosperity to 

cultivating refined lifestyles. One of the most traditional means of 

proclaiming wealth and influence was by temple building of which there 

was a revival between the 17th-19th c.

TEMPLE BUILDING.

The spate of temple building depended

largely on the zemindars and petty rajas , although later on, Bengali 

businessmen began commissioning the building of temples. The artists 

commissioned to build these temples were the sutradharas , also known 

as mistris . The sutradhara is the equivalent of the classical 

sthapatl , the architect or masterbuilder who co-ordinated a team of 

artists on a particular project. The name sutradhara may have been 

derived from the fact that the artists work with a thread ( stitra ) or 

plumbline^. The Persian word 'mistar 1 from which we have mistri , 

also implies the same thinglO. The skills of the sutradhara were 

passed down within family groups or ' thaks ', divided according to 

area and working as far north as Assam**. These groups carried their 

regional styles with them wherever they were called upon to work, which

8. N.K.Sinha, The History of Bengal(1757-1905) (Calcutta: Univ. of 
Calcutta, 1967), p.393.

9. Dasgupta, Temple, p.37. See David McCutchion, "Style of Bengal 
Temple Terracottas", South Asian Archaeology, (1973), p.270.

10. Dasgupta, Temple, p.37.

11. McCutchion, "Style", p.272.
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could be far afield 12 . According to Benoy Ghosh, the name 

sutradhara applies to four kinds of artists ( lilpts ): those working 

in wood, stone, clay and paint 13 . Such artists were usually versatile 

and used to working in different mediums, but the style of their work 

often remained the same, regardless of the material 14 . Like the 

classical sthapati , the Bengali sutradhara was assisted by a team 

of assistants.

The Bengali temples were based on the

design of the village hut (the bang la and cala styles) and the 

pinnacled variety ( ratna style) which probably originated in central 

and upper India 15 . Many of these temples were built of brick and 

decorated with terracotta panels on their outer walls as with the 

temples and monasteries of the Pal a period. Many were situated on the 

banks of rivers and were made using the same adhesive riverine clay

used in the making of images, known as eritela mati , mixed with rice• •
husks and sand 1^. Moulds were used for repetitive decorative 

designs 1 ?, but otherwise the plaques were hand-modelled by the applique 

method, or else carved. The panels were considered suitable for 

representing narrative sequences and depicted themes from the Ramayana 

and the MahSbhaYata, ^iva-Durga, Ra"dh3-Krsna, and contemporary village

12. McCutchion, "Style", p.272.

13. Benoy Ghosh, Pas*cima Banger Samskrti (Calcutta: Pustaska Prakasaka, 
1957), see Dasgupta, Temple,p.272.

14. McCutchion, "Style", p.277.

15. McCutchion, "Style", p.265.

16. Dasgupta, Temple, p.32.

17. Dasgupta, Temple, p.40.
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scenes. The panels were seldom more than an inch deep 1 ** and 

are examples of remarkable skill and ingenuity.

The art of building terracotta temples

was popular in certain districts of Bengal during certain periods. The 

Vishnupur school is largely confined to the 17th c, the Hooghly school 

dies out before the 18th c , while the Midnapore, Bankura, Burdwan and 

Birbhum schools in the western part of Bengal, continued to flourish in 

the 19th c*9. Temples continued to be decorated with terracotta in 

the Midnapore, Burdwan and Birbhum districts right up to the 20th c20 , 

although, according to H.Sanyal, the trend faded in the mid-19th c 21 . 

At about this time, it became popular to decorate houses with 

plasterwork and ornamental terracotta decoration on temples was 

replaced with stucco work. When this happened, many sutradharas who 

had previously worked on the terracotta decorations, turned to 

carpentry22 and some may have continued working with clay and taken up 

the making of clay images.

PATRONAGE OF CLAY IMAGE MAKING.

The earliest mention of a group of

artists being commissioned to make clay images is.perhaps in the 

Maharasta Purana, a Bengali poem by Gangarama about the effects of the 

invasions of the Maratha Bargis. Between 1740-1750, Bengal was faced 

with periodic invasions from marauding bands of Marathas, known in 

Bengali as Bargis, who had left their Maharashtran homeland in search

18. Dasgupta, Tempie, p.25.

19. McCutchion, "Style", p.268.

20. McCutchion, "Style", p.270.

21. Sanyal, "Social Aspects", p.206

22. McCutchion, "Style", p.278.
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of richer pastures. The Bargis caused widepsread damage all over 

western parts of Bengal, especially in Nadia and parts of the 

Murshidabad district23 . The MahSrasta Purana was composed between 

1751-1752 24 during the rule of Nawab Alivardi Khan, predecessor and 

grandfather of Siraj-ud-daulah. In the Maharasta Purana, there is a 

confrontation between the forces of the Nawab and those of the 

Marathas. The Maratha general, Bhaskara, decides to perform puja to 

the goddess Durga in order to ensure victory. He begins puja at a 

place called Daihat and summons all the neighbouring zemindars to tell 

them of his intentions. When they hear this, the zemindars order image 

makers ( kumaras ) to prepare the image of Durga. The image makers 

duly make the image and depart25 . Various loads of offerings are 

brought : sweets, delicacies, thousands of buffaloes and goats. The 

Nawab and his army attack before Bhaskara's puja is finished and the 

Maratha leader is forced to flee, having only completed saptamT (the 

seventh day) and astamT (the eighth day) of Durga puja , leaving the 

image behind with all the offerings. Bhaskara is said to flee in the 

month of /Kvina. He returns again in the month of Caitra ready for 

battle and tells his troops to kill all in sight. The goddess Durga" is 

enraged (probably because Bhaskara failed to complete her puja ) and 

tells her bhairavfs (female attendants) to be hostile towards

23. Sanyal, Social, p.204.

24. E.Dimock Jnr., and Pratul Chandra Gupta, trans., The Maharasta 
Purana: an eighteenth-century Bengali historical text (Honolulu: 
East-West Centre Press, 1965), p.xi.

25. Dimock^ and Chandra Gupta, Maharasta, p.41: 
Ssifla" prat i ma tara karena nirmma'na// 
ei rupe kumara pratima" banaiyl/ 
bhaskarera tKai tara gel a bidae haiya//
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Bhaskara and gracious towards the Nawab. Durga leaves and Bhaskara is 

killed in battle.

The story is interesting in that it

shows us that kumaras were normally hired to make images for the 

annual festival of Durga puja in Asvina by at least the middle of the 

18th c, if not before. Gangarama, the author of the poem, is incorrect 

in his description of the Durga puja celebrations of the Marathas. 

The Maharashtrans have a tradition of celebrating Das*ara (the 

equivalent of the Bengali Durga puja ) in which no image is used26. 

Gangarama must therefore be referring to a Bengali practice that was 

prevalent amongst Bengali zemindars of the time. In fact, it is likely 

that it was a zemindar or petty raja who inaugurated the lavish style 

celebrations of Durga puja" that became popular in Bengal in the 

mid-18th c in Bengal. There are various suggestions as to who was 

responsible for this trend. One suggestion is Raja Kamsanarayana of 

Tahirpur27, another, Raja Danujamardana28 and another, Raja" Krsna- 

candra of Nadia. K.M.Varma suggests a zemindar from Baduriya29. Of 

these, the most popular is Raja Krsnacandra of Nadia, and since he is 

well documented and is active in the religious life of the 18th c, it 

is well worth while examining his history.

R&JA KRSNACANDRA OF NADIA.

Raja Krsnacandra (c.1710-1782) acceded 

to the title of Maharaja of Nadia in 1728. He established his capital

26. Coleman, Mythology, pp.87-88 for Sir John Malcolm's account of the 
Marathas' celebration of Dussera.

27. Secondary Bengali Reader , p.46 says that Raja^Kamsanarayana did 
Durga puj3 in 1580 A.D. and his rivals, Raja" Kusumbhi and 
Jagatnarayana, performed VSTsantT puja .

28. B.Bhattacharya, "Festivals and Sacred Days", Cultural Heritage of 
India, ed. H.Bhattacharyya, Vol.IV (Calcutta: RMIC, 1956), p.487.

29. Varma, Technique, p.218 from Panckadi Bandopadhyaya.
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at Krishnanagar, which according to J.H.E.Garret, was originally known 

as the village of Reui'30. A palace was erected at Reiri by Maharaja 

Raghava Ray, whose son, Rudra Ray, changed the name to 

Krishnanagar31 . Since then it has remained the seat of the Nadia Raj.

Krishnanagar became an important centre

of clay image making during Raja Krsnacandra's time and remains so 

today. There are three potters' quarters in Krishnanagar : Sasthftola; 

Ghurni; and AnandamayTtola. The latter is in the immediate vicinity of
«

the rajbari in the area south of the AnandamayT KalT temple belonging 

to the Nadia Raj. Ghurni is in the north eastern suburbs of 

Krishnanagar and is closest to the river Jalangi which runs past the 

town. It is now the centre of clay image making of a very different 

kind. Ghurni is reknowned for its realistic clay models of local 

characters. Such models were exhibited in Glasgow at the International 

Exhibition in 1851 along with simlar models from Lucknow and Patna32. 

Although the most reknowned clay modellers still live in Ghurni, the 

other two quarters produce most of the clay images used for religious 

purposes. Ghurni existed at the time of Raja Krsnacandra, because his 

famous court poet, Gopala Bhanra, came from Ghurni. Whether or not it 

was the quarter for clay image making during the time of Raja 

Krsnacandra is difficult to say. The area occupied by the rajbari ,
* * • •

the AnandamayT Kalf temple and the potter's quarter referred to as 

Pal para" (the quarter, para , of the Pals, the surname of many of the

30. J.H.E.Garrett, Bengal District Gazeteers,(Nadia) (Cajcuta^ Bengal 
Secretariat Book Depot, 1910), p. 174 and Pas*cima Banger Puja Pa"rvana 0 
Me la (The Fairs and Festivals of West Bengal), District Handbooks, 
Nadia (1951), ed. A.Mitra, pp.231.

31. Rajiba Locana, the court biographer of Maharaja Krsnacandra, states 
that Raja" RamjTbana Ray established his capital at Krishnanagar which 
had been founded by his brother, R!aja RSmakrsna, who was ruling at the 
time of Murshid Quli Khan (1717-1727).

32. see back p.77.
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potters from Krishnanagar) in the south of the present town, 

constitutes the old Krishnanagar.

Raja Krsnacandra is credited with having** • • •
popularised the ^aradiya (autumnal) Durgotsava in the form in which 

it exists today in West Bengal. Bharatacandra, one of the last great 

authors of MaAgala Kavya literature and court poet of Raja 

Krsnacandra, mentions the autumnal Durga puja* celebrations at the 

Krishnanagar rSjbari in one of his poems:

"In the autumn I saw Ambika puja 
In the palace of the king 
The ten-armed sister of Mainaka 
The delight of the world"33.

In his trilogy of poems entitled 'Annada Mangala 1 , dedicated to 

Annapurna Devf, BKaratacandra refers to the profusion of Durga images 

in the area during the month of ft/vina and of KalT images in the month 

of Karttika. In his description of the twelve months ( bairo masa ) of 

the year, Bharatacandra writes:

"Durga images abound here during Us'vina 
Who knows anything like it in your land. 
I shall fetch singers by river from Shantipur 
And arrange for you to listen to new songs. 
KalT images are made here in Karttika. 
You will see the images of Adya, the eternally glorious" 34 .

Besides popularising the worship of clay 

images of Durga during Durgotsava , Raja Krsnacandra is supposed to

33. Bharatacandrer Granthavali, n.a. (Calcutta: Vasumati Sahitya 
Mandir, n.d.), p.205^ ———

s*arade ambika puja rajghare _
das*abhuja dekhinu maina"kanuja
jagater harsa"/

34. Bharatacandrer, p.70:
ctfvine e des'e durgSpratima pracara/ 
ke ja"ne tomar dese uhar saffcara// 
nade ^antipura haite kheffru anaiba/ 
nutana nutana thSthe kheffru s*uriaiba// 
karttike e de^e haya kalTr pratim£/ 
dekhibe adyar murtti ananta mahima//
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have encouraged the worship of other £a"kta deities. W.Ward wrote in 

1811 that Raja Krsnacandra and his two successors, in the month of 

KSrttika, frequently gave orders to their subjects to perform KalT 

puja on threat of severest penalties. As a result, K5T1T was 

worshipped in more than ten thousand homes in Krishnanagar alone^S. 

Shib Chunder Bose, writing of the same incident in 1881, adds that the 

number of animals slaughtered for sacrifice could not have been less 

than ten thousand^. RSja" Krsnacandra was himself alleged to have 

followed a tantric practice started by the tantric scholar, Krsnananda 

Agamvagis'a of making a clay image of KEIT for private pTija , although 

he later abandoned the practice^. According to local tradition, it 

was Raja" Krsnacandra who started the worship of the goddess 

JagaddhatrT. RSja Krsnacandra was imprisoned in Murshidabad for 

failing to pay taxes and missed the annual Durgotsava 38. on being 

released, he was boating down the Jalangi river on his way to his 

capital, Krishnanagar, when he had a dream in which the goddess 

appeared as JagaddhatrT and told him to worship her in that form on his 

return. Raja Krsnacandra began the worship of JagaddhatrT and a clay 

image of the goddess is worshipped to this day in the Krishnanagar 

rSjbari during the annual festival of JagaddhatrT puja in the month 

of KSrttika. It is also likely that Raja Krsnacandra was responsible 

for the inclusion of clay images of ^akta deities in the Vaisnava

35. Ward, Account, p.191.

36. Shib Chunder Bose, The Hindoos as They Are (Calcutta: W.Newmann and 
Co., 1881), p.138.

37. Bose, Hindoos, p.137.

38. See Pa&ima, pp.234-235. According to C.Chakravarti, it was 
TarkacCTdamani of the court of GirTs'acandra (19th c) who inaugurated 
JagaddhatrT puja" (Chakravarti, Tantras, p.95).
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festival of Rasa Yatra held at Nabadwip and Shantipur in the Nadia 

district. Both towns are connected with the Vaisnava saint, Caitanya 

and his disciples.

The Nadia Raj have been £aktas

(followers of Devf) since the time of their founder, Bhabananda Ray 

Majumdar (16th c), who was a devotee of the goddess Annapurna. Raja" 

Krsnacandra's istadevata was Durga. The name of Durga appears on 

official documents of the Nadia Raj and on top of the Krishnanagar 

rajbari is an epigraph to K31T the Victorious - ' £rf £rf KalT
•

JayatT ' . The Durga image worshipped annually in the Krishnanagar 

rajbari is a large, fifteen foot tall clay image known as 'Rajrajes'-
•

varT 1 (the Empress) made in the traditional style and immersed in a 

pond after Durgotsava (PI.G, 1). The AnandamayT KalT temple outside

the rSjbari houses an old clay image of a naked KalT seated
.

cross-legged upon the chest of a supine £iva who lies arched over a 

mound below him. This image is very old and appears to have been 

renovated several tiroes-^. Raja Krsnacandra's grhadevata (household 

deity), on the other hand, was Gopinatha (Krsna). Raja* Krsnacandra is 

alleged to have quarelled with Raja Nabakrsna Deb over an image of 

Gopinatha which he accused him of having stolen. Raj^ Krsnacandra also 

favoured the god £iva, since his most ambitious project was the 

building of a city of one hundred and eight temples, which he called 

'^ivanivasa 1 (the abode of Siva), located some miles to the north of 

Krishnanagar and now in ruins. One of the remaining temples contains a 

black stone linga that is supposed to be the largest in West Bengal. 

Bharatacandra compared the city to Benares.

39. See Pa/cima, pp.368-369.
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The £akta celebrations encouraged by

Raia Krsnacandra would all have involved the use of clay images as ** • • •
would the &kta celebrations of his ancestors. These clay images would 

have been made in Krishnanagar during the time of Raja Krsnacandra. 

There are still many private and communal celebrations in Krishnanagar 

and other towns in the Nadia district which claim to have started 

puja celebrations at the time of Raja Krsnacandra, two Gentries ago. 

Clay images of Durga, KalT and JagaddhatrT are worshipped on a large 

scale in Krishnanagar and are taken in procession to the rajbari 

before going on to immersion. The kumaras of Raja Krsnacandra's time 

probably travelled to other areas to make clay images to commission, 

much as they do today. Like the sutradhara families, they travelled 

from district to district and were patronised by wealthy zemindars and 

rajas . It is evident that the kumaras travelled and were patronised 

in different localities, because when the landed gentry moved into the 

new urban centre of Calcutta in the first part of the 18th c, they 

hired kumaras from Krishnanagar to make clay images for them.

COMMUNAL FESTIVALS.

The trend set by the wealthy landowners

in their country homes, spread rapidly to towns. The first urban 

communal puja took place in Guptipara in the Nadia district in 

176040 and was organised by a group of twelve Brahmins. It was an 

innovation because all festival celebrations on a large scale had been 

initiated by zemindars or rajas or wealthy businessmen. The financ­ 

ial resources required to launch such celebrations were well beyond the 

means of the average Bengali of the time. This kind of puja earned 

the title ' baVoyari ', because the first such puja was organised by 

a group of twelve ( bSro ) friends ( iyara ). Rev. James Long of the

40. Sarma, Puja, p.580.
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Baptist Mission at Serampore wrote of this celebration in 1820, giving 

it a different date:

"The Baruari Puja is celebrated with great pomp here, this puja 
was established in 1790 by a number of Brahmans of Guptapara, 
who formed an association to celebrate the puja not noticed in 
the Shastra; it is named baruari becasue they chose twelve 
members as a committee; they collected subscriptions in the 
neighbouring village... they celebrated the worship of 
Jagaddhatri Durga with such pomp, as to attract the rich to it 
from a distance of a hundred miles around; they procured the best 
singers in Bengal, and spent a week in festivity; in consequence 
of the success of the first baruari they determined to celebrate 
it annually; which is done in various parts of Bengal" 41 .

The fact that the Guptipara Brahmins used some of the money gained by 

subscriptions to hire the best singers in Bengal, shows the extent to 

which Bengalis of the 18th c felt the need for extravagant display. 

The term baroyari later came to mean any form of communal puja paid 

for by subscriptions. Baroyari puja was , according to J.Sarma, a 

practice of the lowers classes42 . The term baroyari was altered 

to sarvajanTha by the organisers of the associational, nationalistic 

pujas around 191843 . SarvajanTna means 'for all people 1 , or 'for 

the universal good'. The first baYoyari celebrated the festival of 

Jagaddhatr? puja , as Rev. Long mentions44 . Reference to baroyari 

puja to Durglf occurs in the early 19th c, also in the Shantipur, 

Guptipara area and there is mention of baroyari K31T puja in a 

Bengali publication of 186245 .

41. Biswanath Banerjee 'Sarbojonin Durgotsab in Calcutta: A Preliminary 
Report of the Pujas in 1969', Folklore (Sept 1973), Vol.XIV, n.9, p.348 
n.

42. Sarma, "PCTja", p. 580.

43. Sarma, "Puja", p.583.

44. Sarma, "Puja", p.580.

45. Sarma, "Puja", p.580. See Kali Prasanna Sinha, Hutoma Pyaneara 
Naksa (Calcutta: Motilal Barnasidas, 1948), p.23.
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THE CALCUTTA PERIOD.

The worship of clay images became

popular in the newly developing trade centre of Calcutta during the 

18th c. In the first decade of the 18th c, most of Calcutta was still 

under jungle. Amidst the swamps and paddy fields lived fishermen who 

set up small markets on raised patches of land or ' dehis '46. The 

city of Calcutta covers an area once occupied by three villages. To 

the north were the villages of Sutanuti and Dihi Calcutta, while to the 

south was the village of Govindapur, where the British established Fort 

William. Sutanuti was probably a cotton market^? and made rapid 

progress, with Burrabazar at its centre, supplying the British with 

provisions. As the British East India Co. grew, it attracted the 

services of Bengali businessmen. Holwell, an agent of the Company, 

divided the steadily-growing town into a number of quarters, named 

according to the business conducted in each quarter^. It is at this 

time that we hear of Kumartuli or the quarter ( tola ) of the potters 

( kumara ) situated in the northernmost village of Sutanuti, and of 

Patuapara, the quarter ( para ) of the painters ( patua ) which was in 

the vicinity of the Kali ghat temple in the south.

THE CALCUTTA ARTISTS AND THEIR GUILD QUARTERS.

According to popular story, it was Raja

Nabakrsna Deb who brought the kumaras to Calcutta. Raja Nabakrsna 

Deb wanted to celebrate Durga puja in honour of the British victory 

at the Battle of Plassey in 1757. So he summoned a kumara from 

Krishnanagar to make the clay image for his puja . Eventually,

46. Sinha, History, p.385.

47. L.S.S.O'Malley, Bengal District Gazeteers. p.29.

48. Sinha, History, p.386.
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several other families living in Calcutta at the time also wanted to 

follow the Raja's example. As a result, the kumara was inundated 

with work and, complaining because he had to travel from Krishnanagar, 

asked for a permanent residence for himself and his apprentices. This 

was granted and Kumartuli was established as a centre for clay art. 

The story shows the importance of Krishnanagar and the reputation of 

its kumaras . Many of the kumaras who first settled in Kumartuli 

were probably from Krishnanagar, although today, kumaras working in 

Kumartuli come from a variety of districts. Sankar Sen Gupta suggests 

that a few kumara families from the towns of Shantipur, Krishnanagar, 

Nabadwip and Meturi in the Nadia district, moved into Calcutta in the 

late 18th c and settled on land owned by Govinda Candra Mitra49 . 

According to others, it was Gokul Mitra, whose temple stands on the 

Chitpur road in the immediate vicinity of Kumartuli. The kumaras of 

Kumartuli adopted the surname Pal, which differs from most Bengali 

surnames in that it does not indicate the nature of their trade. 

According to Sankar Sen Gupta, the Pa"ls of Kumartuli are the 

descendants of Jadu P31, Bakkes*var Pal, Rakhal Pal, Nibaran Pal and 

others who originally came from Krishnanagar 50 .

