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The Sun Temple at Modhera, Gujarat 

Mandira Bhattacharya 

The temples of the sun are quite a number in India. The Buddhists started building activities 

quite early. The Brahmanical architecture had a slow start. Temple activity of the latter 
creed did not start before the Guptas appeared in the scene. However the Sun was represented 
symbolically in the earliest coins for example the Punch-marked coins. Image making and 
temple building activities almost simultaneously stared during the time of the Imperial Guptas. 

This was also the time of the Puanas. The early Puranas were compiled during this period. 
This was the epoch of re assertion of the Brahmanical religion. The Puranas eulogized 
various gods and goddesses. Many of the indigenous deities were merged within and formed 

the core of the stories of the many Puranas. 

Slowly five important gods and goddesses along with several off shots occupied the 
central stage. The Vedic god Rudra was transformed into Siva. The Vedic Visnu absorbed 
the Adityas and the hero gods of the Satvatas. Surya or the Vedic Visnu combined within 
and created a separate entity. The early symbols had a part to play. The other deity that 
originally was a follower of Siva, the leader of the Ganas, curiously stepped into prominence, 
the followers were called Ganapatas. The last group of deities were called by a generic 
name-Sakti. Within it were included goddesses like Lakshmi, Sarasvati, Mahisasuramardini 

and many more. 

The image of the Sun took two separate course in the north and in the south. The north 
Indian image developed after the Iranian type. His dress is called a udichya Vesa. He were 
high boots, his body is covered like that of a Kushana king, the Aviyangna or the sacred 
thread goes criss-cross over, a dagger is fitted to his waist. He rides on a chariot driven by 
7 horses. The divine charioteer is Arun. In course of time all the foreign elements were 

subdued. The icons of the Sun from the south did not have any foreign influence. 

The temple of the Sun is reported by Huien Tsang in the seventh century at 
Mulastanapurah or the present day Multan. One Gupta period inscription from Bengal 
(Jagadishpur inscription from Dinajpur) speaks of a temple ofSahasraramshi. 



From the 7tJ, century onward India witnessed the rise ofregional powers. Several small, 

large, powerful, some feudatories continuously fought with each other. The family ofVardhanas 
were Aditya Bhaktas, so also Sashanka, the first independent king of Bengal. 

These kings adopted high sounding epithets and went into a spree of temple building. 
This was an attempt to show off and legitimize their position. In the 9th and 10th centuries 
innumerable temple were built in western India, Central India, eastern India and in the 

South. 

At present eight temples are visible -

Modhera in Gujarat, Konarak in Odhisa, Martand in Uttarakhand, Daksinarka in Gaya, 
Punark and Deobarank in Bihar, Surya Pahar in Assam, Suyanaar temple in Tamilnadu and 

Surya Narayana temple in Andhra Pradesh. 

The Solankis of Gujarat were a petty dynasty who ruled over a region but they mobilized 
a good number ofresources and constructed an extra ordinary piece of temple architecture. 

The sun temple at Modhera was built near their capital Anahilavada Patan. It is 102 km. to 
the north fromAhmedabad. There is an inscription that say it was built by Rushabh Bhimdeva 
in 1026 A.D. It was raided, according to the legends, by Mammud of Gazni and again by 

Allauddin Khilji. 

There are three axially connected structures, Surya Kund, also called Rama Kund, 
Sabha Mandapa and the Guda Mandapa or the Garbhagriha. 

The Duda Mandapa and the Sabha Mandapa do not have the Shikhara. The conservation 

work has given a crude top over the structures. It was a typical Nagarntype of temple with 
tapering shikharas. 

The most interesting to the present writer was the structure of the rectangular Surya 
Kund. It is a large rectangular water tank measuring 53 '6x36'6 m. It is a terraced reservoir. 
All over the terraces, there are big and small dedicatory shrines of various gods and goddesses. 
There are small triangular niches all over the steps. 

The Sabha griha - The roof originally stood on 52 intricately designed pillars. A little 
trace of the concentric circular roof may be imagined above. The sabha could be approached 
from all sides. The number of the pillars might mean 52 weeks of the year. The pillars were 

richly decorated with scenes from the epics and the Puranas. On one of the pillars a scene 
from Krishna's child hood is depicted . 

Guda mandapa or Mula mandapa is deep bellow the surface which is about 15 feet. 

According to tradition the image was made of gold. The pit, from the same source, was 
filled with gold coins. This myth of wealth no doubt brought about the looters. 

Exterior of the temple - The outside walls contain 12 figures of the Sun along with 
many other detities of the Brahmanical order - the eight dikpalas, Siva, Sarasvati, 

Visvakarma, Varuna and many such. 

The dedicatory smaller temples of the Kund: 

On the south there are two small Shikhara type of temples on the two side of the 

staircase. A bigger temple was constructed right at the centre of the pathway. The present 
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writer is of the opinion that it was a later construction as it looks odd and does not go with 
the plan. 

These 3 temples had three separate idols in them (1) a Visnu is anantasayana, (2) a 
Ganesha (3) a Devi on a quadruped. She is identified by the people as Sitala. But she is 
actually sitting on an elephant and holding a boat like object with her two hands. Probably 
she was Indrani but the boat like object cannot be identified. The image of Visnu lying on 
Shesa naga in not very common to find. His head rests on a seven headed smake. The 
emblems, Sankha, Chakra, Gada and Padma are clearly depicted. The stela over the deity is 
semi circular in shape. People in various poses are shown in between two compartments 
where two seated figures are sculpted sitting in an enclosure. Below the entire design there 
is depicted a scene whose closest resemblance is that a scene of the Samudra manthana. 
The third figure is that of a seated Ganesha on Alidha pose. 

The figure is tension free and is sitting on a relaxed mood. In his four hands he holds the 
Ankisha, Modaka, Mulaka and the Akshamala. The trunk comes down gracefully and turns 
to the right. - All the figures were eroded because of the quality of the stone, a type of 
sand stone, was used. The other pyramid like it shrines have a variety of deities like a 
Trivikrama Visnu, a dancing figure whose identification is impossible to get. 

Like many other temples this temple also has quite a number of erotic sculptures as in 
Khajuraho or in Puri and Konarak. This master piece of a temple 

was unfortunately constructed with a type of sand stone and the air and rain are causing 
enough damage to it. The Archaeological Survey oflndia should remember it. 
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Iconography of Navagraha Images: A Case Study of North Bengal 

Dr. Bijoy Kumar Sarkar 

The nine planets or the Navagrahas were specially worshiped in early mediaeval India. 
Their worship was very much in vogue in the contemporary Bengal too. Grahayaga most 
probably became prevalent in post-Gupta times, 1 for there are no reference to the nine 
planets in any of the inscriptions of the Gupta period nor does occur so far any contemporary 
image thereof. 

It is laid down in the Yajnavalkyasmriti that a man, who desires peace, prosperity, 
ample rains (for his crops), long life, nourishment and harm of his enemies, should perform 
the grahayaga. 2 It was also performed for pacifying evil asterism pretentious to inflict 
misfortune and danger in addition to avoiding ominous happenings in religious performances. 
Before launching on a military campaign, Grahasanti3 or Grahayajna4 was done too. 

Besides Yajnavalkyasmirti, many other works5 refer tp the forms of the Navagrahas, 
though in different ways. Interestingly, in all these texts the list of the deities consisted of 
the stereotyped nine grahas: Surya, Soma (Moon), Mangala (Mars, the son of the Earth), 
Budha (Mercury, the son of Soma), Brihaspati (Jupiter), Sukra (Venus), Sani (Saturn), 
Rahu and Ketu, albeit occasionally with various synonyms. 

The planetary deities were usually carved side by side on a single slab of stone in the 
early medieval temples or on lintels over the entrance doorway. Sometimes their images 
were sculpted on the torana of the temples of the Sun god as well as many other Brahmanical 
deities. According to Manomohan Ganguly, 6 these images were introduced in the temples 
to ensure prosperity to their founders and prevent any evil happening to the temples 
themselves. At the beginning, only eight grahas were engraved in architecture, Ketu being 
a later addition.7 However, the Navagraha-panels from Bengal which belong to the period 
between the eighth and the twelfth century A.D., invariably portray the images of the 
stereotyped nine planets. 8 Besides accompanying the sun god, the planetary deities were 
also depicted in a group on the prabhavali of other deities as an appendix. 

Planetary deities are usually provided each with respective vahana in the canonical 
texts. However, in a very few panels from Bengal, they are represented without vahanas 
and on stylistic grounds, some are definitely earlier than those with mounts. Thus the mounts 
appear to have been a later introduction. The Navagraha panels from Balurghat (West 
Dinajpur; Figure 1),9 Gauda, 10 some other place at Malda11 and also from Manda 
(Rajshahi) 12 show the divinities without their mounts. From the proper right in these panels, 
appear Surya, Chandra, Mangala, Budha, Brihaspati, Sukra, Sani, Rahu and Ketu. A few of 
these panels such as from Gauda and Maida show the grahas on a common pedestal, while 
the likes of the Balurghat specimen represent them on the respective lotus pedestals. In all 
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these panels, almost all the figures are standing. In the Balurghat panel, others than Ravi, 
Rahu and Ketu stand in slight tribhanga, though Budha is shown as kunchita-pada. 

Figure 1: Navagrahas; Black basalt; 24.3x67. 7 cm; c. 11112th century A.D.; Balurghat, Dakshin Dinajpur 
district, West Bengal; Varendra Research Museum Acc. 50. 

Surya (Ravi), booted, stands in sama-padasthanaka holding a stalk of a full blossomed 
lotus in each hand. Soma holds a rosary (akshamala) in the right hand and a hanging 
water-pot (kamandalu) in the left. Mangala carries an akshamala in the right hand, but a 
spear (shakti) in the left. However, in the panel from Gauda, a water-pot is found in his left 
hand. Budha holds an arrow with both of his hands, while a bow hangs on his shoulder. His 
left leg is sometimes slightly bent. The Nispannayogavali alone prescribes for Budha both 
arrow and bow. However, the Agni-Purana also prescribes bow for Budha. The pot
bellied and bearded Brihaspati is depicted with a rosary in the right hand and a hanging 
water-pot in the left. Interestingly, his belly in the Gauda panel is normal. 

Sukra is endowed with the same attributes as those of the Devaguru Brihaspati. The 
attributes of Soma, Mangala, Brihaspati and Sukra thus conform to the description of the 
Agni--Purana. Sani is portrayed with his left leg slightly distorted, which indicates his 
lameness caused by a curse. He invariably carries a shula (shakti) in his left hand while 
the right one may carry a rosary or display the vyakhyana-mudra or touch his right thigh. 
Rahu is represented by his entire upper half including the upper part of the hip - ardhakaya. 
With his terrible facial expression and large ear-studs, he is in argha-mudra in the earlier 
specimens. However, in the later ones he is represented with the crescent moon in two 
hands. In the panel from Gauda (Maida), which is not probably a late specimen, the upper 
half ofKetu appears above the bust of Rahu. It is not known if this display ofKetu above 
Rahu is due to the lack of space or to the mythological origin of Ketu from the chopped off 
body of Rahu. 

While the iconography ofRahu is nearly fixed almost from the beginning, considerable 
uncertainty hangs over Ketu who is sometimes a naga and at times a nagi with attributes 
varied. In the Gauda panel, Ketu is placed above Rahu, holding a sword(?) in the right hand 
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and touches the head of Rahu with the left one. However, the Balurghat and the Rajshahi 
panels depict Ketu as snake-hooded and scorpion-tailed with her hands in anjali-mudra. 
According to Aparajitaprichchha, Rupamandana and Diparnava, Ketu is to be 
represented in karaputa along with a karanda-mukuta and the tail and hood of a snake. 
In the Balurghat specimen, Ravi wears a kirita-mukuta, but Soma, Mangala, Budha, 
Brihaspati, Sukra and Sani have jata-mukutas on their heads while the hair of Rahu is 
arranged like a turban with a bejeweled band around. All the grahas are adorned; except 
Rahu and Ketu, the others are dressed in dhotis. In the specimen from Maida and Balurghat, 
the graha-devatas are represented with a halo around the head. 

The worship of the Navagrahas is sometimes associated with the cult of Ganesa too. 
Viramitrodaya, 13 a commentary on the Yajnavalkyasmriti, always associates the worship 
ofVinayaka with that of the 'grahas'. Further, it is stated in the Garuda-purana, 14 that in 
concluding the worship of Vinayaka, the tutelary deities of the "planets" should be 
worshipped among others. The combination of the grahas with Ganesa15 is a natural alliance, 
in which may be sought an added emphasis for averting evils and obtaining success. The 
sculptural evidence for the association of Ganesa with the nine planets is sparse and late. 
However, the Navagraha-images carved with that of Ganesa may be subdivided under the 
following two groups: 

Figure 2. Navagrahas with Ganesa; 23.5xl 1 cm; c. 11 th century A.O.; Rajshahi;North Bengal University 
Museum, Acc. No. 7 /p. 7 ARI ; Courtesy Bhattacharya, P.K., Iconography of Sculptures, p. 13, Plate 

V,Fig.9. 

1. Navagraha panels one each from Rajshahi' 5• (Figure 2 ) and some other part of 
Northern Bangladesh 15b as well as two other fragments - one from Haridevpur (Rajshahi)16 

and the other from Kushmandi (West Dinajpur)17 - show Navagrahas or a few of them 
with Ganesa at the beginning but without any vahanas. The Rajshahii 15• panel depicts the 
deities each standing on separate visvapadma. The 15b panel (Figure 3) shows Ganesa at 
the end and in the seated posture while all the planetary deities are depicted as standing. 
The Haridevpur specimen represents from the proper right Ganesa, Ravi, Soma and Mangala 
in samapadasthanaka and Budha with both legs slightly bent. The Kushmandi panel 
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preserves the two-armed Ganesa on a visvapadma, with his trunk applied to a bowl of 

laddukas held in his left hand, the booted Ravi with the stalks of full-blossomed lotus 
standing in samapada on a visvapadma and Soma with a high jata-mukuta and a rosary 

in right palmjnana-mudra (left hand broken), all without vahana and halo. 

Figure 3. Navagrahas with Ganesa; Blackstone; l 7x54 cm ; c. 11112 th century A.O.; Northern 
Bangladesh; Rangpur Museum, Acc. No. Navagraha 3. 

2. Most of the Navagraha panels from Bengal show the Navagrahas accompanied by 

Ganesa at the beginning and the respective vahanas carved below (Figure 4). Very 
unusually, in an 11 th century panel, Ganesa and the grahas begin their order from the proper 

left (i.e. from the sinister end). 18 The grahas are presented as standing in all the specimens. 

Generally Ganesa stands in tribhanga on a visva-padma. He is two-armed with a bowl of 
laddukas in the left hand and the right hand resting on aparasu. In the Rajshahi panel, 19 he 
is four-armed with the axe and ankusa in the upper hands, a bijapuraka and a bowl of 

sweets in the lower right hand and lower left hand respectively. In a very few cases,20 the 

musika appears as the mount of Ganesa. 

Figure 4. Navagraha Panel from Khetlal, Joypurhat, Rajshahi (Bangladesh), now in the Paharpur 
Museum, c. l l th century. 
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Surya is represented in samapadasthanaka with a full-blown lotus in each of the 

hands. Soma stands in abhanga or tribhanga attitude, holding a rosary in the right hand 

and a water-pot in the left. He is represented, though seldom, with his right palm on the 
chest in the vyakhyana-mudra. His mount is a makara (resembling an elephant) or a ram. 
Mangala stands mostly in tribhanga and · sometimes in abhanga attitude and carries a 

rosary in right hand and spear in the left. Very seldom he has right palm on the chest too. 
Budha in tribhanga or alidhapada holds an arrow in both the hands and a big bow placed · 
on his left shoulder. He is characterized by his coiffure spread above his head like a halo. In 

a few cases, a barking dog is depicted as his mount, which indicates the god in the act of 
hunting. Brihaspati, pot~bellied and bearded and sometimes in abhanga or tribhanga, exhibits 
the aksamala in his right hand and kamandalu in the left. In a panel, 2 1 he displays the 
vyakhyana-mudra (rosary is not visible). However, in two specimens22 he is represented 

without any beard . 

Sukra who stands in tribhanga or abhanga also bears a rosary and a water-pot in his 
right hand and left hand respectively. He also exhibits the vyakhyana-mudra in one case.23 

The limping Sani has in the right hand the aksamala and in the opposite hand a peculiar 
staff (danda). In an example, 24 he is seen with hi.s right palm on the chest. In the 12th 

century Bangarh (South Diriajpur) panel, 25 he is not only limping but also pot-bellied and 
fierce-looking. In the same slab, his mount is different, though it finds mention along with 

many others including bhujaga, mahisa and karabha as belonging to Sani in the Varahi 
(Brihat) Samhita. 26 

Rahu, terrible-looking and ardhakaya, usually holds a crescent (ardhachandra) in his 
palms in argha-/anjalimudra. However, in the 121.h century Rajshahi example, 27 he is 
depicted with an orb (the sun) in his right hand and a crescent (moon) in the other hand. The 
attributes of the serpent-hooded and snake-tailed Ketu are really varied. In a few examples,28 

he is in kara-puta, while in some other cases29 he is depicted with a sword (khadga) in his 
right hand and a shield (charma) in the left. 

The vahanas of the Navagrahas occur below their respective pedestals. The Patan 
(Dinajpur) panel datable to the eleventh century shows the vahanas of the seven 

planets starting from Ganesa as follows: Musika (mouse), Asva (horse), Hasti (elephant), 
Mayura (peacock), Sarameya (dog), Hamsa (swan), Bheka (frog) and Gardabha (ass)30 

(Figure 5). In the 12th century panel from Bangarh (West Dinajpur), Soma's mount is a 

makara (resembling an elephant), which is an aquatic creature denoting his connection 
with water. 

Figure 5. Detail of Figure 4. Vahana-s: mouse (Ganesa), horse (Surya), elepant (Chandrn), peacock 

(Mangala), dog (Budha), goose (Brihaspati), frog (Sukra), ass (Sani), axle-tree (Rahu), smoke {Ketu). 
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The mount dog ofBudha, with the open mouth is evidently in the attitude of barking. In the 
earlier panels, 3 1 Rahu and Ketu are very often represented without vahanas. However, 
later 01132· Rahu is found on a pair of wheels or wheeled axletree or wheeled cylinder. 

Below Ketu appears a snake-tailed naga in the 12th century panel from Nayabazar (Dinajpur). 

Images of the nine planets are provided in most panels individually with a halo around 
their heads, which is sometimes relieved with petals and pointed at the crown . All the 

images are placed either on their respective lotus pedestals or on a common visva-padma 
pedestal. As noted earlier, Navagrahas were also carved on sculptures of other divinities as 
an appendix. Interestingly, they had also the privilege, though very rarely, of being represented 

with appendix as is evident from the depiction of Hindu Triad and eight other divinities, 

probably the Dikpalas, on the upper part of an eleventh century panel from Akhilya, 
(Rajshahi). 33 (Figure 6). There appears a kneeling devotee who probably represents the 

donor, in the I 2th century panel from Bangarh(West Dinajpur). There is one inscription on 

the reverse of the Navagraha panel from Khamrua (ltahar, Dinajpur), 34 while a short 
in scription in the characters of the twelfth century is found at the Dexter end of the 12th 

century panel from Bangarh, West Dinajpur. 

Figure 6. Navagrahas with Ganesa with Astadikpalas; Blackstone; 58.4x24. l cm; c. 12th century A.D.; 

Akhilya, Nacho!, Nagaon district; Bangladesh National Museum, Acc. 67.41. 

Separate representations of the Navagrahas datable to the early mediaeval time are 
extremely rare excepting the Sun god. However, very late representations of individual 

members are not unknown . In all probability, they were not worshipped independently under 

the belief that this may offend the other planets. 35 However, separate images of a few 
Rrahas have also been discovered from Bengal. Reliefs no. 60 and 61 on the basement of 

the Paharpur35 temple represent Chandra and Brihaspati as correctly identified by S. K. 

Saraswati.36 No. 60 shows Chandra (Figure 7) standing quite erect between two plantain 
trees with a rosary and a water vessel in its right and left hands, wearing a very artistically 
arranged jata-mukuta, and no ornaments; there is a prominent crescent mark over the 

crown of matted locks. Re1ief No. 61 (Figure 8) shows a fat squat Brihaspati standing 
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between two plantain trees wearing a jata-mukuta, his right and left hands carrying a 
rosary and a manuscript. They belong to the 7th or 8th Century A.D., the period of the 
second group of the stone reliefs at Paharpur. 38 

An image of Brihaspati (2nd half of 11 th century) from 
Kandaran (Malda)39 shows the deity standing between 
pairs of plantain trees on a lotus pedestal, which shows 
two full-blown lotuses on two sides, lotus stalks and 
foliage. He carries a kamandalu in his left hand and a 
rosary in the right. The figure wears a fine cloth, an 
uttariya and a keyura or armlet just above the elbow. 

Besides accompanying the Sun god , the 
Navagrahas were also depicted, as noted earlier, on the 
sculptures of other deities as an appendix. The nine 
planets are found on the unique bronze image of Siva 
Vaivahikamurti from Mandoil (Godagari, Rajshahi), the 
black stone images of Gauri with Sadyojata Siva 
(Figure 9 & 10) from Dubalhati (Naogaon), the image 
of standing Parvati/Uma, the Anantasayi Visnu, the 
representation of Visnupatta (Varendra Research 
Museum,No. 216; c.36.8X21.6XS cm)and Jainaimages 
- all from North Bengal. 39• Among the Navagraha 
panels, over thirty in number, discovered from undivided 
Bengal, thirteen come from pre-partition Dinajpur,40 six 
from Rajshahi, 41 three from Malda,41 • two from 
Rangpur41 b and seven from some parts of North 

Figure 7. Chandra; black basalt; 
85x38.5 cm; c. 8"' cent.; Basement wall 
of central temple, Paharpur, Naogaon 
(Bangladesh); Paharpur Museum, 
Acc. No. S-1. Bengalt42 • 

Evidently, most of the slabs from Bengal 
depicting the nine planets have been found in 
its Northern region, i.e. Pundravardhana. 
This is perhaps due to the settlement in large 
number in this area of the Grahavipras, who 
were very much instrumental in popularizing 
the worship of the Navagrahas in India. Some "' 
of the find--spots of the Navagraha images 
are Haridevpur (Tan ore), Vij ayanagar 
(Godagari), Manda, Akhilya etc. in the Rajshahi 
district and Balurghat, Bangarh, Daharol, 
Khamrua (ltahar), Kushmandi, Nayabazar, • 
Patao, Sarala, etc. in the Dinajpur district. The 
panels from Rajhahi belong to a period from 
9th to 12th century AD. while their counterparts 
from Dinajpur are dated in the 11 th and 12th 
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Figure 8. Brihaspati; black basalt; c. 8th cent. ; 
Basement wall of central temple, Paharpur, 
Naogaon (Bangladesh). 



century A.D. It is, therefore, reasonable to suggest that the image- worship of the grahas 
gained popularity in the last two centuries of early Bengal probably due to strong belief of 
the Sena Kings in astrology and under the crisis being faced by the people in the wake of the 
foreign invasion. It is also worth-mentioning that though anthropomorphic worship of the 
grahas might have started earlier in Rajshahi, but later on, it gained much more momentum 
in the neighboring district ofDinajpur. 