The patuas from Patuapara in southern

Calcutta originally came from Midnapore, 24 Parganas and Birbhum 

districts 51 and called themselves citrakara (from the Sanskrit 

cltrakara , a maker of citra , paintings). The patuas worked in the 

vicinity of the Ka*lT temple at Kalighat. The prime function of the

49. Sen Gupta, Pajas, p.25.

50. Sen Gupta, Patas, p.26.

51. B.Bhattacharya, Krishna in the Traditional Painting of Bengal 
(Calcutta: Kamal Banerji, 1972), p.30.
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Kali ghat paintings produced by the patuas , was to remind the pilgrims 

to the temple of their visit and to communicate something of its 

aura 52 . The K3T1T temple at Kali ghat is regarded as a £akta pTtha 

(holy place of the &ktas) which, according to legend, was the place 

where the little toe of the right foot of Sat" fell. By the middle of 

the 18th c, the temple was already attracting pilgrims throughout the 

year and not just on festival occasions 53 . According to the 

'PTthanirnaya', a text on the holy places ( pftha ) of India, composed 

c.1690-1720, the popularity of Kalighat was associated with the 

foundation of Calcutta in 169054 . Raja Krsna Dev writes that thew * • •

present shrine of Kalighat was built by Sontosh Ray of Barisal near 

Calcutta in 1809 55 , although David McCutchion, a specialist in the late 

medieval temples of Bengal, wrote that the temple was renovated in that 

year5 **. Mildred Archer says that an earlier 16th c temple had stood 

in the area, but in the early 19th c it was supplemented with a new 

structure by the Sabarna Chaudhuri family of Barisal 57 . The patuas 

concentrated on the rapid reproduction of paintings on single, 

folio-sized sheets of paper depicting religious as well as secular 

themes. Their art developed into the celebrated Kalighat style which 

eventually disappeared with the advent of the modern printing press.

52. W.G.Archer, Kalighat Drawings (Bombay, Marg Publications, 1962), 
p.8.

53. Archer, Kalighat, p.6.

54. Sircar, Sakta PTthas, p.24.

55. Raja Binaya Krishna Deb, Early History and Growth of Calcutta 
(Calcutta: n.pub, 1905), p.64.

D.McCutchion, Late Medieval Temples of Bengal (Calcutta: The Asiatic 
Soc., 1972), p.33.

57. M.Archer, Indian Popular Paintings in the India Office Library 
(London: Her Majesty's Stationary Office, 1972), p.7.
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One of the last of the great cltrakaras of the Kalighat school was 

Rajani Kanta Citrakar 58 .

Francois Balthazard Solvyns, a Belgian
<9

artist working for the British East India Co. in the late 18th early 

19th c, describes kumaras as earthen pot makers 'with the simple and 

curious method of making their pots by the help of a revolving 

wheel'59. He does not mention that kumaras make clay images, which 

may indicate that the kumaras 1 main trade was still the making of 

earthenware pots. However, Solvyns also writes of the patuas ,saying:

"The Hindoo painters are also sculptors; they carve and colour the 
images of their gods; and as there is great consumption of them, 
both because they are everywhere exposed to public view,and 
because some of their feasts terminate by throwing them into 
water, the Puttoas are never in want of employment. They make 
also toys for children, of earth which they dry in the sun, and 
sell in the bazars especially on feast days"60.

The aquatint by Solvyns shows a patua outside a small thatched hut, 

inside of which is a clay image^l, whereas the kumara is shown at 

the potter's wheel. Solvyns also says that there are patuas who only 

make pictures and drawings on the same subject*^. From this it is 

apparent that Solvyns has muddled his facts. Although patuas are 

known to make clay images and paint them, their main trade is in the 

painting of scrolls ( pata ). The name of their guild quarter, 

Patuapara, suggests that the patuas maintained their trade of 

painting. The kumaras of Kumartuli on the other hand, concentrated

58. Bhattacharya, Krishna , p.32.

59. Francois Balthazard Solvyns, A Collection of 250 Etchings
descriptive of the Manners, Customs, Character, Dress and Religious
Ceremonies of the Hindoos (Calcutta: Mirror Press, 1799), p.4 (16).

60. F.B.Solvyns, Les Hindous (Paris: De L'lmprimerie de Mame FreYes, 
1808), Tome I pl.V.

61. Solvyns, Catalogue, p.8 (63).

62. Solvyns, Hindofts, Tome I,pl.V.
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on the production of clay images and jealously guarded their craft, 

which, as Solvyns says, was everywhere on view and in great demand. 

Kumaras also made the toys ( putula ) referred to by Solvyns and sold 

them during the annual fairs.

The clay images used in the festival

celebrations of the traditional families living in Calcutta in the 

18th c were made by a team of artists. These artists attached 

themselves to the household and could come from a variety of 

districts. The kumara made the clay image, the patua" painted it 

and the malT (garland-maker), decorated it. The artists lived and 

worked in the household until the image was completed. They were 

treated as members of the family and given board and lodging and grants 

of land as payment for their services. This land supported them in the 

lean months of the year. Today it is still common to find a group of 

artists being responsible for the making of traditional images. The 

image may be made by a kumara from Kumartuli, the calcitra painted 

by an artist from Nabadwip and the daker saja decoration done by a 

malT from elsewhere, or the whole image may be made by artists from 

outside Calcutta. The Durga image belonging to the Rani Rashmoni 

family of Calcutta is made by an artist from Bihar, the daker saja is 

from Puruliya and the calcitra is painted by an artist from the Nadia 

district.

There were a number of influential

Bengali families living in Calcutta in the 18th c. Some of them are 

mentioned in a couplet told to me by a kumara from Kumartuli, which 

translates as follows:
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"Jagatseth's money 
Umicand's beard 
Banamali Sarkar's house 
Govinda Mitra's walking stick" 63 .

The Jagatseths were influential bankers, Banamali Sarkar street is the 

street that runs out of Kumartuli into the Chitpur road on which is the 

temple of the Mitra family. Govindarama Mitra was known as the 'Black 

Zemindar' and spent large sums of money on temple building and the 

performance of magnificent puja celebrations and was probably one of 

the earliest to determine the social behaviour of the elite groups of 

Bengalis living in Calcutta at the time64 . The thakura dalanas of 

these families still remain and the descendants struggle to maintain 

the traditional puja begun by their ancestors at the beginning of 

Calcutta's history. Most of these families live in north Calcutta and 

their Durga images maintain the style established two centuries ago.

THE CLAY IMAGES.

Many of the families who moved into

Calcutta in the 18th c abandoned the village celebrations held in their 

country seats and began to perform annual celebrations in their town 

houses. They maintained their own idiosyncratic images and often used 

the same artists who had been employed in their ancestral homes. But 

when the urban puja committees began celebrating such festivals also, 

the style of image making changed dramatically. The more modest images 

of the early 19th c were no more than six or seven feet tall 6 5, but 

they began to get progressively larger. Charles Coleman, writing in 

1832, speaks of the startling images made of clay for the annual 

festivals 'some of which have a very splendid appearance and are of

63. jagat/ether kari/ 
umic3ffder dari*// 
banamSIT sarkSr bar?/ 
govinda mitrer chaVi//

64. Sinha, History, p.389.

65. Ward, Account, p.364.
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large proportions, reaching up to ten or twelve feet high' 66 . An 

aquatint by Solvyns showing the immersion scene of two KaHT images 

seems to confirm this 67 . By the 19th c, kumaras were making clay 

images for the public at large as is apparent from the statement by 

P.Ghosha that no respectable family would purchase a ready-made idol 

from the bazaar6**.

W.J.Wilkins, another 19th c author,

writes that bamboo, grass and Ganges mud were used in the construction 

of clay images 6^. Holes were drilled in a piece of wood on which the 

image was fixed. Rough skeletons were then made and covered with a 

preparation of mud, cow-dung and rice-husks. Painters painted the 

image and decorators adorned it and round the figures was a circular 

'roof (i.e. the call ) which was divided into compartments showing 

mythological scenes and figures of other deities 7^. Shib Chunder Bose 

also mentions offerings made to various deities represented on the 

call which is shaped like a crescent over the head of Durga during 

Durga puja 71. Charles Coleman describes the clay images as being a 

composition of hay, sticks, clay etc 72 . W.Ward says that the clay 

images are made of clay mixed with cow-dung, chaff and straw and adds 

'clay images for worship are never baked in the fire, but dried in the

66. Coleman, Mythology, p.383 n and p.85.

67. Solvyns, Catalogue, p.25 (10).

68. Ghosha, Durga, p.5.

69. Wilkins, Modern, p.227.

70. Wilkins, Modern, p.173.

71. Bose, Hindoos, p.102.

72. Coleman, Mythology, p.85.
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sun'73. Solvyns mentions the varnish used by the patuas (meaning 

perhaps kumaras ) which, he says, is superior to that used by 

Europeans and better suited to the climate?4 . This varnish is also 

used today over the entire surface of some clay images both to protect 

the paint and to give a lustrous finish. On the subject of daker 

saja ornaments, B.M.Ray says that it was the hereditary occupation of 

a group of Hindus called malakaras or garland and pith ( sVla ) 

decoration makers, and refers to a line in a poem by Ramprasad Sen 

which refers to the adornment of images of Devf with wire and 

tinsel 75. Ray says that the makers of this kind of ornamentation came 

from the lower strata of society and made their ornaments throughout 

the year for customers both in and out of Calcutta 76 . He mentions 

Kumartuli, Krishnanagar, Machubazar and Bhowanipur as centres 

in Calcutta and Krishnanagar, Sherpur and Dacca as other centres for 

this art form. His monograph on the wire and tinsel industry in Bengal 

includes an old photograph, plate X, of an unusual, highly ornamented 

clay image of KalT, decorated with daker saja and placed in a 

Victorian setting with British flags. Shib Chunder Bose wrote in 1881 

of the growing desire to decorate clay images with 'splendid tinsel and 

gewgaws'?7. Some of the Bengali 'baboos 1 , he says, send their orders

73. Ward, Account, p.364.

74. Solvyns, Hindous, Tome I, pl.V.

75. Ray, "Monograph", p.369.

76. Ray, "Monograph", p.369,

77. Bose, Hindoos, p.100.
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to England for new patterns78 . This tinsel he calls 'dack', in other 

words, daker saja 79 .

An aquatint by Solvyns of a clay image

of Durga done in 1799 shows the traditional style image still used by 

Bengali families today (Pl.K). Of this plate, Solvyns writes:

"The Durgah Pooja - the plate represents in the middle Durgah, wife 
to Mahadeb, the destroying or transforming attribute of the deity; 
the animal she is mounted on, is called a sing (unicorn) at her 
feet, is Myhassor, an Evil Genii, which she destroys; on the right 
and left, are Lutchme and Surusutee, the wifes of Vistno, and 
below them Guneesa and Cartic, Gods of wisdom and war, sons of 
Durgah" 80 .

Solvyns, who always painted aquatints, has painted the 'sing 1 (i.e. 

simha , lion) white, 'Guneesa 1 (Ganes'a) with a red body and white head, 

'Cartic 1 (Karttikeya) with a red dhoti, 'Durgah' (Durga) wears a red 

ISrl , blue blouse and gold crown, the same being the case for 

'Lutchme 1 (Laksmf), 'Surusutee' (SarasvatT) wears a red blouse and a•

blue s'ari and the buffalo demon 'Myhassor' (Mahisasura) is painted 

green. The lion is in the style known as ' ghorS-slmha ', the 

'horse-lion', which resembles the mythical vyali or s'ardula found 

on gaja-s'ardula motifs on temple cornices all over India and in 

classical sculpture as a base design. This gnora-simha is painted 

white, which is probably why Solvyns thought of it as a unicorn. It 

has a black mane, wide eyes, beaked nose, clawed feet, small tail and 

ornamental sash around its thin waist. It is evident in most 

traditional images such as those belonging to the Nadia Raj, the 

Hatkola Dattas of Calcutta and Raja Nabakrsna Deb's family. It appears 

on images of Durga and JagaddhatrT and can be seen on SimhavahinT

78. Bose, Hindoos, p.101.

79. Bose, Hindoos, p.112.

80. Solvyns, Catalogue, p.23 (4).
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images in temples. This ghora-simha may be the equivalent of the 

white horse ridden by the final avataVa of Visnu, Kalki, with whom 

Durga is sometimes equated. Kalighat patuas representing the 

Narasimha incarnation of Visnu show the avatara in the same form as
• V

the ghora-siihha . Either there were connections with Visnu, or this 

was the stylised representation of the lion. It was later replaced by 

a more realistic lion borrowed directly from the heraldic lion of the 

British East India Co. Solvyns worked in and around Calcutta between 

1791-1803 and it is likely that this plate represents a Durga image 

belonging to one of the opulent Bengali families living in Calcutta at 

the time.

DURGA PUJA CELEBRATIONS.

The number of clay images made for

annual puja celebrations was already high by the 19th c. Coleman 

describes how hundreds of images were carried on platforms through the 

city of Calcutta on the immersion day, vijaya da&mf , during Durga 

puja , and that some images were brought from remote villages to be 

immersed in the holy river Ganges^l. Shib Chunder Bose says that in 

Calcutta nearly five hundred images were made during Durga puja 82. 

As for the money spent on such occasions, Coleman says that no less 

than half a million rupees was spent annually and that around the 

1830's, a few wealthy Hindus spent a lac of rupees (which Coleman 

estimated at €12,500)83. Some of the affluent Bengalis were in the 

practice of inviting officials of the British East India Co. to their 

puja celebrations. The foreigners were entertained with dances

81. Coleman, Mythology, p.85.

82. Bose, Hindoos, p.116.

83. Coleman, Ntythology, p.85.
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('nautches'), music and food (Pl.D, 1). Coleman writes of Durga 

puja :

"During the three days of worship,in Bengal, the houses of the rich 
Hindus are at night splendidly illuminated and thrown open to all 
descriptions of visitors; and they acknowledge with much 
attention and gratitude the visits of the respectable 
Europeans" 84 .

Solvyns says that Durga puja" was well known to Europeans, who, in 

common with those of other religions, were invited by opulent Hindus to 

take a look and were entertained with refreshments and dances85 . 

Rev.W.Ward went to the Sobhabazar rSjbari of Raja" Nabakrsna Deb and 

wrote disapprovingly of the singing before the image on the last night 

of Durga puja in 180686 . Coleman gives a vivid account of the 

immersion scene on the following day of Durga puja celebrations, 

vijaya da&mf :

"On the following morning the image is, with certain ceremonies, 
dismissed by the officiating Brahman. It is then placed on a 
stage formed of bamboos, and carried, surrounded by a concourse of 
people of both sexes, and accompanied by drums, horns, and other 
Hindu instruments, to the banks of the river, and cast into the 
water, in the presence of all ranks and descriptions of 
spectators; the priest at the time invoking the goddess, and 
supplicating from her life, health and affluence, urging her 
(their universal mother as they term her) to go then to her abode, 
and return to them at a future time. During this period a 
licentiousness and obscenity prevail which too well justify Mr. 
Ward's indignant remarks on the Hindu festivals" 87 .

Many of the genteel Europeans would have been surprised to know that it 

was compulsory to make obscene remarks on the last day of Durga" puja* 

as part of the ^avarotsava ceremonies. A painting by Thomas Daniel 1

84. Coleman, Mythology, p.84.

85. Solvyns, Catalogue, p.23 (4). For the contemporary image see Pl.G, 
2).

86. Bose, Hindoos, p.119.

87. Coleman, Mythology, p.84.
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finished in 1810, shows an immersion ceremony taking place along one of 

the elaborate ghatas (quaysides) on the Ganges (Pl.L). In the centre 

of the painting a Durga image is about to be dropped into the river 

between two boats. Musicians are playing. Behind, an immersed Durga 

image slowly sinks into the water. On the top right, two similar 

images are being carried in succession down the steps of the ghata by 

large groups of bearers. Crowds line the ghata and cheer while the
•

images are being immersed. The figure in white seated on the shaded 

throne in a boat seems to be watching the immersion of the central 

image. It is possible that this figure is the Maharaja of Burdwan, who 

we have heard, spent large sums of money on Sarasvatf puja" . The 

painting was donated to the Victoria Memorial, Calcutta by the Maharaja" 

of Burdwan in 1928 88 .

We can now turn to the account of a

Durga puja" immersion scene recorded by Fray Sebastian Manrique, who 

travelled in Bengal between 1629-1643. His account, some two hundred 

years before Coleman's, confirms that the urban tradition as witnessed 

in Calcutta, was a transformation of a village tradition of clay image 

making. Manrique writes:

"The heathen at the new moon in the month of June, in all the 
larger villages, hold a public procession in honour of an idol 
named Druga (sic) who, in their books, is described as a 
prostitute to their false deities" 89 .

He continues:

"This strumpet is carried along in a highly ornamented triumphal 
car with a large band of dancing girls who besides dancing, gain a 
livelihood by prostitution. These dancers go in front dancing and 
playing various musical instruments and singing festal songs.

. For information on this painting, see Maurice Shellim, India and 
the Daniells (London: Inchcape and Co. Ltd., 1979).

89. E.Luard and E.Hosten, trans., Travels of Fray Sebastian Manrique 
1629-1643 . Vol.1 China, India etc., (Oxford: Hakluyt Society; 1927), 
p.71.
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After several streets have been traversed in this fashion, these 
ceremonies in honour of the idol give place suddenly to others 
full of infamy and dishonour. The idol being taken with all this 
pomp and circumstance to the river, or if there is no river, to 
some reservoir, is hurled into it amidst the execrations of the 
people who pelt it with stones and earth, upbraiding it with being 
a whore and heaping the most ignominious epithets upon it, 
accompanied with shouts, yells, jeers and scoffs, when they have 
thus ended the festival, they return home happy and contented" 90 .

From further comments, it later appears

that Manrique is describing a Durga puja immersion scene, even though 

he mentions it taking place in June. The 'heaping of the most 

ignominious epithets' is part of the ifavarotsava ceremonies, having 

their origin in tribal customs. It seems that foreign observers were 

drawn as much to the anarchy of Durga puja as to the pageantry. The 

parading of the image is also an important feature of Durga puja and 

the description given by Manrique corresponds to present day Durga" 

pTija ceremonies.

Manrique's early account of a Durga

puja immersion in the early 17th c, shows that the practice of 

worshipping clay images in Bengal dates back further than the British 

period. It also shows us that Durga puja was performed in villages, 

although it was probably not done in the same style as the pujas of 

the later zemindars and rajas . The image mentioned by Manrique may 

have belonged to a wealthy landowner who hired bearers to immerse the 

image, or to villages celebrating communally. Village pujas were and

90. Luard and Hosten,Vol.I Travels, pp.71-72,
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still are, celebrated communally. The village kumara makes the image 
for a small sum of money and the cost of celebrations are kept to a 
minimum by pooling all the necessary offerings and materials for 
puja . The idea of the baroyari puja , or communal puja subsidised 
by subscriptions, is an urban version of the village system.

From all accounts, the festival of
Durga puja is the most mentioned celebration in connection with the 
worship of clay images in Bengal. It is therefore worthwhile 
investigating the background of Durga and the festival of Durgotsava .
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: DURGA:HER BACKGROUND AND ICONOGRAPHY.

CHARACTER OF DURGA.

Durga is a warrior goddess whose primary

role is the killing of demons on behalf of the gods. She may be called 

upon to bring victory over enemies and is associated with military 

campaigns. As a manifestation of Devf (the Goddess), she is given all 

the qualifications of a supreme deity: she is the great goddess 

(Mahadevf); she is identical with primary cause of the universe 

(Prakrti, sometimes translated as Nature); she is cosmic energy 

(&kti); she appears as the creatoress of the world (Jagatpras'u); she 

is the divine creative playfulness (LTla) by which everything comes 

into being; she is Mahamaya, the personification of creative illusion 

(maya); she is the supportress of the world (JagaddhatrT); she is 

pantheist!'cally everything and comprises everything (Jaganmayf) 1 .

Durga the 'Inaccessible 1 , is the deity

who removes grave dangers and is known in Bengal as DurgatTnas'inf, 'she 

who puts down calamities'^. In the Markandeya Purana (MrkP), she is 

'the boat to cross the difficult ocean'(84.10), 'she who" removes terror 

from every creature'(84.16) and 'she who is the further shore, 

difficult to be reached'-*, in the vulgate edition of the Mahabharata, 

she saves sinners, relieves burdens and rescues people in difficulty 

(Virata Parva 6)4. Durga dwells in inaccesible regions where there is

1. Van Kooij, Worship, p.31.

2. Chakravarti, Tantras, p.94.

3. Pargiter, Markandeya, p.484, p.485, p.490.

4. Protap Chundra Ray, The Mahabharata, Virata Parva (Calcutta: Bharata 
Press, 1886), pp.14-15.
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danger,fear and difficulty (BhTsma Parva 23) 5 . She is commonly said 

to dwell in the Vindhya mountains and is thus known as VindhyavasinT, 

'she who dwells in the Vindhyas 1 . The DevT Purana (DP) refers to her
•

being present in the Ganges and Narmada rivers and in the Vindhya and 

Himalaya mountains (DP 32.4). She is regarded as the daughter of 

Himavat (the Himalaya mountains) and Menaka". As wife of $iva, she is 
known as Uma" or ParvatT and lives on mount Kailasa. DevT Bhagavata 

Purana (DBP) bk.7 ch.28 and SP 50.36 say that she is called Durga 

because she killed the demon Durgama. Bhavisyottara Purana refers to 
her as Bhavanf, daughter of Ya£oda, killer of Kamsa, wife of £iva and 

she is the eternal virgin, Vindhyavasinf.

DURGA IN THE MAHABHARATA.

Durga" is mentioned in the vulgate

edition of the Mahabharata, although it is likely that references to 

her were added later than the original Epic. In the Virata Parva ch 6, 
when Yudisthira is on his way to the city of Virata with the Pandava• • *

brothers, he begins to praise Durga mentally. She is called the 

supreme goddess; born of Yasoda; fond of boons given her by Na'rayana
(Visnu); of the cowherd race of Nanda; the giver of prosperity; the • • *
enhancer of the glory of a worshipper's family; the killer of the evil 

king Kamsa; sister of Vasudeva (Krsna), who is armed with a scimitar 
and shield6 . She is said to be identical with Krsna; has four hands 

and four faces; is Padma, the consort of Na'rayana; has two long arms, 

the remaining six carrying a vessel, lotus, bell, noose, bow, large 
discus and various other weapons; is beautiful; has robes made of 

snakes; has peacock plumes on her head; is a perpetual maiden

5. Ray, Mahabharata, BhTsma Parva (1887), pp.71-72.

6. Ray, Mahabharata, Virata Parva, p.14.
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( kumarf ); is the slayer of the demon Mahisasura (son of Jambasura); 

is Jaya and Vijaya; gives victory in battle; lives eternally on the 

Vindhyas; and as KalT is fond of wine, meat and animal sacrifice7 . 

Durga appears before Yudhisthira, grants him victory over the Kauravas 

and disappears 8 . In Bhfsma Parva 23 Krsna tells Arjuna that he 

should say a hymn to Durga for victory over the enemy. Arjuna calls 

Durga the leader of yogins ; she who is identical with Brahman (the 

Absolute); who dwells in the Mandara forest; who is KalT; wife of 

Kapala; who brings benefits to devotees; MahakalT, the wife of the 

universal destroyer (3iva); who grants victory; bears a banner of 

peacock plumes; bears a sword, spear and shield; is the younger sister 

of the chief of cowherds; born of Nanda's race; fond of buffalo's 

blood; dressed in yellow robes; devours asuras assuming the face of a 

wolf; fond of battle; Uma; SakhambarT; slayer of the demon Kaitabha; 

mother of Skanda (i.e. Karttikeya); she is SarasvatF and Savitrf; she 

always defeats demons and is sleep, unconsciousness and illusion9 . As 

with Yudisthira, Durga appears before Arjuna,grants him the boon of 

victory in war and disappears. According to B.K.Kakati, in the early 

stages of her history, Durga" had nothing to do with £iva and was 

closely connected with the Vaisnava cult and Visnu 1^. The appendix of 

the Mahabharata, the Harivams'a, Arya Stava 3.3, shows that Durga" was 

very popular in the early centuries of the Christian era and that she 

was identified with all the chief deities and had appropriated their

7. Ray, Mahabharata, Virata parva, pp.14-15.

8. Ray, Mahabharata, Virata Parva, p.16.

9. Ray, Mahffbharata, Virata Parva, pp.71-72.

10. Kakati, Mother Goddess, pp.18-19.



198

characteristics* 1 . According to S.C.Mukherji, the worship of Durga 

was popular in the Gupta period and later bronze images from the Pal a 

period of the goddess Ekanams'a (a special form of Durga") have been 

recovered from Bihar 1 ^. EkaTnamsa" (or Subhadra) is asssociated with

Krsna and Baladeva, she is the sister of Krsna, wife of Arjuna, • • • • • •
daughter of Vasudeva and is connected with Jagannatha 1 ^. The 

Harivamsa refers to Durga as Narayanapriya (beloved of Narayana) and 

Vasudevabhagn" (sister of Vasudeva KrsnaJ 1 ^.

DURGA IN THE DEVI MAHATMYA.

Durga is best known through the myth

contained in the DM section of the MrkP. The theme of the DM became 

very popular throughout India, inspired poets and artists and became 

the liturgy for Durga puja , under the title of 'Durga" SaptasatT' (the 

Seven Hundred Verses in honour of Durgcf) or 'CandT 1 . F.E.Pargiter 

believes that the DM was probably composed at Mandhata in the Narmada 

valley in western India around 5th-6th c. A.D. 15 . It comprises cantos 

82-92 of the MrkP which was probably completed around 9th c A.D. 16 . 

Pargiter describes the DM as a glorification of Durga with Kal" as a

11. S.C.Mukherji, "The Cult of EkanamsV, IHQ, Vol.35, no.3 (September 
1959), p.190.

12. Mukherji, "Cult", P.204.

13. Banerjea, Development (1941), p.147.

14. Kakati, Mother Goddess, p.18.

15. Pargiter, Markanfleya, p.xx. Markandeya is supposed to be of the 
Bhargava race of Western India, p.xx.

16. Pargiter, Markancjeya, p.viii.
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manifestation of

The DM concerns the creation of Durga by

the gods, the slaying of several troublesome demons and the subsequent 

glorification of Durga by the gods. Durga's pivotal role is that of 

MahisasuramarddinT, the slayer, or literally 'trampler' ( marddinT ) of 

the demon Mahisa. Although she appears in other guises and kills other 

demons in the course of the myth, this is Durga's most well-known 

form. Several Puranas relate the story of the slaying of Mahisa by 

Durga, but the DM is the principal source of them all.

The story of the DM is related by the

sage Medhas to Raja Suratha and the Vais*ya SamaTdhi. RcTja Suratha, 

whose capital was at Kola ( modern Kolhapur in Maharasthra), lost his 

kingdom to enemies and was banished. SamSdhi, on the other hand, was 

abandoned by family and friends. Medhas tells them both that they are 

in their predicament through the power of Mahamaya, the great power of 

illusion or the Goddess personified. On being asked who this MahSmaya 

is, Medhas begins the story of the DM, the 'Glorification ( ma hat my a ) 

of the Goddess (Devf)'.

The first account given by Medhas of

Mahamaya concerns the slaying of the two demons Madhu and Kaitabha 

(81.49-77). These two demons emerge from Visnu's ears as he lies 

sleeping on the ocean of dissolution at the end of the world cycle and 

attempt to kill the god Brahma who stands on a lotus that emerges from 

Visnu's navel. Brahma eulogises the 'Sleep 1 (Mahamaya) that has 

overcome Visnu and asks her to wake Visnu so that he may kill the

17. Pargiter, Markandeya, p.xi.
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demons. 'Sleep 1 leaves Visnu who then wakes, fights Madhu and Kaitabha 

and eventually kills them^.

In the DM, Durga is created out of the

energies ( tejas ) of al 1 the gods. In MrkP 82.8-17, on hearing how 

the demon Mahisa ousted the gods from heaven, Visnu and Siva become 

angry. Great energy ( tejas ) issues from the mouths of Siva, Visnu 

and Brahma and from the bodies of the other gods. It amalgamates into 

a mountain of intense energy and becomes a female created from the 

energies of all the gods I 9 . The gods equip Durga with weapons and 

ornaments (81.19-31): Siva gives a trident ; Krsna, a discus ; Varuna , 

a conch ; Agni , a spear ; Maruta, a bow and quiver of arrows ; Indra, a 

thunderbolt and a bell from his elephant, Airavata ; Yama gives a rod ; 

the Lord of the Waters, a noose ; Prajapati, a necklace of beads ; 

Brahma, an earthen water pot ; SuVya shines his rays on her skin ; KcTla 

gives her a sword and shield ; the ocean of milk, a spotless necklace 

of pearls and undecaying clothes ; Vis'vakarma, a crest-jewel, pair of 

earrings, bracelets, a half-moon ornament, armlets, anklets, necklace, 

rings, a polished axe, weapons of various kinds and impenetrable 

armour; the ocean, a garland of fadeless lotus flowers ; Himavat, a 

lion and various gems ; Kuvera, a drinking cup full of wine; and Sesa,
r\s\

a serpent necklace adorned with large

18. See £iva Purana ch.45 and Kalika Purana ch.64.4-43 for similar 
accounts.

19. The same story appears in Siva Purana 46.10-18 and KcMika Purana 
61.5-6. In the DevT Bhagavata Purana bk.7, all the gods, led by Visnu, 
assemble on the Himalayas to find relief from the demon Taraka. Some 
do mantra repetition, some do sacrifice, some do japa 
(recitation). On the ninth day of Caitra, the Goddess appears as a 
beautiful woman, formed of an effulgent lustre.

20. See KP 61.6-7 for a similar description.
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Fully equipped and ornamented, Durga

precedes into battle against the demon Mahisa and his army. Durga 

destroys all the asuras and finally has to contend with Mahisa
•

himself. MrkP 83.20-39 describes how Mahisa changes into various 

animal shapes in his battle with Durga. First he becomes a buffalo and 

Durga flings her noose over him. Mahisa becomes a lion. While Durga
•

cuts off his head, Mahisa takes the appearance of a man with a scimitar 

in his hand. Durga fires at him with arrows and he becomes a huge 

elephant, but she cuts off his trunk. Mahisa assumes buffalo shape and 

hurls mountains at Durga, which she shatters. Durga" then leaps on 

Mahisa, kicks him in the neck with her foot and strikes him with her 

spear. Mahisa half emerges from the buffalo's body and his head is 

struck off by Durga's sword and he is killed 21 .

Having killed Mahisa, Durga" is praised

by all the gods and promises to befriend them always. The gods are 

defeated again, this time by the demon brothers £umbha and Nis'umbha, 

and they invoke Candika (Durga"). When Sumbha sees Candika" he wants to 

marry her, but she declines. Sumbha sends an army under the demons 

Canda and Munda. Durga grows dark with anger, and from her forehead 

springs KalT, armed with sword and noose and looking fearful. Mounted

on a lion, she kills Canda and Munda and is dubbed Ccfmunda. Sumbha• • • • • •
sends all his armies and the gods send their female energies ( s'aktls ) 

to help Durga. These are the so-called Astanayikas ( asta , eight, 

nayika" , consorts). Camunda" ki 11 s the commander-in-chief of the demon 

army, RaktavTja, by drinking all his blood. Then Candika kills 

Nis'umbha and finally Sumbha, whereupon the gods are overjoyed. They

21. See £p 5.46.58-60 and Vamana Purapa 21,49 for similar description. 
In Skanda PurSna 1.3.11, 25-26, the demon is crushed and deprived of 
his strength before being killed by DurgaT. The kick of DurgVs foot 
occupies the central theme of Bana's 'Cand's'ataka 1 .



202

praise her and she promises to help them always. The gods regain their 
supremacy and Candika is praised. In her glorification ( mahatmya ) it 
is said that Durga bestows svarga (heaven) and final emancipation

(93.3).

DURGA IN THE DEVf PURANA.

In the DP version of the DM myth, the
demon is known as Dundubhi. R.C.Hazra dates the Devf Purana as late 
half of the 7th c and argues that it is a work of Bengal 22 . DP chs. 
4-9 and chs. 13-20 describe the story of the slaying of the demon 
Dundubhi. Dundubhi saw Uma* occupying the left half of Diva's body and 
became infatuated. S'iva reduced the demon to ashes with a glance, but 
from the ashes arose another demon who also had a desire for Uma. Uma 
cursed this dreadful ( ghora ) demon to be born on earth. sfiva 
reproached her and Uma, in a fit of pique, blesses the demon with 
lordship over the gods. £iva cursed Uma to be born on earth where the 
demon would want to be her husband. Uma said that if the 
dark-complexioned demon did so, she would kill him while mounted on a 
lion. In due course Dundubhi became known as Ghora and troubled the 
three worlds (heaven, earth and the underworld). The.gods prayed to 
Uma, referring to her as Adya* £akti (the Mother Goddess) and Yoga Ma'ya, 
the virgin girl living in the Vindhya mountains, mounted on a lion, 
known as VindhyavasinT. Ghora is informed of VindhyavasinT" by the sage 
Narada and goes to capture her. With the help of the gods and the 
Matrs (Mothers), VindhyavasinT fights and kills Ghora, who has assumed 
the form of a buffalo (Mahisa) before his death. Vindhyavasinf comes 

to be known as the killer of Mahisa23 .

22. R.C.Hazra, "The Devf Purana, a work of Bengal", Purana., Vol.IV, no.2 
(July 1962), p.355.

23. Hazra, Studies, pp.28-29.
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In DP 16.39-40, Narada sees Bhagavatf

(Durga) seated upon a lion, holding a skin, sword, bow, arrow, lance, 

iron lance, thunderbolt, elephant tusk, axe, mallet, noose, goad, flag, 

vTna (Indian lute) and bell. She wears a leopard skin and holds a 

rosary and has one hand lifted in varada mudra" 24 . In the DP 17.17 

she stands holding a snake, plough, hammer, axe, noose, discus, conch, 

skull-topped bone, staff, goad and various weapons, a trident given by 

Siva and a rosary, all the things for killing the demon. She is 

forever virgin, forever ascetic and was spontaneously created from the 

communion of the gods 25 .

DURGA IN THE KALIKA PURAtyA.

The Kalika Purana (KP) deals with the

exploits of the goddess K31T as Kalika, who is ' yoganidra ' or 

'maya ' of Visnu and later wife of Siva as the dark complexioned 

DaksanayanT, SatT and KSl" or KSlika, daughter of Menaka 2^. AS 

Visnu's maya , she is four-armed, seated upon a lion, carrying a 

sword, blue lotus and showing abhaya and varada mudras . She is 

&kti and PrakrtT and has many forms27. The KP has strong Vaisnava
t

orientation and Visnu is seen as Brahma or Purusa with DevT as his 

s'akti, maya or Prakrti 28 . According to R.C.Hazra, the KP was written

by 'Sikta-Vaisnavas 1 of Kamarupa (Assam) during the late 10th, early * • •
llth c A.D. 29 . The KP, which extolls the cult of Kamakhya DevT in

24. Tarkaratna, Devf Purana, p.121.

25. Tarkaratna, DevT Purana, p.126.

26. Hazra, Studies, p.230.

27. Hazra, Studies, p.230.

28. Hazra, Studies, p.233.

29. Hazra, Studies, p.233 and p.245,
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Assam, may have been composed at the time when there was a transition 

from the previous popularity of £iva worship in Assam to the 

introduction of Vaisnavism via ifaktism and the encouragement of Devf 

worship by the ruling dynasties of the time. The KP also recounts the 

MahisasuramarddinT myth, but with a few variations.

In the KP 62.140-142 the demon Rambha,

having performed austerities, is without a son and asks Siva if he will 

be his son in three births on the following conditions: that he will be 

a son that cannot be killed by any living being; who will be 

victorious in battle; who will have a long life and be famous and 

fortunate. Siva grants the boon and takes the form of a cow with whom 

Rambha mates. Mahisa is born and is cursed by the sage Katyayana with 

the words 'A woman will cause your ruin 1 (62.150-151). DevT kills 

Mahisa in three successive births in three forms, mentioned in the KP 

62.110 as: Ugracanda (who is eighteen-armed); BhadrakalT (who is 

sixteen-armed); and Durga (who is ten-armed). It is stated in the KP

62.154:

"Therefore the Goddess accepted the demon Mahisa who was actually 
the great god (himself). In three births the lord ifiva was 
Rambha's son'30.

It continues to say in 62.160, that because of this, the demon now 

remains under the soles of the Goddess's feet^l.

The reference to Mahisa (£iva) remaining

beneath DevT's feet may be a subtle allusion to the subordination of 

male deities to the supremacy of Devi". In fact, the KP 60.65 and 62.33 

states that Visnu and $iva are nothing more than DevT's mounts

30. Van Kooij, Worship, p.119.

31. Van Kooij, Worship, p.119.
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( vahana ) or that they form parts of her seat ( asana ) 32 . In the 

KP, Visnu (Hari) is identified with the lion ( harl ) and $iva is 

identified with the buffalo demon Mahisa (62.153) 33 . In images of 

Mahisasuramarddinf, the buffalo and lion are placed directly beneath 

Durga". She is sometimes shown standing with the right foot on the lion 

and the left on the demon Manila, who emerges from the buffalo body. 

This Mahis'asuramarddinT composition might be a direct means of 

communicating, in visual terms, the supremacy of DevT over male 

deities as is implied in the KP reference to Visnu and ^iva being 

Devt's seats:

DURGA

VISNU ( hari ) £lVA (Mahisa)

In the KP 60.58 £iva is identical to a white ghost ( sltapreta ) which 

may allude to the position of sfiva as a white corpse lying recumbent 

beneath the standing or seated figures of KalT popular in Bengal and 

other parts of India. KP 63.59-60 refers to the goddess Kalika (the 

Black One) who lives in the Himalayas and appears out of MatarigT's 

(Durga's) body. Kalika is also known as Ugratara (63.61). She has 

four arms, is black, adorned with a wreath of heads, holding in top 

right hand a sword, bottom right a blue lotus (63.64), in the top left 

hand a knife, in bottom left a skull bowl, she wears a braid on her 

head (63.65) and a wreath of shaven human heads, she wears a snake as

32. Van Kooij, Worship, P.119. A similar statement is found in the DBP 
which says that the five Mahapretas Jgreat ghosts) Brahma, Vis.nu, 
Rudra, Indra and Sadasiva, stay at Devi's feet and she stays beyond 
them as unmanifest consciousness (Lalye, Studies, p.197).

33. Van Kooij, Worship, p.32 n.l.
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her necklace, she has red eyes (63.66), wears a black cloth and has a 
tiger skin, her left foot is on the chest of a corpse, her right on the 

back of a lion, she licks the corpse and laughs shrilly, is terrifying 

and surrounded by an aureole of flames (63.67-6S) 34 .

ICONOGRAPHICAL DESCRIPTIONS OF DURGA.

Since Durga* is a warrior goddess, she is

equipped with the appropriate instruments of battle. When Brahma" is 
threatened by the demons Madhu and Kaitabha in the MrkP, he eulogises 

'Sleep' (Mahamaya), describing her as terrible, armed with sword, 

spear, club, discus, conch, bow, having as weapons armour, sling and 
iron mace (81.61-62). Durga is associated with battle and is capable 

of being fierce. As such, she embodies the tamasf (malignant) 

quality ( guna ), is multi-armed and shown fighting demons 35.

MP 260.57-65 gives a very detailed des­ 

cription of MahisasuramarddinT as KatyayanT. She is ten-armed, holding 

weapons that can be seen in the hands of Brahma, Visrju and Siva. She 
has matted hair, a crescent moon, three eyes, a youthful appearance, is 
adorned with ornaments, has fine teeth and full breasts and stands in 

tribhahga (thrice bent pose). She is the destroyer of the demon 
Mahisasura and is armed with discus, trident, sharp pointed arrows,•

javelin, sword, bow, noose, goad, bell and battle-axe. Below her is 

Mahisa with severed head, holding sword in one hand, soaked in blood, 
his chest pierced by Durga's javelin, his intestines spilling out. 

DevT has one foot on the lion and the toe of the other on the body of 

Mahisasura. Mahisa is encircled by a snake and Durga" holds his

34. Van Koiij, Worship, p.125.
35. See pp.20-21. According to Kumar, Sakti, p.231, Durga embodies the 
rajasT (passionate) quality. The triguna aspects of DevT are sometimes seen as MahakSlT, MahSlaksmT and Mahasarasvati 
(Bhattacharyya, "Worship of Durga", p.17).
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hair with her left hand. Praying figures are said to be positioned 
around her36.

The Agni Purana 50.1-5 gives a similar
description of Durga, but she is twenty-armed. The buffalo is placed 
below Durga, its head is severed and the demon emerges out of its neck, 
brandishing a sword and vomitting blood. Candika stands with her right 
foot on the back of the lion, her left on the shoulder of the demon 
around whose neck is twisted the serpent noose ( nagapaVa ) of the 
goddess whose lion pounces on and bites into the arm of the demon-*?.

In the KP 61.10-20 Durga has long,
twisted hair, a diadem of the half moon, three eyes, a face resembling 
a lotus and the moon, she is the colour of molten gold, standing 
firmly, with beautiful eyes, full of blooming youth and adorned with 
all her ornaments, with lovely teeth, fiery with full, upraised 
breasts, standing in tribhanga and crushing the demon Mahisa. She

*

has ten arms 'as long as lotus stalks' in which she carries a shield, 
bow fully-bent, noose, goad, bell and axe in her left hands and 
trident, sword, discus, sharp arrows and lance in her right hands. 
Durga stands with her left big toe on the back of the. lion, while her 
right foot rests on the body of the buffalo. She grasps Manila's hair 
with one of her left hands which contains the noose. Mahisa's neck is 
enclosed within the snake noose. Durga's lion is vomiting blood, 
Mahisa is red with red and trembling eyes and crooked teeth. He is 
pierced in the chest by Durga's trident, is half emerging from the 
severed neck of the buffalo.

36. Akhtar, Matysa, p.310.

37. Dutt Shastri, Agni. pp.181-182
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According to S.Bhattacharyya, despite

Durga's warlike qualities, 'the elements in Her composite nature that 

have caught the popular imagination are not so much Her power and 

grandeur as Her madhurya, or sweetness, beauty, or harmony and Her 

abhaya or protection' 38 . As J.Pryzluski says, 'Durga in India was 

cruel; but those whom she struck blessed her sovereign hand and to make 

her propitious gave her gracious names like the 'Gentle' or the 

'Immaculate'39.

ORIGINS OF DURGA.

There are conflicting views on the

origin of Durga and her worship. Gaurinath Sastri claims that Durga is 

a Vedic as well as a Puranic deity and refers to two hymns in the Rg 

Veda Samhita, the Devf Sukta and the Ratri Sukta, which celebrate the 

praise of Durga^O. B.C.Majumdar disagrees and says that she is a 

Puranic, not a Vedic, deity, who was worshipped as a supreme deity from 

about the 7th c A.D. onwards 41 . Literary evidence, such as the DM and 

the DP, seem to point to a strong £akta foothold in the religious 

systems of northern India during the Gupta period (3rd-6th c A.D.) and 

images of MahisasuramarddinT have been found dating from the first 

century A.D. onwards. Bana, the court poet of king Harsa of Kanauj 42 , 

whom P.V.Kane dates as c.600-650 A.D. 43 , mentions the temple of 

CandikI and the offerings of blood made to her, her trident and the

38. Bhattacharyya, "Worship of Durga", p.17.

39. J.Pryzluski, "The Great Goddess in India and Iran",_IHQ, Vol.X, no.3 
(September 1934), p.421.

40. G.Sastri, "The Worship of the Clay Image of the Goddess Durga", 
J.N.Banerjea Volume (Calcutta: The Alumni Assoc.; 1960), p.269.

41. B.C.Majumdar, "Durga: her Origin and Hi story"Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Soc. of Gt. Britain, Vol.XXVIII (1906), pp.355-362.See 
hpigraphia Indica Vol.9, p.189 and Kane, Dharmas'astra (1941), p.738.

42. see back p.156.

43. Kane, Dharmas*5stra (1958), p.xiii.
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slaughter of the demon Mahisasura in ch.28 of his 'Kadambari ' 44 . In 

his 'Harsacarita', the biography of king Harsa, Bana refers to an image 

of Durga in the Vindhya mountains of western India 45 with which Durga 

is connected as Vindhyavasin". Bana's 'CandTs'ataka' is a poetic eulogy 

based on the MahisasuramarddinT scene of the DM. By the time of the 

DBP, dated by Hazra as llth/12th c 46, all village goddesses were seen 

as partial manifestations of DevT, the Supreme Goddess (DBP 9.1.36) and 

the concept of the Mother Goddess assumed cosmic porportions, drawing 

within itself the hitherto unconnected local goddesslings47. This had 

its correlation in iconography in that, as the grama devata (village 

deities) assumed a formal iconography, they invariably assimilated 

themselves to Durga and the Sapta MStrkas (Seven Divine Mothers) 4**.

ICONS OF DURGA.

Mahisasuramarddini is one of the most

commonly depicted goddesses of the Hindu pantheon. Images of her have 

been found dating from the period of the Kusana dynasty (lst-2nd c 

A.D.) of northern India. The earliest figure discovered so far, is a 

terracotta plaque made from a mould which was discovered at Nagar in 

Rajasthana, dating from the 1st c A.D.. R.C.Agrawala describes it as 

a terracotta plaque showing a two-armed Durga" with right hand placed on 

the back of a buffalo whose tail is erect and front leg raised. The 

left leg of Durga rests on the head of a recumbent lion which faces

44. Kane, Dharma&stra (1941), p.738.

45. N.G.Banerji, "New Light on Durgotsava", IHQ Vol.XXI no.3 (Sept 
1945), p.228.

46. Hazra, Studies, pp.346-347.

47. Kakati, Mother Goddess, p.69.

48. J.C.Harle, "Durga, Goddess of Victory", Artibus Asiae,Vo1 .XXVI 
(1963), p.245 n.37.
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right. The garments and ornaments appear clearly on the figure. 

Agrawala adds that it is certain that people of Rajasthan began to 

worship Durga" from as early as the 1st c A.D. and that the cult of 

Durga may have spread from Rajasthan to other parts of India^9 . 