Figure 9. Navagrahas above Gauri with Sadyojata-Siva, Rangpur Museum, Acc. No. ;-Blackstone; 43 
x102 cm; c. l l/12th century 

As far as our knowledge is concerned, the number ofNavagraha panels without the 
representation of Ganesa and mounts are three in Dinajpur43 and one in Rajshahi,44 while 
both the districts provide one each of the Navagraha-images accompanied by Ganesa45 but 
not by the vahanas. 

Figure 10. Details ofNavagrahas on Figure 9. Rangpur Museum, Acc. No. ; Blackstone; 43 x 102 cm; 
c. 11112th century 

Navagrahas slabs along with Ganesa and vahanas outnumber the above two categories 
with nine coming from Dinajpur46, three from Rajshshi47 and another two from some or 
other part ofNorth Bengal, 48 which is again illustrative of the popularity of the Navagraha
worship in late centuries of the ancient period, especially in the Dinajpur district. It is also 
interesting to note that out of the three separate images of the grahas, which is extremely 
rare in India, Paharpur in Bogra district produced two49 and Maida one49". The panels of 
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planetary deities discovered so far in Bengal are dated between the 8th and the 12th century 
A.D., which confirms the literary evidence suggesting the late appearance of the grahayaga. 

The provenance of the slabs depicting nine planets in Bengal could be found from 
Dinajpur, Rajshahi, Maida and Rangpur in North Bengal to the Sundarban in 24 Parganas 
district in the south Bengal. Evidently, all the images of the nine plants, whether in panels or 

single, are from North and West Bengal and none from the East. This points to the more 
popularity of the Navagrahas in icons in North and West Bengal, undoubtedly in the north. 
The slabs with nine planets engraved were used as architectural pieces and for regular 

worship too. It appears that the panels of smaller dimensions were independently worshipped. 
The grahas (and Ganesa too) are found standing side by side in almost all the Navagraha 
sJabs from Bengal. However, like the Orissa Navagraha panel, there are representations in 
seated posture too, though in a very few cases. 

The Navagraha panels from Bengal depict the deities very frequently along with the 
figure of Ganesa, which seems to be a peculiar phenomenon. Ganesa has always been 
believed to be the 'destroyer of obstacles' (Vighna-vinasana), and 'bestower of success' 

(Siddhidata). He was paid special veneration by traders and businessmen in early medieval 
India as in modern times. Because of suchlike factors, his image was most probably placed 
before those of the nine planets. The panels with the vahanas are generally later than those 

without mounts. However, most of the early medieval Navagraha panels represent the 

divinities with their respective mounts. In Orissa, as already noted, the nine planets are 
generally represented without vahanas. Not only that, many of the Orissan Navagrahas 
including those of Konarak are not carved with their mounts. It, therefore, appears that 

even after their introduction, the mounts were not accepted (at least on the architraves) in 
all regions. 

It appears that the navagrahas of the latter times depart from the former in most 
cases and also differ in some respects among themselves. These cross-currents may be 
attributed to diverse traditions.50 It appears51 that Bengal and Bihar shared common ideas in 
art-trends as well as in the development of the iconography at least of the nine planets. The 

sculptors of Bengal and Bihar might have been guided, in respect of the attributes, by some 

texts like the Agni-Purana, for this accords considerably well with the panel of these two 
areas.52 There is no agreement, however, regarding the vahanas. Evidently, they are of 

different inspirations on account of their wide flexibility and variation, 

It appears that the iconography of Ravi, Soma, Brihaspati and Sukra, was already 
crystallized by the eight century A.D. as far as their-attributes are concerned. By this time, 
Mangala received a sakti in his left hand and nearly by this time a matulunga (?) in his 

right palm. However, a rosary is preferred for his right hand later on. Sometimes he is again 
found with his original attributes, i.e. rosary and water-pot. Budha also acquired, by this 
time, an arrow in his left hand and he clinged to it at least till the thirteenth century. Sani also 
received his peculiar danda (?) in his left hand. However, his right hand, usually with a 

rosary, often showed some mudra. According to the Amsumadbhedagama Sani is isatpangu 
and interestingly, the limping figure of Sani in Navagraha panels are quite common in Bengal 
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and Bihar. Rahu is almost always depicted in his original mudra, holding the lunar symbol 
and rarely the symbol of both the sun and the moon in his palms though. The attributes of 
Ketu remains flexible until the thirteenth century. 

Thus it is reasonable to presume that the nine planetary deities occupied in early medieval 
period no less important place in religious thought as well as in contemporary religious art 
more or less everywhere in early North Bengal. 
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Remembering Pritilata Waddedar : A Centenary Tribute 

Ratna Roy Sanyal 

The pages of Indian history are soaked with blood of countless patriots, Revolutionaries 
who happily dedicated their life for the cause of motherland. Along with men, women too 
have equally contributed in the freedom struggle, both in violent and non-violent ways. In the 
course of Revolutionary phase of our freedom struggle, the name of Pritilata Waddedar is 
worth mentioning, who at the early age of 21 showed exemplary courage and sacrifice - the 
first women Martyr oflndia's freedom struggle. She has become a legend in our history. 

In writing this article I have felt some urge particularly because this year (2011) is the 
centenary year of the birth of the great Revolutionary. Remembering her sacrifice, her 
courage we should pay tribute to this illustrious daughter of Bengal and at the same time to 
inspire the new generations to love our motherland. Secondly, Pritilata's dedication was not 
only aimed at the cause of India's freedom; by embracing death she wanted to prove that 
women too are equal with men to serve the cause of motherland. Thirdly, this year I had the 
opportunity to visit Chattagram. I have visited the place (Pahartali Europen Club) where 
Pritilata lead the attack on the club and breathed her last. I feel nostalgic to pay tribute to 
this great Revolutionary. 

If we look back to the history of our struggle for freedom and try to locate the women, 
it may be said that from the Swadeshi to the non-co-operation movement, the role of women 
were indirect, giving shelter to fugitive Revolutionaries or acting as couriers of messages 
and weapons 1• In the early phase of our national movement, the women had not equal rights 
with men, they were not allowed too. 

Nascent efforts to draw women into the national movement had begun in the 1920's. In 
1921 C.R. Das started the Nari Karma Mandir 'for training women for national service' 2 

and Sub has Chandra Bose opened a political organiz.ation under the name of Mahila Rashtriya 
Sangha in Calcutta in 1928. In the same year, the name of the All Bengal young Men's 
Association was changed to all Bengal youth Association 'in order to make women eligible 
for membership ' 3 • But it was Mahatma Gandhi who turned the trickle into a torrent. During 
Gandhian movement, the women for the first time came out from their shackles to public 
domain but that was purely non-violent in character. On l O April, 1930 Gandhiji issued a call 
to the women of India to actively participate in the civil disobedience movement. The women 
could serve the nation by spinning, by picketing at foreign cloth and liquor shops and by 
sharing men into action4 • There was a tremendous response to this call. Women in their 
thousands came out in the streets, braved police lathis and firing and filled the Jails. Thus the 
women for the first time got entry in the political platform of nationalism. So, during the 
thirties of the twentieth century we find a completely different role and participation of 
women in the violent Revolutionary movement. Women, this time, were not only in supportive 
roles; 'they were now actually shooting Pistol at the magistrates and Governors"5• 
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It was in this climate of mass militancy that the Chittagong raids took place under the 
leadership ofMasterda (Surya Sen) and electrified the youths of Bengal. In 1932, Sury Sen 
designed an assault on the Pahartali European club, which bore the disreputeable sign "Dogs 
and Indians are not allowed". On 23 rd September, 1932 he assigned the leadership of a 
Seven members group to Pritilata to demonstrate their protest in the Club. Members of the 
team were instructed to take potassium cyanide with them so that in case they were trapped 

by the police they could consume, if caught. 

The attack was victorious. A good number of English members of the club died in 
encounter. But Pritilata ordered the members to leave the place and in spite of her opportunity 
to escape, she consumed potassium cyanide and committed suicide. A piece of paper was 
recovered from the pocket of her shirt were it was written that "Women today have taken 
a firm Resolution that they will not remain in the background .... I earnestly hope that our 
sister would no longer nurse the feeling that they were weak ... with this hope in my heart, 
I am proceeding to day for self-immolation6• She thus gave the Clarion Call to the womanhood 
and their thinking for the emancipation. 

Pritilata Waddedar was born on 13 th May, 1911 in middle class kayastha family of 
Chattogram. She was the second Child of her parents. It was the time when the birth of a 
girl child was not welcomed in a family. Pritilata, who became immortal by her heroic action 
was not at all welcomed at her birth. Recalling the occasion, one of Priti's close relatives 
has written that 'everybody in the family expected for a male child, for, in future he would 
earn for the family, would take care of the aged Parents 7. 

Her father Jagabandhu Waddedar was a clerk in the District Magistrate's Office. 
From her School days, she was an intelligent student and Passed Matriculation Examination 
in First Division in the year 1927. She continued her study in Eden College, Dhaka and in 
1929 Passed the intermediate Examination securing first place amongst the candidates from 
Dhaka Board. After two years she was graduated in Philosophy with distinction from Bethune 
College, Calcutta. Pritilata had involved herself in 'activities subversive to the state' since 
she was a student of Eden College. She became an associate of Sree Sangha in the Dipali 
Sangha led by Lila Nag. It is to be noted that under the leadership of Lila Nag, Dipali Sangha 
became a Revolutionary organization for the women. Regular training of the members were 
conducted in Physical fitness and made them aware of political movements and other current 
affairs. Not only that women members were encouraged to participate in any kind of work 
equally with men 8 • Dipali Sangha influenced the women to take equal share in the 
Revolutionary movement along with mem and in this way' became a feeder organization for 
Revolutionary movement."9 ln Calcutta she was inspired by Chhatri Sangha led by Kalyani 
Das. After her graduation she returned to Chittagong and took up teaching as her profession. 
She became Headmistress of Nandankanan Aparna Charan English Medium Secondary 
School. During her association with Dipali Sangha and Chhatri Sangha, her interest in politics 
began to intensify day by day. Once she met Purmendu Dastidar who was a member of the 
Chittagong Revolutionary Party. Pritilata insisted Purnendu Dastidar to include her as a 
member of the Revolutionary Party. After a prolonged deliberation, Purnendu informed 
Surya Sen about Pritilata. Surya Sen was not against Womens' involvement in Revolutionary 
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activities. He believed that women could be associated with the Revolutionary activities 
particularly for some specific responsibilities 1°. (to send secret message, to give shelter to 
the Revolutionaries, to conceal proscribed books and provide other kind of help). Regarding 
women's' participation in direct Revolutionary action, he thought that in such actions which 
required fighting the British with fire-arms in hand, involving bloodshed, women had not 
participated on equal terms with men. But on hearing Pritilata's strong determination and 
mental preparation for taking part in direct Revolutionary work, Surya Sen decided to take 
Pritilata as a member of his party. He told Pumendu to convey the message to Priti but the 
matter should be strictly confidential between them. Thus Pritilata Waddedar got the Chance 
to be a member of the Chittagong Revolutionary Party' 1• 

A cursory look into the political situation in India during l 930's reveals the change in the 
policy of the leaders of our national movement. Already there was the change from prayers 
and petition to political agitation and cultural nationalism imbibed with the foundation of 
Hindu Mela. 12 The next phase was the rise of extremism and the Revolutionary movement. 
The Partition of Bengal (1905) and the Swadeshi movement gave stimuli to them. Their goal 
was the end of the British rule. The demand for 'Puma Swaraj' was already in the air. But 
the leaders at that time were not prepared to give a call for a mass movement. So, they 
began to follow the course of secret Revolutionary activities with the formation of various 
secret societies13 • 

It was the time when Surya Sen ( 1894-1934) emerged as a political leader in Chittagong 
and with leaders like Ambica Chakraborty, Anupam Sen, Nagen Sen, Ananta Singh, Nirmal 
Sen and others formed a Revolutionary organization, Chittagong Republican Army. Their 
mission was to free the country through a violent overthrow of British rule. On 18th April, 
1930, Chittagong Armoury Raid took place under the leadership of Surya Sen and this 
incident was followed by a series of heroic actions like battle of Jalalabad where the young 
Revolutionary, age group 14 to 19, fought heroic battle against the well trained highly 
mechanized British arms. After three hours continuous struggle, the British had to retreat 
Eleven Revolutionaries were killed in the encounter14 . The next target of the Revolutionaries 
were the European quarters on the bank of the River kamafuli. During this time the leadership 
was given to Manoranjan Sen, Rajat Sen, Debu Gupta, Swadesh Roy, Phani Nandi and 
Subodh Choudhury. In the battle at 'Kalarpole' four Revolutionaries became Martyr. 15 • All 
these developments made Pritilata impatient. She insisted the leaders of the Republican 
Party to assign her some serious responsibility. At last Surya Sen gave her instruction to 
meet Ramkrishna Biswas regularly who was awaiting death atAlipur Central Jail for Killing 
Tarini Mukherjee, the Rail Police Inspector of Chandpore. Pritilata, from that time, met 
Ramkrishna about forty times giving her identity as cousin of Ramkrishna. No one could 
suspect her as she was not related to Ramkrishna. It can be understood later that Surya 
Sen's instruction to Pritilata was guided by some motives. Her regular visit to Ramkrishna 
who was calmly waiting death in the condemned cell instilled in her a new spirit of 
Revolutionary action. Pritilata used to maintain diary. Every day in her diary she used to 
write, and after every visit, recorded her emotions and impressions. Shortly afterwards, 
Ramkrishna Biswas was hanged and that was a mental shock to Pritilata. 16 

21 



After the death of Ramkrishna, charged with emotions, Pritilata did not want to spare any
time. She wants to appear in direct Revolutionary action. The patriotic feeling she was 
nurturing from her childhood now wants to prove it through direct action. The sacrifice and 
life histories of Kshudiram, Kanailal, Bagha Jatin and others inspired an urge for doing 
something for her motherland. The inspirational role of Lakshmi bai, Rani of Jhansi against 
the British was a role model to Pritilata. The Philosophy oflife which she has witnessed in 

Ramkrishna (Jiban Mrityue Payer Bhritta Chitta Bhabana hin) made her restless. 17 

With this mission she met Surya Sen in June 1932, in a village shelter at Dhalghat. Surya 

Sen, at that time took shelter in the house of Savitri Devi in Dhalghat village. Nirmal Sen and 

Apurba Sen were also with him. That was the first meeting of Pritilata with Surya Sen. 
After thorough discussion and observing Pritilata's indomitable spirit and courage, Surya 
Sen assigned the responsibility and leadership to Priti to launch an attack on the Englishmen 

in Chittagong. 18 

Accordingly Pritilata had to leave the Dalghat Shelter on the next day. On that very day 
( 13th June) at early night there was an encounter with a military force led by Captain Cameron. 
Captain Cameron was killed by the shots ofNirmal Sen, but N irmal Sen was also shot dead 

by a Gorkha Soldier. Pritilata and Surya Sen any how escaped the police cordon but their 
other colleague Apurba fell dead on the way by enemy's bullet. 

After Dhalghat incident Pritilata returned home. She was so calm and quiet that her 
parent could never suspect of their daughters' involvement in political activities: Pritilata, 
during this time was apprehending of police suspect because she had left her clothes at 
Dhalghat Shelter. What she apprehended became true. Police came to her house suspecting 
her involvement in Dhalghat incident. From Dhalghat they recovered one photograph and 
hand writing of Pritilata. Police carried a search in Priti 's house but nothing indiscriminating 
was found. Priti was interned in her house. During this period, staying at home Priti's life 
became meaningless for her. This confinement was intolerable to her. It was the moment 
when she got instruction from Surya Sen to leave home and work underground. Accordingly 
Pritilata absconded from her house on 5th July, 1932. 

During the three months of her absconding life Pritilata prepared herself for Revolutionary 
work. The British authorities declared a reward of Rs. 500/- for her arrest. This time she 
was trained to handle revolvers, Pistols and bombs. At last her long waiting dream, the most 
important day came on 24th September, 1932. Surya Sen entrusted Pritilata with the leadership 
to raid the Pahartali European Club along with seven other young Revolutionaries. The 
other members were Pannalal Sen, Shanti Chakraborty, Prafulla Das, Bireswar Roy, 
Mahendra Chowdhury, Sushil Dey and Kalikinkar Dey. It may be mentioned here that the 
original plan of the Chittagong Revolutionaries were attack not on individual Europeans but 

on European Club where they were to be found in large numbers. Thus by attacking the 

Europeans assembled in a gathering, the Revolutionaries wanted to take revenge of the 
brutal massacre perpetrated by the British Government on the innocent people at 
jalianwallabag in April, 1919. 

Under the leadershop of Pritilata all the Revolutionaries assembled near the Club on 
24th September, 1932 at IO pm. Pritilata was dressed as a soldier and the others were 
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dressed as coachmen resembling the coachman of the club's members. All of them were 
armed with bombs, revolvers and a number of Rifles and shot guns. It is known from the 
account of P. Dastidar that during their attack on the Club, the revolutionaries got help from 
a 'Muslim baboorchi of the Club who was very much aggrieved at the rude and rough 
behaviour and the insulting treatment of the Europeans who used to come to the club. The 
Revolutionaries got detailed in formation about the club i.e. number of doors and windows 
of the room, way of entrance to and exit from the club number of police and soldiers employed 
to guard the gates of the club etc. It was also decided that from the Kitchen window of the 
club he would signal the revolutionaries by showing torch light. According to his signal, the 
revolutionaries entered the club and started their action at 1 0pm. 23 They attacked the club in 
a planned way with bomb and started firing with Revolvers standing at the doors and windows 
of the building. There was pandemonium amongst the Europeans inside the club. They got 
terribly panicky. They had also nothing to do as all the exits were blocked by the 
Revolutionaries. According to official Report about two hundred were wounded in the 
encounter and one lady was shot dead. Pritilata ordered her companions to stop and leave 
the place. Suddenly she got a bullet shot in her breast and fell down. She at one decided to 
die instead of being caught by the police. She handed over her revolver to one of her 
companion and asked them to leave the place immediately and she took potassium cyanide 
and breathed her last. 24 

Thus was ended the brief but colourful Revolutionary life of Pritilata Waddedar. By 
sacrificing her life she proved that determinate courageous character oflndian women who 
did not lag behind men even in the battle field. She was a very good organizer also. Before 
Pritilata, there were other women in the Revolutionary movement who also showed their 
indomitable courage and patriotic feeling. Mention may be made of Shanti and Suniti of 
comilla who shoot the Magistrate of their district on 14th December 1931 Bina Das of 
Calcutta who attempted to shoot the Governor of Bengal at the convocation of Calcutta 
University 6th Feb, 1932 and others. They got life imprisonment. But Pritilata did not give 
any opportunity to the enemy and committed suicide to prove that women have the power 
and the right to take decision of her. (Narir Apan Bhagya Joy Karibar Adhikar Abong 
Kshamata - Dui-i Ache). 
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Living in Shadows : A Study of the Racial Discrimination and Injustice 
of the Indian Diasporic Community in Fiji (1879-1987) 

Dahlia Bhattacharya 

The Fiji Islands lie in the south-west Pacific Ocean approximately with an area of 250,000 
square miles of which only 7,022 square miles constitute dry land. The Fiji archipelago 
includes about 300 islands of varying sizes. The largest of the islands were Viti Levu (4,011 
sq miles) and Vanua Levu (2,137 sq miles). Its indigenous population is essentially ofMelanes, 
a stock but with some Polynesian mixture. 1 Though navigators such as Abel Tasman, James 
Cook and William Bligh in their voyages ' had become aware of some islands in the Fiji 
Group but it was not until the nineteenth century that contactwith the European world 
became established. Among the first Europeans to have an impact upon Fiji society were 
visiting sailors, in 1782 as sandalwood traders, beachcombers and castaways as well as, 
Christian missionaries. It was, however, from 1869 to 1872 that the influx of Europeans 
intending to settle permanently occurred.2 In December 1869 the European population in Fiji 
numbered 1,250; by the end of 1872 it had raised to2, 670.' 3 A contemporary account stated 
that "in 1871 there was a ·grand stampede of all restless whites from Australia and New 
Zealand to Fiji" and a local newspaper described these new comers as "Hawkes bury farmers, 
squatters, vine growers, diggers, New Zealand flax dressers, and merchants looking, for 
less competition and higher profits".4 Their intentions were summed up by a fellow settler: 
"The whites look upon Fiji as their domain and the Fijians as husbandmen to till it"5• European 
quest for land; and cheap labour imposed new strains upon indigenous society and aroused 
considerable anxiety among, Fijian leaders. To ensure the maintenance oflaw and order and 
to attempt to accommodate demands by European settlers without prejudicing the position 
of the indigenes, then numbering from 133,500 to 150,000, led to attempts to set up 
governments involving Fiji chiefs and utilizing Western concepts. But the efforts proved 
abortive since the European settlers saw the function of government as one to facilitate the 
realization of their goals sufficiently as to recognize that settler ambitions if achieved would 
disinherit them, the Fijian chiefs sought the protection of the British Crown. A reluctant 
Britain accepted an unconditional offer of Fiji to become a, colony and on. October 10, 1874 
signed with the Fijian chiefs the Deed of Cession6 • 

Fiji attracted the British as a cotton producing region and as a coaling station. With the 
end of the American Civil War in 1865 came a crash in the world cotton market and the 
British wanted to recover the loss through the acquisition of new colonies. The British 
wanted to introduce the plantation agriculture for the economic development of the new 
colony. The first substantive governor was Sir Arthur Hamilton Gordon, who interpreted his 
duty to be first and foremost the, security of the native population. Consequently he forbade 
by Law the sale of Fijian land. He devised a taxation scheme that required Fijian to work 
their owns plantations, the producer of which government sold and deducted from the sales 
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a certain amount for taxes, and the surplus, if any, was, returned to the cultivators. This 
curtailed the supply of native labour for European settlers. Gordon's policy of governing 
Fijians through their own traditional rulers and his creation of political institutions wherein 

Fijians alone participated were all part of his design to establish that in Fiji, Fijian interests 
would be paramount; his successors consolidated on his efforts. While the Colonial Office 
accepted Gordon's principles it also required that the new colony be financially self supporting. 