B.N.Mukherjee mentions the terracotta plaque from Nagar as well as a 

sandstone relief of Durga from Bhitar attributed to the age of the 

Guptas (3rd-6th c A.D.)50 and remarks 'It should, however, be 

remembered that a number of Mahisamarddinf images have been placed 

earlier than any conceivable date for the Markandeya Purana'^1 , which 

contains probably the earliest full reference to Durga. Mukherjee 

suggests that Durga MahisamarddinT may have had some connection with 

the Assyrio-Babylonian goddess Ishtar (otherwise known as Nana), a 

warrior goddess riding on a lion, although he says the lion does not 

generally appear on Mathura icons of Mahisamarddinf dateable to the 

time of the Ku§anas^. There was considerable development in the 

iconography of Durga through the ages, but it seems that the prototypes 

were in existence prior to their own iconographical descriptions as is 

the case with most religious images in India.

Although the earliest Mahisamarddinf

images appear in the Kusana and Gupta periods, they are also common, 

for instance, under the Calukya dynasties (6th-12th c A.D.) of Badami, 

the Deccan, and under the Rastrakutas (8th-10th c A.D.) of the west and

49. R.C.Agrawala , "Some Sculptures of Durga Mahisamarddinf from 
Rajasthana", Adyar Library Bulletin, no.XIX (May 1955),'pp.37-38.

50. B.N.Mukherji, Nana on Lion (Calcutta: The Asiatic Soc., 1969), 
p.20.

51. Mukherjee, Nana, p.20.

52. Mukherjee, Nana, p.20.
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central Deccan5^. Complex and multi-armed images of Durga are common 

from the late 7th-8th c under the Calukyas, from the 8th-10th c under 

the Pal lavas and in the 10th c under the Colas. One of the most famous 

of these is a stone wall relief from the Mahisamarddinf temple at 

Mamallapuram (7th c) from the time of the Pal lavas 54 . It shows Durga 

seated on a lion and firing an arrow at the buffalo-headed demon, 

Mahisa, who stands holding a club. In early and medieval icons, Durga" 

is sometimes represented with her vahana , the lion, but without the 

demon, or she may be represented standing on a buffalo head with no 

vahana or demon, or the demon may be represented by a buffalo only (in 

which case the icons are referred to as Mahisamarddinf) or 

anthropomorphically as a man fully or half emerged from the severed 

neck of a buffalo ( in which case the icon is referred to as 

Mahisasuramarddinf). Durga's vahana may even be a stag55 .

The DM theme was taken up later by

painters, notably those from Punjab and Rajasthan, during the 17th-19th 

c. These so-called 'Paharf or hill painters, illustrated important 

parts of the story of Durga's struggle against the demons and her 

creation from the energies of the gods. Paintings illustrating the DM 

are, in fact, among the earliest examples of the Basohli school of 

upper Punjab, which F.S.Aijazuddin finds surprising, since the Basohli 

artists were patronised by Raja Sangram Pal,a Vaisnava, and after the 

initial period of Devf paintings, the favourite theme became Visnu in

53. See Aschwin De Lippe, Indian Medieval Sculpture (Amsterdam: 
North Holland Publishing Co., 1978).Dates for dynasties taken from 
Basham, Wonder.

54. De Lippe, Medieval, p.151, plate 144.

55. Harle, "Durga", p.243.
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his incarnation as Krsna56. The Guler artists of the Punjab also 
favoured the DM theme. Prominent temples to Durga" were built at the 
Guler capital at Haripur in the 18th c 57 . Illustrated manuscripts of 
the DM dating from 15th-18th c from Gujurat and Nepal are also quite 
common 58.

ICONS OF DURGA FROM BENGAL.

Small terracotta plaques of Mahisasura-
marddinf have been discovered in Bengal from the Gupta period and there 
are a few sculptures of the goddess dating from the classical Pala-Sena 
period (8th-13th c), although images of the Pal a period were 
predominantly Buddhist, while those of the Sena period were mainly of 
Visnu and Surya. The most interesting MahisasuramarddinT image from 
Bengal is that discovered at Dulmi, Manbhum district, West Bengal, 
dated 10th c and currently in the Indian Museum, Calcutta (Fig.l).

The Dulmi image stands at approximately
three and a half feet and is sculptured in black basalt which was 
commonly used in the Pala-Sena period. The sculpture shows Durga in 
trlbhariga pratyalTdha pose with her right leg on the lion and left on 
the buffalo. She is ten-armed and carries tris'ula (trident), 
khetaka (shield), tanka (hatchet), sVa (arrow), khadga (sword), 
dhanu (bow), para^u (axe), ankusa (goad), nagapaVa (snake-noose) and 
shows s'uci-mudra 59. Durga's trident pierces the chest of the demon 
Mahisa, who emerges in human shape from the decapitated buffalo.

56. F.S.Aijazuddin, Pahari Paintings and Sikh Portraits in the Lahore Museum (London: Philip Wilson HuDiishers, 1972), p.4.

57. Aijazuddin, Pahari, p.33.
58. Moti Chandra, "Two Illustrated Devimahatmya Manuscripts from Nepal", Bulletin of the Prince of Wales Museum of Western India, no.11(1971) ,-prn ~~
59. Majumdar, History, p.453.
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decapitated buffalo. The demon is almost completely emerged except for 
his left foot, which remains in the buffalo's neck. The severed head 
of the buffalo is shown below. Mahisa carries a sword in his right 
hand, a shield in his left, DurgcT's snake-noose encircles his neck and 
Durga pierces the demon's head with a fork-like weapon in the hand 
showing s*uci mudra . The lion is shown biting Mahisa's right elbow. 
There are two sundarfs (female attendants) on either side of the base 
waving yak's tail flywhisks ( c a mar a ). Two flying nialadharTs 
(garland-bearers) are shown at the top of the slab, either side of 
Durga's head, and at the top centre is the kTrttimukha gargoyle. 
Durga wears an elaborate kinta mukuta (jewelled crown), large 
circular earrings and ornate jewel Iry, including a broad girdle. She 
appears to wear a tight-fitting s"ari or skirt and blouse. Her face is 
in the ' pana ' style, as are all the faces in the composition60. The 
forehead is broad, the eyes are slanting and mongoloid. Durga" is 
faintly smiling and looks benignly outwards through half-closed eyes. 
The figure of Durga is the largest in the composition. Her lion 
resembles the ferocious pugdog-like lions common in the Buddhist art of 
Nepal and Tibet and foreshadows the heraldic ghora-slmha of the 
traditional style clay images of Durga made in Bengal. The figures are 
set within a prabhavall that resembles a typical Pal a temple with 
square or rectangular cella, its roof built up of three pyramidical, 
horizontal courses and supported by pi liars 6 !.

J.C.French refers to a stone image of 

Mahisamarddinf taken from the ruined temple at Barakar, Burdwan

60. See back p.96.

61. R.Skelton and R.Hollis, ed., Arts of Bengal, the heritage of Bangladesh and Eastern India (London: Trustees of the Whitechapel Art Gallery, 19/9), p.39.



214

district, dated 8th c A.D.62 an d to a gold-plated metal image from 

Chanddagram, Tippera district, of the goddess CandT standing on a lion, 

also from the 8th c. A.D. 63 . The brass image of MahisamarddinT in the 

Assam State Museum dated 12th-13th c from Tinsukia, Lakshmipur 

district, Assam 64 , differs in style from the Dulmi image and from many 

of the classical images of Durga from Bengal and surrounding regions. 

The image shows a ten-armed Durga with pana face, standing with her 

right foot on the back of a ghora-simha and left on the neck of the 

demon Mahisa, who is knealing. A severed head placed beneath the 

ghora-simha represents the buffalo. This style of image became 

popular in the 18th c and has many stylistic similarities with the 

traditional style images. 65 .

CONTEMPORARY CLAY ICONS OF DURGA FROM BENGAL.

Contemporary clay icons of Durga

worshipped during the autumnal festival are a combination of classical 

iconography and regional improvisation. The central figures are those 

of Durga", Mahisa and the lion, but also included are the figures of 

Ganes*a and LaksmT to the left, and Sarasvatf and Karttikeya to the 

right (Fig.4). These additional figures in the composite Durga* image 

are not mentioned in any Purana, £ilpa Sastra or puja" paddhatl and 

cannot be found in classical sculpture from Bengal or other parts of 

India.

62. J.C.French, The Art of the Pal Empire of Bengal (London: OUP, 
1928), pl.v.

63. French, Art, pi.ii.

64. P.D.Choudhury and M.C.Das, Treasures of Assam through Assam State 
Museum (Gauhati: Govt. of Assam Publications, 1959), p.35.

65. See Kalyan Kumar Ganguli for a similar set within a call (Designs 
in the Traditional Arts of Bengal (Calcutta: Govt. of West Bengal 
Design Publications, 1963), p.115, pi.70.
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The composite Durga image has been

subject to various interpretations. Gaurinath Shastri suggests that 

the additional figures represent the four aims of life: Ganes'a as the
•

presiding deity of virtue ( dharraa ); Laksmf of wealth ( artha ); 

Karttikeya of desire ( kama ); SarasvatT of learning; and Durga of 

emancipation ( moksa ) 66 . N.G.Banerjea suggests that Durga puja is 

a ceremony in which all four castes meet and as such SarasvatT 

represents Brahmanical culture, Karttikeya represents the military 

Ksatriyas, LaksmT represents the farmers and traders, the Vais'yas, and 

Ganes'a represents the masses, the Sudras 67 . K.M.Varma suggests that 

the mandala of DevT (two interlocking triangles) plays an important 

part in the composition^. D.C.Sircar says that the present Durga 

composition in Bengal is a form of the goddess Lalita, found in the 

Agni Purana, who stands on a lotus and has two of her four hands on 

Skanda (Karttikeya) and Ganela, and the other two hold a mirror and a 

spear 6^. One Bengali informant suggested to me that the additional 

figures are included in the Durga composition because they are deities 

who are worshipped throughout the year by the Hindus of Bengal and that 

it is therefore only right to find them included in the Durgotsava 

celebrations.

It is a convention in classical

sculpture to represent a deity flanked on either side by minor deities, 

consorts or family ( parivara ). Although there are five deities 

present in the composite Durga image (viz. Durga, LaksmT, Ganesa,

66. Shastri, "Worship of the Clay Image", p.270.

67. Banerjee, "New Light", p.231.

68. Varma, Technique, p.198.

69. Sircar, Studies, p.236.
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Karttikeya, and Sarasvatf) and it is tempting to think of their group 

worship as a form of parfcayatana puja 70 , this does not seem to be 

the intention of the composition. Numerous other deities may also be 

represented in the composition. For instance, in the calcitra 

(painted frieze) attached to the backframe of the Durga image there are 

numerous deities who are mentioned during the festival as part of the 

recitations during ritual, iiva, Brahma and Visnu are just three of 

the deities represented in this way. The additional figures may 

represent the family of Durga, but according to most Puranic myths, 

Durga (as ParvatT, wife of Siva) is only mother to Ganes'a and
•

Karttikeya. However, Durga is mentioned in the DBP bk.9 ch.l as being 

the mother of Ganes'a, Radha, Laksmf, SarasvatT and SavitrT and in bk.9 

chSo 144-159 as the daughter of Daksa and Menaka" mother of Karttikeya 

and Ganesci and subsequently of Laksmf and Sarasvatf71. The four 

additional deities are accepted according to popular Bengali mythology 

as being the children of Durga, which may explain their inclusion in 

the clay images of Durga worshipped during the autumnal festival.

However, not all clay images of Durga

contain the additional four figures and it seems that their inclusion 

in the Durga composition is completely optional and restricted to 

images used during the festival. Some traditional families worship 

Durga images which do not have the additional four figures. C.C.Sanyal 

writes of two contemporary cases of Durga images undergoing 

transformation into composite Durga images72 . One of these belongs to 

the house of a zemindar family in Baikunthapur and the other is housed

70. see back, pp.55-56.

71. Swami Vijnanananda, Sri Mad Devi Bhagavatam, SBH 26 (Allahabad: AMS 
Press, 1921-23) p.809 and p.797.

72. C.C.Sanyal, The Rajbansis of North Bengal, Monograph Series no.XI 
(Calcutta: The Asiatic Soc., 1965), p.141.
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in the Boro Durga Baree temple in Cooch Behar. Both are single images 

showing a red Durga" standing on a lion that bites the elbow of the 

demon Mahisa. About fifty years ago, the additional figures of Laksmf,
•

Sarasvatf, Karttikeya and Ganes'a were added at the insistence of a 
south Bengali. Sanyal also mentions a two-handed image of a goddess 

called Bhandanf, shown holding a pot and bestowing blessings and riding 

upon a tiger. The additional figures were added later and the tiger 
was changed into a lion73 . In such cases, there is an identification 

between a village deity and a Puranic deity in an attempt to elevate 
the status of the former. In fact, this process receives Puranic 
sanction in that all minor goddesses are seen as partial manifestations 
of the Supreme Goddess, DevT. Additional figures can also be found on 
clay images of the snake goddess Manasa", a village deity7^.

The composite Durga appears on
terracotta plaques from temples dating from the 18th-19th c, but it is 
also common to find the additional figures ommitted or replaced by the 
figures of two sundarfs waving flywhisks, as in classical sculpture. 

The same applies for pata paintings of Durga.

The earliest reference to the composite
Durga" occurs in the description given by the Bengali poet, Mukundarama 

Cakravarti (16th c) in his 'CandT Marigala', a poem on the aboriginal 
goddess, CandT. In Mukundarama's poem, the village goddess CandT takes 
the form of the Puranic deity Mahisasuramarddinf before the startled 

eyes of the hunter Kalketu and his wife Khullana:

Candika took the form of MahisamarddinT
In'eight directions the AstanSyikas shone forth
Her right foot rested on the back of a lion

73. Sanyal, Rajbansis. p.142.

74. P.K.Maity, Historical Studies in the Cult of the Goddess Manasa 
(Calcutta: PuntTnPustak,1966),plate 18 of a clay image from 
Lakshanpur, Hooghly District.
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Her left on the back of the demon Mahisa
With her left hand she held Mahisa's hair
With her right hand she placed the trident in his chest
On her left side shone her matted locks
Her headress encompassed the whole circle of the sky
Bracelets and armlets adorned her ten arms
In this form she receives puja from the whole world
A noose, goad, bell, mace, and bow
These five weapons gleam in her five left hands
A sword, discus, trident, spear and brightly-shining arrows
In her right hands gleam these five weapons
To her left is Karttikeya*, to her right Ganes*a**
Above, Sfiva rides on the head of a bull
To her right is LaksmT***, to the left SarasvatT
Facing her, deities sing various hymns
Her limbs outshine molten gold
The colour of her three eyes outcolours blue lotuses
And her face outshines the autumnal moon 75 .

(*Karttikeya is referred to as £ikhi-bahana , he who rides a peacock
** Ganes*a is called lambodara , the pot-bellied
*** LaksmT is known as jaladhisuta , the daughter of the sea)

In the poem to CandT of Harirama

entitled 'CandTkavya', the hunter Kalketu asks the goddess CandT to 

reveal herself in her true form, in the scene immediately preceding the 

manifestation of CandT as MahisasuramarddinT. Kalketu guesses that

75. Aksaya Candra Sarkar, Kavika'nkana CangIT (Chunchura: Sri Nandalal 
Basu, 1285 B.S.), pp.184-18^:

mahisamarddinT rupa dharena candika/
as. fa'dike s*obha kare as.£a nayika"//
simha prsthe Sropana dak^ijia carana/
mahiser pfsfhe bama pada a"ropaga//
bama kare mahisasurer dhari cula/
dani kare tar buke cfgliatila s*ula//
bamadike lambamaha <obhe jatajuta/
gagana mantfale lage mathar mukuta//
afigada balay'a hara hail a das*abhuja"/
jena mate tribhubane lailaka puja//
pas'a~riku§a ghanta khe£aka s*ara~sana/
bama kare sobhe kare p'affca praharana//
asi cakra Stila s'akti kata mata s*ara/
paffca astra s'obhita daks.jna panca kara//
tapta kaladhaita jini hail a tanu 5bh^/
indTbara jini dui locaner ^obha//
s*asikala s1)bhe t^lrTra mastaka bhusarja/
sampCTrpa s"a"rada indu jiniya badana//
blme s*ikkh"T b^hana dak§ipe lambodara/
bfse arohapa ^iba mastaka upara//
da^s\ne jaladhi suta bSme sarasvatf//
cTnande pulake debgana kare sttuti//
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CandT is really Durga in disguise and beseeches her to reveal herself 

'In the form of which people make clay images in the month of 

fts'vina' 76 . In Mukundarama's version of this scene, the line occurs as 

'That form in which you are worshipped in Wvina' 77 . If Harirama's 

line is the original, then Durga was worshipped with clay images 

displaying the composite format at the time of Harirama (16th c). 

However, there is no critical edition of Harirama's poem and there 

appears to be some debate over the authenticity of the manuscript of 

the poem. It is quoted in the selections of medieval Bengali poetry 

included in Dinesh Chandra Sen's book 'Banga Sahitya Paricaya'. But 

even if this is not the original line, the fact that Mukundarama and 

Harirama both describe Mahisasuramarddin" in terms of the composite 

Durga with the additional four deities, and the fact that they say that 

this is the form in which Durga is worshipped in fls'vina, the month of 

the Purgcrtsava festival, seems to indicate that the composite Durga 

image was worshipped by at least the 16th c in Bengal. Since the 

composite Durga image is not housed in temples and is not made in any 

other material than clay, it is evident that the composite Durga image 

mentioned by both these poets is a clay image of the kind used only in

the Durgotsava festival.

The inclusion of the four figures in

Mangala Kavya literature confirms the regional character of the 

composite images of Durga and its strong links with the village 

tradition of Bengal. Even in the village tradition of the Mahgala 

Kavya , the Puranic stories of Durga are briefly alluded to and she is 

known by all the epithets mentioned in the Puranas and the Harivams'a.

76. Sen, Banga, p.312:
nija mffrtti dhara jadi tabemane laya/ 
jei rupe a^vine loka kare mrnmaya//

77. Sarkar, Kavikahakapa, p.184:
jadi_ nija rupa dhara prabodha jai mane/ 
jerupe tomaVe loka pHjaye aYvine/
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However, Durga is popularised and characterised as the beleagured wife 

of the farmer god £iva. Durga is seen by £aktas as a mighty, 

awe-inspiring goddess who kills demons, but also as the compassionate 

mother ' Ma ', and the devoted daughter who returns home during the 

festival of Durgotsava .
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CHAPTER TWELVE: THE BACKGROUND OF DURGOTSAVA.

SOURCES.

The festival of Durga, Durgotsava , is

mentioned in several major and minor Puranas, many of which have been 

composed in north eastern India. R.C.Hazra lists and dates the 

following Puranas in this connection: Bhavisyottara (8th c); Brhannan- 

dikes\ara (9th/10th c); NandikesWa (9th/10th c); Kalika (10th/ 

llth c); MahSbhagavata (lOth/llth c); Brahmavaivarta (10th c); DevT 

Bhagavata (llth/12th c); and Brhaddharma (13th c) 1 . The annual
•

celebration of Durgotsava in the autumn is also mentioned in the DP 

and the DM section of the MrkP 2 . Durgotsava in Bengal is performed

according to either the Brhannandikelvara, DevT or Kalika" Puranas.•* » •

These three Puranas are included in the 'Purohita Darpana' of Surendra 

Mohana Bhattacarya, the standard sourcebook for all pujas and 

v rat as in Bengal 3. AS in all parts of India, the DevT Mahatmya, 

known as 'Durga Saptas^ati ' or 'CandT 1 , is recited as liturgy during 

celebrations.

According to P.V.Kane, every digest on

vratas (vows) and pujas (worship) devotes considerable space to the 

festival of Durgotsava 4. Several authors have composed religious

1. Hazra, Studies, pp.1-3.

2. Kumar, Sakti, p.195 lists these and adds the Varaha Purana.

3. Banerjee, "New Light", pp.228 lists these three Puranas. 
Chakravarti, Tantras, p.98 mentions the Nandikes*vara, DevT, Kalika and 
Matsya Puranas plus heavy tantric influence. Sastri, "Worship of the 
Clay Image"', p.268 suggests the Kalika, DevT, Brhannandikes\ara, 
Matsya and Liriga Puranas.

4. Kane, DharmaSastra, (Vol V, pt.1,1958), p.155.
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digests ( smrtlnlbandha ) or manuals of puja ( pujapaddhatl ) relat­ 

ing to Durga pujT and Durgotsava , drawing from the above-mentioned 

Puranas as sources. Such works include: Jimutavahana's 'Kalaviveka 1 

(llth/12th c); the Mithila poet, Vidyapati's 'DurgabhaktitarangTnT' 

(15th c); Vacaspati MisYa's 'Krtyacintamani 1 (15th c); &lapa"ni 's 

'Durgotsavaviveka 1 (15th/16th c); SrTnatha Ac^yacEdamanT's 'Krtyattat- 

varnava' and 'Durgotsava' (15th/16th c); those written by Govindahanda 

(16th c) and Purnananda (16th c); Raghunandana Bhattacarya's 'Durgot- 

savatattva 1 and 'Durgapujatattva' (16th c); and Krsnananda figamvagisVs 

'Tantrasara 1 (16th/17th c). There is also an anonymous work from Kama- 

rupa (Assam) entitled 'Kamarupiyanibandha'. Other works on Durgot­ 

sava include the Maya Tantra and a late work, the PranatosinT 5 . The 

PrSnatosinT is a large tantra digest written in 1821 by the great

grandson of the tantric scholar Krsnananda Agamvagis'a, Ramatosana• •» ** ~» .» .,
VidyalankaVa, which draws from the Matsya-sTikta-mahatantra, DevT PuraVia 

and the 'Durg'SbhaktitarangTnT' of Vidyapati as principal sources and 

is, according to S.C.Banerji, the only published work among the tantras 

of Bengal to deal systematically with Durga puja 6. A.Shastri 

mentions the work of Bhavadeva Bhatta, the prime minister of 

Harivarmadeva of south Bengal (llth c), who refers to two previous 

authors on Durgotsava , Balaka and Jfkana, as well as SrTkara?.

DURGOTSAVA AS A VRATA OR VOW.

Most Puranas refer to Durgotsava as a 

compulsory vrata or vow. It may be performed by all castes and

5. Chakravarti, Tantras, p.94 n.4.

6. Banerji, Tantra, p.78 and p.181.

7. Shastri, "Durga", p.253. See V.Thakur, "Development and Growth of 
Tantric Religion in Mithila", Journal of Indian History, Vol.XLI, 
pt.III (December 1963), p.195 for a list of other authors and relevant 
texts.
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brings numerous benefits. The festival commemorates the slaying of the 

buffalo demon, Mahisa, by Durga, but is also linked with the perfor­ 

mance of puja to Durga by several legendary kings, including Rama- 

candra, the hero of the Hindu Epic, the Ramayana. One of the earliest 

references to these legendary worshippers of Durga, occurs in the DM.