To achieve economic viability Gordon found himself leading towards plantation agriculture 
which required an abundance of cheap land and labour. In a further attempt to maintain 

good relations with its subjects, the colonial Government prohibited the employment of the 

indigenous Fijians as plantations labourers. Thus he had severely restricted the supply of 
both. Nor did he care for European settlers .Gordon preferred to develop Fiji by means of 
large capitalist enterprises. Hence the invitation to the Colonial Sugar Refining Company 

(CSR) to begin operations in Fiji, which it did in 1880, and thereafter expanded until it 

withdrew from Fiji in 1973.Moreover, the Fijians were reluctantto take full-time for wages 
,preferring traditional subsistence work that satisfied their village obligations and was less 

regimented. In addition to this in the years following the American Civil War there were an 

outbreak of measles which wiped two-third of the indigenous Fijian population. Thus to 
provide supply oflabours to the plantation and without the choice of indigenous Fiji labours 
Gordon had no other alternative than to look towards India. Gordon had experience with 

Indian indentured labourers in previous governorships in Mauritius and Trinidad and he resorted 
to this system to aid him in Fiji. By introducing Indians into Fiji he intended to provide Fiji 
with a regular labour supply for its economic needs and at the same time keep intact his 
native policy7. 

As a result ofan agreement between the colonial regimes in India and Fiji some 60,553 
Indians registered from 1879 to 1916 to serve in Fiji. The Indians, however, first came to Fiji 
in 18798 • The Indians were recruited as labours for the brought by the colonial needs. British 

economy during the nineteenth century led to industrialization, world trade and international 
finance. It dominated a new economic order, drawing in raw materials to feed its industries 
and its people. India became the centre of this global connection and a source of raw 

material for Britain, a market for manufactured goods, a destination for capital investment 
and source of labour for the other parts of the Empire. Moreover, till 1920s the Indian tax 
payer financed the world's largest standing army, which could be used around the globe to 

support the Empire in times of need. It began with the abolition of slavery in Britain in 1834 

and the need of labourers in the various colonies for the plantations and public works. It was 
also directly proportioned to the penetration of the British mercantile capitalism in Asia. In 

the second half of the nineteenth century, as a result of the technological improvement in 
communications and the opening of the Suez Canal Asia was integrated with the world 
capitalist economy which helped the British to earn a considerable surplus of trade with 
Asia as well as India in particular. The surplus was invested in the mines and plantations of 
Asia and Africa. This profit from the trade was invested by the British in the mines and 
plantations which in urgent need of large supply of labours and trading classes in various 
parts of Asia. The British thus took the Indians to the various parts of the British Empire like 
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British Guyana, Mauritius, Fiji, Trinidad, Malaysia, Singapore, Surinam, South Africa and 
Burma 9• In this paper I have taken into study the Indian immigration into Fiji mostly as 
indentured labours under the system of girmit, their social and religious adjustments and the 
change in the demography of the country. The article studies the growth of the population 
and its impact on the ethnic tensions, the racial discrimination and injustice which resulted in 
the twice immigration of the Indian origin men or Indo-Fijians from Fiji to the other countries. 

Indian indentured labours in Fiji 

The Indians came to Fiji as indentured labours where the passage to the country was free 
but the journey to island was difficult and full of hardships. The girmit system was for five 
years and further it was extended for another five years. The indenture system in Fiji was 
highly organized and without this emigration on any considerable scale would have been 
impossible. The volume of the emigration was primarily determined by the demand for 
labour in Fiji, which was in tum influenced by world sugar prices. The employers, principally 
big companies, of which one, the Colonial Sugar Refining Company, was pre-eminent, sent 
requisitions for the number oflabourers they required to the Fiji Government which transmitted 
them to the Fiji Government Emigration Agent in India who also acted as agent for other 
colonies, including at various times the West Indian colonies and Mauritius 1°. At first the 
only Fiji agency was in Calcutta but in 1902, following a request from the Colonial Sugar 
Refining Company, an agency was opened in Madras also. The agent was usually a former 
colonial official, was paid a fixed salary, and maintained a large depot to which emigra'1ts 
were sent before embarkation. On receiving the requisition from Fiji, he would enter into 
contracts with sub-agents up-country for the supply of recruits. These sub-agents were 
often shopkeepers and were a rather cosmopolitan group, including Hindus, Muslims, 
Christians and Jews. The agent could exercise little real supervision over them and still less 
over the recruiters who had contracts with the sub-agents. Both were paid by commission, 
the rate of which varied in accordance with the difficulties experienced in filling requisitions 
and rose throughout the period. The system was, therefore, highly commercialized and 
there was considerable inducement for recruiters to use improper methods of recruiting 
particularly when recruits were hard to obtain. When the recruiter or his unlicensed assistants 
found a prospective emigrant, they would take him to the sub-depot where he would be fed, 
clothed and, if necessary, persuaded to emigrate. When ready he would be medically 
examined and taken before the registering officer, usually a sub-divisional magistrate, who 
was required by the Indian Emigration Acts to ascertain, before registering him that he was 
willing to emigrate and understood the terms offered. These examinations varied widely in 
thoroughness depending on how overworked or conscientious the magistrate was and how 
prejudiced he was against emigration 11 . Complaints by the agents of obstruction by magistrates 
were numerous, particularly in the early years. On the other hand, there were many cases 
of perfunctory examinations of ignorant or frightened recruits. After being registered, the 
recruits were taken in batches to Calcutta or Madras by train, and then taken to the ships 
until the sufficient number has been fulfilled. They were medically examined, questioned 
again by the Protector of Emigrants, an official appointed by the governments of Bengal or 
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Madras, and finally embarked. Those who were rejected at this stage were paid compensation 
which started only after 1886. Most of the times the rejected labours remained in Calcutta 
as the wages were higher there in comparison to the northern part of the country. The 
number of recruits registered was always greatly in excess of the number of actual emigrants, 
particularly in the 1890s12• 

Immigration to Fiji as indentured labours mostly came from United Provinces (modern 
Uttar Pradesh), Bihar, Central Provinces namely two districts of Raipur and Bilaspur, and 
Punjab. The immigration from Madras started after 1903. The recruitment was from the 

districts of Coimbatore, Godavari, Kristna, Nellore, Tanjore, Vizagapatnam and Malabar. 
The recruitment of men was easier than women in both north and south of India 13 • The 
reason for immigration can be traced in the decline of the handicraft industries, over 

crowdedness of the agricultural holdings, rural indebtedness and failure of crops. These can 
be considered as the push factors while the attraction of higher wages can be taken as the 
pull factor which took large number of the immigrants to Fiji. 14• The number of emigrants 
from India to Fiji under the Indian Emigration Acts was 60,965, in 1911 when 4,204 emigrants 
left for Fiji. 45,833 went from Calcutta and 5,132 from Madras. The number of arrivals in 
Fiji was 60,537. In 1916 the number of Indians recorded was 62,837 as immigrants from 
India to Fiji 15• 

The number of immigrants who arrived in Fiji in large scale was indentured labours in 
the plantation immigrating for economic reasons. But there were existence of immigrants as 
labours who did not immigrate exclusively for economic reasons. The Sanderson Committee 
reported that there were too many loafers and vagrants who were recruited as labours. 
There were criminals who escaped from the police or afraid to return to the villages after . 
losing their social identity16• But C.F. Andrews gave an estimate that this number was not 
high. There were sections that landed as indentured labours and looked for the opportunity 
to work as policemen, teachers, priests or clerks because the recruiters assured them so17 • 

Again the indentured system also recruited learned youths of high caste as Pandit Totaram 
Sanadhya who wrote a book in Hindi on the problems and hardships faced by the Indians 
under the indentured system in Fiji1 8• 

The recruitment proved that the proportion of women to men was 40 to every 100 men. 
The recruitment of women was more difficult from Madras. In most of the cases women 
were recruited from pilgrim centres. The common practice was that the recruitment agent 
came with the offering to take her to some relatives or show some sacred shrine and then 

took her to the depot instead. Family recruitments were rare and much lesser in percentage. 
There was high proportion of men who left their wives in India 19• The most striking was that 
the labours recruited were mostly from the agricultural castes like Ahirs, Kurmis, Lodhas, 
Muraos, Mallas, Kahars, Kumhars and others. The high castes like the Brahmins were 
also recruited though their per cent were much lesser than the cultivators. The Muslims 
were also recruited but much lesser than the Hindus20• The table below shows the distribution 
of the immigrants according to the castes and religion. 
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Table-I: Emigration of the Indians from Calcutta to Fiji, 1916 

Religion % of males % of females %percentage 

Hindus --

Brahmins 17.0 14.2 16.1 

Agricultural Castes 32.7 28.4 31.3 

Artisans 6.9 6.5 6.7 

Lower and outcastes 29.3 35.0 31.2 

Muslims 14.0 15.0 14.6 

Christians 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Source: K.L.Gillion, Fiji 's Indian Migrants : A History to the end of indenture in 1920,Melbourne, 

OUP, 1962,p-209 

The table clearly indicates that the Indians were recruited not on the basis of castes but 
the willingness to work and the urge to earn more. The Government restricted the recruitment 
of the fakirs , sants and priests and the rest were recruited for labour system. The Indians 
who were recruited started their journey in the ships with no privacy, spaces, sunlight, 
suffocations, unhygienic and poor urinals. The ships took 73 days to sails to Fiji but with the 
use of the steam ships it was reduced to 30 days. Even so there were illness like cholera, 
dysentery, measles, whooping cough and small pox in the ships21• After reaching the destination 
the conditions were still worse. The indentured Indians were to face the harsh conditions of 
employment and violence at the hands of the plantation owners as well as the overseers 
known as the sirdars. Their wages were minimal and their accommodations were in large 
barracks, suffocating, unhygienic with no privacy for couples and families . Their health 
suffered and despite the existence of medical assistance in the plantations they suffered 
from anemia, dysentery, beriberi, chest infections and tuberculosis22 • The women faced 
sexual harassment both by the owners and the sirdars. There were high death rates due to 
the poor living conditions and the lack of medical care23 • There were high rate of suicides in 
Fiji which amounted to 7.3 per cent in 1900-1903. 24The condition of the indentured labour in 
Fiji was no less than a slave and the historians like Hugh Tinker has identified the indentured 
system as 'a new system of slavery'. 25 The indentured system came to an end in 1916 due 
to opposition from home and abroad . It has to be remembered that besides indentured 
labours there were clerks and interpreters who were introduced by the government both 
before and after the abolition of the indentured system in 191 l. Gujaratis arrived as traders 
and the Sikh policemen were brought from Hongkong from 1911 onwards . The first lawyer 
was Mr. Manila! who came to Fiji in 191226 • 

Abolition of the indentured labour system 

The severity of the Indian labours in Fiji received severe criticism from the early years of 
the 20th century from missionaries, humanitarians and activists from the Indian national 
movement. The Congress first expressed its concern for the Indian emigrants in 1894, when 
Mahatma Gandhi took up the issues of the Indians in South Africa. In the tenth Indian 
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national Congress the issue was taken for appealing to the government to disallow the 
Indians to Natal. As early as 1909 Surendranath Banerjee spoke of the abolition of the 
indentured system of transporting Indians in Fiji. In 1910, in the Indian Legislative Council 
GK. Gokhale of the servants of Indian Society moved the resolution to prohibit the recruitment 
of the indentured labour in India for the colony of Natal. After two years Gokhale passed a 
resolution in the India National Congress to abolish the system 27 • The Christian missionaries 
and the writings of their representatives like J.W.Burton , Hannah Dudley and R. Piper 
clearly revealed the mistreatment of the Indian indentured labour. 28 The writing of the ex
girmitya Totaram Sanadhya further raised questions in the minds of the Indian activists 
regarding the system. The British Indian Government under the pressure in September 1915 
sent C.F.Andrews and W. W.Pearson for investigations and their report was not very positive 
and it did not differentiate the system of indenture from the slavery 29• There was a huge 
opposition to the system by the Indian National Congress and the nationalist leaders like 
Gokhale and Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi wrote while referring to the indentured labour, "if 
the badge of inferiority is always to be worn by them ......... any material advantage they 
will gain by emigrating can be of no consideration" 30• Therefore, the awareness regarding 
the condition of the Indian labours in Fiji was building up in India. 

The indentured women especially in Fiji played a very important part in the movement 
to abolish the indentured system unconsciously. The news of the molestation and abuse of 
the Indian women on the plantations reached India and it further outraged the lndians. The 

stories of the treatment of two Fiji Indian women, Kunti and Naraini , attracred special 
attention and their names are remembered in Fiji even today. Kunti , a twenty year old 
woman frm Lakhuapur village in Gorakhpur had emigrated to Fiji with her husband in 1908. 
Her first four years on the plantation were unexceptional till 10 April 1912 when the overseer 
allocated Kunti an isolated patch in a banana field away from all other workers, apparently 
with the intention of disgracing her honour. Kunti resisted his demand, until nearly overtaken, 
she jumped into the river in desperation . She was rescued by a boy , Jaidev. Kunti's story 
was published in Bharat Mitra and became widely known, which prompted the Government 
oflndia to ask the Government of Fiji to institute an enquiry into the treatment of indentured 
women. Naraini's story was similar. The overseer of the estate in Nadi asked Naraini to 
present herself at work three or four days after giving birth to a child. Naraini refused , 
arguing correctly that it was the recognized practice for women to absent themselves from 
hard labour for up to three months after giving birth. The overseer , taking umbrage at 
Naraini's refusal , then beat her severely ; barely able to walk , Naraini was carried to 
hospital on a stringed bed. The overseer was arrested, and the case came before the Supreme 
Court of Fiji. But everyone's surprise the overseer was not found guilty and acquitted. 
Naraini later lost her senses and spent the rest of her life as an insane vagrant 31 • These 
incidents made a wider appeal to the Indians to regarding the condition of women in indentured 
system. The campaigns in India to stop the degradation of the Indian coolies received wider 
public support. The Government of India had been under the pressure for sometime from 
the Indian nationalists to end the system, finally moved and waiving away protests from the 
colonial planters abolish the indenture system in 1916. 
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Change in the demographic pattern of Fiji 

The increasing Indian population created a fundamental change in Fiji's population structure. 
The number of Indians increased since 1880s in comparison with the Fiji. The European 
population grew the least from 1921-1946 which amounted to 3 878 in 1921 to 4228 in 1936 
and 4594 in 1946. Across the same period the Indian population doubled to 60, 6034 in 1921 
while the Fiji population increased to 40 per cent to the total population. Since 1945 the 
Indians formed the largest single racial group and substantially outnumbered the Fijians32• 

The Fijians were the indigenous population who were descended from the native people 
who inhabited Fiji Island was ceded by the British in 1874. The changes in the population 
structure of the Fijians took place due to natural causes like intermarriages. It should be 
remembered here that no Fiji-Indian marriage took place in the island during 1880- 1921 . 
After the 1916 the Government refused to recruit Indians as indentured labours and the 
Government terminated those unexpired contracts after 1920s. The large immigration to Fiji 
had ceased but the Indian birth rate was much higher. The Indian population included also 
those men who returned to India. From 1921-1946 the Indian population practically doubled 
though the migration from India much decreased after 1918.33 The change in the population 
structure can be seen in the following table: 

Table - II: Polulation Structure During 1981-1949 

RACES 1881 1901 1921 1946 1949 
Fijian 114,748 94,397 84,475 117,488 126,650 

Indian 588 17,105 60,634 120,063 133,941 
Others including Europeans, 12,150 8,622 12,157 22,087 24,364 
Chinese, other Pacific races,etc 

Source: Eila M.J.Campbell, Land and Population Problems in Fiji, The Geographical Journal, Vol -118, No 4, 

December I 952, p-4 77 

The table clearly indicates that the number oflndians outnumbered the local Fijians. The 
Census of the 1921 seems to be the beginning of the new era for the both Fijians and the 
Indians. The Fijian population at the time of cession ( 187 4) experienced a disastrous epidemic 
of measles of 40,000 of estimated total of 150,000 people. From 1905-1911 the number of 
Fijians increased but again in 1918 there was influenza which led to the death of 5000 
Fijians34• These outbreaks seemed to be a turning point in the demography of the land and 
the population of the Fijians started to decrease in comparison with the Indians. The Indian 
population has shown no fall in the mortality rates over the last ten years and therefore, the 
Indians increased in numbers. There were no outbreaks of any disease or epidemics which 
would decrease the Indian population. Compared with the Fijians the Indian women attained 
motherhood at a much younger age and on the average have a shorter interval between 
successive births. The early marriage among the Indians could be another factor for the rise 
of the Indian population 35 • 

The Indians who came as indentured labours chose not to call themselves coolies but 
as girmitiyas derived from the Hindi word ' girmit' or agreement referring to the indenture 
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contract. There were also free immigration from Gujarat and Punjab. The Indians occupied 
lands in lease because land was not available for purchase because of the official policy of 
retaining lands in the ownership of native Fijians. The Government discouraged mixed 
settlement, the ex indentured population remained largely isolated and rural. Indians rented 
lands often from the major sugar companies and grew sugar and rice. By 1940s Indians 

occupied but did not own 94 per cent of the land under cane36• Their numbers as a settled, 
permanent population also grew as they began to catch up with the existing native population. 

The Indians who came to work as indentured labours remained in Fiji even after the 

end of the girmit. They were given the choice of returning to India at their expense or 
remain in Fiji. The great majority of the Indians stayed back because they could not afford 
to pay back the return under the low pay of indentured labour system or were refused to 

sent back even after the end of the system in 1916 37 • Besides these Indians there were 

free immigrants like Punjabi farmers and Gujarati craftsmen or traders who became influential 
group after fifteen years. As mentioned above that most of the Indians took to agriculture in 
lease lands or remained as plantation workers. Indians who remained in Fiji for generations 
took the identity of Fiji Indians as Fiji born citizens oflndian origin. Fiji Indian distinguished 
the Indians from the Fiji born Indian citizens. The Gujaratis dominated the Fiji trade and 
between the years 1924-1945 among 600 registered businesses in Fiji, Gujaratis had 300 

trading licenses. The Gujaratis became well known in politics too namely Badri Maharaj , a 
member of Legislative Council from the years 1926-1929,A.D.Patel and S.B.Patel. The 
Indian origin men in Fiji distinguished themselves in various fields likeAiyaz Sayed Khaiyum 
, Fiji's Attorney General since January 2008; Ajit Swaran Singh, district Court judge in New 
Zealand; Anand Satyananda ,Governor-General of New Zealand; Bobby Singh ,football 
player; Imrana Jalal, Human rights to the United Nations Development Program and as a 
member of the International Commission of Jurists; Mahendra Chaudhury, the fourth prime 
minister of Fiji; Rajesh Chandra,, first Vice Chancellor of the University of Fiji and present 
Vice Chancellor of the Unuversity of South Pacific ; Satya Nanda , the chairman of the 
western Central Pacific Fisheries Commission and Vijay Singh , the world number one 
golfer 38• The Indians contributed to transforming Fiji into a country with strong economic 
base and one of the important producers of sugar in the world as indentured labours. The 
Indians added to the country's honour after the girmit period and as free citizens of Fiji. 