The DM, which is the glorification of
\.

Durga, is related by the sage Medhas to Raja Suratha and the Vaisya, 

Samaclhi, both of whom have fallen on hard times. The goddess is 

described as Visnu's 'Illusive Power' ( maya ), yet, as Durga, is 

created out of the combined energies of all the gods for the specific 

purpose of killing the demon Mahisa and restoring the gods to heaven. 

Having heard the glorification of Durga and been advised by Medhas to 

propitiate her, Suratha and Samadhi perform austerities. Both make an 

earthen image ( mahfmayf ) of the goddess on a sandbank and worship it 

with flowers, incense, fire and libations of water**. Fasting and 

dieting, concentrating their minds on the goddess, keeping their 

thoughts composed, they both offer ball (sacrifice) sprinkled with 

blood drawn from their own limbs. They continue to propitiate her in 

this way for three years until Candika" (Durga") appears, in visible form 

and grants them boons. Candika grants Suratha a kingdom and tells him 

that he will be the eighth Manu (legendary king) Savarni in a future 

life. Samaclhi is granted the boon of spiritual knowledge. Having 

granted these boons, Candika vanishes 9 .

The BvP 64.1-8 elaborates on Suratha's 

worship of an earthen image ( mrnamaya ) on the banks of a river.

8. tau tasmin puline devyah krtva murtirn mahTmayfm/
arhanam cakratus tasyah' pu$pa dhupa agni tarpanaih//(MP 93.8) 

See Jean* tfarenne, Calibration de la Grande D&sse (Devf-Mahatmya) 
(Paris: UNESCO, 1975), p.13.'

9. Pargiter, Markancjeya, pp.522-523.
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It says that, having washed and done pranayama (breath control), 

Suratha invoked the goddess on an earthen image 10 . He meditates on 

and adores DevT, puts an image of Laksmf to the right of DevT and 

worships her. Then, in front of the goddess, he invokes GaneSa, the
%

Sun (Surya), Fire (Agni), Visnu and £iva on a jar and worships them in 

the manner of a pancayatana puja according to the dhyana 

(meditation) of the Sama Veda. BvP 64.32-41 refers to DevT as CandT 

and mentions the autumnal worship of Durga.

The DBP reiterates the story of the DM

and mentions the worship of DevT by Suratha in his future life as Manu 

Savarni of the Caitra dynasty. It also mentions several other Manus 

who worshipped DevT in the same way. DBP bk.lO.chs.1-7 narrates the 

origin of Svayambhuva Manu from Brahma" 1 s mind and the worship of DevT 

by Suratha on an earthen image of DevT and worshipped her with various 

offerings. As a result of their worship, they obtain 'foeless 

kingdoms' 11 .

The worship of DevT by Suratha, Samadhi

and the Manus takes the form of a vrata or religious vow. The 

individuals are said to makes clay images themselves as part of the 

vrata to DevT. The specific references to clay images (and in the 

case of the six sons of Vaivasvata Manu, it is stated that each made a 

separate image) implies that there was a tradition of making clay 

images for this kind of DevT pOja" . If the clay images were handmade 

by the worshippers themselves, they are likely to have been the kind of 

crude clay images made for use in a^astric vrata today. There is no

10. Vasudeva Shastri, ed., Brahmavaivarta Purana, Anandas'rama Sanskrit 
Series no.102 (Poona: flhandaYrama Press^ 1935), p : 303: 

dhyatva devTm ca mrnmayyam cakarSvahanam tada//

11. Swami Vijnanananda, Sri Mad Devi Bhagavatam, SBH 26 (Allahabad, AMS 
Press, 1921-23), p.1034 and p.1046.
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'earthen' images were terracotta or terracruda and no iconographical 

descriptions of DevT are given in the passages dealing with the vrata 

involving clay images mentioned so far. However, there are strong 

indications that the vratas involved the use of terracruda rather 

than terracotta images of DevT. The worship in all cases is performed 

on the banks of a river (notably the Jumna) using an earthen image. In 

the case of Suratha and Samadhi, the worship is continued for three 

years. Banks of rivers are considered suitable places for performing 

austerities and ablutions. In the DP 90.5-8, the list of suitable 

places for worship of DevT includes banks of rivers, under trees, on 

top of mountains, in the forest, at crossroads, in the home etc. Banks 

of rivers may have been chosen since they are included in the list of 

suitable places for the collection of clay for the making of clay 

images. The $P 20.5 recommends the banks of rivers, among other 

places, as suitable for the worship of the earthen ^iva liriga . 

THE NAVARATRA VRATA AND RAMACANDRA'S DURGQTSAVA.

The vrata performed by Suratha,

Samadhi and the Manus using a clay image on the banks of a river, is 

connected in some later Puranas with the Navaratra ( nava , nine, 

ratra , nights) vrata undertaken by Ramacandra, king of Ayodhya, 

seventh avatara (incarnation) of the god Visnu and hero of the 

Ramayana. In Bengal, Ramacandra is regarded as the inaugurator of the 

autumnal Durgotsava and Suratha is his predecessor. The Navaratra 

vrata of Ramacandra is mentioned in several Puranas alongside that of 

other kings.

5>P 51.73-77 says that the devotee of

Uma (wife of £iva, otherwise known as ParvatT, identified with Durga) 

should observe the holy rites of Navaratra in the bright half of 

As'vina. It says that, by performing the Navaratra , Raja
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Suratha, son of Viratha, regained his lost kingdom, Sundars'ana, king of 

Ayodhya, secured his lost kingdom, and the Vaisfci Samadhi was liberated 

from worldly bondage and attained salvation 12 . Although Suratha and 

Samadhi are not mentioned as having undertaken the Navaratra vrata in 

the DM, their DevT puja is connected in later Puragas with the 

Navaratra vrata of Ramacandra and other legendary kings.

DBP bk.9.144-159 relates the story of

the two kings Subahu and Sundars'ana. Raja Subahu, father-in-law of 

Sundars'ana 13 and king of Ka's'T (otherwise known as VS'ranas'T, the modern 

Benares), is said to have worshipped Durga in the months of Caitra, 

As'vina, Asadha and Magha. As a result of his worship, Durga" consents 

to remain constantly in KasT and to protect the city. Ra"ja" Sundars'ana 

eulogises Durga1 who instructs him to go to Ayodhya and establish her 

image there, worshipping her three times a day, especially on AstamT, 

NavamT and CaturdasT (the fourteenth) tithis , as well as in the 

autumn season, according to the Navaratra method. Durga also tells 

Sundars'ana to observe the great festivals ( mahotsava ) in the months 

of Caitra, &vina, Asadha and Magha. Sundars'ana describes DevT as both 

1 saguna ' (with attributes) and ' nirguna ' (attributeless) and 

praises kamabTja (the bTja , or 'seed 1 mantra of DevT 1^). 

Sundars'ana returns to Ayodhya, the capital of the Kosala kingdom, and 

makes an image of Ambika which becomes famous in his kingdom. Chief 

townsmen begin to build temples and to worship DevT in villages and 

soon throughout the kingdom of Kosala, Devf puja becomes popular. 

DBP bk.3 chs.26-27 gives a description of the Navaratra vrata to be

12. Shastri, £iva Vol 4 (1970), p.1672,

13. Lalye, Studies, p.198.

14. Lalye, Studies, p.124.
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observed in Caitra and Kvina, that is in the spring ( vasanta ) and 

the autumn ( s'arat ), because these two seasons cause death and disease 

and are therefore known as 'Yama's teeth'15. Navaratra lasts from 

iukla pratlpada (the first day of the moon's waxing) to slikla navamT 

(the bright ninth day) during which worshippers observe a fast. DevT 

is worshipped either in an image or a yantra (mystical diagram) 

furnished with the nine-syllabled mantra (mystical word). A 

four-armed image mounted on a lion and holding a conch, discus, mace 

and lotus or an eighteen-armed image may be worshipped. Goats, 

buffaloes and boars are sacrificed, virgin girls ( kumarT ) under ten 

years of age are worshipped and honoured with food, cloth and 

ornaments. DBF bk.8.10 says that the fourth Manu, Jamasa, observed the 

Navaratra vrata and worshipped the excellent, lotus-eyed Deve^T and 

pleased her^. it also mentions in bk.6.64.1-4 that Ra*ja Chamatkara 

installed an image called ChamatkarT Durgl in his city. ChamatkarT 

Durga" is said to have been born of the anger of the gods, is 

twelve-armed, rides on a lion, is a warrior goddess who went to kill 

Mahisa on the Vindhyas and who is worshipped at the time of war 1 ?.
»

DBP bk.3.26.8-20 describes the Nava­ 

ratra vrata of Ramacandra. Rama is told to fast for nine nights, 

bulid an altar on a level plot of ground and place on it the goddess 

BhagavatT. He erects a temporary shelter and decorates it with a post 

and flag (i.e. a kind of dhvaja or votive column), a vedi (altar), 

ornamental gateways and an awning. An image of DevT is placed on the 

vedi which is decorated with a silk cloth. This image has either

15. Hazra, Studies, p.294.

16. Vijnanananda, Sri Mad, p.1034.

17. Kumar, Sakti, p.253.
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four or eighteen arms. In its absence, an earthen water pot ( ghata ) 

may be filled with gold, jewels and water and placed on the vedi 

beside a yantra and a mantra . CandT patha (the recital of the 

'CandT') and Bhagavata patha are conducted on the first day of 

puja . The Navaratra vrata of Ramacandra is said to have been 

undertaken in the month of As\ina when his wife, STta, was abducted and 

taken to Lanka by the demon king, Ravana. The story of the Ramayana is
• •

outlined in DBP bk.3 chs.28-30. In bk.3.30.57 it is said that after 

nine days of puja , DevT BhagavatT appeared to Rama, mounted on a 

lion, and told him that he would kill Ravana and that he should worship• '

her also in the spring ( vasanta ). Rama performs victory celebrations 

( vijaya ). In DBP bk.9.1.144-159, there is mention that Ramacandra 

and Suratha worshipped Durga, thus connecting the two.

Rama's worship of Durga" also appears in

the KP 62.24-38 which says that 'in former times', the goddess was 

woken by Brahma while it was still the night-time of the gods, in order 

to favour Rama and to obtain the death of Ravana. On the first day of 

the bright half of As'vina, the goddess gave up her sleep and went to 

Rama's aid in Lanka. After she had eaten the flesh and blood of the 

Raksasas and monkeys, she caused Rama and Ravana to be engaged in a 

fight during seven days. When the seventh day had passed, Mahamaya 

caused Ravana to be killed by Rama on the ninth day. As long as the
•

.goddess looked on at the battle, for those seven nights she was highly 

honoured by all the gods. After Ravana had been killed on the ninth 

day, Brahma, together with all the gods held a special puja for 

Durga. This is said to have taken place in the second age ( treta 

yuga ) when the goddess appeared in her shape with ten arms for the 

sake of the welfare of the gods. It is said that in every age
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there is a Rama and a Ravana and that Dev" will repeatedly take action 

in the same way 1 **.

The MahSbhagavata Purapa (MbhP) ch.36

mentions the story of the Ramayana and says that DevT was persuaded to 

leave Lanka and to cease protecting her devotee, Ravarja. P3rvat7 gives 

instructions to Visnu (Rama) and advises him to worship an earthen 

image during the autumn season before killing Ravana. Brahma wants to 

invoke Devf 'untimely 1 (i.e. to wake her during the night-time of the 

gods) for the sake of Rama. Brahma" takes RSma to the sea shore and 

invokes Devf on a vilva (wood apple) tree on the krsnanavamT tithi 

(dark ninth day) and instructs him to worship an earthen image of her 

Puranic form with ten arms, mounted on a lion (chs.41-43). The 

earthen image is worshipped for three days from £ukla saptamf (the 

bright seventh day) to s'ukla" navamf (the bright ninth day), during 

which the war rages on between Rama and Ravana. For these three days 

puja with upacaras and sacrifice is offered towards a clay image 

with hymns from the holy scriptures. On the astamT and navamT 

(eighth and ninth days), the war continues and at its height on the 

sandhl (juncture), there should be great sacrifice and offer of s'atru 

ball (the sacrifice of an effigy of the enemy). It is said that 

Ravajia will fall in battle on the navamT after sacrifices have been 

performed. At dawn on the da^amT , having done great puja , Durga's 

image is immersed in a current of water with great festivities 

(43.33-34). MbhP chs.45-48 describe Rama's performance of Durga puja 

using an earthen image, the immersion of the image and the killing of 

Ravana by Rama using a weapon given to him by DevT. In ch.48 it is 

said that Brahma, having done DevT's puja on the morning of da^amT ,

18. Van Kooij, tfalika, pp.109-110.
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after the dismissal ( visarjana ), having consigned the image to the 

waters, returned home 19.

RAMACANDRA'S DURGQTSAVA IN THE BENGALI RflflYANA.

Although there is no mention of

RSmacandra's autumnal worship of Durga for the sake of killing Ravana 

in ValmTki's original Sanskrit RSmayana, the story occurs in the 

Puranas mentioned so far and is eventually incorporated into the 

Bengali version composed by Krttivasa in the 15th c. In ValmTki's
•

Ramayana, the sage Agastya advises Rama to worship the Sun god, Surya, 

before undertaking his campaign against Ravana. D.C.Sen thinks that 

the Durga puja of RSma was inserted into the RSmayana by &ktas to 

prove their superiority over the Vaisnavas and that it first appeared 

in the KP, since when it has passed through considerable development in 

the Bengali Rlmayanas 2^. However, it is apparent that links were made 

in several contemporary PurSgas and that the story filtered down later 

into Bengali versions of the Epic. It is interesting to note that most 

of the Purcmas from north eastern India dealing with Durgotsava , were 

composed within the Sena period when the RcTma cult was popular in 

northern India 21 . Krttivasa may have drawn inspiration from previous

local Purcfnas and inserted the &kta element into his Bengali
•

RSmayana. This tradition is carried on later in the vernacular poems, 

the Mahgala Kavya .

19. P.Tarkaratna, ed., MahSbhagavata Puraga, (Calcutta: Sri Natavara 
Chakravarti, 1914), pp.185-197.

20. D.C.Sen, The Bengali Ramayapas (Calcutta: Univ. of Calcutta, 1920), 
p.115.

21. Ray, "Ten Incarnations", pp.382 says that the Rama cult was popular 
in north India c.llth c A.D..
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The background of Krttivasa is

uncertain. H.C.Paul thinks that Krttivasa composed his Epic at the 

time of Raja" Ganes'a, a zemindar of Dinajpur22 , whereas J.F.Blumhardt 

suggests that Krttivasa was at the court of Raja Kamsanarayana of 

Tahirpur 23. Both Raja Ganes*a and Raja Kamsanarayana have been 

suggested as inaugurators of the current practice of Durgotsava in 

Bengal.

In the Lanka Khanda of Krttivasa's• • •
Ramayana, there is a detailed description of Kama's pUja to Durga" for 

the sake of killing Rlfvana. Rama reaches an impasse in his battles 

against Ravana and despairs of ever being able to free his abducted 

wife from the clutches of the demon king. He bemoans his fate and the 

gods decide to help him in his distress. Brahma suggests that the only 

way out of Rama's predicament is for him to awaken the 'ten-armed 1 

( das'abhuja , i.e. Durga) in the autumn 24 . Indra tells Brahma to pass 

on the instructions to Rama. Brahma appears before the miserable Rama 

and informs him of the means of killing Ravana. Rama complains that he 

has fought hard and in vain against Ravana who is under the protection 

of Mahes^varT (Durg"a). Nevertheless, says Brahma, the only way is the 

'untimely awakening' ( akala bodhana ) of DevT Mahes\arT, in order to 

cross the ocean of suffering. Rama asks how he should do this, since

22. Paul, "State", pp.147-148.

23. J.F.Blumhardt, Catalogue of the Marathi, Gujurati, Bengali, 
Assamese, Oriya, Pushtu and Sindhi Manuscripts in the Library of tFe" 
British Museum (London: British Museum, 1905), p.28.Blumhardt says 
that Krttivasa was born c.1440 A.D. (Catalogue, p.9). D.C.Sen suggests 
that Krttivasa was born c.1346 A.D. (History, p.170).

24. UpendranStha Mukhopadhyaya, ed., Krittivisa's RSniayapa (Calcutta:
Bharata Press, 1950), p.402:

tumi ptfji je carana jinile asurgana bodhiya sarate dasabhuja// 
puja" rama kaile t3ffra rabana habe sa^hara s'una saYa sahasralocana/
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the time for Durga's worship is in the spring ( vasanta ) and the 

autumn ( strata ) is 'untimely' ( akala ). He says that, according to 

the rules, one should do the awakening ( bodhana ) on the krsnnavam? 

(dark ninth day), which has already passed. Rama says that there are 

instructions for starting ceremonies ( kalparambha ) on the pratlpada 

(first day of the moon's turning) as did Raja Suratha, but that day 

also has passed, and at dawn it will be s'ukla sasthT (bright sixth 

day). He adds that, although it is the month of /Kvina, the puja has 

not been performed and time is running out. Brahma replies that he 

will tell Ra"ma how to perform the kalpa (initial vow to undertake 

puj'a ) on the sasthT (sixth day), assuring him that it will cause no 

obstruction, even if he again breaks the rules, as did Suratha?5 . 

Delighted, Rama precedes with puja" at dawn on the following day, the 

sasthT , and Brahma returns home. The puja of Rama takes place on 

the sea shore.

The awakening ( bodhana ) of Caq<fT is

held under a vilva tree which is considered sacred to Siva but is 

also regarded as an abode of DevT. At dawn on the sasthT , Rama 

bathes, gives offerings and does Durga" puja with praise ( stuti ) and 

prostration ( nati ). He recites 'CandT 1 while his monkey army shout 

'Victory 1 and sing and dance. Rama personally makes a clay image

25. Mukhopadhyaya, Ramayapa, p.402:
sVTrama apni kaya basanta s'uddhi -samaya s*arata akSla e pujaY//
bidhi ara nirTipana nidra bhangite bodhana krsna nabamTr dine
tSfira/
se dina hayeche gata pratipade ache mata kalparambhe suratha
rajar//
se dina nahika ara p"uja habe ki prakara Sukla sasthT milibe
prabKate/
kanyaras'i masa bate kintu pUja" nahi ghate atrayoga saba hail a
jate//
bidhStST kahena sara s\ma bidhi dii taYa kara sasthi kalpete
bodhana/
by3gha"ta na* habe ta"ya bidhi khundi punaraya kalpa khande suratha
rajana//
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( mrnmay? ) of the goddess, does aratl (the waving of lights), 

adhivasa (invocation) and ties together the nine plants 

( navapatrlka ).

On the following day, saptamT , Rama

bathes and performs pujT and festivities. On the as^amT , Rama 

does pujl and sandhi puja" in the night. Keeping all night vigil, 

night passes and the ninth day, navamT , comes round?6 . However, 

Rama fails to see CanoT and is worried. He is told by his friend, 

Vibhfsana, to collect and offer one hundred and eight blue lotuses, 

'the flower of the gods, hard to obtain anywhere 1 , to make CandT 

happy. The monkey king, Hanumah, son of the wind and devoted servant 

of Rama, fetches the required number of blue lotuses and Rama makes the 

dedicatory vow ( samkalpa ) and offers them to CandT. However, CatndT, 

who has remained hidden all the while, secretly steals one of the

26. Mukhopadhyaya, Ramayana, p.402:
candTpatha kari rSma karila utsaba/ 
gTta riata kare jaya deya kapi saba// 
premanande nace ara debTguna gaya/ 
can.dTr arccane dibakara asta jaya// 
saylhnakSlete rama karila bodhana/ 
"amantrana abhayare bilbadhibKSsana// 
apni gaVila rcTma murati m.rnmayT/ 
haite sangrama dusta raTbane bijayT// 
aca>ete a"rati karila adhibasa/ 
bafTdhila patrika naba bfks.era bilasa// 
eirupe udhyoga karila drabya jata/ 
paddhati pramane ache niyama jemata// 
asadhya susadhya tara nahi anuma"na/ 
tribhubana brahmiye anil a hanumana// 
gata haila sasthl ni^a diba ^suprabhata/ 
udaya haila p&rvve dibaser natha//_ 
sna"na kari a"si prabhu puja arambila/ 
beda-bidhimate pUja samapta karila// 
s'uddhasattvabhabe plija" sattvikT akhyana/ 
gTta riSta candTpathe diba abasana// 
saptamT haila'sanga a^tamT asila/ 
punarbbara raghunStha arccana" karila// 
nitakale sandhi puja karila raghurvatha/ 
nptya-gvte bibhabarT haila prabhaTta// 
nabamTte puja rama debTr carane/ 
nrtya-gTta nan"amate nis*i jagarane//
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lotuses. Rama discovers the theft and in despair decides to remove one 

of his 'blue lotus 1 eyes to complete the required number stated in his 

vow. He takes his bow and arrow and is on the point of removing one 

eye when he is stopped by the goddess, who promises to desert Ravana 

and allow him to be killed by Rama 27 . To effect the disgrace of 

Ravana and fall from Durga"'s favour, Hanuman is sent on a mission by 

the gods. He becomes a white fly and enters the place where Ravana is 

reciting the 'CandT'. Once beside Ravana, Hanuman resumes his heroic

form, terrifies Ravana and steals the book from which RaVana is• •

reciting, causing him to omit part of the recital. The goddess is thus 

defiled and returns disgruntled to her mountain abode of Kailasa, 

leaving Rafvana to be killed by Rama. Having been told that the goddess 

will desert Ravana, Rama and the monkeys complete pujS on the

27. Mukhopadhyaya, RamaySVia, p.407:
bhabite bhabite rama karilena mane/ 
nTlkamalaksa more bale sarvvajane// 
jugala nayana mora phulla nTlotpala/ 
samkalpa kariba purna bujhiye sakala// 
eka caksu diba a"mi clebfr carane/ 
eta ball kahe rama anuja laksmane// 
ara kibS dekha bhai kari ki ekhana/ 
na hail a durgSr krpa biphala jTbana// 
kamalocana more bale sarvvajane/ 
eka caks.u diba 3mi samkalpapurane// 
eta bali tuna hate Tail en bana/ 
uparite jana caksu karite pradana// 
kaffdite kaTfdite rama karena stabana/ 
debTr hail a s'oka dekhiya rodana// 
caksu uplrite rama basil a slik.sate/ 
hen kale IcaftyayanT dharilena hate// 
ki kara ki kara prabhu jagata-goIJs'Si/ 
purna hail a caksu upariya kaja nai//
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navami* and immerse the image on the da$amT (tenth day). Rama goes 

into battle and is victorious^.

In Krttivasa's Epic, Ravana is a

worshipper of KalT and observes tantric rites29. i n the episode known 

as 'MahT Ravaner Pala', Ravana's son, MahT, is killed by Hanuman, who 

leaps from behind a stone image of KalT, seizes the sword from the hand 

of KalT's image and slices MahT in two. The image is said to smile and 

the attendants flee in terror at the sight 30 . The goddess deserts her 

previous devotee Ravaga and turns her favour to Rama. This sudden 

volteface is inexplicable but is also mentioned in the MbhP. Rama's 

autumnal puja ( garadTya puja" ) to Durga in fls"vina is contrasted with 

Ravana's spring worship ( vfsantT puja ) in Caitra when the gods are 

awake and no bodhana is necessary 31 . The same contrast is made 

indirectly in the 'Maharasta Purana' of Gahgarama in which the Maratha 

general, Bhaskara, performs his Durga p"uja in &Vina (i.e. in the 

autumn), but fails to complete it, returns in Caitra and is slaughtered 

by the forces of the Muslim Nawab who receive the protection of Durga's 

bhairavfs . Failure to complete the Durga puja ceremonies cost

28. Mukhopadhyaya, Ra*mayana, p.408:
akcilabodhane pDja" kail a tumi das*abhuja bidhimate karila binyasa/ 
loke janabara janya "amare karite dhanya abanTte karila prakaYa// 
rabane charinu ami binaYa karaha tumi eta bali haila antarddhana/ 
nace*gaya kapigapa premanande narayana nabamT karila" sama"da"ha// 
da^amite puja kari bisarjjiya mahes'va'rT sangrame calila raghupati/ 
cfdes'a paiya rama siddhi haila manaskama candTlTla madhura 
bharatT//

29. Sen, Bengali Ramayanas, p.118, although Sen says that Ravana was a 
worshipperofStvawhom he worshipped through DevT and that the 
Raksasas (Ravana's followers) are conceived as Saivas (p.120).

30. Mukhopadhyaya, RamayaQa, p.397:
debTra hasten khadga laye hanumana/ 
lapha diya mahTre'karila duikh^na// 
pratima rTipinT debt mahcfmay'3 hase/ 
anucargana dekhe palana tarcTse//

31. Shastri, "Durga", p.252.
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Bhaskara his life, just as it did Ravana who failed to complete his 

recital of the 'Candf which is an integral part of the Durga" puja 

celebrations. One can see why, in this case, devout Bengalis are 

anxious to ensure that their own Durga" puja" celebrations are 

performed without interruption or omission.

The puja of Ra"ma is referred to as
1 akala bod ha n a ' (untimely awakening) because Durga" is woken during 

the night-time of the gods. According to Hindu mythology, the daytime 

of the gods corresponds to six months of earthly time, the summer 

solistice ( uttarayana ) from Pausa (December-January) to Asadha (June 

-July) when the sun progresses to the north of the equator32 . The 

night-time of the gods is the other six months of the year during 

winter solistice, when the sun moves south again ( dakslnayana ) and is 

held to be an inauspicious time of year. Since Rama performs his 

Durga puja in As'vina, which falls in the inauspicious season, the 

night-time of the gods, the awakening is called ' akala bodhana '. 

N.G.Banerjee says that it is akala because it is the inauspicious 

season, which according to the sTa~stras, is not the time for any 

religious ceremony and that this difficulty is overcome by saying that 

Brahma woke Durga on behalf of Rama, so that Rama could kill Ravana 33 .

THE REGIONAL CHARACTER OF DURGQTSAVA.

There are certain elements in the

performance of Durgotsava in Bengal which have a strong regional 

character and are not found elsewhere in India. In Bengal, Durga may 

be worshipped in a ceremonial water pot ( ghata ) by itself or in 

conjunction with a painting ( pata ) or image ( pratima ). Images of

32. Shastri, "Durga", p.257.

33. Banerjee, "New Light", p.229.
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Durga may be made of metal, stone, wood or clay, but there seems to be 

a preference for worshipping the clay image of Durga, especially during 

the festival of Durgotsava . Puranas and Upapuranas from Bengal and 

surrounding regions frequently allude to the worship of the clay image 

of Durga during her festival. But the fact that Durga is not 

worshipped in such a way anywhere else in India, seems to indicate that 

it is a regional idiosyncracy that is restricted to Bengal and the 

neighbouring states of Assam, Bihar and Orissa 34 . It is difficult to 

ascertain when this practice became popular and to estimate the his­ 

torical causes. Eastern India has always been regarded as a Sakta 

stronghold and a centre of tantra, and it is possible that the use of 

clay images may have originated in ideas of fertility and magic 

connected with the cult worship of Devf and her manifestations.

Besides the preference for worshipping

Durga in the form of a clay image during Durgotsava , the following 

details have been outlined by R.C.Hazra as showing regional influence 

in the Bengali practice of Durgotsava : 1. bodhana , the awakening of

Durqa in a vilva tree on the krsnanavamT or s"ukTa sasthT tithl ;~ » •. • • •
2. the offer of different articles to Durga on different tithis from 

the s'ukla pratlpada to s'ukla paffcamT ; 3. untying of DevT's hair on 

£ukla caturthi tithi ; 4. adhivasa (invocation) of DevT on a vilva 

tree on the evening of the day prior to the patrika praves'a , when a 

young vilva tree is cut down and a small branch bearing two vilva 

fruit is taken into the puja mandapa and DevT is worshipped in it; 

5. navapatrika pravela , the bringing of the nine plants into the

34. V.Thakur says that the Bengali practice of worshipping clay images 
of Durga or K51T is followed in Mithila (northern Bihar), 
"Development", p.196. Yogesacandra Ray mentions that clay images of a 
ten-armed Durga and of KalT are worshipped in the autumn in Jabalpur, 
Madhya Pradesh (Puja PcTrvana, p. 148).
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puja mandapa and the worship of the Navadurga" (Nine Durgas) in them; 

6. tying of the nine plants with the aparajita creeper; 7. 

performance of ^avarotsava (the festival of the fiTvaras) on the 

da&amT tithi 35 . These and several other details are all mentioned in 

the PurSnas and pujapaddhatis of north eastern India.

In the KP ch.62 it is said that, on the

bright sixth day ( £ukla sasthT ) of Rs^vina, one should wake the 

goddess, who resides in the vilva tree and its fruit, and on the 

seventh day ( saptaml ), one should bring home a branch of the vilva 

tree (62.7). The fruit of the vilva tree is used in the construction 

of the navapatrika" . On the eighth day ( astamf ), Durga is 

worshipped, woken and presented with an oblation at midnight (62.8). 

On the ninth day ( navamT ) she is given offerings and is meditated 

upon in her form with ten arms. On the tenth day ( da&mT ) she is 

dismissed ( vlsarjana ). The KP says that astamf is to be known as 

mahastamT because it causes the goddess to be enjoyed, and navamT is 

to be known as mahanavaniT and is beloved of Siva (62.2-3)36. in KP 

ch.63 there is a description of the worship of Durga* in the month of 

£ravana which corresponds to the worship in Ks'vina and speaks of the
•

dismissal ( visarjana ) of the goddess and her immersion in a current 

of water at the end of ceremonies. This dismissal occurs on the 

da£amT during the daytime and is accompanied by amorous play, music 

and dance, throwing of dust and mud and the singing of lewd songs, and 

it is said that if people do not deride each other, they will suffer 

the curse of the goddess (63.19-23). This is the SSfvarotsava 

ceremony of the &vara tribe. K.R.Van Kooij refers to the

35. Hazra, Studies, pp.4-7. Hazra has given nibandha references and 
their Puranic sources for each of these items.

36. Van Koiij, Ka 1ika, p.106.
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paucity of references to images and temple worship in the KP and 

suggests that where images are mentioned, they are probably of the

ephemeral (i.e. ksanika ) type, which are disposed of at the close of 

ceremonies37.

According to Van Kooij's translation,

the image of the goddess is placed in the water and left there 'for the 

sake of obtaining prosperity'38. The priest addresses Durga" as she is 

immersed, saying that she has been put into the water by him in order 

to obtain sons, a long life, wealth and prosperity, and the immersion 

is said to be done for the sake of the welfare of all men39. This 

seems to be a theological explanation for the immersion of the image of 

the goddess, although the priest asks Candika and the Astanayikas to go 

back to their abode, into the water, and remain in the interior of the 

earth, which seems to imply that the water is seen as conveying the 

goddess and her attendants back to their original habitat, which is the 

earth itself. On the other hand, it may be a kind of standard address 

recited over items that are consigned to the waters at the end of 

ceremonies and are referred to as udhvasana (disposable). After 

deconsecration, performed with the visarjana , the image loses its 

sanctity and may be disposed of by various means.

The BvP, Prakrti Khanda, also refers to * • • t

the worship of Durga in As*vina. Narayana, the narrator, says that DevT 

should be woken ( bodhana ) on the sixth lunar asterism ( ardha- 

naksatra ), brought into the house on the mula asterism ( mula-

37. Van Koiij, Kalika, p.11-13.

38. Van Kooij, Kalika, p. 195. Kalikl Purana, £nvenkates\ara Press
Edition (Bombay, 1891) p. :

visarjjanam anenaiva mantrena vatsa bhairava//
karttavyam ambhasi sthSpya visrjya ca vibhutaye/ (KP 62.25-26)

39. Van Koiij, Kalika", p.122.
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naksatra ), worshipped on the twelvth lunar asterism ( uttarphalguni ) 

and dismissed ( visarjana ) on the Sravana asterism ( sfavanaT- 

naksatra ) 40 . This Purana says that the immersion of the image on the 

da&mf and worship of Durga for two weeks after bod ha n a , procures 

the merits of an A^vamedha (Vedic horse sacrifice) 41. This takes 

place in the month of &vina. The BvP 57.31-40 speaks of the worship 

of Durga on the sea shore by Raja Suratha using an earthen image 4 2. 

BvP 64.3 again speaks of Suratha invoking the goddess on an earthen

Brhaddharma Purana (BdP), Purva Khanda,

chs. 18-22, gives a brief synopsis of the Ramayana up to Rama's return 

from Lanka with Sita, in order to explain the introduction of Durga 's 

autumnal worship. BdP ch.22 states the method of Durga puja , which 

includes: bodhana on a vilva tree up to s'ukla sasthf ; the bring­ 

ing of the vilva tree into the house of worship; performance of 

homa ; sacrifice of animals; keeping all night vigil on mahastamf ; 

sandhi puja on the juncture of astamf and navamf ; all night vigil 

on mahanavamT ; and amorous songs on vijaya das'amT . The festival is 

continued for fifteen days and DevT should be worshipped especially on 

mahefstamf and mahanavamf when there should be holidays and brotherly 

feeling. On the saptamf , DevT should be brought into the home. On

the astamf and navamf there is ball (sacrifice). The sandhi • . » *

40. Shastri , Brahmavaivarta Purana, p. 307:
krtva visarjanam devya"h fravancfyam ca manavah/ (BvP 65.4)

41. Shastri, Brahmavaivarta PurcTna, p. 308:
as\amedhaphala"va"ptyai das~amyam ca visarjayet/ (BvP 65.8)

42. Shastri, Brahmavaivarta PurcTga, p. 280:
kalpantare pHjita" sa surathena maha"tmana/
rajffa" ca medhasisyena mrnmayyam ca yadarbhasetam// (BvP 57.3)

43. Shastri, Brahmavaivarta Puraria, p. 303:
dhyatva devTm ca mrnmayyam c5kara"vahanam tada// (BvP 64.3)
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puja on the juncture of astamT and navamT is said to be equivalent 

to one kalpa's worship (a kalpa or 'day of Brahma 1 being estimated 

at 4,320 million years 44 ). Brahmins, Ksatriyas, VaiSyas and ^udras 

are all eligible for worship. It is said that astamf is called 

mahastamT because it removes grave dangers, and navamT is 

mahanavamf because it benefits everyone. Vijaya dasamf is said to 

be a good time to embark on war and it is said that just as Rama became 

famous for doing this puja , so the person who performs it will become 

famous 45 . The BdP, Purva Khanda, ch.23.3 also refers to the worship 

and subsequent immersion of an image of the goddess Ka"17 during 

DTpanvita (i.e. the festival of lights, otherwise known as Diwali)46.

On Durga puja , the DP 22.5-6 says that

all castes may do it, Brahmins and the rest: the Ksatriyas for the pro­ 

tection of the people; the Vais^as for wealth in cattle; the £h~dras 

for sons and happiness; and women for marriage 4^. Those who perform 

the navaratra vow derive several benefits, including the benefits of 

an A^vamedha (22.21). It is said that as a result of doing the 

navaratra vow, the great sinner is freed from sins, the worshipper 

will no longer fall ill or fear his enemy and there will be no 

oppression, calamity, danger or destruction of kingdom and so on 

(23.3-10). DP 59.18-22 mentions midnight ( ardharatri ) puja on the

44. Basham, Wonder, p.323.

45. Sastri , Brhaddharma Purana, pp.247-248.

46. Hazra, Studies, pp.407-408. Sastri, Brhaddharma Purana, p.254: 
visarjayettah pratimah paratrahani tutsavaih//

47. Tarakratna, DevT Pura"na, p.142:
kartavyajn brahmanadyaistta ksatriyairbhurmipalakaih/ 
godhanartham vis'airvatasa Sddraih putrasukharthlbih// 
mahavratam mahapunyam s'amkaraTdyairanus.thitam/ 
kartavyaiji devarajendra devTbhaktisamanvitaih//
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astamf of A<vina. Goats are sacrificed, gifts are offered to demons 

and there is ratha yatra (the ceremonial procession, yatra , of 

DevT's image in a charriot, ratha ) and Durga's puja" during the 

mahotsava (great festival). On the worship of DevT in general, the DP 

ch.51 states that the man versed in DevT £astra, with knowledge of the 

matrmandala (mystical diagram of the Mothers) is eligible for the 

performance of DevT pUja" , regardless of caste48 . DP ch.98.7 says 

that Devf may be worshipped in any of the following mediums: sword; 

dagger; footwear; picture; book; flag; bow; image; altar49 .

THE MARTIAL ASPECT OF DURGOTSAVA.

Several scholars have drawn attention to

the martial aspect of Durgotsava . S.Bhattacaryya sees a similarity 

between the ancient seasonal festival of Indradhvaja which lasts four 

days and culminates in the visarjana on the fifth day, and Durga" 

puja which runs from sasthf to navamf and culminates in the
• » •

visarjana of Durga on the das'amf 50. N.G.Banerjee also refers to 

elements of the Indradhvaja festival in the 'Durgotsava Paddhati' of 

Udaya Simha (16th c) and concludes that Durgotsava started from what 

was a purely military ceremony performed by kings and" generals during 

the bright half of the month of fls'vina before taking the field against 

the enemySl. Banerjee mentions the elaborate description of the 

ceremony of balamrajana (lustration of arms), a part of the 

Indradhvaja festival, included in Bana's account of king Harsa on the 

eve of his invasion of Bengal and says 'It seems to have been performed

48. Hazra, Studies, p.52.

49. Hazra, Studies, p.61.

50. Bhattacharya, "Worship of Durga", p.17

51. Banerjee, "New Light", p.229.
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for the purpose of awakening divinity among the component parts of the 

king's army - horses, horsemen, weapons of war and so on, on the eve of 

a battle' 52 . In Udaya Simha's 'Durgotsava Paddhati', there is a 

formal vow ( samkalpa ) for victory on mahanavamT and a procession of 

horses on das'amT which is preceded by as'vapuja (the worship of the 

horses) and then nTrajana (lustration) 53 . At the close of the 

balanfrajana ceremony, the priest performs s'atruball (the immolation 

of an effigy of the enemy), another part of the Indradhvaja festival.

The festival of Indradhvaja seems to

have been popular in the late Gupta period and is mentioned in such 

texts as the Brhat Samhita (BS) of VaraTiamihira (5th/6th c) and the DP 

(7th c). The festival of Indradhvaja includes the performance of 

balanfrajana and s'atru ball . Both of these component parts of the 

Indradhvaja are mentioned in the KP in its chapter on Durga puja" and 

the custom of s'atru ball is still practised today in some parts of 

Bengal as part of Durgotsava .

THE FESTIVAL OF INDRADHVAJA.

Indradhvaja and its component cere­ 

monies of balanfrajana and s'atru ball are fully .documented in BS 

ch.43.1-67, ch.44.1-2 and 20-21 respectively. The banner of Indra 

( Indradhvaja ) is said to have been given by Narayana (Visnu) to the 

gods under the leadership of Indra for the sake of defeating demons. 

This banner of Indra is 'born of Visjiu's power 1 and is carried aloft 

into battle decorated with small bells, wreaths, umbrellas and 

ornaments. There is a detailed description of the making of the banner 

and how it is brought into the town on the eighth day of the bright

52. Banerjee, "New Light", p.229.

53. Banerjee, "New Light", p.229.
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half of the month of Bhadra by the king, people and ministers. It is 

covered with a new cloth, honoured with wreaths, perfumes and incense 

to the sound of music. There is extensive worship and on the twelvth 

lunar day of the asterism of Havana, the banner of Indra is raised and 

five or seven minor banners representing the 'Daughters of Indra 1 are 

made. The banner is ornamented with various items representing the 

gods and decked with umbrellas, flags, garlands and mirrors. The 

banner is raised by the king with an auspicious noise, the chanting of 

Vedic hymns by Brahmins and music. The tip of the banner is pointed in 

the direction of the enemy city and it is surrounded by citizens who 

bow their heads in homage and make various offerings. After 

worshipping the flag of Indra for four days, the king has it removed on 

the fifth day in the presence of the ministers for the prosperity of 

the army. This vow, says the BS, has been followed by many kings54.

BS ch.44.1-2 refers to balanTrajana

which is to be peformed when Narayana wakes from his sleep (on the 

eleventh lunar day of the bright half of Karttika). The expiatory 

ceremony called balanfrajana should be performed also on the eighth, 

twelvth or fifteenth day of the bright half of Karttika or As*wayuja 

(i.e. As^vina) 55 . BS ch.44.20-21 describes s*atru ball and 

balanfrajana . For the lustration ( balanTrajana ), the priest dips a 

branch of the Indian fig tree into the holy water of the pots 

( kalas'a ) and touches the horses, army, king and elephants with

54. Shastri, Bfhat Samhita*, pp.316-333. Banerjea, Development(1941), 
p. 114 and note 1 says that the erection of dhvajas or votive columns 
in honour of the sectarian deities in front of their shrines is 
intimately connected with image worship. The erection of 
Indradhvajas , especially wooden ones, is associated with royalty.

55. Shastri, Brhat Sarfthita, pp.333-334.
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various hymns of expiation and propitiation. After going through the 

expiatory lustration for the prosperity of the kingdom, the priest 

pierces the heart of an effigy of the enemy made of clay with a lance 

( Sula ) while chanting abhicarika (nefarious) mantras 56 . Satru

ball is mentioned in several Puranas such as the Garuda, Kalika",« . * '
Mahabhagavata, Agni and DevT Puranas. DP 22.16 says that one should 

make an effigy of the enemy of rice paste, cut it with a sword and 

offer it up to Skanda and Vis*akha57. Agni Purina 185.13-14 says that 

the king should worship an image of Durga" annually on mahanavamf and, 

taking a bath, destroy an effigy of the enemy and offer it to Skanda 

(i.e. Karttikeya, the god of war) and Visakha (sometimes referred to as 

the son of Karttikeya, although Karttikeya is generally believed to be 

a bachelor god). R.C.Hazra says the earliest reference to s'atru ball 

as part of the annual worship of Durga in eastern India, occurs in the 

'Samvatsara-pradfpa 1 of Halayuddha (12th c), the state officer in 

charge of religious affairs under Laksmanasena of the Sena dynasty 58 . 

The sacrifice of an effigy probably relates to a previous practice in 

which humans were the sacrificial victims. Human sacrifice has been 

connected with the worship of Durga" and especially l<alT, who is said to 

be fond of flesh and blood. The substitute effigy, usually made of 

rice paste, is still used today in some parts of Bengal. C.C.Sanyal 

mentions that in Cooch ttehar a small human figure made of rice paste is

56. Banerjea, Development (1941), pp.338-339.

57. Tarkaratna: DevT Purana, p.143:
tasySgreto nrpah sncTya~cchatruiTi krtva tu pis
khargena ghatay'itva tu dadyat skandavisakhayoh// (DP 22.16)

58. Hazra, Studies, p.84.
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sprinkled with pigeon's blood on the mahlnavamf of Durgotsava and 

then beheaded^.

There does not appear to be any doubt

that Durgotsava has martial aspects. Durga" is a warrior goddess, she 

is worshipped by kings to regain kingdoms and for victory in battle 

and in many myths she is said to help legendary heroes defeat their 

enemies. The final day of Durgotsava is known as vijaya" das'amT in 

commemoration of Rama's victory celebrations on the last day of his 

puja to Durga, and is considered to be an auspicious time to embark on 

military campaigns.

SUMMARY.

From references in the Puranas, it• *

appears that Durgotsava is a vrata or vow. It is connected with 

the vrata of Raja Suratha and the Vais^a Samadhi, who performed a 

three year vrata to Devf after hearing the DM. Suratha, Samaclhi and 

several Manus performed vratas to DevT on the banks of rivers or on 

the sea shore using personally-made clay images. The vratas of these 

individuals is connected in certain Puranas with the nine nights 

( NavarStra ) vrata performed by Ramacandra who undertook pUja to 

Durga as a means of bringing about the destruction of the demon king, 

Ravana. Navaratra is performed by Rama in the month of As'vina during 

the autumn, but there is also a spring Navaratra that may be 

performed in the month of Caitra. In describing Rama's Navaratra 

vow, some PurSnas refer to Rama's worship of a clay image of Durga
•

which is immersed on the final day of puja" in a current of water. 

Most of these details are included in the Bengali Ramayana of 

Krttiva"sa, which was probably composed in the 15th c.

59. Sanyal, Rajbansis, p.142.
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Nearly all the component rituals that

constitute the present form of Durgotsava in Bengal may be found in 

Puranas that may have been composed in Bengal or Assam probably between 

the 10th-13th c, and in manuals on Durga puja written between the 

16th-17th c, referring to these Puranic sources. The present practice 

of Durgotsava in Bengal adheres to rules laid down in these Durga"- 

pujapaddhatls and maintains the belief that the annual Durgotsava 

was inaugurated by Ramacandra, although Raja Suratha established the 

precedent. If this is so, the present Durgotsava of Bengal using a 

clay image that is immersed on the das'amT , may have its antecedents 

in the pre-Muslim period, possibly during the time of the Senas.