Constructing religious and social connections 

The Indians who arrived in Fiji spoke different languages and had different conceptions of 
marriage, property, food and were separate from each other in, ethnicity, customs and 
traditions. They were not conscious of their Indianess till they arrived and they developed 
new dimensions of social connections and new values of traditions and caste rules. They 
faced social distinctions between indenture and free passengers and developed the social 

connections betweenjahazi bhais or ship brothers and sisters and these social relations 
persisted even after the end of the girmit. The rigidity of the caste rules gradually disappeared 
in the new society39• 
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The construction of the religious connections is very important in a diasporic country. In 
the first place it is a determinant oflinkages and divisions. Religious beliefs add a dimension 
or layer to the rich social life and acts as a important factor in reinforcing kinship and 
brotherhood. From the plurality of Hindu practices in India, Indians in Fiji have chosen 

those that made most sense to them in their social and economic situation. The Fiji Indians 
had three main cultural groups based partly on area of origin and partly on socio religious 
variations. They are Hindus from North India, Hindus from the South, and Muslims (almost 
all of whom are from the North). These groups are almost entirely endogamous in rural 
areas. Within the two former there are castes having varying degrees of endogamy, and the 
Northern Hindu group also contains men of the Arya Samaj reformed sect. The three 
settlements correspond roughly to those obtaining in the Fiji Indian population as a whole. 
Differences between these groups (the small Sikh and Christian groups not being considered 
separately here) lie largely in the ritual and kinship spheres. The Hindus mostly adhered to 
the Sanatan Hindu Dharma and the impact of Arya Samaj was also present in some areas. 
The Muslims formed mosques and Sikhs gurudwaras. The Ramayana became the most 

popular text not only because it is simple and casteless but more importantly because its 
central theme is exile, suffering, struggle and eventual return. In the barracks of the indentured 
workers, Ramayana was recited and Ram Lila performances staged. Indians incorporated 
elements of other cultures into their daily life40 • 

Ethnic tensions from 1936-1987 

The change in the demographic structure and with the predominance of the Indians in 
economic field gradually led to the growth of tensions in the country. At various times the 
indigenous Fijians have feared that Indians will have over power them, particularly as Indians 
outnumbered Fijians by 1946 and, in another 20 years time they were counted as the absolute 
majority. This ethnic tension was reflected most in the politics of the country. The racial and 
ethnic problems began to grow in the pre independence period. The Indians were the mainstay 
of the sugar industry, the largest contributor to the Fijian economy, yet the Fijian leader Ratu 
Lala Sukuna sadly admitted in 1936, demands for their exclusion from the political process, 
indeed form Fiji. As Sukuna wrote of Fiji Indians, 'They have shouldered many burdens that 
have helped Fiji onward. We have derived much money from them by the way of rents. A 
large proportion of our prosperity is derived from their labour' .41 There were complains of 

racial discrimination against the Indians. In 1942 Battan Singh of Fiji declared that the Indian 
community had helped the war efforts of the British government by war funds, producing 
crops, labour and others and Indians should be given equality rights . They should not be 
racially discriminated. Muhammad Tawahir Khan also put such complains claiming the country 
of Fiji as the country of the Indians too. This was expressed against the policy taken to 
discharge the Indian platoon from its military force in November 1941. The Indian origin 
people who lived in Fiji were adapted to the country and the second generation had taken 
the land as their origin. But the discrimination was reflected in the attitude and ideas of the 
Fijians. In 1963 R.R. Nayacakalou, leader of Fijian origin wrote a monograph about the 
increasing number of the Indians and the threat of the domination of the Indians42• 
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Independence of the country of Fiji was gained in 1970. After independence tensions 
developed due the colonial land policies which gave the Indians very little land and had 
leased land on which they grew sugar. Their representation in other plantation sector was 
also the similar. They were poorly presented in the police and army and the top level of the 
civil administration . The discrimination was made on the basis of the ethnic origin. Even 
after independence they were considered as the indentured labours. Although the vast 
majority of the Indian origin people had taken Fijian citizenship after independence, they 
were fearful of their political and constitutional future. In Fiji at independence in 1970, 
Indians were just half of the population 43 .The Fiji politician Sakesai Butadroka had introduced 
a parliamentary motion in 1972 stating "That this House agrees that the time has arrived 

when Indians or people oflndian origin in this country be repatriated back to India and that 
their travelling expenses should be met by the British". His party Fiji Nationalist Party won 
25 per cent of vote in the elections of 1974.44 For nearly two decades it had seemed that the 
complex arrangements of the independence constitution had contained ethnic conflict, though 
Indians were aware of profound anti Indian sentiment among Fijians, particularly when the 
Fijian Nationalist Party founded in 1974 which called the expulsion of all the Indians from 
the country. The Fijians dominated the Government apparatus, the armed forces and the 
police. The Indians also organized a party of their own, the Federation Party (later the 
National Federation Party or NEP) before independence, while ethnic Fijians similarly 
organized themselves in a predominantly Fijian party45• After independence in 1970, 98 per 
cent oflndians and Indian origin people took Fijian citizenship , but there is nothing that 
would suggest that they acquired the citizenship privileges. At independence politics were 
radicalized still further by the provision of the communal, i.e., ethnic, representation, despite 
the NEP's wish for a common electoral role. The country after independence was led into 
coups in 1987 due to immense racial pressure, and fears that an Indo-Fijian dominated 
cabinet would be unable to respect indigenous Fijian interests. The military coup of 1987 
was filled with these questions. It also led to the racial violence against the Indians and their 
property. The Indian position was grievously threatened, despite their high numbers. It was 
clear in 1987 when two coups overturned a newly elected coalition Government led by a 
Fijian but dominated by the Indians, who had 19 out of the 20 positions in it46• 

The racial discrimination was manifested in the land ownership especially after the end 
of the British rule. The ownership of the customary land is a crucial issue in Fiji currently. 
After independence, the indigenous Fijians own 87% ofland in Fiji, although it can be leased 
for a period of up to 99 years. All native land leases are managed by the Native Land Trust 
Board (NLTB) on behalf of the Fijian landowners. A point to note is that all the members of 
the NLTB are indigenous Fijians. Most Indo-Fijian farmers were the descendants of the 
Indian farmers, who were brought by the British to work on farms. They remained as 
tenants of indigenous landowners47 • Problems as agricultural leases began to expire. Upon 
the expiry of leases of native land, many Indigenous land owners evicted the predominantly 
Indo-Fijian tenants from their land. Despite making lease payments and providing hard labour 
the farmers were denied the right to renewal of leases. It had an enormous effect on sugar 
cane farmers, forcing them to find places to live elsewhere. While the indigenous Fijians had 
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a choice of staying on the land but the Indo-Fijian families had to leave because that was the 
only option48 • No alternative lands have been acquired by the NLTB to assist the resettlement 
oflndo- Fijians. 

The racial discrimination was also manifested in the realm of politics and political rights 
of the Indian origin men. Before 1966, all Fijian representatives in the Legislative Council 
were nominated by the Great Council of Chiefs, with European and Indian members being 
elected by separate ( ethnically based) electoral rolls. In the 1970 (Independence) Constitution 
a Senate which comprised 22 members, of whom 8 were appointed on the advice of the 
Great Council of Chiefs, 7 were appointed on the advice of the Prime Minister, 6 were 
appointed on the advice of the Leader of the Opposition and 1 appointed on the advice of the 
Council ofRotuma, was created. Under the 1990 Constitution Fijian dominance of Senate 
was cemented. Under this Constitution Senate was made up of 34 members, of whom 24 
were appointed on advice of the Great Council of Chiefs, 1 on advice of Rotuma Island 
Council, and 9 appointed by the President on own judgment, from other communities.49 

Under the 1997 Constitution the Senate comprise 32 members, of which 14 are appointed on 
advice of the Great Council of Chiefs, 9 appointed on the advice of the Prime Minister, 8 
appointed on the advice of the Leader of the Opposition, and one appointed on the advice of 
the Council ofRotuma. The Senators nominated by Great Council of Chiefs represent the 
fourteen provinces that make up the Republic of the Fiji Islands and usually consist of high 
chiefs from the respective provinces. They are appointed to protect and safeguard the 
rights and interests of indigenous Fijians. As with the 1970 Constitution there is no requirement 
that the other Senators that are appointed represent any particular ethnic background .But 
after independence the support of only two additional Senators is needed to give indigenous 
Fijians effective control in the Senate. Furthermore, the Constitution provides that 9 of the 
14 "Great Council of Chiefs Senators" must support a Bill that alters or amends specific 
laws dealing with the administration of indigenous Fijian affairs before it can be enacted by 
Parliament. Hence, in terms ofany administrative decision-making in relation to Indigenous 
land issues or general affairs regarding the indigenous Fijians, this leaves the non-Indigenous 
representatives with no choice then to obey the decisions made. 50 

In addition to this discrimination lies in the electoral system. According to Rev. Akuila 
Yabaki, ethnically based electoral system in Fiji is one of the major causes underlying racial 
discrimination in Fiji. This is indicated by the existence of ethnic based constituencies, which 
have been a feature of Fiji's legislature since colonial times. Prior to 1966, all elective seats 
in the Legislative Council were based on the ethnic allocation and were elected by voters 
from specific population groups. This system changed slightly in the 1966 Constitution, although 
ethnic candidates and rolls remained. In 1904 the first partially elected legislative assembly 
was formed, consisting 10 officials, 6 elected European members and 2 appointed Fijians. In 
May 1929 provision was made for elected European and Indian members, with electors 
being divided into racial rolls. With some changes to the size of the legislature this system 
continued until the 1960s, when the move towards independence gained momentum. Although 
Indian interests wanted universal suffrage and a common roll, the 1966 Constitution retained 
ethnic candidates and rolls, and instituted a complex system of cross-voting, in which all 
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voters were registered on both ethnic and national rolls, with some candidates being elected 
by voters from their ethnic roll, and some being elected by the national roll. 51 The 1970 
Independence Constitution retained the ethnic rolls. Under this Constitution the House of 
Representatives comprised 22 Fijian, 22 Indian, and 8 "other races" members and the cross 
voting system developed in the 1966 Constitution was continued. The 1990 Constitution, 
developed following the 1987 coups, guaranteed Fijian dominance of Parliament. The House 

of Representatives was boosted to include 70 members, with 37 Fijian representatives, 27 
Indian representatives, 1 Rotuman representative, and S"others" making up the lower house. 
There was a strict ethnic basis for electing all the members of Parliament. The 1997 
Constitution reduced the possibility of Fijian dominance of Parliament but the allocation of 
seats in the government has always been unequal52 • 

In 1999 Fiji got its first Indian Prime Minister Mahendra Chaudhury who appointed 11 
indigenous Fijians in his 17 member multiracial Cabinet. He invited the members from the 
opposition party to join his government and also included Mr. Bune, one of the key players 
in the coup of 1987. As minister of the government Mr. Chaudhury was the finance minister 
in the Indian dominated Government of 1987 which was topped led by Col. Rabuka. Mr. 
Chaudhury promised to lead the Government with the spirit of democracy and principles of 
a new multi racial Constitution but appealed to the Indian community "to show greater 
responsibility to our wider common interests as a nation". 53 But his rule could not solve the 
issues of the racial tensions in Fiji and there were further coups in 2000. The racial tensions 
created a sense of insecurity among the Indian origin men in Fiji and they had opted for a 
second migration. 

Second migration 

The impact of the national policies and situations had forced the Indian origin men to move 
from Fiji. During the colonial period there were ethnic tensions between the Fijians and the 
Indians but after the independence it was widely represented and largely felt in the military 
coup of 1987 and further in 2000. There were severe violence and as a result the Indians 
emigrated from Fiji to Australia, New Zealand, USA and Canada. In New Zealand during 
1990 the number of the Indians rose to 42,880 due to the immigration from Fiji who migrated 
for the second time54 . Australia also experienced the same effect as many of the Indians 
migrated to the country. The migrations to the other countries further increased after the 
coup of the year 2000. It was found that at least 47.5 per cent of the migrants who went to 
Australia from Fiji were highly qualified. 

By the end of the 1990s there were at least 40,000 living in Australia as their citizenship 
rights and future were at stake.55 The Indians had been streaming out of Fiji particularly 
after the two coups of 1987. The political reality has been analyzed by scholars that the 
National Alliance dominated by the ethnic nationalists, Australian businessmen and few 
wealthy Indians had suffered a severe defeat in the elections of the 1987 which brought to 
power a multiracial coalition. Dr. Timocoi Bavadra, the head of the Government as the 
leader of the Fiji Labour Party and NFP sought the support of the Indo- Fijians. Out of 19 of 
the 29 elected MPs was Indo-Fijian. Half the cabinet seats were filled by ethnic Fijians, and 
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political power in the new government was admirably balanced between ethnic and Indian 

Fijians. Interpretations of the coup dwell on a largely 'military' explanation, pointing to Colonel 
Sitiveni Rabuka's apprehensions about the Bavadra government as pro-communist and 
opposed to military interests. It is been viewed that Indians were assuming political domination 
or poised to take control of the economy. 56 Whatever might have been the reasons the 
Indians left the land which they farmed and it was from the profits of their labour that 
Queensland and New South Wales have developed. The Fiji Indians found it difficult to 
leave their second homeland and go to another new land; most emigrants, though, remain 
attached to Fiji. For many of them, Fiji is the place to which they would like to return, if it 

offered more political security and better economic opportunities. Being resettled close to it 
is a partial consolation, allowing the opportunity for regular visits57 .They practically became 
visitors to their own lands. 

The Indians were considered as a threat in the country which was once required them 
much for the development of the country. There was a loss of their personal links and 
emotional bonds. In their second migration they have encountered with the direct migrants 

from India. But their social and emotional distance proved to be too big to be bridged by 
sharing a common ethnic bond. Being unable to link back to the original homeland and being 
forced to leave their adapted homeland they suffered from the crisis both emotional and 
economic. A woman while describing the condition ofFiji after the 1987 wrote to her daughter 
from Labasa : Hindustani per bahut musibat hai ..... Girmit se kamti nahi ye time (The 
Indians in trouble now, today is no less than girmit or indentured time).58 

Conclusion 

The Indians in Fiji came under the girmit or indenture system primarily because of the 
colonial need. There were traders and businessmen who were free passengers to the land 
but their percentage was much lesser than the labours. The Indians worked in the plantation 

to provide production and after the end of the indenture system most of the Indians chose to 
remain in Fiji as free workers. They tilled the land and served for the economic development 
of the nation. It is to be remembered that though they worked for years in the land but they 

could not get its ownership in the colonial period. They were the lease owners of the land 
in which they produced for the nation and Fiji turned as one of the important sugar producing 
nations of the world. The credit for the economic transformation of Fiji and its recognition in 

the international market as sugarcane producer goes to the Indians. These Indians however, 
did not loose their lndianness and maintained the bond of ethnicity within the community .. 
The scene changed after the independence when the presence of the Indians was feared by 

the indigenous Fijians and there continued ethnic tensions and the racial discrimination resulting 

in military coups in 1987. The Indians living in Fiji lost the land ownership at the expiry of the 
lease period after the colonial period but the independent Government did not provide them 
the ownership. The Indian origin men were mostly farmers and lived in the rural areas while 
the Fijians dominated business and trade. The Indians who were living in the country for 
generations and took the citizenship of Fiji, tilled the lands were now removed from the land. 
They faced political discrimination and racial tensions in their political lives. There were 
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violence and as a result they had to migrate again for the second time to other country. The 
second migration once again uprooted them from their second homeland resulting in crisis in 
their emotional, social and political lives. It is to be remembered that it is a sensitive issue, 
their displacement should be seen as indignity of those citizens who have been in a country 

for generations and worked for it. 
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Identifying a Tribe of Sub-Himalaya : A Socio-Cultural 
Aspects ofTamang 

SudashLama 

The society is the repository of human behavior through the ages. It reflects the ideology 
and various cultural dimensions of mankind. The society is also a representative of civilization 
and, social structure is the indicator of organized human behavior. The folk songs of the 
Tamang tribe start with "Amailey Hoi Amaily "1, which praised the Motherhood, and indicate 
that ancient Tamang society was matriarchal (Tamang: BS 2051 ). Even today the position 
of the women in the social activities is equivalent of men and sometime the decision of 
women is more influential than men. The unification of Nepal by the great king 
Prithivinarayan Shah2 brought the idea ofHinduization. This process led to passing of the 
Act of 1854, which categorized the Tamang community as 'Bhote '3 and set into the lowest 
category of panichal Jaat4 or Shudras of Hindu caste hierarchy. The formation of social 
order that took form in Nepal followed patterns presaged in the greater social history of 
South Asia. As Dumont recounts, those who became Shudras in Indic varna ideology were 
originally conceived of as servants (Holmberg: 1996:26). The inclusion of the Tamang in the 
Hindu caste hierarchy especially in Nepal, also reflect the significant state ideology to bring 
this beef eater into the order of the Hindu cultural domain. But such inclusion by the state, 
with the identification as carrion-beef eater gave boost to the development of Tamang's 

1. See Amailey Hoi Amailey, Amailey Hoi Amaily, Rapsi chiwa Chu Damphu, Khalse Shemba Bilawa, means 
"Praising the Mother, and admiring the Mother, saying that the instrument that I am beating, who is the its 
maker" Santabir Lama Pakhrin 's Tamba Kaiten Whai Rimthim (Sam vat 2064 ), Ratna Pustak Bhandar, 
Kathmandu, Nepal,(p 08) 

2. See 'Tamang Jati '(Samvat 2051 ), Parsuram Tamang, Nepal Rajkiya Pragya Pratisthan, Kathmandu, Nepa (p 
46) 

3. It derived from people of Bhotdesa, The Tibet was known as Bhot, and Tamang as they believe are of 
Tibetan origin, who eats beef and dwells in high altitude of Himalaya, Though Tamang were not hindu by 
religion neither they come within hindu caste system. But King Prithvinarayan Shah to make the unified 
Hindu Nepal, brought all the non-Hindu into the purview of Hindu caste hierarchy by every means. 

4. See 'Order in Paradox, Myth, Ritual and Exchange among Nepal's Tamang (1996), David H. Holmberg, 
Motilal Banarasidas, Delhi, (p 26) writes as "The Murmi-Bhote, though, did not become "untouchable" as 
one mi ght expect in the Brahmanical encounter and incorporation of subjugated non-Hindu populations, 
even though they had several attributes usually associated with untouchable, notably beef eating. The legal 
codes of 1854 and other nineteenth -century codes classified the Bhote including Tamang as pure (Chokkho) 
(HMO 1966:see Hofer 1979) or panichalney (those caste from water can be accepted). Although they were 
thus set off from untouchables - the Pani nachalney Jaat or those castes from whom water is not acceptable
they were drinkers (matwali) and subject to enslavement (masinya) . These attribute placed them below 
other alcohol drinkers like the Magar and Gurung who were not enslavable, and the high-caste Hindus, who 
wore sacred threads, did not consume alcohol, and could not be enslaved. Although, the codes do not 
specifically relegate particular groups to specific varna (Brahaman, Kshatriya, Vaishya, Sudra) or the 
encompassing caste groupings of Indic theory (Hofer 1979: 118), the Bhote or Tamang by these criteria 
emerge somewhat ambiguously like Shudras" 
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regional ethnic identity. The elevation of Tamang from unclean and unrecognized 
caste to the level of Shudras of Panichal jaat makes them socially uplifted and 
somewhat identified in the society of Hindu social order. Because of the inclusion 
into Hindu hierarchical order, the Tamang' s primordial society was drastically 
changed into the patriarchal. The primitive society of Tamang is now going 
through the transitional changes in its economy, culture and even in political. 
They were in the north, influenced by Tibetan culture and in south were highly 
infused by the Hindu culture. The nature of the Tamang society depends on two 
elements; one is internal elements which, organized and gives continuity to the 
society, and another is external, which is the good conductor, coordinator and 
controller of the social elements (Tamang:BS 2051:47). While Tamang society is 
formed on the basis of cross-cousin marriage, which results for the most part not 
in extensive alliances across a large population but in intensive alliances among 
a small set of patricians residing in neighboring villages" (Holmberg:1996 :31) . 
Basically, the Tamang society revolves around clan relation, kinship and marriage 
which is, according to them is a bond of blood and bond of mutual understanding. 

I 
Caste Structure 

The first and basic internal element of the Tamang society is called 'Rhui5 ' or clan. In 
Tamang society, 'Rhui' is an elementary factor of establishing relation between parents and 
children in a unified social order. The conception of the Rhui is a bond, which has been since 
primeval unified the all Tamang into oneness, which help to preserve their culture and kinsman 
by directing and controlling the system of pro-creation and re-generation. Some sociologist 
has understood the meaning of Rhui as 'Jaat' or caste, but it is also impossible to interpret it 
as caste according to the Hindu social hierarchy. According to the Hindu varna system, 
there are only four castes and these are Brahman, Kshtriya, Vaisa, Sudra and a gotra 
also can be divide into various castes, whereas such classification is totally absent in Tamang 
social order. The Rhui can be called 'clan', tribe, patrileanage, family genealogy, paternal 
relative, Bone relative and bone. There are three social meaning of Rhui, ( 1) Bone, (2) Clan 
and (3) Social Stratum (Tamang: BS 2051:47,). The Tamang society is also has similar 
connotation of the Rhui. This element plays significant role in reproduction and to carry on 
paternal lineage in the Tamang societal structure. According to the Tamang belief system, 

the bone of men is passed on genetically to the children through the process of intimacy 
with his partner and construct the bones of the infant in the womb while blood and flesh is 
the contribution of mother. Since, the bone of children is made out of fathers whereas other 
parts constitute from the element of mother's body. Considering this, the bone is genetically 
inherited from father, and such patri-leanage classification of 'Bone' or Rhui makes the 
lineage ofTamang patriarchal society. The one clan group ofTamang, who resides anywhere 
of the world called the one bone people. However, Rhui is the identification ofTamang in 
the society. This is as well determining factor of their ancestor, relatives and social status . 

5. Means 'Gotra ' or "Bone relative" 

42 



The Tamang tribe differentiates the one people from another through the Rhui, which 
had been inherited genetically by the father. This term is also called as 'clan' or Thar. Many 
clan means, many Rhui. How many clan or Rhui is in Tamang society? This is not yet 
solved but many Tamang researcher has collected and compiled the names of clan and their 
tutelary deity along with the place of origin. The Santabir Lama (pakhrin)6 in his work 
classified the 49 clans and out of which 32 clans with their origin and kuldevta and 17 other 
clans without mentioning kuldevta and place of origin. This account is also supported by 
Macdonald in his article "The Tamang is seen by one of themselves" (1987:138). The 
classification of clan or Rhui, according to 'Rhuichen Chyopey Iha Whai7' is follows: 

SI.No. Babsa (place of origin) Rhui!Thar or Clan Fola or Kuldevta 
1. Dongyal Dong Murgulen 
2. Nakpo Chyagi Gombo Yonzone Lama Konzo Mahakal 
3. Kdhili Brakhar Bomzane Dongmarchan 
4. Shyargi Gombo Lopchan Apinal Lama Konzo Na/ Jyormu 
5. Gyamdan Gyalbo Lhahi Bu Nanghsari Mamu 
6. Goley -Do-
7. Domdan -Do-
8. Bal -Do-
9. Dartang -Do-
10. Titung -Do-
11. Gangtang --Do-
12. Gongbo -Do-
13. Muku Moktan Yapjey Lahi Gyalbo,Khdili Cheyman 

Gyalbo 
14. Sergong Ghising Lugu Chang Marten 
15. Yalung Sho Thing Nhima Mewa Changri 
16. Changkong Nyasur Chan 
17. Gyanak Gyaba Gyalgi Dhurla Manggi 
18. Selmondal Gian Pekar Gyalbo 

6. The Rhuichen Chyopey La Whai section of Santabir Lama (pakhrin) is the collection of folklore which 
narrates the history of clan or Rhui and their place of origin with ancestral deity. The folklore goes like this; 

Amailey Hai Amailey, Amailey Hai Amailey 
Dogni Dopta thi Khatpa, Yulgi Cho Ho Rimporche, 

Gyagar Dun/a Sarita Bon, Boylu Nanghla Naru Bon, 
Rong Shum Nam/a Mhi Chyen Bon, Mhi chyon nurabu shyal karpo, 

Ganba gan shumfyafulla, Jigten Tamchai Shekhalma, 
Rhuichen chyopey Shekhalma, Kukpa kha choi tho/ khamla, 

Bhrasing-bulwaful khamala, Bi-si chiwa aaingam, 
Dhyansi bori ri durga, Rhuichen chyopey pang/a dhyam 

1) Dong- Dong/a sala Dong/a bab 
Rhuigo fola murgu /en 

2) Yonzon- Nakpo chyapi gombola bab 
Rhuigi fola yonzonla 
Lama konzyo mahakal ...... .. etc 

7. This is one of the chapter ofSantabir Lama's work "Tamba Kaiten Whai Rimthim" which is a collection of 
Tamang folk songs and this section talks about different clan ofTamang and their place of origin. 
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SI.No. Babsa (place of origin) Rhui!Thar or Clan Fola or Kuldevta 

19. Jyanggangi Zyngio Silakarpo 
20. Duma Dumzun Jamba/ Shengyan Lama Konzyo 
21. Thotho Ring Thokar Thoichan Karpo dak marchan Karpo 
22. Sharuthothari Rumba Karpo 
23. Purang Chya Pakhrin Changrila Guru Chanchan Shyargi Jyo 
24. Shermi Maranda/ Waiba Karpojyo Choman Gyalbo Yablkarpo 
25. Chita Marpa Bai/a Gyalbo 
26. Gama Gongba Lama Konzyo 
27. Lo Gyalsari Lo Jyamal SinseLama Konzyo 
28. Syanchey Toisang Uigi Gyalbo Yhinchey Lahi 
29. Shyang Shyangbo Gungthang Jyoha Yabjey Jhoha 
30. Sinka Dheke Nhima Hoisar 
31. Tuku Tupa Yhan Chan Mamu Dui Choi 
32. Lobo Gonbo Blan Chan 
33. Gama Siwang Gomden Jyamal Furba Thi/en 

Gyagarnela, Dotinajyewe 
Bande Gya/bo 

34. Changpey Mikchan Changrila 
35. Lungi Khor/o Lungba Khyungchen Sinhi Laden 
36. Palgi Sammey Zimba Bal Thai Chan 
37. Brokhar Gamba Singar Chanten 
38. Supa gyal Bajyu Sharma Bon 
39. Nharden 
40. Chyumi 
41. Jhumi 
42. Lama Khor 
43. Samden 
44. Hopden 
45. Negi 
46. Singdan 
47. Khani Khor 
48. Jhongdan 

49. Kolden 

These Rhui or clans are very important element ofTamang social structure which regulate 
and controlled the almost all the ceremony of the community. This neither can be changed 
nor can be adopted, but this clan or Thar be awarded to a person, who gets birth in the same 
kula or family. Since, Tamang Thar is related with a person by birth, so it can not be 
changed by the ritual or by any means. 

The Concept of Barha Tamang and Aihara Jaat (Twelve Tamang & Eighteen Caste): 

The Tamang society is based on convention and tradition. The concept of caste ( according 
to the hindu caste hierarchy) is totally absent. This community is traditionally divided into 
broad category of 12 Tamang and 18 Tamang. The system of 12 panthi and 18 panthi is 
also prevalent among the Magar of sub-Himalaya. This Tamang or Lama or Murmi is 
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categorized into two sections "12 Tamang & 18 Jaat or Tamang". The twelve Tamang is 
believed to be pure descendant of Lord 'Maheswar' (Vansitart 1909: 141). These Tamangs 
are socially higher than the 'Eighteen Jaat' (Vansitart 1909: 142). Many anthropologist, 
sociologist, and historian have stated the same view of division. The concept of' 12 Tamang 
and 18 Jaat' is interpreted by many writer as" 12 jaat and 18 Jaat ", this reflects the notion 
of caste hierarchy in Tamang like Hindu social order. But this classification of caste hierarchy 
in Tamang like Hindu social structure does not prove the existence of caste system in 
Tamang. There are no higher and lower caste. This classification is not based on caste 
system, but it is classified according to the Thar (Rhui,) which is based on patrileange and 
marriage kinship relation. The Tamang are primarily divided into 12 tribal groups, who had 
occupied the certain territory, which became the line of identification of these Tamangs. 
These Tamangs are as follows: - (1) Bojyu (2) Bal (Dong) (3) Dumzan (4) Ghising (5) 
Gyaba (6) Goley (7) Mikchan (8) Moktan (9) Pakhrin (10) Syangdan (11) Thing and 
(12) Yonzan. They were inhabited in their ancestral area (Kipat) which made them pure 12 
Tamangs (Vansitart: 1909). 

The 'Eighteen Jaat Tamang' are broadly divided into three groups. These are (1 ). 
Gothar (2). Nharba (3). Shangri. These Tamangs do not have sub clan. In traditional 
Tamang society, the marriage with other caste is not permitted, if anyone do so, and then 
have to face consequence of being ostracized from the Tamang clan system and get the 
new clan or Thar by their off springs. Such marriage makes the eighteen Jaat Tamang who 
is below than the pure 12 Tamangs, and have to purify them for three generation to get the 
earlier place in pure Tamangs. If a Tamang man marries to woman of Brahman, Chettri or 
Thakuri of Khas caste then his child bear the clan of Gothar. This is neither pure Tamang 
nor ostracized Tamang but this is the clan which is subject to purifing. The child ofTamang 
men and Newar women become the Nharba. This Nharba clan or Thar is not easily 
acceptable in the social structure of Tamang community, whereas this is the system of 
punishment and to get the earlier place in the society, they have to purify themselves for 
three generation. And child from with Magar, Limbu, Gurung, Rai and Sunuwar woman, 
will get the Thar of Shangri. The concept of 12 Tamang and 18 Jaat Tamang shows that 
the 12 Tamangs are pure and who had occupied the settled place hereditary and 18 jaat 
Tamang are those who gets birth from the union of Tamang men and women of Newar, 
Gurung, Magar etc. The Thar of 12 Tamang is same as of the 18 jaat Tamang, but 12 
Tamangs believes themselves higher than the clan or Thar of 18 jaat Tamangs who are the 
offspring of mixed marriage system. The classification of 12 and 18 Tamang is not based on 
caste but it is based on the 'pure Tamang and mixed blood Tamang ( Hemendorf(1955-56). 

Rhuichen Chopela Thungrap8 " or 'description and origin of 18 clans or Thar' and 
"Rhuichen Chopey" means description of 18 clans or thar, this proves that most of writer 
has mention about 18 clans and its origin and description. The concept of 12 Tamang and 18 
jaat are very vague term, moreover it carries social identity of a group but according to the 
Tamang writer, that there were 18 clans or Thar among the Tamang of 12 ancestral areas 

8. Seejigten Tamchai written by Buddhiman Miktan, which contained this chapter says about origin of clan of 
Tamang 
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(Kipat). So this 18 Thar of 12 Kipat's Tamang have to face amalgamation with various new 
sects and in this process grew up many sub clans. Parsuram Tamang in his book "Tamang 
Jati" recorded the 134 clans or Thars of Tamang. 

The concept of "Swangey Bhai"(Sagik) or Thar Brotherhood: 

Tamang social structure is very traditional and one of the instances of this system is 
Thar Brotherhood. The Thar or clan who worship the similar kuldevta considered the 
'Swangey Bhai ' by the Tamang people. The Tamang community does not marry within 
the Swangey Bhai Thars or they are considered as brothers from the same ancestor. 
The names of Swangey Bhai of 18 Thars of Tamang are follows:-

]). Dong:- Grangdan, Goley, Titung, Bal, Dimdong, Gongba, Gyamden, Dartang, 
Gangtang 

2). Yonzon:- Bonzan, Dumzan, Lopchan, Mikchan 
3). Ghising:- Lo, Gian, Yhesur 
4). Moktan:- Syangdan, Pakhrin, Syangbo, Thokar 
5). Rumba:- Zimba, Gyaba, Waiba, Gongba 
6). Lopchan:- Chothen, Blenden, Shyongsun, Nharten, Ga/den 
7). Thing:- Marpa, Toisang 
8). Nyasur:- Singar, Elon . 
9). Lo Loba, Ghising, Gian 
JO). Marpa:- Thing, Toisang 
JI). Tupa:-
12). Elon:- Syangbo, Syangdan 
13). Singar:- Yhesur, Thing, Toisang, Elon 
14). Bajyu:-
15). Lungpa:-
16). Gyapa:- Rumba, Zimba, Waiba, Gongba 
17). Thokar:- Moktan, Syangdan, Pakhrin, Syangbo 

18). Pakhrin: - Syangdan, Moktan, Syangbo, Thokar. 

The tradition, social customs and moral values ofTamang are still alive in the form of 
oral tradition. These tradition and customs are made by the ancestors to tackle with the 
contemporary economy and production which is encircled by the Rhui to organized the 
society, according to the prevalent social and political situation. The codification and 
formalization ofTamang customs and tradition is absent but such norms and moral values 
are transmitted to new generation through oral culture by ancestors which enabled the 
Tamang people to follows such values of high morality with enthusiastically. Considering the 
Tamang tradition, they are very rigid in the case of bone-related marriage system. Moreover 
they ostracized the clan member from the social system who does not follow bone-relation 
of Tamang, they do not ostracize the couple but even their children too not accept by the 
society. 
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II 

Life Style: 

Initially, Tamang's life style were directly influenced by the Tibetan culture and practices, 
they were following the Tibetan mode of habitation, but later transformed themselves into 
the style of local habitation and became localized by following the life style, convenient to 
the climate and environment for them. Tamang were inheriting the Tibetan culture and 
carried on this social and cultural behavior of Tibet, in the area wherever they settled. But, 
Tamang makes effort to preserve their ethnographic life style and culture, according to the 
environment, climate, culture and habitation. The life-style of human being portrayed the 
original nature of that species; all the members of the society are inter-related with the 
various aspects of that environment where they live. In Tamang culture equal importance is 
given to social rites as well to the material culture, which is called life-style. The -human 
culture is directly and indirectly affected by life-style, every human race has adopted religion, 
culture according to the country and society in various angels and their needs of the time, 
but formation of cultural heritage, modification, adaptation and assimilation is directly influenced 
by the life-style. The determining factor of human culture is life-style, which exhibits the 
image of a race, behavior and their nature. 

Tamang ethnic group inhabit many parts of the sub-Himalaya particularly Nepal, India 
(Darjeeling, J alpaiguri, Sikkim, Assam, Manipur etc), Burma and many more. There settlement 
is effected by geographical environment; we find Tamang habitation especially in hilly region. 
Tamang are of mongoloid stock, is reflected in their physical structure and appearances. 
They possess stocky and well built physic, with medium short stature. This hilly tribe is of 
very unique bodily structure with slanted almond shaped eyes and flat noses with thick 
straight black hair. They have little facial hair but there are some rare cases of profuse 
growth. The Tamang has wide faces with big cheek bones with thick lips and their jaws are 
round and their complexions vary from the fair to the wheat brown and sometime dark. The 
bodily structure of the Tamang and their habitation in hilly tracks makes them different from 
other cultural group, they have to construct the houses according to the region and climate, 
and their dresses are too very much influenced by their habitation. Tamang has very simple 
living style and much is dependent on nature, their food habits are greatly centered on the 
field of their own and to some extent wild cereals. Their style of house construction reflects 
the pastoralist and tribal nature of livelihood. Their houses are constructed of stone and 
roofs are made of splitshake, though marginalized families will make the houses of cane 
matting or some combination of stone, wood and bamboo. Tamang houses are clustered into 
one place for making a dense village. There are cobble-stone path at every corner of the 
village of their easy movement. They used stone plates for making the houses of the walls, 
thatch or wooden planked roofs held down by stones. The door and window of the Tamang 
house are too small, and here reflects their belief on astronomy because they always make 
the entrance door towards east and window are opening to either north or south, the direction 
where they finds slopes. The single storied houses are common among the Tamang but 
double and triple storied house are also not rare depending on their financial status. Normally, 
their houses accommodate all their belonging within the house, where we find the bedding is 

47 



rolled up in one side and livestock like the goats, chickens, sheep etc are in another side. The 
common feature of all the tamang is that they have at least one cowshed, either near of the 
house or in the field of their cultivation. The life of the day-today life centered around the 
hearth, which is located at the centre of the floor, and beside hearth they have alter of the 
tutelary deity (lat! devta) which they keep sacred and untouched from any stranger. Although 
the ideal social life is that a son must move away from his father's home when he claims his 
inheritance, and build his own house, but some poorer families' lives under single roof. In 
double storied houses upper storied are used as bed room but generally they kept all their 
belonging of their daily use from foodstuff to nails and ropes. The double house has roofed 
verandah whereas single storied houses open verandah outside of the main door and it is 
called piddi, since the interior of the house is very dark, this verandah is used as a sort of 
open living room, where guests are seated and discussions are held. The piddi is made of 
earth and it is like plinth but in tamamg houses it is well decorated by lying mates, and piddi 
is used to for weaving gossiping and idling for all the section of family either male or group 
of female or within family groups. So this piddi of Tamang house becomes the living room 
as well and centre of social interaction. The Tamang has great belief on animism, and they 
make the highland or heap as the place of their local guardian, the place or heap is called 
stan or devistan where they do give puja in every occasion. The area which has great 
influence of Buddhism particularly, nyingmapa sect, they put images of Ratilila (symbolic 
image of Bajrayana Buddhism) at the top of Village, that the entire trespasser can see it. 
This is image of belief among Tamangs that this will ward off the evil from the village and 
protect the same from various natural calamities; even this will ensure that women folk of 
the family may not remain barren. 

Normally, most of the Tamangs practice the ritual of animistic form of belief, and they 
are doing puja in their respective villages according to the animism. But instead of that, we 

know that they are adherents of nyingmapa sect of Tibetan Buddhism, so the villages 
where we find traces of this sect greatly, we find whole village is surrounded by the typical 
religious flag, containing Mantra on it, for warding off evil spirits and wishing for boom in 
their day to-day life. In such village we find common worshipping centre for all the villagers, 
called Gumpha (ghyang), as they are follower of nyigmapa sect of Tibetan Buddhism so 
their gumpha is of the white color. The gumpha has altar where statue of Gurupadmasamvawa 
(gururimpoche) been placed at the centre, Guru Dakpo (malevolent form of 
gurupadmasamvawa) and Singdongma, Choikyong are placed in both the sides of the 
altar. As the follower of nyingmapa sect believe that Gurupadmasamvawa is the 
reincarnation of Gautama Buddha, so they don't placed the statue of Buddha at the altar but 

they used to keep the statue of Buddha besides of the other statue. Tamang used to build a 
rest shed at every comer of the village that the tired traveler can get the rest. In such public 
places Buddhist Tamang used to inscribe the mantra of Buddhism in stone slate, in the 
name of deceased person, which is called "om Thassi" by cleaning the place, lights the 
lamp (nanghsal). Another very important religious thing in the name of deceased person is 
rab-ney ( establishment of pancha-buddha). The Tamang used to construct the hemispherical 
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dome shaped stupa in the memory of deceased relatives called Mhaney or Chorten and 
follower of the Buddhist sect used to move around the stupa in clockwise manner. 

Generally, the village ofTamang does not need any center of worshipping, because 
they have to propitiate various forms of deity of animistic belief. Since it does not need any 
common centre of worshipping but they prefer either heap of earth, beneath a tree or at the 

comer of a big stone. This place is called Bhume-sthan or place of worship where they do 
give puja to Sibda-Nibda (worship of soil), nag-nagini (worship of snake god and goddess) 
and chan (worship of hunter). The Tamang never cut down the trees of around of the 

Bhumesthan and neither have they ever dumped over the area. Literary, in Tamang village 

there may not be the single gumpha but it is sure that there wi-11 be Bhumesthan in every 
locality. They are very cautious in choosing the place of habitation; they take care of the 
climate, water sources, field for grazing their animals and forests. Tamang gives much 

importance to places of worship for propitiating their tribal deity as well as for their Buddhistic 
belief. 

Dresses and Ornamentation: 

The ethnographic identity of Tamang in particular and of all the races is reflected in their 
fundamental dresses. The dresses of an ethnic group carried on their ancestral tradition and 

behavioral approach. The dress ofTamang ethnic group has been passed from many changes 

and alteration, but still they are able to preserve their ancestral dress system. If we observed 
the dresses and apparel of ancient Tamang, we find uniformity in the dresses. The most of 
highland Tamang use to wear primitive form of dress, which is called gado (gya). Such type 

of apparel was vague in the community of central Himalayan Mongol, where people wrapped 
a long cloth, making a knot over the shoulder, so tamang too has same dress style . This 
gado is also popular among the other tribal groups of sub-Himalayan region like gurung, 

The women folk of the Tamang society have more choice in apparel than the men folk. 
In this globalize world, the dresses of the Tamang too had gone revolutionary changes, it is 
little impossible to get uniformity in the wearing of Tamang. They had adopted or imitated 
the dress style of their neighbors along with other customs. But if we observe the apparel 
design of highland dwelling Tamang, then we find uniformity with little adoption of other 
cultural group. The men folk ofTamang community prefer to wear Banktey Bhoto (a kind 
of sleeveless vest), Kacchhar (loin-cloth), waist coat, Daura-Surwal (traditional dress of 

Nepalese), cap (traditional cap of Nepalese), and they use to tied the waist by wrapping a 
cloth to hold the Khukri (ethnic identified weapon ofGurkhas). The Tamang usually like the 
black colour Daura-surwal and waist wrapping cloth is of the white colour. The aged 
person use to wrap a homespun white cloth round the head like turban called Pheta, is a 

alternative of the cap. While womenfolk of the Tamang community like decorated skirt like 
cloth called 'Faria' (Shyama) of various colour such as maroon, red, and velvety or makmali. 
They also use hand made waist cloth (mujetro) to cover their upper part of the body. The 

highland cold region womenfolk prefer Bakkhu and lower altitude they wear shyama and 
Choubandi cholo( a kind of shirt) with pachyora (chunri) . In highland Himalayan region 
women use to wear Syama (sari like cloth), Ghagra (Dorma) and Bakkhu (Chua) in winter 
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and sometime a handmade coat (Surki). Tamang women have a typical dress code, 
particularly a small cloth which wore either in the back of hips or in front, is called pangden, 
this can be wear by both married and unmarried women, so it difficulty to identified a 
married women out of the mass. The above mentioned Tamang's dress has great transition 
but now it come to the uniformity by the efforts of Nepal Tamang Ghedung Sangha 
(Association for Nepal Tamang Ghedung), and All India Tamang Buddhist Association. 
They made deep thought and officially declared the uniform dress code for the Tamang. 
According to the new dress code dress style is similar to the traditional dress of the Tamang 
but pangden must wear in back by married women and in front by the unmarried girls, and 
in their cap they have symbol of Cross Bajra called Dorje Gyadam and symbol of' Toto/a ' 
( oroxyalum Indicum) flower. 

Tamang are very much fond of ornaments. The womenfolk wear many ornaments 
comparatively than the men folk as is the case of many other tribes of the world. The 
Tamang men folk wear only earring (Kunda!) and Bangles, apart from this they do not have 
more ornament to wear. But for the women they have in their ornaments Cheptey Sun 
(gold plates for ear),Dhungri (roll of the gold for ear),Bhutil and gold and silver bangles 
called singikarmu mugga (semi-precious stone) and gold ornaments called gahu etc. The 
gold or silver jantar (square amulets hung on the chest on a string or necklace) are also worn 
by both the sexes depending on financial capacity. They also use nose ring (nak-phuli) 
made of gold, marmika or sirphul on their hair and ringa or sirbandi (stripes of gold) on 
their forehead. Tamang women also wear a kind of necklace and ring made of various gold 
and silver coins. When Tamang came into the influenced of Hindu culture, the Tamangnis 
(women folk of Tamang) use to wear pate and pate with Tilhari (a kind of necklace 
made of small pieces of glass with a decorated gold ornaments). Generally, there are no 
such traditions that woman folk of Tamang have to pierce their nose or ear but to wear 
ornaments they do so. This activity ofTamangs proves their fond for ornaments. This means 
that it is not explicitly state that Tamang wear some particular ornaments, their ornaments 
too very much depend on habitation, environment and their neighbors. 

Food Habits: 

As Tamang are highland dweller of sub-Himalaya region, and their food habits are 
very much influenced by the climate, and fertility of the hilly area. They have to live on the 
foodstuff grown around the area. Generally, in the hill region, the cultivation of maize, millets, 
wheat and barley are interestingly high. The Tamang lives on the products, cultivated on 
their field; they are rarely use rice as their favorite food because the cultivation of paddy in 
the highland is not possible. The rice is the secondary food of the Tamang. They cultivate 
three types of millet or kodo (sangai in tamang) these are white, red and black or seto, 
chamre and kalo kodo (tar sanga, ala sanga, chup sanga), and two kinds of maize, white 
and yellow (tar makai, ur makai). Tamang also produced potato (teme), squash (parsi) , 
Taro (pindalu) and pepper. The favorite food among them is the porridge (Dhindo) like 
meal of the maize and millets. As because they lives in the cold region so, they prepare 
liquor (airak) of the millets and sometime of the rice, they also makes rice bear of the 
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maize, wheat, millets and barley to keep their body warm. They use rice of the paddy in 
various festivals and in marriages they prepare selroti (a kind of circular loaf of rice-flour 
cook in ghee or oil), and in lhochar (Tamang :S New Year) they cooked khapsey (traditional 
food). Apart from liquor and rice beer, they eats meat very fondly, the beef is not banned 
among them. But some clans or septs, according to their tradition do not cooked the meat of 
buffalo and pork. For example the western Nepal's Tamang do not eat pork whereas eastern 
Nepal's like to eat pork. Though Negi (clan group of Tamang) and Lopchan (clan group 
of Tamang) eastern tamang prohibited from eating pork and Blan (clan group ofTamang) 
do not eat meat of buffalo. The chicken is common meat for all the Tamang; they celebrate 
all the occasion or festivals with the feast of chicken. 

Although, Tamang are by nature habituated to drink of tea, liquor, milk, curd and other 
liquid food. They make the tea by mixing salt, ghee and sometime to make it staple they 
mixed flour of steamed maize and etc. Tamang are very good agriculturist and they used the 
every chunk of land to produce vegetable, the favorite among them are leafy vegetable of 
various forms of plants like mustard, squash, Rayo ( cole, a kind of vegetable leaf). They 
also make provisions for the winter, when they would not find vegetable. They damp the 
leaf of 'Raya' or cole in a pit underground by pressing and after month, open up in the sun 
and dry it up as straw, which is stored as vegetable for the winter, is called "Gundruk" or 
'Sinki'(fermented traditional food ofTamang). 