However, there are no detailed refer­ 

ences to the construction of clay images of Durga" for Durgotsava , nor 

does any text mention whether the images were terracruda or 

terracotta. The injunction against terracotta images of Durga is ment­ 

ioned by ^rfnatha AcaryacudamanT in his manual on Durga" puja and 

Raghunandana Bhattacarya refers to the bathing of the mirror reflection• •

of the clay image of Durga in his 'Durgapujatattva'60 as in the 

current practice, and says that it is one's duty to .worship the clay 

( mrnmayf ) image of DevT. But the only piece of evidence that the 

clay images were terracruda is that the Puranas refer to images being 

immersed in water. The 'PranatosinT* of Ramatosana VidySlaiikara,
• • • • •

written in 1821, says that a householder is prohibited to use an 

earthen image for Durga puja , but adds that an earthen image with 

straw inside is allowed. It also prohibits the use of an image larger

60. S.C.Siddhantabhusana, ed., Durgapujatattva of Raghunandana 
BhattachaYya, Sanskrit Sahitya Parisad Seriesno.5[Calcutta: 
J.S.Shastri,'n.d.), p.9.



248

than three and a half cubits 61 . This corresponds to the present 

practice, but, as with such injunctions, it remains unexplained. The 

practice of making clay images personally is not common, although 

there are indications that it was practiced in Bengal,

According to the uncorroborated account

of N.N.Vasu 62 , the tantric scholar Krsnananda Agamvagis'a, author of 

the 'Tantrasara 1 , is alleged to have inaugurated the current practice

of worshipping a clay image of the goddess Daksina Kali". He saw a• •
vision of DaksinS KalT and was instructed by the goddess to popularise 

her image. Krsnananda is said to have worshipped small images of 

Daksina KalT made of clay which he made personally every day, immersing 

them after worship in the river. Shib Chunder Bose, writing in the 

19th c, says that RSja Krsnacandra of Nadia (18th c) followed 

Krsnananda's example but eventually gave it up63. Krsnafnanda was one 

of the four contemporary leaders of the Varendra community of Brahmins 

living at Nabadwip in the Nadia distict, and the sacred spot where the 

first image was worshipped by him is still known as 'ftgames'varT 

plraf'64^ although there is no clay image on the site at present. An 

image named JTgamelvarT is worshipped annually at Shantipur in the Nadia 

district, but the figamvagila family now living in the Hooghly district 

and maintaining a tantric pfij«F , worship an image of fihandamayT Ka"lT,

which is different from that of Daksina* Kcfn. Like most tantrics in» •

Bengal, the Agamvagis'a family hires kunfiras to make the clay image

61. Banerji, Tantra, p.181.

62. Sircar, &kta, p.74 n.l.

63. Bose, Hindoos, p.138.

64. D.C.Bhattacharya, "The Tantrasara of Krsnananda VagTsV, P.K.Gode 
Commemoration Volume, Poona oriental Series 'no.93 (Poona: Oriental Book 
Agency, 1960), pp.27-28.
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for their special tantric pujas . The practice of making, worshipping 
and immersing a clay image of KalT all in the same day is still 
maintained, however. Each year in Calcutta, an image of ^mas'ana Ka~IT 
(KalT of the cremation grounds) is made for this kind of tantric 
puja .
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE VILLAGE TRADITION.

Referring to the 'village tradition 1 of

Bengal implies a false sense of homogeneity in the face of apparent 

diversity between the various districts of Bengal. However, for the 

sake of simplicity, the term will be used to describe practices which 

may be regarded as 'rural' and even 'regional', in contrast with urban 

practices. Village traditions throughout India tend to be 

idiosyncratic. The literature is in the vernacular rather than in 

Sanskrit; the modes of worship differ from those of orthodox 

Brahmanism; the village deities differ from those of the orthodox 

pantheon; there is less emphasis on the worship of anthropomorphic 

images and the adoption of natural objects instead such as stones and 

trees as objects of cultic worship; and there is also a tendency 

towards animistic belief. Where the tradition of worshipping a 

particular deity has persisted over a period of time, the kind of image 

made by the traditional craftsman becomes standardised, sophisticated 

and transformed according to the kind of influences imposed on the 

artist by the customer. Images of this kind bear a .strong regional 

stamp. However, village worship is generally directed towards aniconic

or semi-iconic images.

For the purposes of this survey of the

village tradition of Bengal, I will concentrate on material available 

in the vernacular ' Marigala Ka"vya ' (auspicious poems) composed during 

the Muslim period (13th-18th c). These are the historical sources for 

the village tradition of Bengal. Alongside them are the vernacular 

renditions of the ' Mahakavya ', the Epics and the Puranas, and the 

Vaisnava padavali or religious poems of the post-Caitanya era. Most
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ritual and philosophical literature continued to be written in 

Sanskrit, the language of learning.

The most popular of the Marigala Kavya

are those dedicated to the snake goddess Manasa" and the aboriginal 

deity, CandT, who was originally a protectoress of hunters, but as we 

have seen, came to be identified with the Purajiic goddess Durga and

appropriated her characteristics. The cults of Manasa and CandT have• •

been widely popular in Bengal and their worship probably dates back to 

the classical Pala-Sena period. Manasa and CandT are still popular 

today and the Mangala Kavya dedicated to them are among the most 

well-known and well-loved in Bengal.

GRAMA DEVATA.

Manasa and CandT are popular grama

devata or village deities. The grama devata fulfilled a number of 

roles connected with childbirth and domestic concerns, but were also 

called upon in times of epidemic, disease or disaster 1 . Many were

connected with diseases, such as £i"tala, the goddess of smallpox, while
• 

others, such as SasthT, the goddess of childbirth and Manasa, the

goddess of snakes, were worshipped to ward off evil and danger. The 

village priests who officiated at the cult worship of the grama 

devata were regarded as possessing cures for the ills from which the 

worshipper wished to be released. Throughout the Mangala tiavya , the 

grama devata are depicted as very accessible figures who communicate 

freely with mortals and share their griefs and delights. Of course, 

they have their powerful Puranic aspects as well, but these are perhaps 

later accretions to the simple village deities who were regarded as 

invisible forces lingering on the periphery of the village. The

1. S.C.Mitra, "On the Cult of Godlings of Disease in E.Bengal", MI_, 
Vol.3, nos.l and 2 (March-June 1923), p.39.
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Mahgala Kavya are heavily influenced by the Puranas and Epics, but it 

is difficult to say whether the village deities took on the 

characteristics of Puranic deities and became transformed, or whether 

they are merely 'folk 1 versions of the Puranic deities. My own belief 

is that the former is more likely to be correct. It is notable in the 

case of iconography where a hitherto unrepresented deity appropriates 

the iconography of one of the Brahmanical deities and comes to be 

worshipped in anthropomorphic form 2 .

Most grama devata in Bengal are

worshipped in simple shrines or outside in the open air under trees. 

Places of worship are named after the respective deity. The permanent 

shrines of the goddess Manasa are known as ' Manasa* ban" ' (the house, 

bari , of Manasa). These are small mud huts with thatched roofs, 

housing painted clay pots, usually odd-numbered, clay snakes (Pl.H, 4) 

and votive terracotta animal figures. In Bengal, Manasa is worshipped 

in the form of a pyramid made of banana bark and the place of worship 

is known as a mandapa , a temporary spot with a twig of slja placed 

on it. She is also worshipped in the Manasa plant, a cactus placed on 

a pyramidical altar and daubed with vermilion. Other shrines are known 

as Manasa tala and are usually by the roadside or at a 

crossroads^. Grama devata are usually represented by pots ( ghata ), 

stones or plants which are decorated with distinctive marks to indicate 

individual deities. Manasa ghata are decorated with snake hoods to 

indicate that they belong to the snake goddess. These simple shrines

2. Vijananananda, Sri Mad, p.985, Dbh 9.46.3 in which the grama
devata Sasthi", Mangala Cand? and Manasa" are parts of Prakrti. • • • •* •• •
3. F.K.Mahapatra, The Folk Cults of Bengal (Calcutta: Indian 
Publications, 1972), p.138.
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seldom contain anthropomorphic images, although some do contain clay 

images.

MANASA.

The worship of the snake goddess Manasa"

probably originated in East Bengal. Today, her worship is popular in 

Dacca, Mymensingh and the Birbhum district of West Bengal. Manasa 

worship is also very popular in Assam, particularly in the districts of 

Kamrup, Goal para and Darrang4 . There is a popular belief that the 

Manasa cult spread into Assam from Bengal after the Muslim invasion of 

Kamarupa in the 15th c, although there is no historical evidence to 

support this belief5. Poems dedicated to Manasa in Bengal are 

commonly known as 'Manasa Marigala 1 , whereas in Assam they are known as 

'Padma Purana', ' Padma ', lotus, being one of Manasa's epithets. 

Manasa is also ' kanf ' (One Eyed), having lost her left eye in a fight 

with her step-mother, Candf. Manasa's left eye is her poison eye with 

which she can kill at a glance, while her right eye is her nectar eye 

( amrtanayana ), a look from which can revive those killed with the 

left eye. The 'Evil Eye 1 is connected with snakes and a person who had 

only one eye is said to possess the Evil Eye. Manasa is also known as 

Visaharf, because she is regarded as the Remover of Poison, she is also•

called ketaka because she was born on the leaf of a keya (Sanskrit,

ketaka ) or screw-pine plant.

Manasa poems deal with the supernatural

birth of Manasa, the origin of her worship, her quarrels with the spice 

merchant Caffdo, the life of Behula and Lakhindar, Caffdo's son, and of 

the eventual victory of Manasa over Carfdo and his submission to her

4. S.N.Goswami, "Snake Worship: Goddess Manasa Cult in Assam", The 
Journal of the Assam Research Soc., Vol.XXV (1979-1980), p.29.

5. Goswami, "Snake Worship", p.29.
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cult. Manasa is mentioned in Puranas as the mind-born daughter of

KSs'yapa, the pupil of £iva, the eternal devotee of Visnu, the sister of• »
Vasukf, and the goddess of serpents, Nages*var7. She is a sorceress 

( siddhayoginT ) and possesses occult powers ( mahajnanayuta ). In 

Mahgala Kavya , Manasa" is the step-daughter of £iva and CandT, wife of 

the sage Jaratkaru and mother of ftstika. The story of Manasa" is 

mentioned in the BvP 2.45-46 and her dhyana (meditation) is described 

in the 'Tithitattva 1 of Raghunandana (16th c) who describes Manas3 as a 

beautiful woman riding on a swan, wearing red clothes, giving boons 

(with varada mudra ), bejewelled and accompanied by eight snakes6.

Classical sculpture identified with

Manasa appears throughout Bengal from the 10th-12th c 7 , although 

Manasa is not a deity with a Vedic or Puranic background and 

consequently does not have an iconographical tradition that can be 

traced back through the fastras. In Mangala Kavya , the convention is 

to describe female deities as beautiful young girls, elegantly dressed 

and adorned with dazzling jewellry. There is little to distinguish one 

from the other in terms of iconography. There is no direct mention in 

Mangala Kavya that images, let alone clay images, were commonly used 

in village shrines, nor is there any mention of kumaras making 

images. But it is possible that villagers worshipped clay images of 

grSma devata in the early Muslim period just as they do today and that 

the form of their worship steadily took on Brahmanical elements as the 

grama devata became more popular.

6. Maity, Historical, p.212.

7. N.K.Bhattasali, Iconography of Buddhist and Brahmanical Sculptures
in the Dacca Museum (Dacca: Rai S.N.Bhadra Bahadur; 1929), p.225.
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The BvP and DBF, Raghunandana and

Jimutavahana in his 'Kalaviveka', all talk of Manasa* being worshipped 

in the snuhl or slja tree 8 or in a pot filled with water and 

covered with a twig of sija . In the ' Manasa Yijaya ' of VipradSsa 

(15th c), Manasa" puja is first conducted by a group of young cowherd 

boys in the month of Jyaistha. Manasa" tells them to bring a golden pot, 

fill it with water, place a branch of sija upon it and offer 

libations^, in the 'Padma PurKna 1 of the Assamese poet Mankara, a 

comtemporary of Vipradasa, there is a description of an elaborate 

Manasa puja performed by Brahmins. Manasa" is placed on a dias 

( maffca ) and worshipped in an earthen pot with a branch of sija 

placed on it. In Mankara's ' jaganar gtta ' (invocation), he invokes 

the four-cornered mandapa , the plantain trees in each corner, the 

picturesque cloth ( chandowa ) stretched above, the holy purna ghata , 

four lamps ( dfpa ), incense on stands ( dhupa ), offerings of food 

( naivedya ) and gold and silver flowers. The holy diagram ( Zlipana ) 

is carefully plastered with cowdung, whereupon the goddess VisaharT 

descends with both feet on a goose. Dharma, Ga^es'a, Visnu, £iva, 

bTtala, LaksmT and SuvacanT (the Duck Mother) are also worshipped and 

animal sacrifice is done. Brahmins perform puja with mantra 

(incantations) and viddhi (rules) and a band of singers sing songs 

from the 'Padma PuraTpa 1 while women dance to the music 1°.

8. Maity, Historical, pp.220-221. Brahmavaivarta Purana, Prakrti 
khantfa, 46.11-13 and DevTbhclgavata Purana 9.48.10-13 contain identical 
accounts of Manasa and her worship (W.L'.Smith, The One-Eyed Goddess: a 
study on the Manasa* Mangal, Stockholm Oriental Studies no. 12 
(Stockholm: Almquist and Wiskell Interantional, 1980), p.13).

9. S.Sen, ed., VipradcTsa's Manasa-Vijaya (Calcutta: The Asiatic Soc., 
1953), pp.61-62.

10. M.Neog, "Serpent Lore and Serpent Worship in Assam", Eastern 
Anthropologist, 4 (March-August 1951), p.156; Sarma, Assamese, 
p.46.
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In contemporary rural practice, the

village priest ( ojha ) is regarded as being able to cure snake-bite 

with a variety of spells known as ' sape khowa" nantra ' (spells for 

snake-bite)H. Villagers participate in trance-inducing dances and 

celebrate with communal feasts. There is no Brahmin priest or 

adherence to the Agamic system of paricopacara . Mankara's description 

of Manasa puja" seems to refer to an adapted form of the rural puja 

and may have used an iconic image, since Manasa" is described 

iconographically and the description resembles present day images of 

her. Ghata are usually placed in front of clay images, so the 

mention of the one does not preclude the presence of the other. One of 

the characteristics of Brahmanical puja is an increased tendency for 

anthropomorphic representation.

In Ketaka Das's 'Manasa Mangala'

(17th c), the term ' mrnmayf ' occurs unexpectedly in several places 

and is used as an adjectival predicate with the epithet Visaharf. 

Mrnmayf is a Sanskrit noun, the feminine of mrnmaya , 'consisting of 

clay'. Since images are always referred to in the feminine, mrnmayf 

here must refer to a clay image. The term mrnmayf is used in Silpa 

Sfastra to refer to either terracotta or terracruda images. It is used 

in the HB of Gopala Bhatta (16th c) to refer to clay images also. It
' r •

is unusual to find this Sanskrit term introduced into a Mangala poem 

when the Bengali word ' mati ' (earth, clay) would have seemed more 

appropriate. However, mrnmayf carried a technical significance which 

mati does not. MrnmayT is also found in the pujapaddhatls of 

Raghunandana in connection with the worship of the clay image of the 

goddess Durga. W.L.Smith, who has done a monograph on Manasa",

ll.Neog, "Serpent Lore", p.153.
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has found only two references to images of Manasa" (one in Ketaka" DaVs 

poem , the other in the 'Dharma Mangala 1 of Manikram) and both refer to 

clay images!?.

In the ' Manasar jagarana pal a ' of

Ketak? Das's poem, there are three references to ' mrnamayT 

BisaharT '. This section of the poem concerns the voyage of Behula, 

who ferries the corpse of Lakhindar on a plantain raft in the hopes of 

persuading Manasa to revive him. On the voyage downriver, Behula stops 

at various places and offers puja to Manas3. At Keja"gh3ta, Behula 

disembarks to do puja at a shrine:

"Having disembarked at the shrine,
The dancer Behula bathed and did puja to Hara's daughter. 
Behula did puja for three days before the clay image 
Of BisaharT, Kejuya's lotus"13 .

Behula" also worships at NaVikeladanga on her journey to and from her 

destination and again there are further references to ' mrnamayT 

BisaharT '14. E.Dimock, in his translation of Ketaka Das's poem, 

interprets the phrase ' mrnmayi Bisaharf ' as 'the earthen image of 

BisaharT'15. it is clear that in all these cases, Behula worships a 

clay image of Manasa in riverside shrines.

12. Smith, One-Eyed, p.5.

13. Yatindra Mohana Bhattacharya, ed., Ksemananda Dasa Manasa" Mangala 
(New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi , 1961), pp.270-271:

uliya deulyar jale behula nacinT/
sncfna kari pCfja kare harer nandin?//
mrnmayf bisaharT kejuyaya kamala/
tina dina tar pUja kari la behula"//

14. Bhattacharya, Ksemananda, p.281 and p.303: 
pratyeksa ujana jala naYikeladangaya/ 
mrnmayT'bisaharf thakuranT t^Tya//

15. E.Dimock Jnr., The Thief of Love (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1963), p.261 and p. ?5T.———————
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It is possible that Ketaka Das uses the

term mrnmayf as a means of elevating the status of Manasa and her 

puja . By the time he wrote his poem to Manasa, mrnmayT would have 

been a term used to refer to the clay images of respected Puranic 

deities. To say that Manasa" was also worshipped in the form of 

mrnaayf would equate her with goddesses such as Durga" and make her 

worship all the more attractive to those who heard the 'Manasa 

Mangala'. In fact, the Caitanya Bhagavata (16th c) mentions that the 

Manasa cult was popular at the time 16 and refers to ' matlr putula ' 

(clay dolls) of Manasa 17 . The term ' putula ' may refer to images, 

although it usually refers to the kind of clay doll sold at fairs, 

whereas images used for religious purposes are referred to as pratima 

or thakura . S.Sen refers to Vidyapati who gives details of Manasa 

puja saying that one should make a clay image of Manasa ( mrnmayTm 

pratimam krtva devatadyalh samabrtamu (i.e. VisaharT)) and worship it
•• •»* « ' ' r

with much singing and dancing 18 . Clay images of Manasa are made at 

present in Bengal and Assam (Pl.E, 5). M.Neog says that in western 

Assam and eastern Bengal, Manasa is worshipped by Bagdis (basket 

weavers, also makers of images) with animal sacrifice and offerings of 

rice, fruits and flowers and that on nagpaffcamT (the bright fifth day 

of Sravana) a four-armed image of Manasa with snakes in each hand, her 

feet resting on a goose, is taken in procession and finally 

immersed 1 ^.

16. Sen, HBLL, p.252.

17. S.Sen, Barigala Sahityer Itihasa, pt.l (Calcutta: Eastern Press, 
1940), p.217.

18. Sen, Bangala, pp. 216-217.

19. Neog, "Serpent Lore", p.151.
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CANDI. 

The most famous 'Candf Marigala 1 is that

of Mukundarama Cakravartf (16th c), otherwise known as Kavikahkana, a• *
native of the Burdwan district who had a vision of Candf, in which she 

instructed him to compose a poem in her honour. According to D.C.Sen, 

after composing his 'Candf Mangala 1 under the patronage of Raja" Bankura 

Ray in Midnapore district, Mukundarama returned to Burdwan and 

established a small temple to Candf as Simhavahinf20 .

Mukundarama's 'Candf Mangala 1 is divided

into two parts: the first concerns the hunter Kalketu and his wife, 

Phullera, who are converted by Candf to her cult; the second is about 

the spice merchant Dhanapati and his wife Khullana". The first story is 

older and is from the ancient kingdom of Kaliiiga (Orissa) where the 

goddess was a forest deity giving protection to forest animals and was 

worshipped by fowlers and hunters2^. It is a vrata katha (short 

narrative recited by women in connection with domestic vratas ) 22 . 

In the second story, Candf is also the guardian deity of animals. 

Candf is said to bring unprecedented good luck ( mangala ) and gives 

protection. In fact, Mukundarama's poem is also sometimes known as 

'Abhaya Mangala'. Candf is benevolent and looks after the individual•• *

and family interests. She is worshipped under several names: Kului 

Candf, Natai Candf etc 23 . However, she is also associated directly»• • * • «

20. Sen, HBLL, p.338 and p.341.

21. S.Sen, History of Bengali Literature (HBL) (New Delhi: Sahitya 
Akademi, 1960), pp.60-61.

22. Sen, HBL, pp.60-61.

23. Mahapatra, The Folk Cults, p.141.
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with the Puranic DevT, is given all her epithets and appears as ParvatT 

or GaurT, the wife of 3iva, as Durga and as Gaja-LaksmT. She is 

called BhagavatT and Candika* and is identified with a host of regional 

deities. Yet Candf retains the characteristics of a grama devata . 

She takes the form of a lizard ( godhika ), her vahana in early 

eastern iconography. She also appears as a white fly and a deer 

( mrgi ). When she assumes her 'true form' ( nTja murti ), she is a 

beautiful sixteen year old girl, her body gleaming with ornamentation. 

But despite her iconographical description, CandT is rarely represented 

anthropomorphically. Contemporary illustrations portray her as 

two-armed,seated on a lotus in padraasana , wearing a diadem and 

ornaments. She does not appear to have a vahana , has no distinctive 

marks and does not carry implements. Her hands are in abhaya and 

varada mudras . She appears to be in the class of many female deities 

depicted as seated on lotuses - what could be referred to as the 'Lady 

on the Lotus' type. Large clay images of a four-armed CandT seated on 

a thone are currently made in the Hooghly district in West Bengal 

during the annual festival, but such representations are rare and she 

is usually worshipped in a ghata .

In tribal lore there are several

1 candfs ' or female ogresses, all of hideous appearance and possessing
• •

witch-like powers24. Bhaskara Raya, a celebrated tantric, derives the

name CandT from the masculine Canda meaning 'one of unrestricted 
. • •»

existence and possessing unlimited powers and extraordinary qualities'

24. Majhi Ramdas, Kherowal Bangsa Dharam Puthi, a rare book in Santali 
has woodcuts of the ' candTs '.
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and CandT is seen as the female counterpart of Canda25. The word 

CandT means 'fierce', but in the sense of having unlimited power is 

regarded as Sakti, hence the transformation of the village Candf into
^ • •

the Puranic DevT who is also regarded as Sakti. As a regional goddess, 

Candf is regarded as a partial manifestation of Devf, although in the 

'CandT Mangala 1 , Candf is capable of assuming the forms of the Puranic 

Devf, something Manasa is not credited with. There seems to have been 

an ill-fitting merger between the rural CandT, a grama devata who was 

seen as an animistic force who protected hunters and was concerned with 

the animal kingdom, and the Puranic DevT. Candf was originally a 

village goddess and is not to be confused with the Puranic DevT who is 

also referred to by the epithet 'CandT'.

Like Manasa, CandT is also worshipped

using a ghata . In the 'CandT Mangala', the king of Kaliriga is 

converted to the cult of CandT and proclaims to his people that he will 

worship the 'Three-Eyed' ( trilocana ) DevT in the city of Kaliriga. 