Handicraft and Painting: 
"Thangu Shengwa Whai "9 

Sailung Gang/a Shyogo Dong 
Thasi Shyug Sisi Nak ! 
Bala Mhalangai Chon Sosi 
Thing pingai Chon Sosi ! 
Tamba Kaiten Whai Khelsi 
Thangu Shengwa Whai Gosi ! ! 
Tungna Rapsi Shyamami 
Thangu Shengsi Chamami !! 
Robang Gang/a Dongbi Ghik 
Purang Chyola Mhendo Ghik ! I 
Lahi Yul/a Thaw Dong I 
Jambulingla Jyang Chungpodong 
Thangu Nangri Chya Khamu I 
Thangu Chyama Sem Kyolamu I 

(Tamba Kaiten Whai Rimthim) 

9. The song says about various colour that can be used for making different tools and pictures, the song can be 
translated freely like this ; By cutting the kakati wood of sailing forests they make paper, prepared the 
colour of red, while, yellow, green, and blue. Remembering the song ofTamba (poet & historian), sung the 
song of writing picture, playing Tungna singing song. Making picture flawlessly, Kalpa vriksa of Heave, 
Pipal vriksa of this world, tree of Himalaya, flower of north foothills, automatically comes into picture. 
Picture is so lovely but love of this material world is more loveable. (Tamba Kaiten whai Rimthim, By 
Santabir Lama (pakhrin) samvat 2064, Ratna pustak Bhandar, Kathmandu. P 41 ) 
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As like other tribes of the globe, Tamang also greatly influenced by the religion and 
culture, which bestow them own style of art and sculpture. The most creative handicraft 
and painting of the Tamang is "Thangka" culture. As like Tamang, there are other cultural 

groups too, who makes the Thangka, but Tamang has occupied an important place in this 
art. They are adherents of nyingmapa sect of Himalayan Lamaist Buddhism, where Thangka 
has occupied an important place as centre of belief. Thanka may be derived from the 

Tibetan word ' Thanku' and it is the object of religious inspiration and sentiments. The 

central theme of the thanka is to portray the images of gururimpoche 
(gurupadmasamvawa), guruchengreshi (awalokiteshara),sakyamuni Buddha ,and 
Shivakhorlo (cycle of emotions). The Tamangs use to worship the Thanka as a preaching 

of Lord Buddha and as his religious representative in this material world. They believe that 
ifobject ofreligious representative is worshipped, then it will lead them to the salvation and 
by accruing merit. There is no consensus among the historian, that when Tamang embrace 

Buddhism but there is no doubt that they became the follower of the creed with its arrival 
into the Himalayan region. Though, it is an established fact that Tamang accepted the Tibetan 
Buddhism after the 8th century A.D, when Guru Padmasavawa established the sect. Since 

they embrace the Tibetan Buddhism and their form of belief, it is obvious that their life style 

has been influenced by the creed. Therefore, the Thanka prepared by the Tamang has 
greatly influenced by the Tibetan culture. In Tamang society 'Lama' (Priest) has great 

respect, they were esteemed as 'Tamang guru' and all the religious ceremony is incomplete 

without 'Lama'. The Lama artist who makes statue, idol, thanka according to the religion is 
cal led "khaiba Lama " they possess great skill of preparing such things and transmitted to 
the generation as education. They not only makes statue, and thanka but also skilled in 
making stupa. Their skill in art makes them important in the Tamang society along with 
Lama (priest). 

The Thanka which is prepared in very fine cloth and decorated in and around of the 

sanctum in Buddhist houses, depicted the picture of Buddha, Padmasamvawa, Mandala, 
and other deities ofTantrik Buddhism is a "Scroll Painting". This culture of making thanka 
in the Himalayan region is popular from time immemorial. According to the Dhanbajra 
Bajracharya in his "Licchavikal Ko Avilekh (inscriptions ofLicchavi)", Kirtipur Nepal, writes 

that the art of making thanka is a very ancient art of Himalayan region which does not 
contained time, date and name of any ruling king. As Thanka is prepared in perishable 
material, so it is not possible to calculate, from which period this culture is started in the 

region, but according to the Bajracharya, the culture is conceived in the Himalayan states 
and later adopted by the Tibetan, when Buddhism made its entry into the Tibet. The scroll 
painting of the Himalayan region of Licchavi rule became Thanka in Tibet. Initially it is 
influenced the Tibetan Thanka culture but later all the thanka follows the style of Tibet in 
their making style. In 11 th century we find full fledge development of thanka and also 
establishment of tradition or school of Thanka making. In this way upto 17th century there 

is at least six schools or tradition of Thanka making in Tibet. These are ( 1) Kadam Tradition 
ofThanka making, (2) Valri Tradition, (3) Menri Tradition, ( 4) Khenri Tradition, (5) Karma 
Ghardi Tradition, and (6) Dopa! Tradition. We find two types ofThanka making style among 
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the Tamang community; these are dithang style, where a special cloth is prepared for 
thanka and in which background colour is cautiously selected. Secondly, Gothang style of 

thanka making is written in silky cloth. 

Tamang were artisan by nature and development of tantrik Buddhism infused aesthetic 
creativity to this community. They were adept not only to make thanka, out of religious 

attachment but they also sculptured various forms of bronze and metal statue of their deity. 

According to the M.A Lichtenberg-Van Mierlo in his "Tamang Art: A Parallel Style in the 
Tantrik Buddhist art of Nepal" writes as "Its style characteristics show a marked differences 

from what is generally acknowledge as being typical for Nepalese and Tibetan Metal 

sculpture. When occasionally a Tamang statue is discussed, it has been classified as being 
Nepalese without further differentiation or has been wrongly quoted as being Tibetan. 
Stylistically the Tamang bronzes differ considerably from other Nepalese productions, whether 

Buddhist or Hindu. Considering their specific art idiom and particular atmosphere they deserve 
to be regarded as distinctive style". Lichtenberg again compares the Tamang art and describe 
its characteristics as "The Tamang bronze are not heavily decorated. The majority of them 

are not gold plated. The ornamentation on garments is kept very sparse. The forms are 

generally sober; there is an economy of line. The torso is elongated. In general the volumes 
and curves of the body of Nepalese statue are fuller and round than those of Tamang 

bronze. Compared to Nepalese bronzes they look dispassionate ...... .. ............ In their 

bronzes the Tamang have a preference for portraying the historical Buddha, 
Padmasambhava, Vajrasatta, Avalokitesvara and Tara, while in their paintings they depict 
wrathful deities. Tamang bronzes display a stylization of devotional features. They possess 

a mystical intensity and are sometime endowed with a fascinating numinosity". "The Tamang 

bronze show compositional and stylistic similarities to Buddhist metal sculpture found in 

Bihar and Bengal, datable from the eight to the twelve centuries A.D., which do not show 

any stylistic relationship with the pala-sena art of the same period". The Tamang bronzes 

has independent characteristic of art, which exhibit no outer influence but reflect the aesthetic 

belief ofTamang on Tantrik Buddhism and their skills of metal artisanship. 

The Tamang of lower altitude are engaged in preparing 'hand-made paper' from time 

of their ancestor, due to which they were called 'kagatey '. This profession of paper making 

was concentrated in Tamang community but wave of globalizations also influence the paper 

making industry. The most of the artisan were of Tamang community and this industrial 

revolution, brought the industry into the hands of other racial groups. Tamang were not only 

making Thanka and bronze metal but they were equally interested in painting. The walls and 

interior of the Gumpha, the common worshipping centre of the Tamang, are decorated by 

exotic paintings of various deity of the Tantrik Buddhism. Their knowledge of art, colour and 

perfect execution made them popular among the community. The Tamang were very much 

skilled in making ' carpet '. The description of Kautilya in his arthasastra (2: 11:97-106) 

mention that woolen blankets and carpets were imported from twelve villages of Nepa/a. 

According to the Tamang chronology that Tamang are divided into twelve 'Kipat' or grama. 

The description of Kautilya and Tamang chronology has some meeting point that 'twelve 
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grama ofNepala' which proves the artisan quality of the Tamang. The carpets prepared by 

the Tamang have great demand because they use furs of sheep, goat and yak. 

The Tamangs are agro-pastoralist, and their habitations are from high altitude to the 
foothills of the Himalaya. Their economy system is mostly based on barter system, because 
their habitation area is sparsely populated, while most of the families are clan members of 

the same ancestor. As they are depend on agriculture, and skilled enough to make the 
artifact to cultivate the land and to store the commodities along with day-today necessary 
article or weapons. To till the land they prepare the plough (halo), Yoke (jua) by wood 

carving technique and Halludo (a rope for connecting the plough with yoke). The Tamang 
of the highland Himalaya, use to make the article of their everyday life these are; dalo (a 
kind of bamboo basket), Doko (a big eyed bamboo basket which carried on the back, 

Thunse (Bamboo or cane-band basket, without pores), Vhakari (a large basket for storing 
grain: a coarse matting made of split bamboo), Mandro (cane mate), Chakati (a small 
cushion or seat made of outer leaf of maize, Namlo (a rope with a band for carrying a load), 
and Dori (string or rope). They are also adept in making cloths of their use and weapon for 

cutting, digging, and even for hunting. Tamang villages are always in the fringes of the 

settlement and marketing system is based on traditional system of exchange, which most of 

the tribal do in their respective region. The surplus article of daily use is exchanged with the 

commodities which artisan do not have, which is called 'Barter System'. 

III 

Ethnographically identified folk dances and musical instrument: 

The ethnic identity is reflected in the folk culture and literature. The folk culture is one 

of the integral parts of the community. The folk dances are one of primary essence of the 
folk culture. Basically, folk dances represent the ethnic community and it displays the whole 
life-style of the group. The Tamang community is an assimilation of Bon, Buddhism and its 
primitive social customs. As it has variedness in culture, every culture directed the folk 
dances according to their tradition. The Tamang are jolly by nature, and their only medium 
of entertainment is folk dances and songs at the mela-jatra. The mela-jatra is like festival, 
where most of the tamang youth use to dance with their partner, which reflects the importance 
of folk dance to them. The socially influenced folk dances are most important to deal with a 
community, these are; 

'Damphu Naach' 

In Tamang society, there are varieties of dances but one of the most important and 
ethnographically identified folk dances is Damphu Naach. According to the Santabir Lama 
Pakhrin in his "Tamba Kaiten whai Rimthim" the Tamang use to portray all the occasion of 
their life through songs, and with the songs they dance with the beating of Damphu. Usually, 
Damphu Naach is performed in marriage and hair cutting ceremony and other festivals. 

'Chomlu Naach' 

This is a group dance, girls and boys make the two rows and expressing their love, 
nuttiness, through song is called Chomlu Naach. This dance is similar with the Syabru 
dance of the Sherpa and Yolmo of Himalaya. 
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Mhendomaya is another important ethnic dance of the Tamang community. This is 

reciprocal kind of song and dance system. In some places this form of dance has taken the 
top place of their entertainment. Generally, in marriages, and festivals they use to dance 

with song. 

The Tamangs are adherents ofTantrik Buddhism, while their social structure is based 
on Tamba culture and their customs also pervaded by this system, but considering their 
belief, which has penetrated significant influence on the their social life. In this belief system 

(Tantrik Buddhism), the role of the Lama (priest) is highly esteemed and important. The 
Lama supervised, all the religious ceremony ofTamang community even funeral too comes 
under the ritual periphery of a Lama. These Lamas, use to invoke the spirits for propitiating 

them in various occasions by chanting mantras and peculiar dance forms of religiously 
important. In tantrik Buddhism dance by priest Lama is an important aspect of ritual. These 

dance forms are: 

'Bakcham Naach' is the dance form collectively performed by the Lama. This is an important 

dance ritual of Lama, according to the Tibetan Buddhism which is prevailed in Tamang 
community. To perform this dance, it needs a typical religious dress and certain decoration 
to be fitted in religious ceremony. This dance is the symbolic representation of Buddha's 

victory over the demonic elements. 

'Mhanichepa' : This dance is influenced by the Sherpa ethnic community of Himalaya 

region. Generally, the follower of nyingmapa sect of Tibetan Buddhism use to perform this 

forms of dance in their various religious ceremony. This dance is performed around alter of 
fire with necessary item of oblation. For this religious dance men and women stands in row 
and Mhanichepa song is sing by the Lama priest and villagers danced making the circle of 

fire pit by uttering the om mha ni pad me hu mantra in sequence one by one. 

'Tormamharsho' is a dance form performed by the Lama priest during funeral ceremony 
of deceased person. This is thejhangtertradition of Tibetan Buddhism. The Tormamharsho 
dance is performed to complete the funeral ceremony and to bless the family of deceased 
person all happiness with free of all obstacle from the spirits of dead one. 

'Jungwa naach' is a ritual dance which is also performed in funeral ceremony. According 

to the Tibetan Buddhism, to complete the funeral, Lama Priest makes the effigy (Ghur) of 
dead person by clay and placed as a symbol of deceased one in funeral Mandapa (Dajeng). 
The ritualistic dance performed during the time of bringing the Ghur into the Mandapa is 
called Jungwa dance. 

The Tamang are identified as tribal ethnic community by virtue of this, there emerged 
various types of art, painting, and article. This assigned them an 'Identity' as cultural group. 
And in this context folk musical instrument is integral part of the Tamang identity. The 
Tamang tribe is also not untouched by the wave of modernization and assimilation, but still 
they use to beat the ethnographically identified musical instrument, which has been used by 
their ancestor. As Tamang are very much fond of music, their every occasion is finished 

with whai or song and dance in the beats of Damphu ( one side beating drum). 
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The 'Damphu' is considered to be the ethnic identity of the Tamang. The Damphu is 
used only by this community, especially during marriages, hair-cutting and in other ceremony 
damphu is essential, as the symbol of racial identity. As in most of the cultural ceremony the 

beating of damphu is an integral part, which makes it the 'cultural symbolism' of the Tamang 

community. Besides the cultural ceremony, the Tamang actively participate in festivals like 
mela-jatra with dancing in the beat of damphu. They follows the path ofTantrik Buddhism, 

but their social customs are headed by Tamba,· literally 'speaker, talker, mouthpiece (custodian 

of the rite and ritual) and in his description the damphu is a principal instrument to express 
his knowledge of rite and rituals through song or whai. Therefore, the damphu is a one of 
the most important pillar ofTamang ethnic culture. 

The preparation of damphu has a certain style, whereas it does not have any established 
theoretical conception of its making but there are many vague mythology of its existence. 

As Dr. Rajesh Gautam and Asoke K Thapa-Magar in their "Tribal Ethnography of Nepal 

Vol-II" ( 1994:279) has recorded the origin of damphu, as "according to the Tamang belief, 
the story begins in ancient times, when a man called Lama Pemdorje, went to the jungle to 
hunt. He is supposed to have killed a ghoral (wild mountain goat) and skinned off. After 

this, it is believed Pemdorje desired to make a musical instrument and so he felt the need for 

a piece of wood. Thus he cut a branch of a koiralo (Ambursing) tree and made a ring with 
the wood. Then he stretched the ghoral s skin over this wooden frame and fastened it at the 

edges with bamboo nails. Then he beat on this skin and heard the emergence of a soft 

sound". Then he saw a pair of Danphe or Muna/ (pigeon like Himalayan bird) bird, where 
a bird perhaps male one trying to impress other by making circle of the bird and sometime 
flying and sitting regularly, so Pemdorje, impressed by the act of Danphe or Muna/, imitate 

the act and he enjoyed it. So he made a replica of Danphe Bird and pasted at the top of 
Damphu with the split of bamboo. While beating the damphu, he played the split of bamboo, 
so accordingly replica of Danphe spring with the beats of Damphu. In this way Pemdorje 
spread the news of his invention by dancing like Danphe and Muna/ and popularized this 
instrument. Thus the damphu, which is said to have been invented by Lama Pemdorje can 
be seen playing by the majority of Tamang people. 

'Tungna' another important musical instrument played by most of the Tamang. This 
instrument is in totality the older version of modern Guitar and Violin. Tungna is made of 
wood, has the string to play same as in above mentioned instrument. Generally, to play the 
tungana, left hand holds the instrument and played the string by right hand like Guitar. The 

most of the Himalayan dweller use to play this, while for the Tamang, this is the supporting 
instrument, during dancing and singing in the beats of damphu. 

'Murchunga' (like wedge) is another most favorite folk musical instrument of the hill tribes 

of Himalaya along with Tamang. The tribal people of the Himalaya use to play the leaf of 
plant and make the sound favorite to ear as medium of avoiding loneliness and enjoy it as 
entertainment. Murchunga is a reformed version of playing leaf of plant and it is made of 

iron plat, which is gripping into the lips and played by the fingers. This is used by both the 

men and women folk of the Tamang community. They play the Murchunga, when they 
were in field or in jungle or in grazing their animals. This is the easiest medium of entertainment 
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used by most of the villagers in their respective working area. This is also used as a subordinate 
instrument with damphu and tungna during concerts. 

The Tamang are adherents of both Bon and Tantrik Buddhism, so their musical 

instruments too mixture of two religion apart from ethnographically identified musical 
instruments. The Tamang has greater influence of Tantrik Buddhism so they use mostly 
religiously sanctioned instruments during their religious ceremony. But instruments used by 

thejhakri or shaman are also not neglected because majority ofTamang has deep belief on 
shaman particularly in warding off evil spirits and curing of the some of disease. 

'Dhyangro'(daha) is one of the instruments used by the Tamang shaman. This is a flat 
drum made of the bark of koirala (Ambursing) and struck with the cane stick on both sides 
during warding off the evil spirits or to propitiating the demons . Usually, the Dhangro is one 
side beating drum but due to influence of Buddhism it is transform into both side beating 
drum. The Lama (priest) also uses Dhangro as principal instrument of their religious ceremony, 
whereas the Dhangro of Lama is both sides beating brum with a stick made of skin of ox. 

'Ghanta Bajra' or Dilbu Dorje, a small bell with sign of bajra used by the Lama (priest) 
during religious ceremony. 

'Damaru' a kind of small drum, played by waving the hands. This is used by both hindu and 
Buddhist to complete their religious accomplishment. According to the Buddhist philosophy 
the sound of two sides of Damaru, symbolize the masculine and feminine creator of the 
universe and propitiate them. 

'Kangling' made of shin of dead person. According to the tradition of Tantrik Buddhism, 
bone from below the knee of dead person, is used as blowing instrument after propitiating 

the spirits of that dead person by chanting the Tantrik mantra. During funeral ceremony it is 
blow from the hole of knee joint, it is actually to propitiate the soul of deceased person which 
is called Rab-ney. 

'Shankha' (Dhung) a counch shell. This is used by the Lama to invoke the God and Goddess 
during religious ceremony. 

'Jhyamta' (Bubchhal) is made of brass and broze. According to the Tibetan Buddhism, a 
pair of Jhyamta is compulsory. It will give the rhythm to other instrument during chanting of 
mantra. 

'Ghaling' a kind of clarinet but made of brass, 

'Lafa' is a wind instrument but it is fitted into three pieces, during blowing it has to stand on 

ground or it needs a carrier in walking motion. 

'Ghantimala'; a garland of small bells worn by jhakri or shaman. During the propitiating 
ceremony the jhakri use to wear ghantimala in his body. When jhakri trembles during 
invoking ceremony these ghantimala gives the sound. The Bon or jhakri wear this 
ghantimala to make his role much influential among the public 

In conclusion of this paper I must say that the intention of this paper is to project the 

Tamang tribe of the continent through their social structural process and some kind of specific 
ethnographic element. The wave of modernization is sweeping out most of the conventions 
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and tradition of various ethnic group of the globe but instead of such transformation there 
are some tribal groups which are still fighting for preserving their ethnic social values and 
norms and Tamang is one of them. The first section of my paper is about the internal 
structure of society and its various aspects which makes the Tamang a distinct ethnic group, 
and it shows how society is interlinked by the some cultural values. The second section of 
the paper tries to highlight living style of this community, their dresses and ornamentation, 

economic activity and even some handicrafts and painting which reflects the fundamentality 
of material culture of the Tamang. The third section of the paper shows some ethnographically 
identified musical instrument which are supposed to belong to this particular community but 
there are some instrument which are also used by Tamang which are from the religious 
perspective. The process of globalization also influenced this community; their social structure 
is now penetrated by outer force and began to be flexible form rigid norms of the society. 

The transformation in life style is reflected in apparel, economic activity and various material 
process which is totally shifted from pastoralist to industry based economy. This ethnic 
community instead of being influenced by modernization and assimilation and acculturation 
with various other ethnic groups did not lose their tradition in totality and able to continuing 
their cultural identity. 
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The Historical Geography of Pre-Colonial Bhagalpur 

Varun Kumar Roy 

It has been rightly observed that1, "the limits of the present district of Bhagalpur being 
purely artificial, no connected account of the territory that now bears this name can be 
expected. Its history must be sought for in the history of the large areas of which it forms a 

part." 

In length about 140 miles and breadth varying from 14 to 45 miles,2and situated in the 
rich and fertile valley of the Ganga and it is divided by it into two almost equal portions 
kingdoms of Anga and Mithila. During this period it was bounded on the north by Nepal; on 
the east, north of the Ganga, by the district of Purnea; on the south and east, south of the 
Ganga, by the Santahal Parganas and on the west by the districts of Darbhanga and Mongyr. 
The northern and the southern portions of the district, afford different physical characteristics. 
The north is the playground of rivers that flow from the Nepal hills, and the south has old 
alluvium soils, laterite uplands and hills. The northern portion is, therefore, subject of floods 
and the changing beds of the capricious hilly rivers, whereas the south is more stable, except 
the north-eastern corner, which is subject to occasional excesses of the two hill streams. 

In his journal (P. 73) Buchanan observes .............. (the name) "is said to have been 
given by the Mughal officers who collected a number of fugitives and defended them in the 
plains from the violence and depredations of the disorderly chiefs of the interior". 

The people of Anga unknown to the Rig veda are mentioned in the Atharaveda. 3 

There is lack of evidence in Vedic literature that Angas were non-Aryan people that came 
overseas to eastern India. They were, in fact, the district's the earlier Aryan 
immigrants4Titikshu, the second son of Mahamanas, who was seventh in descent from 
Anu, founded the Kingdom of Anava in the East and named it after his ancestor.5 The 
Asura King Bali begot by his wife Sudesna five Ksetraja sons, viz., Anga, VAnga, Kalinga, 
Pundra and Sumha, and the Anava kingdom that expanded and developed under the asura 
king was named after his sons, and the five kingdoms thus formed were named Anga, 
Vanga, Kalinga, Pundra and Sumha. Separated from Magadha by the river Campa, 
Ang a comprised the modern districts of Bhagalpur and Monghyr. The capital of Ang a was 
Malini, also called Campa Malini in the Puranas6 situated at a distance from the pilgrimage 
centre 7. No particulars are available about the kings in theAnga genecology till we come to 
Lomapada, also called Romapala, who is placed seventh in the genealogical list. Lomapada 
was a well known archer, and a great friend of king Dasarath of Ayodhya. Lomapada s 
great grandson Champa gave the name Chapa to the Anga capital, which was till then 
known as Malini, Champa, also called Champapur, was surrounded by groves of Champaka 
at the time of the Mahbharata. 8 The Buddhist works mention one queen Gaggara as 
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having excavated an artificial lake9, containing groves of Champaka trees on its banks. 
From the Ghampaka Sreshthi Katha a Jaina work, it appears that the town was in a 
flourishing condition. There were perfumer, spice-seller, weaver, washer man, etc. this fair 
and fortified city, with its ramparts, gates and watch towers was regarded as one of the six 
great cities of northern India. Champa was a very sacred place to the Jainas and the 

Buddhists. Parsva, the immediate predecessor of Mahabir, is associated with Champa. It 
was visited by Lord Mahavira who spent here three parjjusanas (raniy season retirement). 

It was also birth place ofBiraja-Jina author of Tankavatara Sutra, and also that of Palakapya 
Muni 10; birth place and the place of death ofBasupujya, 11 the 12th Jaina Tirthankara. Sona 

Kolaviza, the author of one of the Theragathas was a resident of Champa. At the time of 
Buddha, Champa was regarded as one of the six great unities of norther India, the other 
five being Rajagriha, Sravasti, Saketa, Kausambi and Benares. Ananda, the first and 

favourite disciple of Buddha, exhorted the later to give up his earthly body in one of such 

cities. Subhadrangi, the mother of Asoka, was born at Champa. Her father was a poor 
Brahm in who took her to Pataliputra and presented her to Bindusara, King of Magdha (34 7 

to 319 B.C.). Champa is also traditionally the abode of Chand Sadagar the story of whose 

son Lakhindra and his wife Behula is graphically mentioned in the Benglai poem called 
Mansar Bhasan. Snake worship and Behula Puja are still performed and a big Champa 
meta. The king of Champapuri had two beautiful places, one called Gandalata at Kuruchatter 

now called Karpat, seven miles east of Bhagalpur, near the Goghnala, and the other at 
Kridasthali near Pathargata on the confluence of the Ganga and the Kosi 12 • A number of 
Jakata stories 13 mention merchants taking ships at Champa, and then either coasting to 

Ceylon or adventuring may days without sight of land to Suvarnabhumi. The Periplus of 
the Erythrean Sea proves that Bengal (which included Bihar) maintained an active overseas 
trade with south India and Ceylon in the first century A.O. The commodities exported are 
said to have consisted of Malabathrum, pearls and muslins of the finest parts. 

After Lomapada the next famous king of Anga was Karna who built and held his 
court in Karnagarh. Major Welford 14 and Buchanan Hamilton, being lost in the maze of 
the royal dynastic I ist with about half a dozen of kings having the name of Karna, failed 

to determine Karna of the Bharat war and the builder of Karnagarh. Karna was a 
faithful ally of the Kauravas and a sincere friend of Duryodhana, the chief of the 
Kauravas. He was a pathetic victim of misfortune throughout his whole life. In reality the 

eldest of the Pandavas, he was never regarded as such by the Pandava brothers. Being 

deserted just after his birth by his mother Kunti, because he was born during her 
maidenhood by the Sun God, he was brought up by a worker in wood, who adopted him 

as his son. In spite of the social stigma of birth out of marriage, Karna was admitted to 

be one of the great heroes of the epic age almost unrivalled in war and bravery. It was 
not for the want of ingenuity in war, or lack of bravery, but out of sheer adverse fortune 
he was killed by the third Pandava, his adversary. 

II 
During the Buddhist age, we learn that Satanika Parantap, the king of the Vatsyas, 

whose capital was Kausambi, near Allahabad, attacked Champa, then under the rule of 
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King Dadibahana but particulars about the results of which are not known. It, however, 
transpires that sometime later, Anga grew powerful and there was no love lost between her 
and Magadha. For sometime Magadha remained an integral part of Anga. King Bhattiya 
of Magadha was defeated in war by Brahmadatta of Anga. But at a subsequent date the 
Goddess of Fortune frowned upon Anga and her prosperity was on the wane. Bimbisara 
(C. 603-551 B.C.), son ofBhattiya, revenged his father's defeat by putting Brahmadatta to 
death and annexing Anga to his empire. Champa passed to the hands of the Magadhan 
victor and remained as an appendage for centuries to come. After the death of Bimibisara, 
Ajatsatru (Kunika) (C. 551-519 B.C.) made Champa his capital but his son Udayin (C. 
519-503 B.C.) transferred the seat of Government to Pataliputra. With the loss of 
independence, the people of Champa lost all their morals and strength of character so much 
so, that in course of time they became notorious for their bad character. 15 

As a province of Magadha, Anga witnessed along with the other parts of the Empire, 
vicissitudes of fortune and an change of ruling dynasties. The Sisunagas, the Nandas, the 
Mauryas, the sungas and the Guptas ruled in chronological succession over Anga. The 
country must have felt the brunt of Kalings, Satavahana, Greek (Menander) and Kushana 
invasions. The end of the Kushana rule towards the first half of the 2nd century A.D. 
synchronizes with the rise of the Bharasiya Naga, who originally issued from Bagahelkhand, 
set up their rule in the Uttar Pradesh and east and west Bihar, of the or Champa. The Gupta 
rule that extended over Anga witnessed the renaissance of Indian art and a brilliant 
development of works in metals, such as iron and copper. A copper statue of Buddha about 
2½ feet in height, delicately executed, discovered at SultAnganj, testify to the place and its 
vicinity as producing marvellous specimen of handiwork in bronze and other metals. Fa
Hien, the Chinese pilgrim, who visited Magadha in the beginning of the 5th century A.D. 
while following the course of the Ganga descending eastwards, found on the southern bank 
the great Kingdom of Champa. 16 With the break up of the Gupta Empire, the later Guptas 
of Magadha, whose connections with the imperial Guptas have not been ascertained till 
now, established supremacy over Magadha. Adityasena, son of Madhava Gupta and the 
eighth king of the line possessed administrative talents and military skill that won for him the 
title of the "guardian of the world, by whose white umbrella the whole circuit of the earth 
was covered". An inscription of Adityasena discovered on the Mandara Hill 17 relates that 
both he and his queen Shri Kondadevi installed an image ofNarahari (Man-lion), an incarnation 
of Vishnu, on the hill, and t~at the queen performed an act of piety by excavating a tank 
named Papaharini 18 at the foot of the said hill. Adityasena was, as stated in the aforesaid 
inscription, "a ruler of the earti up to the shores of the oceans and a performer of Aswamedha 
and other great sacrifices". His kingdom included Magadha; Anga and VAnga. The political 
destiny of Anga next passed to Sasanka, the king of Karnasuvarna (near Berhampur in 
Bengal). Originally a military adventurer and a feudal chief entitled Mahasamanta, he extended 
his sphere of political influence in south Bihar, Benates and Gan jam (south Orissa). 

After Sasanka, the sovereignty of Anga passed to Harshavardhana, of Sthanisvara, 
who possessed undying reputation for warlike and peaceful activities. Hieun-Tsang, the 
Chinese pilgrim, visited India during the rule of this monarch and visited main Buddhist 
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centres. He had visited Champa, or Chen-po as he calls it, situated at a distance of 300 Ii or 
50 miles east of Monghyr. About Champa he writes 19 the Capital has the river Ganga to the 
north, the soil is level and fertile, regularly cultivated and productive; the temperature is wild 
and warm; the manners of the people are simple and honest. There are several sets 
sangharamas (Viharas) mostly in ruins, with about 200 priests. They follow the teaching of 
the little Vehicle (hinajana). There are some twenty Deva temples. The walls of the capital 
are built of brick, and are several feet high. The foundations of the wall are raised on a lofty 
embankment, so that by their high escarpment, they can defy the attack of enemies. 

To the east of the city 140 or 150 Ii the south of the river Ganh Ganga is a solitary 
detached rock, craggy and steep and surrounded by water20. On the top of the peak is a 

Deva temple. 

From what lie read in Hiuen-Tsang's account Cunningham concluded, that the political 
boundary of Anga then extended from Lakhiterai (Lakhisaai) to Rajmahal on the Ganga, 
and from Paresnath Hill to Kaina on the Bhagirathi21 • 

At this time Champa was under the rule of the Khetauris of Malorigin and was a 
powerful kingdom22• 

Gopala (C. 750-770 A. D.) the elected Pala King of Bengal, conquered Magadh and 
South Bihar in the third decade of the eighth century. Under Dharmapala (C. 770 A.D.) the 
son of Gopala the frontier of the empire extended to the west of the Sone river. As a 
Buddhist and a patron of education and scholarship, the Emperor of Bengal founded Shri 
Vikramsila Vihara on a hillock on the bank of the Ganga in Northern Magadh23 • 

Surrounded by a strong wall, the Vihara was constructed after a good design. With the 
central temple adorned with Mahabodhi image, there were all told 108 teachers inside the 
enclosure24 • The outer wall surrounding the whole monastery was embellished with artistic 
work, with a painted portrait of the famous scholar Nagarjuna adorning the right hand side 
of the principal entrance and that of Atisa on the left. The University of Vikramsila, also 
founded by Dharmapala included six colleges, and a central hail. Called the House of Science 
with its six gates opening on the six colleges. The gates of the University like those of 
Nalanda, it is said, were guarded by most learned scholars called D'vara-Pandits, who 
were the custodians of scholarship. Students were admitted to the university on the 
recommendations of these erudite gatekeepers. We come across the names of these six 
keepers of the gates, who worked as such, during the period 955-83 A.D. Ratna-kara 
Santi, E. Gate: Vagisvarakirti of Banaras, W. Gate: Naropa, N. Gate: Prajnakaramati, S. 
Gate: Ratnavajra of Kashmir, First central Gate: Janasrimitra of Gauda, Second Gate. The 
,President of the University was not only a scholar of outstanding merit but also a religious 
sage. Buddha-Jnana-pada, was the President during the time of Dharmapala: Dipankara of 
Srijnana Atisa was the head of the institution between 834-38 A. D. As an important 
feature of the administration of the University it should be noted, that the teaching was 
controlled and conducted by a Board of prominent teachers and that there was one joint 
Board for both the Universities ofVikramsila and Nalanda. The utility of maintaining one 
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uniform standard of teaching in the different Indian Universities that form the chief problem 
of the- present day educationists was very ably solved in India more than one thousand 
years ago. Thus we find there was an exchange of teachers between the Vikramsila and 
Nalanda University and scholars like Dipankara and Abhayakara working at both the places. 
As regards the working of the university, the rules and regulations governing the daily life of 
the resident studies and allied matters, nothing definite in details may be said. Nalanda is 
better off in this respect, the detailed working having been laid down by Hiuen Tsang, who 
was supplemented by I-Tsing. But no similar account ofVikramsila is available. Nevertheless, 
it goes without saying that "the success of the work of Vikramsila as a seat of learning is 
amply demonstrated by the quality and quantity of its output, the prodigies of piety and 
learning it produced, and the profound contributions they made to knowledge and region by 
their numerous writings which practically built up the culture and civilization of another 
country, Tibet."25 

It is worthwhile to refer to those eminent scholars of the Vikramsila University who 
were deputed to Tibet for working, and wrote outstanding works in Tibetan. Acharya Buddha 
Jnanapada, who held the post of, Acharya for ordination at Vikramsila, developed the 
study of Mantra-VajrAcharya, that was taught only at this University and nowhere else. 
The nine works that he wrote in Sanskrit on Tantra are lost but are preserved in Tibetan: 
Vairachana Rakshita, who wrote several works in Sanskrit and translated into Tibetan 
several Tantrika works, accompanied his Guru Padmasambhava to Tibet about 750 A. D. 
He was known as Mahapandita and Mahacharya: Jetari, an inhabitant of Varendra, and 
originally a student and later a professor won the title of Pandita: Prajnakaramati, already 
referred to as the keeper of the south gate, wrote several works in Sanskrit and Tibetan: 
Ratnakara, the keeper of the East Gate, having first obtained ordination at Odantapura 
University, 26 entered Vikramsila as a pupil of Jctari. He was the author of thirteen works in 
Sanskrit, and went to Ceylon at the invitation of the King to preach Buddhism. Jnana Sri, a 
native of Gauda and the keeper of the second Gate mentioned before, wrote several works 
in Sanskrit, that were later rendered into Tibetan by him; Ratnavajra of Kashmir, another 
gate-keeper, came to Vikramsila at the age of thirty-six or so, and by virtue of his scholarship 
won the title of Pandit: Vagisvara ofBanaras, also a gate-keeper of the University wrote in 
Sanskrit, and his famous work Hrityubanchanopadesa was translated into Tibetan. 
Dipankara Sri Jnana, also known as one of the greatest oflndian scholars, was born in 980 
A. D. in a wealthy family of Gauda. Having renounced his riches at an early age of 19, he 
entered a monastery at Odantapuri, and completing his education and obtaining mastery 
over Hinayana, Mahayana, Vaisesluika and Tantras sailed off to Suvamadvipa (in Pegu) for 
further studies. There he passed the next twelve years of his life and then returned to India 
and was elected Head of the community of Buddhist Monks of Magadha and Gauda, as a 
result of the victory that he had won over the monks in a discussion held at Bodhgaya. In 
reward of his merit King Nayapala made him the head of the Vikramsila University. At the 
invitation of the Tibetan King Ohm Chub, Dipankara proceeded to Tibet to purge Tibetan 
Buddhism of its many corruptions. He thus worked in Tibet for 13 years ( 1040-1053 A. 
D.) and passed away near Lhasa at the age of 73. Some 200 works on Tibetan and Buddhism 
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are ascribed to him. Viryasimha was an associate of Atisa and he helped the latter to 
translate his works in Tibetan. Athayakaragupta, a native of Gauda and a monk, began his 
life as the family priest of the King Rampala. A great writer in Sanskrit and a translator in 
Tibetan, he obtained the title of Arya-Mahapandita. He was present at Vikramsila at the 
time of the first Turkish invasion of Magadha. Tathagata Rakshita, a native of Orissa, and 
a Kayastha by birth, was at first a student and then a professor of Vikramsila, obtained by 
dint of merit the titles of "Mahapandita" and "Upadhyaya". He wrote on Tantra shastra in 
Sanskrit and later translated them into Tibetan. Ratnakirti, was a student ofVikramsila who 
was known as Updhyaya, Pandit and Mahapandit. His Tibetan translations are an asset to 
Tibetan literature. Manjusri, was another celebrated Pandit of Vikramsila who produced 
Tibetan translations of Sanskrit works. Dharmakirti, was a native of Tibet and a student of 
Vikramsila University. He translated many Sanskrit works into Tibetan: Sakya Shri Bhadra, 
was native of Kashmir and a reputed logician. He was at Vikramsila when the Muslims 

destroyed it. 

By virtue of their military conquests the Palas became the inheritors of Vanga (Eastern 
Bengal) and Gauda (Western Bengal). Anga forming a component part of the latter in 
those days. The Anargha-raghava ofMurari, who flourished in the latter part of the eighth 
century A.D., refers to Champa as the Capital of Gauda. This connection of Champa with 
a Pala King of Gauda has been inferred from the study of the Jaynagar image inscription 
also27 • The glory of the Pala empire won under Gopala and his two immediate successors, 
Dharmapal and Devapa/a (C. 810-815 A.D.) suffered a wane after the death of the last 
named sovereign, and during the reign of Narayanpala (C. 854-908), Anga, Vanga and 
Magadha paid homage to the Rastrakuta King Amoghavarsa I (814-877 A.D.)28 and to 
his son Krishna II (877-913 A.D. )29 In addition to this defeat Narnyanpala had also to eat 
the humble pie at the hands of the Pratihara King Mahendrapala I (C. 885- 910 A.D.). 
An attempt however, was made by Narayanpala to regain his lost prestige, and for sometime 
at least, he recovered north Bengal and Bihar and acquired sovereignty over Kanauj.30 An 
inscription dated the sixth year of the reign of Gopala II, the successor of Narayanpala, 
found at Jajilpara, in Maldah District, refers to the victorious camp of the King at Vataparvatika 
on the Ganga, referring obviously to Vateshwarasthana at Patharghata, near Co/gong. 
There are epigraphic references to some Chandella31 and Kalachuri incursions into Bengal 
in the 11th century A.D. In the 11th Century as well, Bagal and Anga suffered at the hands 
of Jatavarrnan the founder of the Jadava dynasty of East Bengal,32 and the Gangeya King 
of Dehala (C.P.)33 • Mathana also called Mahana, the maternal uncle of Rampala, the king 
of Bengal, became the feudatory ruler of the principality of Anga, paying obedience to the 
ruler ofBengaP4. Lakhsman Deva, the Paramara king ofMaiwa, and the great grandson of 
Bhoja, is said to have defeated them35 • 

Under the suzerainty of the Palas, Anga was influenced by the culture that developed 
under them. The Vedic culture that gathered strength in Bengal, received an impetus in 
Anga as well. Brahmins well-versed in the Vedas and the Vedangas, and adept in the 
performance of sacrifices received stipends and royal grants36• Saivism or the cult of Siva, 
which developed in Bengal in those days, was that of the Pasupata sect37 
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It was by means of conquest that the Senas, who were originally Karnata Kshatriyas coming 
to Bengal in the train of Vikramaditya VI, Chalukya, became the legal successors of the 
Palas in Bengal and Anga. Lakshmansena ( 1 I 85-1206), the son of Balla/sen, and an 
important and powerful king consolidated the Sena Kingdom. But the last days of his rule 
were unhappy and tragic. Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khilji, a follower of Muhammad ofGhor, 
being attracted by the prevalent conditions in Bihar, than almost unprotected as a result of 
the fall of the Gahadvllas, marched his Turkish troops to Bihar and Bengal and brought them 
under Muslim sway. The effects of this conquest over the country and particularly over 
Nalanda, and Vikramsila Universities has been fully narrated by the author of Tabakat-i
Nasiri, and need no reiteration here. In fact, the two Universities stated above were levelled 
to the ground, their students were either put to sword or scattered pell-mell and a great 
number of books put to the flames. 

Thus were by, Vanga and Anga brought under the sway of the Muslim rulers of Delhi, 
and were ruled by the Turko-Afghans, Saiyyads, Lodis and the Mughals in chronological 
succession. Bhagalpur formed part of Sarkar Monghyr, one of the seven Sarkars into 
which Bihar was divided at the time of Muslim conquest. Towards the close of the 14th 
century, Bihar was incorporated to the kingdom of Jaunpur and remained as its appendage 
for about a century when it was conquered by Hussain shah of Bengal and later by the 
rulers of Delhi. 

III 
The geography of this region played a significant role in pacing up the growth and 

development of the urban centers. The mushrooming of the marketing centers owes its 
allegiance to the keen interest shown by the Mughal rulers because of its strategic location. 
This region was the only military route from western India to Eastern India. The Uniqueness 
was the two Hill passes one connecting Sarker Munget via the the Kharaghpur hill and the 
other leading to Bengal called Sakrigali.38 

Bengal was considered to be a prized subha during the Mughal times . The only route 
to enter this area was though Bhagalpur via Teliagarhi fort. This fort stands on a plateau on 
the lower slope of the Rajmahal hills at the foot of which the Ganges flowed. Owing to its 
positions it was a placed of great strategic importance's and was known as, "The key of 
Bengal".39lves gives the following account of Teliagarhi fort as it appeared in 1757-"This 
is the only a wall carried on from the brink of the river which at this places is prodigiously 
rapid to the foot of the mountain and is almost un passable, like that at sicarigully, with thick 
woods and jungle and hat th is further impediment, that very near to the wall runs a rivulet, on 
the side of the will, seemingly in practicable to pass over. The bastions are without parapets, 
having eight sides that are not eight feet wide and they have contrived to guild the walls so 
artfully, that the rivulets serves for a ditch in front. The bastion ~all, which is alert 14 feet 
high and 50 yard long, entirely commands the river, which though it be thee fourth is a mile 
broad here, yet the current is such as the carry all boats close under the platform. 

In Siyar ul Mutakharin it is mentioned that "Telia-Garry is a fort that shuts up the 
passage into Bengal. It consists of a wall, strengthened with towers that expand from the 
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foot of the rocky bank of the Ganges. It was neither ditch nor rampart, and yet answers well 
enough the purpose in a country where they know nothing of sieges, and hardly any 
artillery."40ln the 16th and 17th Century Man Singh led his troops and made Bhagalpar military 
headquarter. 41 

The geographical location was also a boon for the traders. The Jain traders concentrated 
on the western outskirts of the towns. This was due to Champa Na/a which flows on the 
western boundary of the present city near Nathnagar.42 The geographical location of 
Champangar was significant since it was an important transit point for traders coming from 
North East Bihar and Nepal.43 

Another important advantage was that Bhagalpur was attached to jungle area inhabited 
by santhals. The first ruler who by passed this route was Shershah in 1538 AD. The 
importance of the route is that it is considered as the neck which connects southern portion 
of Bihar and west Bengal. The new immigration of the hilly people was through this route 
who got settled in the out skirt ofBhagalpur .. The fort was been described by Howell in his 
book "Interesting historical events." 

In the medieval times the availability of good transport facility in Bhagalpur was an 
important feature that barged trade and commerce. There was a chain of good roads. An 
important highway from Delhi to Lakhanauti passed through Bhagalpur. Another important 
route that touched Bhagalpur was from Varanashi via sahabad. A rood also originated from 
Bhagalpur that connected Bengal. Caption sherwill gives the prescription of an old Mughal 
road located on the banks of Ganges leading from Calcutta Via Rajmahal, Bhagalpur, Munger 
to Patna.44 George Dickinson in his report dated August 31, 1794 AD gave observation on 
the condition of road rout in Bhagalpur. He writes that the first rood went ward to the banks 
of river kiul. He also gives communication between Bhagalpur and Rajmahal, the road 
constructed by Prince Shuja.45 In the 18th century, the Marathas used this pass and invaded 
Bhagalpur. 

Until the recent modern age, the best means of transport was the waterways compared 
to the other modes of transport. All the world civilization flourished on the banks of great 
rivers.46 In case of Bhagalpur, the Principal River was the Ganges flowing on the Northern 
side of the town. Most of the travelers between 1640 and 1810 sailed at Bhagalpur as a 
break journey. The Mughals were not very much interested in the maintaining Navy, however 
during the Mughal period Golaghat was the chief station of Bhagalpur town. The martime 
activities led to the emergence of a small sarai near this Ghat Mayaganj and Barari were 
the two important ghats but afterwords due to the change of the river course Barari came 
to occupy the principal position. 