The worship is a grand occasion. The king bathes, gives gifts to 

Brahmins and elephants and horses to the messengers of the proclamation 

of worship. He puts on a necklace of rudraksa beads", worships a pair 

of golden ewers ( heroa jhari jora ) while the Vedas are recited, 

conches are blown, bells rung and drums beaten. Everyone, young and 

old, crowd to have a look. Various gifts are offered. On a tuesday, 

the eighth lunar day ( astamT ), the raja , full of merit, performs 

puja with the sixteen upacaras . He sacrifices hundreds of 

buffaloes, goats, sheep, deer and geese. With parched rice, eight 

durva leaves and Ganges water in a golden pitcher, the raja performs 

puja to CandT with an oblation of lotus flowers in his

25. Shastri, "Durga", p.245.
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folded hands. The king is said to employ Brahmins daily in the recital 

of Sapta&ti (the DM) 26 . This Candf puja resembles the grand 

celebration of Durga puja" , although it is not specifically stated. I 

have already discussed the likelihood that clay images of Durga of the 

kind currently worshipped in Bengal may have existed at the time of 

Mukundarama who describes CandT in equivalent iconographical terms.

26. Sarkar, Kavikahkana, p.86-87:
prabhate kari sna*na dvije karila dana
raybare dila gaja ghora/
paiya sfubha ka*la rudr'cfksa kanthamala
pujena hema jhari jora//
pujena narapati anande hemabatT
brahmane kare bed a ga"na/
sVnkha jagajhampa khamaka ghanta
dampha_bajaye tumbura bidh<ana//
deula acambita k"ancana
kalasita dekhiya sabismaya mati/
purTr ^Ts'u juba bihanga pas*u kiba
dekhite dhaya laghugati//
kamsanadT tata uda tata nikata
purata racita dehara"/
haila beda dbhani s*uniya kula-dhanT
dekhite dhaya svatantara/
amatya purohita kutumba jffati juta
bandena sarvva b3reb3ra/
pras*asta nSna bidhi kanda madhu
dadhi naibedya dila bhaYebhara//
mrdanga s*ahkha para dokhandT
ba"je jora matahga prsthe blje d3maY
purer nitambinf^badane jaya dhbani
dehite fila gajagama//
a^jtamT bhauma bare soras'a upaca"re/
nppati puje punyaban/'
mahisa chcTga mesa rohita raja hamsa
lakseka dila bali dana//
tandula a?ta durbbha jahrabT jala garbha
kaffcane birocita jhari/
aTfjali sarasije nrpati debt ptfje
na"ce gctye bidyadh'arT//
pujiya barebara karila parihara brahmana
bhume purandara/
tar sabhafsada raci caru pada mukunda
gana kabibara// 

p.90:
dvije niyojila nitya pCfjaya nrpati/
s*ateka brahmana nitya pare saptas'att//
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In comparison, the humble domestic

vrata to CandT performed by Khull ana", junior second wife of the spice 

merchant Dhanapati, indicates an altogether different mode of worship. 

Khullana" paints the cowdung walls of her hut with perfumed sandal paste 

in the design of eight-petal led lotus leaves (a form of alipana ). 

She places a golden pot beneath the alipana and is said to worship in 

the presence of Ganes'a (Ganes'a is invoked at the beginning of every 

ceremony to ensure its success). 'Indra's daughters' play repeatedly on 

drums, lyres, trumpets and conch and offerings are made of perfume, 

stones, durva grass, garlands of flowers, rice, ghee, fruit, milk and 

sweetened paddy. First Ganesa is worshipped, the the sun god Surya and 

£iva, the peacock-borne god KJrttikeya, Laksmf and SarasvatT too and

Khullana worships a water pot as Narayana, the fear-dispelling 

Varadarupint^

The salient features in all these

descriptions of puja to the mangala deities, is the use of a holy 

ghata filled with water. The ghata filled with water symbolises 

fertility and the womb and is connected with female deities. It is the

27. Sarkar, Kavika'nkana, p. 379-380:
gomaye lepiya* sadma tathi a§ta dala padma karila sugandhi candane/ 
madhye hemajharT khullana sundarT rakhaye abhaya pUjane// 
khullana puje cap.dT s1)ka-dukha-khandT miliya" indrer nandinT/ 
kumarT gapa mili jaya hula-huli saghana kare sVnkha dhbani// 
kumarT kari bidhi khullana kare siddhi karaila amar dheyana/ 
indrer kumari" pSs'e hemaba*ri sugandhi ga'nga jale snana//
^ikhT urddve beyama tahar arddha sama bamaksT bindu bibhusita/ 
asiya bidyadharT tahare krpa kari karila ^karjyer parohita// 
prathame lambodara pujila' dibakara rathanga p'anT umapati/ 
marala bahana pujila saranana pujila laksmT sarasvatf// 
tambula asta durbba jahrabT jalagarba kKTfcane biracita jhar"/ 
arTjali sarasije caqflika rama puje nace gaya bidySdharf// 
khullanar puspa p3nt urila bhabanT abhaya" baradayinT/
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most widely-used medium of worship. The ghata are often decorated 

with a face or head or emblems attached to the top to indicate the 

deity they represent. According to S.K.Ray28, deities represented by 

heads attached to ghata are none other than the portrayals of tribal 

chiefs and chieftains. These man-gods were completely identified with 

their respective tutelary deities as time went by. The most striking 

feature of this type of image is that the deities are represented only 

by their heads stuck on their own ideographical pedestals. Even these 

pedestals, argues Ray, are modelled more symbolically than the heads. 

They are designed to help the worshipper recognise the rank, status, 

and sex of the deity. Femininity is relayed to the worshipper by the 

oval or egg-shaped bottom of the ghata . These god-heads were a 

substitute effigy to emphasise the presence of the ruler gods by 

proxy. According to Ray, these busts represent the image making 

tradition in its earliest stage.

Although Ray's views on the political

nature of the busts are purely his own, what he says about their 

iconographical significance is extremely interesting. If the shape, 

size and general appearance of the busts convey a series of complex 

pieces of information, then they would operate in the same way as a 

Brahmanical anthropomorphic image designed to convey complex

theological ideas.

The use of earthen pots once again draws

our attention to the role of the potter. Besides making ghata , the 

potter makes a variety of terracotta animals such as elephants and 

horses, which are used as votive offerings to the gra"ma devata . In 

most rural areas of India, such votive offerings and even terracotta

28. Ray, Ritual, p.25.
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images of the grama devata are made using elements of the potter's 

craft. These terracottas are either hollow or solid or a combination 

of both. In many terracottas holes are retained so that air can 

circulate during the firing of the clay to enable the clay to bake 

well. Many terracotta figures are built up around a clay pot or 

cylinder. This means that at least part of the figure - the torso, 

base, or the limbs- is made by throwing the clay on the potter's wheel 

and forming an ordinary earthen pot. Hollow terracotta horses from 

Gujurat, for instance, are created by throwing cylinders and pots of 

various shapes on the wheel and then joining them together in a 

particular way to form terracotta figures. The technique plays an 

important part in creating the final distinctive form of the figure. 

The terracottas are often coloured with brick-red geru (ochre or red 

clay) and white chalk. Sometimes they are varnished. The terracottas 

are placed out of doors and no care is taken to ensure that, once they 

have been offered as votive offerings, they are kept intact. There do 

not appear to be cases of deliberate immersion of terracotta figures of 

deities either at the culmination of a festival or because of decay. 

On the other hand, water pots are often immersed, at the end of

ceremonies.

The use of a clay pot in forming a clay

figure would support Ray's theory that out of the clay pots decorated 

with heads came the fully-fledged images used in puja , if it was not 

for important differences in technique. The potter has thorough 

knowledge of procuring clay, the right places to find it and the 

correct technique for tempering the clay to the right consistency, but 

the potter making terracotta votive offerings and images uses a wheel 

and hand-modelling, whereas the potter making unbaked clay images of 

the kind found in Bengal uses a mould and a number of materials which
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are hand-modelled and organised by methods which do not include 

throwing or firing.

Many of the clay images used in vrata

as votive offerings are made by the participants themselves29. we may 

call this vrata art, since the objects produced by the layperson are 

for the purposes of a vrata or vow. Small clay images used in 

vrata ritual also represent the deities as well as human and animal 

figures. They are crudely-formed, without feet or hands, their facial 

and bodily details worked out by pinching and incising a soft lump of 

clay and applying small pellets for decoration. They are usually fired 

in the domestic hearth and sometimes given a basic glaze or layer of 

bright paint. Many of the figures of village deities are 

theriomorphic.

A good example of village women making

their own clay images is given by B.C.Majumdar 30 , who describes the 

KumarT worship prevalent among the non-Aryan Sudra castes in the 

district of Sambalpur, on the south western border of Bengal. The 

3udra castes of Sambalpur celebrate the festival of ' Kumari osa ' in 

the lunar month of Ss\ina, from the eighth day of the dark fortnight of 

Kvina to the ninth day of the light fortnight. Brahmins officiate at 

all the religious and domestic ceremonies of these people and the 

worship of the KumlYT (the virgin goddess) during this festival is 

performed only by unmarried StTdra girls. On the krsna-astamT day, 

the girls, singing special songs, go out in groups from the village for 

good clay to make the image of the goddess KumarT. They make the image

29. See S.R.Das, "A Note on the Votive Clay Figurines used in a Folk 
Rite of Bengal", MI_, Vol.XXXII, no.2 (April-June 1952), pp.105-115.

30. Majumdar, "Durga", pp.359-360.
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themselves and smear it with vermilion. They sing and dance in honour 

of the goddess and that is the only thing they do to worship her. In 

some villages, the figures of Hara-ParvatT and LaksmT are painted on 

walls by girls, in addition to the figure of KumarT. The celebration 

in Jtevina commemorates the birth of KumaYT in this month. At the 

conclusion of worship on the bright ninth day of As'vina, the $u"dra 

girls of Sambalpur throw the KumarT image into water, singing songs. 

B.C.Majumdar uses the example of the KumarT osa* celebrations and the 

resemblances with Bengali Durga puja to suggest that Durga puja had 

tribal origins of this kind.

This kind of vrata art is not

mentioned in Mangala literature, which prefers to describe worship 

addressed to a water pot instead. In the 'Manasa Mangala 1 of Vijaya 

Gupta (15th c), the merchant CSrTdo argues with his wife that it is far 

better to worship the Puranic Durga than a snake goddess:

"What suffering is left after worshipping the ten-armed CandT 
That you worship a snake goddess." 3^

And later, he says:

"A limbless goddess's worship is forbidden and I have heard that 
Padmci (Manasa) has only one eye" 32 .

The reference to limbless deities concerns the use of the limbless 

images used in the vrata rituals carried out by Bengali women. The 

disparagement of limbless deities also refers to the local godlings of 

Bengal, many of whom were at one time represented in semi-anthropo­ 

morphic form as heads upon jars or poles.

31. Sen, Banga, p.194 n.4:
das*abhujc( kari puja kiser santapa/ 
taTfhare chariya pTija hena kala sapa//

32. Sen, Banga, p.194:
angahTna debatar p"uja ache mana/ 
tcThate Sunechi padmSr eka caksu
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Such figures of limbless deities have

been found all over India since the Indus valley civilisation. Stella 

Kramrisch refers to them as being of the 'ageless' type of terracottas, 

in other words, such figures appear constantly and without change 

throughout history. Figures of this kind, according to Kramrisch, are 

characterised by exclusive modelling by hand. Stella Kramrsich also 

refers to a second category of terracottas, the 'timebound 1 type, 

referring to those terracottas which can be classified according to 

roughly-divided historical periods from the early Mauryan period (4th c 

B.C.) onwards. Such 'timebound 1 terracottas may take the form of 

large-scale, free-standing figures, or small plaques and panels meant 

for adorning temples. The Ganges valley with its rich alluvial soil 

has been the ideal source of generations of artists working in the clay 

medium. P.Dasgupta even goes so far as to say that clay is the most 

natural medium of Bengali sentiment and culture33 and that even the 

stone sculptures of the Pala period are no other than the spirit of 

terracotta transformed into stone34.

There are links between techniques used

in producing terracottas and the kind of terracruda image made by 

Bengali artists. The mould is common to both and certain methods of 

tempering and applying the clay are also commonly shared by artists 

working in terracotta and in terracruda. However, since the terracruda 

images are not fired, a number of non-clay materials may be attached to 

the images, whereas terracotta images are made up entirely of clay. In 

some cases, wooden dowels are inserted in large terracotta images, but 

in general, terracotta images are made up of solid or hollow clay.

33. Dasgupta, Temple, p.l.

34. Dasgupta, Temple, p.12.
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Terracruda images made in Bengal may even be referred to as a mixed 

( mi^ra ) product rather than 'clay 1 images, since the bulk of the 

image is made of straw rather than clay. The actual layers of clay 

that are applied to the straw are only a few inches deep. Whereas the 

straw in the Bengali practice is used to make up the bulk of the image 

and to bind the clay to the infrastructure, in the Tibetan practice of 

clay image making, other materials are used to achieve similar effects.

W.Zwalf35 says that some clay images

made in Tibet can be extremely large and that large images are reported 

to exist in several major shrines. In Tibetan clay modelling, the 

figure is hollow and built up from below with clay of fine and even 

consistency made into a thin wall with the help of paper. Construction 

of larger images is a lengthy process, performed in sections with a 

charcoal fire placed in the interior to help dry the fabric while the 

outer surface is covered with a wet cloth to prevent cracking and to 

facilitate the join with the next section. (The charcoal appears to be 

used to dry the clay rather than to 'fire 1 it , as in the Bengali 

practice when charcoal is used to dry the clay quickly). Some recent, 

smaller images are painted with laquer and depend for their stability 

on the internal use of straw to bind the clay. The use of cloth and 

shredded paper to bind the clay is quite common in the Tibetan 

practice.

35. Zwalf, Heritage, p.113.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: SUMMARY:

To summarise, therefore. It has been

established that there was a classical tradition of making religious 

icons in clay. This tradition is mentioned in southern Agamas, various 

Silpa Sastra from all parts of India and several Puranas, which refer 

to the worship of clay images of the principal Hindu deities of the 

major Hindu sects. Clay has always been included in lists of suitable 

materials for making religious icons. In describing the meritorious 

rewards of worshipping icons of Hindu deities in each of the various 

materials, many texts recommend the use of clay and, in fact, the ifiva 

Purana says that it is the best material from which to make the ^iva 

linga .

This classical tradition of making clay

images was governed by all the iconographical conventions, icono­ 

graphical rules and aesthetic ideals of classical Indian art. Clay for 

making clay icons was carefully selected and prepared. Clay icons are 

generally referred to as ' mrnmaya- ' or ' mrttlka-pratima '. In some 

cases, a distinction is made between baked clay images ( pakva-flirnmaya- 

-pratlma ) and unbaked clay images ( apakva-mrnmaya-pratima ). This 

distinction is connected with a religious injunction that regards baked 

clay images as inauspicious and fit only for representations of inaus­ 

picious deities or for nefarious ( abhicarika ) purposes such as bring­ 

ing about the destruction of an enemy. Terracotta and terracruda 

images are seen as fulfilling different ritual functions. Only terra­ 

cruda icons may be use for ordinary worship. I have not found any

textual explanation for this tenet.

According to the classical tradition,
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clay icons were made in a number of stages; some texts say seven, 

others say twelve. Each stage involved the use of a different 

combination of materials. Clay images are sometimes referred to as 

1 lepya ' or ' lepaja ', indicating that the clay is plastered or 

applied in layers over the wooden frame ( Sfila ). The clay was a 

compound of ingredients, some of which suggest that the clay was of a 

hardier consistency than ordinary clay, although it has been stated 

that despite the ingredients, the clay compound remained just clay. 

Because the clay was a compound of ingredients, it has also been 

referred to as ' mi^ra ' (mixed). The process of making a clay icon 

could take several months and in some cases, each of the stages of 

construction were given symbolical significance.

Clay itself appears to have had a symbo­ 

lical significance according to the southern Agamas. Correlations are 

made between 'clay' and 'flesh' ( mam^a ) and 'clay' and 'the Earth 1 

( mahl ). In present day Gujurat, potters draw similar correlations 

between 'clay '( mati ) and 'man'. In this, the Indian tradition 

shares a common global belief, that man is somehow connected with clay 

or earth, the substance from which all material things are made. The 

preference for religious icons being made of unbaked clay may be con­ 

nected with notions of fertility. There is also the belief that, by 

immersing a clay image after worship, the worshipper is, in effect, re­ 

turning to the earth what he took from it in the first place. This 

borrowing and returning may be connected with similar ideas regarding 

the harvesting of crops and the idea of the earth as the matrix of all 

things and the source of fecundity. The use of clay in the making of 

votive figurines may also be linked with fertility. Unbaked clay icons 

have been linked with fertility. However, clay icons made according to 

the classical tradition are a combination of a number of materials



272

which are said to have correspondences to the component materials 

of the human body. There may be a correlation between the various 

animal, vegetable and mineral products included in the clay image and 

the constituent elements of the human body.

It is commonly stated in the classical

texts, that out of the three categories of images (viz. mobile, 

cala , immobile, acala and mobile-immobile, calacala ), only the 

immobile, dhruva bera installed in the central shrine of the temple 

may be made of clay. There are stipulations that the functional, 

subsidiary images should not be made of clay. The reasons for this 

being that the subsidiary images were more frequently handled and 

therefore more likely to be damaged if made out of clay, although there 

are occasions in which clay images or wooden images plastered with 

clay, are bathed. A mirror is used as a means of circumventing the 

customary bathing of images. The ritual addressed to a clay image does 

not differ from that addresed to images made of other materials except 

for this use of the mirror during ceremonial bathing in order to bathe 

the reflection of the image rather than the image itself. Clay images 

were therefore used to represent the main deity in the temple and 

appear to have been intended for permanent worship. The literary 

evidence for this practice does not seem to be supported by 

contemporary practice in the temples of south India in which the main 

icon in the temple is usually made of more durable materials such as 

metal or stone, although of course, clay images are installed in

temples in Bengal.

The distinction between inauspicious

terracotta and auspicious terracruda is maintained in the current 

Bengali practice in which all religious icons are made of terracruda, 

while terracotta is reserved for decorative and ornamental purposes.
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Terracruda images are preserved in shrines and temples in Bengal and, 

contrary to expectations, have been known to survive for decades. 

They are therefore not to be regarded as 'temporary' ( ksanika ) or 

'ephemeral 1 , or even, as K.M.Varma suggests, only meant for a brief 

period of use ( tatkalika ). They are used both in the temple and in 

festival worship. In the latter case they may be disposed of at the 

close of ceremonies. Such disposal does not always entail immersion of 

the image in water, although immersion is undoubtedly the most popular 

means of disposal since it allows for a festive procession and crowd 

participation. The immersion itself is often a grand occasion. 

However, terracruda images may also be left out in the open, in the 

street, by a river, or at the foot of a tree, to decompose naturally. 

Most ritual texts regard the actual dismissal ( visarjana ) of the 

deity as taking place at the close of ceremonies before the disposal of 

the image. In some cases visarjana can mean the immersion of the 

image in a mirror by pouring sacred water from the ghata over the 

reflection of the image, or immersion of the mirror bearing the 

reflection in the waters of the ghata itself. In the Bengali 

practice, the immersion of the ghata in a stream of water is often 

regarded as immersion proper. By the time the image is immersed, it 

has already been deconsecrated and lost its sanctity. The immersion 

celebrations are a matter of personal taste and include a wide variety 

of practices that are not included in the rules of worship. In some 

cases, the images may be kept and used again owing to extenuating 

circumstances. In England, for instance, since it is impossible to 

immerse or abandon an image during Durga puja and the cost of 

replacing it annually would be too high, it is kept for a few years 

before being replaced with a new image.

The use of straw to create the bulk of



274

the clay image may have been the result of a need to adapt the 

classical practice due to the need to produce large numbers of clay 

images rather than single images made over a long period of time. 

However, since there is no difference in the technique used to produce 

clay images used in both temples and festivals, K.M.Varma's argument 

that the straw was used because the images were for temporary use 

anyway, does not appear to be convincing. The straw reduces the time 

taken to dry the clay, since large quantities of clay tend to dry 

slowly and to crack if not carefully applied, but other factors need to 

be taken into consideration, such as the size of the images, their 

weight and the modelling technique itself. The absence of a recorded 

tradition cannot disprove that the Bengali practice is a modified 

continuation of the classical tradition, as Varma suggests, but neither 

can it prove those connections by the apparent similarities with the 

current practice.

Clay images in Bengal are made by a

variety of artists, depending on the availability of the artist in the 

given locality. It appears that clay image making became the chief 

profession of potters, or kuniaras , in the early 18th c when clay 

image making became an urban tradition based in Calcutta. But the 

production of clay images has always been the result of team work, just 

as in the classical tradition. Although the artists do not follow a 

recorded tradition, nevertheless they are guided by their own knowledge 

of technique and their understanding of iconographical conventions, 

although they are also guided just as much by their customers' 

demands. It has been established that the system of patronage played 

an important part in determining the style of the images. Three main 

styles have been distinguished: the village style; the traditional 

style; and the modern style. A commercialisation of the village style
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occured in the urban milieu of Calcutta. The present system of 

patronage is divided between two main groups: the conservative families 

and the modern puja committees. Private individuals and religious 

organisations constitute the remainder.

There are extensive records of the

worship of clay images in Bengal during the last two centuries and one 

account dating from the 17th c. There are also indications that the 

tradition may have been practised in the Pala-Sena period. A survey of 

Durga puja , the most elaborate festival involving clay images, shows 

that clay image worship of Durga is mentioned in several £akta 

Upapuranas from north eastern India dating from the Pala-Sena period. 

The worship of the clay image of Durga" is also referred to in several 

Durgapujapaddhatis from this same area dating from the Muslim period 

(13th-18th c). The earliest reference to the worship of a clay image 

of Durga occurs in the Devf Mahatmya section of the Markandeya Purana 

of western India, which has been dated by F.E.Pargiter as belonging to 

the 5th/6th c A.D..

The majority of clay images used in

Bengal are of female deities and all the major Sakta festivals use clay 

images, although clay image worship is not to be seen as a monopoly of 

the £aktas. Clay images of male deities such as £iva, Brahma, Ganes*a, 

&ni. Vis'vakarma, Karttikeya and Krsna are also common. The Vaisnavas* y "••• * •

and £aivas use clay images for worship.

There are few references in the

vernacular literature of the Muslim period to confirm the popularity of 

worshipping clay images at the time in the village tradition of 

Bengal. Instead, most of the worship is described as being addressed 

to an earthen pot or ghata . However,there are some references to the 

worship of clay images of the snake goddess Manasa, and the earliest
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reference to the current type of composite Durga image occurs in a 

vernacular poem dating from the 16th c, indicating indirectly that such 

images were worshipped in villages at the time. The current popular 

use of clay images in the villages of Bengal indicates the likelihood 

that such practices had their roots in the Muslim period at a time when 

Bengali culture began to take on a distinctive form.
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