A survey of the English document also reveals us important of the ghats. An important 
Ghat described by Ann Deane as "the best one in the town" was located at Bilri Gunj 47 • 

The judicial records of the English East India Company mentions Khunjapur as a Prominent 
Ghat in the town48• The concept of "Nallas" was unique for Bhagalpur. Many Nallas 
connected the interior of the town with the river. These Nallas acted as the network of 
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transport in the town. The breadth of the nalla was quite large enough to accommodate 
large boats and small ships. One such example is the stream christened Chandei. To the 
south of the Ganges small stream descended from the highland to the south and flow in the 
north direction into the Ganges. One such stream called Chandu, was used for transport 
and communication purpose.49 

The climate of Bhagalpur to assisted in the growth of urban culture in the town. The 
round season started from June and Continued until September. The prevailing North Eastern 
wind tempted the travellers from Calcutta to sail in this direction. The season from October 
to March was very much suitable for the Europeans.50 This type of climate boosted the 
cultivation ofrice. The surpluses production of rice was used for export purpose. 

The bank of Kankar was ten miles broad and had dense growth of mang9, bamboos, 
Jack, Palm, date trees etc.51 these dense forests was also a great boon because it allowed 
the immigration of the hilly people. These new immigration settled in the outskirt of the town 
and established their household out of the wooden material. A European visitor described 
the town Bhagalpur as a "great town of thatch houses and a place of bows and arrows.52 

Another important advantage was the network of hills that surrounded Bhagalpur. 53 

In retrospect we can say that the past is not a dead past, but a past which is still living 
in present.54 However, in case of Bhagalpur the rich and juicy ancient past awaits for the 
scholars and historians of Ancient-India. Believed to be the old Hindu Kingdom of Anga, 
with its capital Champa, it is identified with modern Champa nagar.55 That historian who 
identifies, the plateau known as Karnagarh with the site of the ancient Capital, question this 
association of the capital with Champanagar. It is stated to have been built by a Raja Varma, 
but nothing definite is known about him, as Kings of these names are numerous in the lists of 
kings of Magadha. 56 Major Wellford, tries to reconstructthe names of the kings of Magadha. 
As the name Karna occurs frequently in this list, at eras varying from thirteen or fourteen 
century BC to four or five centuries.57 AD, it is obviously impossible to determine from 
which the fort of Karangarh took its name. Buchanan-Hamilton Concluded that there 
were at least seven important kings named karna who began to reign not long after the 
downfall of the Mauryan dynasty founded by Chandragupta Maurya,58 who rendered 
Magadha the beading province of India. It is believed tha the Chinese traveller. Heaven 
Tsang, after his term of years in the Buddhist monastery at Nalanda, travelled through 
South Bihar in the 7th C. A.D. Omitting the purely will tracts ofto the south, of which we 
have little or no mention in ancient times, the country land which Buchannan has surveyed. 
Called as Angadesh, the land of Aug as of Atharva Veda, the territory of King Lomapada of 
the Ramayan, of king Karna of Mahabharata, saw the rule of the Pala dynasty in the first 
half of the 9th Century. The Sen Kings gradually ousted them from Bengal and ultimately 
conquered Mithila, only to be vanquished by the Muhammandans under Muhammad Bakhtayar 
at the end of the twelfth century. About 1197 we conquered Bihar and about 1200 took 
possession of Gaur. When Babar's son Humayan tried to invade Bengal Shershah in the 
narrow defile between the Ganges and Rajmahal Hills, must have traversed Bhagalpur on 
this expedition, which ended in his disastrous retreat and flight to Persia where he remained 
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in exile till 1555 AD.59 From onwards continuous war fare were raged till the defeat of the 
last Afghan King, Daud khan, near Rajmahal in 1576 AD. The history of these areas is one 

of constant vicissitude. Order is restored to great extent under the strong hand of a great 

so ldier-administrator, Man Singh and there fort these districts from part of the suba Bihar 
under the emperor Akbar. The Sarkar of Munger, with its 31 Mahals, which developed into 

the revenue parganas, as described in the Ain-i-Akbari from the details, given in todar 

Mal 's rent roll of circa 1582, practically covered the ancient Kingdom of Anga, that is to 

say, it extended from the kiul river on the western boundary of Mahal surajgarh to the 

"strong wall. ..... extending from the Ganges to the hills ... became restricted to the pass of 

Garhi (the modern Telyagarhi). 60 

The history of a place owes very much to the geographical patterns. The growth of 

urbanization in Bhagalpur was attributed to the political patronage given by Akbar. However, 

it goes well to an English proverb that there is peace only after war. During the reign of 

Akbar this town on several occasions was made military station to conduct military expeditions 

for example in 1575 AD, Munim Khan and Raja Todar Mall, to flush out the Afghans from 

this region, carried out a military expedition.61 
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The Mahishyas : The Wrangle over Caste-indentity 

Sankar Kumar Das 

The history of Midnapur particularly of its south and south-west regions is in one sense the 
history of one movement in many respects. It is mostly the history of the movement of the 
Mahishyas, a caste community, for establishing their caste-position and for cultural assertion 
and also for political resurgence. The Mahishya claimed that they were a 'pure caste ' from 
time immemorial. They were all along a land-holding and land occupying cultivating people 
divided mostly in three classes viz landlords, tenants and agricultural labourers. During the 
Turko-Afghan and the Mughal rules the socio-economic set-up of the community, in spite of 
little communal troubles and administrative transformations, was quiet and placid, and it was 
in no way detrimental to their material and religious interests. 

With the establishment of the British rule in Bengal and the introduction of the Permanent 
Settlement the agrarian economy of the region was changed to a very great extent. It was 
then there began the rise and growth ofnew land-holders like zamindars andjotedars in the 
Contai and Tamluk subdivisions. Some of them again securing pattanis and pattas in the 
Sundarbans in the neighbouring 24 Parganas became latdars and chakdars. Some of the 
advanced Mahishyas took business as their profession and started business relations with 
the East India Company in respect of salt, mulberry and silk trades. Others again took 
services in the Company's merchant offices. 1 As a result a certain section of the Mahishya 
community of Midnapur particularly the Calcutta-based lawyers and trders thrived plausibly. 
It was at this stage the spread of progressive Western-ideas and the highly blowing 
Sankritization waves made the upper section of the community feel that their caste-identity 
and social position were not commensurate with their economic position. 

This was not all. There were other grave factors which prompted the Mahishyas to fix 
their caste-identity and to establish their respectable position in the upper caste dominated 
Hindu society. It seemed to them that the label 'chasa Kaivarta by caste' as it was being 
written in the property-deeds, was an ignominy. So there should be put a stop to it. Again it 
is more grievous that Brahman-Kayastha-Vaisya dominated upper caste Hindu society in 
almost every case ignored them by calling them 'chasa ' i.e. bucolics. In this connection 
high caste people often cited ingeniously composed slokas to hurt the feelings and social 
prestige of the Mahishyas, however honoured, wealthy and aristocrat they were. One of 
the s/okas runs thus: 

Asvaprsthe gajaskandhe athavii nariiviihane ca I 
tathiipi jiitimiihiitmyam na chiishii sajjaniiyate 11 

"A chiishii be he on horseback or on an elephant or on the shoulders of palanquin

bearers, can never be taken as a civilised person because of his inherent low caste qualities". 
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To ward off these attacks a good number of Mahishya zamindars ofMidnapur at the 
initiative of one Narahari Jana of Tajpur in Nandigram called a conference (1897) of the 
Mahishyas, particularly of Mahishya landlords in his zamindari estate to fix the caste-identity 
of the chasa Kaivartas and thus to establish their higher position in the upper caste-dominated 
Hindu society. In the conference it was unanimously resolved that the chasa Kaivartas 
would henceforth identify themselves with the ancient Mahishyas as mentioned in the Puranas 
and other Sanskrit Shastras. 2 The net result of the conference was the formation of the 
Jati Nirdharani Sabha with the whole-hearted support and collaboration and financial 
assistance of the local landed proprietors present in the meetings. The Sabha resolved that 
they will publish 'Mahishya Sama) ', a weekly Paper to give a wide publicity of the mission 
of the Jati Nirdharani Sabha, and thus to make the people of their community conscious of 
their high caste in the Hindu society.3 The Mahishya Sama) in its First Number wrote that 
they would persuade the Census Commission to schedule the chasi kaivartas as ' Mahishya'. 
In its following Numbers the Mahishya Sama) repeatedly appealed to the people of the 
community that they should always be loyal to the government and would try to secure the 
favour of the government abiding by its rules and regulations, and they would not participate 
in any anti-government agitation.4 Besides the Mahishya Sama) also wrote, " God has sent 
the English as the fortune-makers oflndia in a very auspicious moment. It would be the duty 
of all subjects to acquire from them all branches ofknowledge".5 Eulogizing on the Coronation 
of George V, the 'Mahishya Sama) ' wrote " Has the world ever seen such a big empire? 
Did the first emperor of the world ever dream of such a big empire? Let our agitated India 
be blessed with the sympathy and co-operation of the great emperor".6 The Sabha took the 
decision that it would carry on research work on the origin of the Mahishyas and on their 
present status in the Hindu society. Shortly afterwards the identification-move of the 
Mahishyas as distinct from other castes like Jalia (fishing) Kaivartas and patni Kaivartas 
(the boatmen kaivartas) and so on became an organized movement. The Jati Nirdharani 
Sabha started functioning through a good number of local Mahishya associations which 
sprang up in different districts like Nadia, Barisal, Faridpur, Pabna, Dacca and so on. In 
1901 the Sabha founded Bangiya Mahishya Samiti in Calcutta. Since then the caste
identity agitation became a vigorous movement, and it drew the attention of the government 
as well as of other castes in Bengal. In the Census Report of 1911 the Superintendent of 
Census Operations, Bengal wrote that" the ( caste-identity) Agitation was carried on with 
great energy by committees formed by influential persons ... " and that the agitation was 
well-founded . .. with evidences from the ancient Hindu Shastras, and with the opinions of 
the Nadia College of pandits, and the pandits of the Sanskrit College of Calcutta and also 
of the Benaras Sanskrit College.7 In the context of the caste-identity agitation the Census 
of 1901 decided to categorize the Indian population in terms of caste. This time the 
Superintendent made it clear to the Bangiya Mahishya Samiti that in the next Census the 
Mahishya caste question was to be given due consideration.8 

In view of the progress of the Mahishya caste-agitation the Jalia Kaivartas forwarded 
their claim to the Census Superintendent that in the Census they required to be scheduled as 
Mahishyas as they were originally the Mahishyas ofMahishmatipura of the ancient Haihaya 
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Kingdom of Central India, and that owing to some political and religious convulsions they 
left their original habitat and settled on Kimvartajanapada, a Haihaya territory, and in the 
6th century B.C. they came to be known as Kaivartas, as 'Kaivarta' is a variant of Kimvarta 
( kimvarta + an).9 Therefore the Kaivartas are the same as the Mahishyas, and there can 
have no distinction between the Mahishyas and the Kaivartas. The Calcutta Mahishya 
Samiti, a caste-society formed by the Jalia Kaivartas, hereby tried to make it clear to the 
Census Superintendent that Kaivarta is no caste and that the Kaivartas were originally the 
Kimvarta people. On these grounds the so-called Jalia Kaivartas would be scheduled as 
the Mahishyas in the Census. 

The claim of the Calcutta Mahishya Samiti that all Kaivartas irrespective of haliks 
and jaliks should be scheduled under the general title as Mahishya, led to a prolonged 
wrangle. 

In protest the Bangiya Mahishya Samiti put forward before the Census authorities 
lots of opinions of Sanskrit scholars to prove that the chasi (halik) Kaivartas are a distinct 
caste, a distinct endogamous group: and that they are different from the Jalia Kaivartas in 
origin, caste, and profession and also in social position. In this connection it is forwarded that 
in the Yanjavalkya and the Gautam Samhitas it is clearly stated that the dhivara (fishermen) 
kaivartas i.e. Jalia Kaivartas are the offspring of a Vaisya father and a Kshatriya mother, 
and they are a pratiloma caste while the chasi Kaivartas are according to Brahmavaivarta 
Purana and Padma Purana are the offspring of a Kshatriya father and a Vaisya mother, and 
they are therefore an anuloma caste. Therefore in respect of origin and character the two 
castes are poles apart. 10 

The long wrangle over the caste identity question at last came to an end in March 1911. 
On March' 11, O'Malley, Superintendent of the Census Operations, Bengal informed Babu 
Radha Nath Das, Secretary of the Calcutta Mahishya Samiti that all Mahishyas could not 
be termed under one general title "as the use of the term Mahishya is confined to the chasi 
Kaivartas only ... ". On the same date O'Malley sent this information to the Secretary of 
the Bangiya Mahishya Samiti. This was indeed a great success of the Mahi sh ya movement 
in the crucial test for caste-identity fought for more than a decade. 

Henceforth the Mahishya movement went on advancing with a great enthusiasm as it 
held before the chasi Kaivartas the hope that they would attain a separate caste status, and 
that they would thus obtain a step upward on the ladder of society, and that ' chasa na 
sajjanayate' would be warded off. But soon a cloud came over the movement. A split 
became open in the Subdi conference of the zamindars ofContai and Tamluk subdivisions 
ofMidnapur over the taking to of the Mahishya designation and the adoption of the Vaisya 
status for the chasi Kaivartas. 11 The traditional levers of power in the community like the 
high-born conservative Kaivartas expressed openly that they felt no interest in taking to the 
Vaisya status as they were content with their clean Sudra status. 12 While the poorer section 
of the chasi Kaivartas preferred their chasi Kaivarta designation to Mahishya. On the 
other hand the progressive and educated zamindars and lawyers and journalists claimed 
Vaisya status for the Mahishya community. As a result 'a sort of social revolution was on 
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the way in the Mahishya community'. But owing to the pervading influence of the zamindars 

andjotedars over the community the split did not stand. And the Mahishya movement was 

crowned with success. 

The Mahishya movement faced a new problem after the publication of the Census 
Report of 1921. Now it was so thought that the Census provided an opportunity to the low

castes like the Jalia Kaivartas and the Patnis and others that they might put forward claims 
to use the term Mahishya or a variant of it for attaining a higher status. Hence the low 
castes started a new agitation for achieving their desired goal with great enthusiasm. It was 

at this stage the Mahishya Sama}, the mouthpiece of the Bangiya Mahishya Sama), 
raised uproar and vehemently protested against this design of the low castes. In this connection 
the Mahishya Sama) warned that if the mercenary pandits would justify the totally unjustified 

claim of the Jalia Kaivartas and others on the basis of farfetched and concocted slokas 
from the Sanskrit texts, they would not be spared and they would not be accepted to act as 
honoured purohits in their rituals and social festivities. The purohit section of the priests 
was alarmed as this would pave the way for a social revolution. 13 Hence the contending low 

castes lost their stand to fight for rising steps up in their social ladder. As a result the 
agitation of the low castes for attaining higher status in the society did not proceed further. 
It was thus the caste-identity of the Mahishyas was firmly confirmed and socially established. 
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Coinage in Early Bengal and Pragjyotish-Kamarupa: A Peep into 
Comparative Study 

Debajit Dutta 

Of all antiquities that seem to be imperishable coins are the most important, since they bring 
to our own age the culture and customs of the forgotten generations when they were in 

current usages. 1 They provide a peep into the personalities of the potentates through the 

busts which are sometimes represented on them or give a glimpse of their proclivities through 

the devices and legends depicted on them. They make the past came alive. The importance 

of coins as a source of ancient history of India can hardily be undermined where genuine 

historical chronicles comparable to those of the west is not only rare bur almost unavailable.2 

Although coins don't adequately compensate with literary sources but coins are an important 

source of history- political, economic, religious and cultural.3 

The monetary system of an area is an index to its economic activities, hence for 

understanding properly the economic history of a given region and period we must know the 
relevant media of exchange. This particularly is true in the case of early Bengal and 

Pragjyotish-Kamarupa's (modern Assam) perspective. Money played a major role in the 

socio-economic and cultural life of the people of these two regions. The degree of monetization 
of trade was quite high though it was not carried on exclusively and in several areas even 

mainly or marginally with coins. The present write-up is an in-depth study of the system of 

coinage in Bengal and Pragjyotish Kamarupa prior to the advent of the Muslims in this 
region and it also intended to show the historicity of the system of currency in these two 

zones. 

I 

The territory known for centuries as Bengal is linguistically and to a great extent 

culturally a fairly homogenous unit. 4 The area in question actually consisted of four principal 

sub-regions, viz Pundravardhana 5 (mainly north Bengal), Radha 6 (present districts of 
Purulia. Bankura, Birbhum, Burdwan and parts of Howrah and Hugh Ii ), Vanga 7 (Dhaka
Yikramapura-Faridpur regions of Bangladesh) and Samatata Harikela 8 (Noakhali, Camilla, 

Chittagong areas in Bangladesh). Though intersected by rivers Bengal's major regions were 

linked in ancient period by political as well as cultural and commercial ties. Hence the 
territory concerned can be considered as a unit for study. Outstanding discoveries during 

the last few decades have established the numismatic history of Bengal as familiar with the 

coins and other forms of money in the early (upto. A.D 750) and early medieval (uptoA.D. 
1200) periods. These discoveries have increased our knowledge for the economic history of 
eastern India. 
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The use of minted metallic coins as the 
medium of exchange marks a big forward step 
in civilization especially in its economic aspects 
but how and when metallic coins were first 
introduced in Bengal is shrouded in mystery. 

But it is a proven fact that they were known 
and used several centuries before the 
commencement of the Christian era 9 • This is 
proved by some concurrent pieces of 

evidence. Firstly, the Mahasthangarh 
fragmentary stone plaque inscription, 10 

discovered from ancient Pundravardhana on 

the bank of Karatoya in Bagura now in 
Bangladesh is the earliest inscription (c. 3rd 

century B.C) of the undivided Bengal, contains reference to two types of prevailing currencies 

(a) Gandakas and (b) Kakanikas though their size and weights are unknown to us. In the 
early literature and later inscriptions the coins were generally known as Karsapana and 
when it was made of gold was known as 'Suvarna' or 'Niska'. Silver made Karsapana 
known as 'Purana' or 'Dharana'. While copper made named as 'Pana'. 

Secondly, the 'Periplus of the Erythraean Sea' records that a gold coin known as 
'Ca/tis' was in vogue in the market town of Ganga (Tamralitpti) at about the first century 
A.D 11 • But by far the most valuable evidence in this regard is furnished by the discovery of 
a large number of silver and copper punch-marked 12 and cast coin most of them dating 
back to the pre Christian epoch. These have been found sometime in large number in various 
localities of the province especially in the neighborhood of Bera Champa (24 parganas, near 

Manda, Dist. Rajshi), 13 and Wari-Bateswar (Dacca). 14 Of these two places Wari-Bateswar 

hoard is extraordinary for its unique coins. So far six earthen pots containing punch-marked 
coins had been found in the Wari-Bateswar region. Some of the coins were unique as they 
bear the design of fish, boat, plants and animals depicted in typical Bengal style . Unlike the 

Maurya and pre Maurya punch-marked coins these pieces uniformly had only four marks. 
The weight of the coins indicates that these are half Karshapanas. In comparison with the 
Mauryan punched-marked coins these pieces are comparatively larger and thinner and are 
of somewhat inferior in their metal content and in the production of impression of dies on 

them. 15 The fairly high number of coins found in Wari-Bateswar area and semi specious 
beads of outside origin unearthed here mark the locality as a trading zone. However there 
are good reasons to think that these punch-marked pieces 16 present the earliest coinage of 

Bengal. The symbol punched on these coins 17 are often similar to those found in the other 
parts of India a fact which shows that from very early times Bengal followed the main 
currents of general Indian economic life. 

The Kushanas brought new ideas in the coinage of India and a few coins of the 
Kushana kings have been discovered in Bengal but there is nothing to show that they were 
used as medium of exchange within the province. They might have come by the way of 
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trade along with pilgrims or in the trail of an 
invading army 18 . So far the most important 
Kushana coins unearthed in Bengal are three 
coins bearing 'standard king :Nanaia', 'standard 
king; four-armed Siva' and 'standing king : 

indistinct' types of gold specie of the Kushana 
monarch Kaniska I have been found 
respectively at Mahasthangarh, Pandu Rajar 
Dhibi and Tamluk. One gold coin ofHuvishka 
has been unearthed at Dewanati and another 
has been reported from Farakka. Besides 

these the finds of Kushana copper coins are 

much more numerous. Copper issues ofVima, 

Kaniska I, Huviska, Vasudeva are reported from 24 parganas, Bardwan, Midnapore and 
Hooghly districts. 19 

With the establishment of the Gupta Empire, Bengal shared in the currency system 
introduced and maintained by the Gupta rulers. The coinage of the Gupta monarchs was 
based essentially on gold and silver, though copper was not unknown. The discovery of a 

large number of Gupta coins both of gold and silver in almost every part of Bengal shows 
that they come into fairly wide circulation within the province, though for ordinary transactions 
the cowries- shells continued.20 Some of the most important sites where Gupta coins were 
found are the king and Queen type gold coins of Chandragupta I have been unearthed in the 
districts of 24 parganas and Badwan. Among the gold coins of Samudragupta found in 
Bengal are pieces belonging to the standard type (unearthed in the districts of Bardwan, 
Hooghly, 24 Parganas and Midnapore and a locality now in Bangladesh), Archer type (found 
in the 24Parganas) and Aswamedha type ( discovered in Com ilia districts). Of the gold coins 
Chandragupta II several pieces of the Archer type have been reported from Kalighat ( in 
Kolkata) and districts ofHooghly, Bardwan and 24 Parganas and the districts ofFaridpur, 

Bogra, Jessore and Com ilia of Bangladesh. Kumargupta I is represented so far in Bengal by 
the gold pieces belonging to the Archer type (found in the Hooghly districts), Elephant rider 
type (discovered in the Hooghly districts), Horseman type (unearthed in the Midnapore and 
Hooghly districts), Lion slayer type (Hooghly, and Bardwan districts) and Kartikeya type 
(noticed in the Bardwan districts). A king and Lakshmi type gold pieces of Skandagupta 
was found in Midnapore district. Besides this, different localities of Bengal namely Kalighat, 
Ranaghat, Bardwan, Hooghly have yielded the Archer type ofKumargupta II, Vainya Gupta, 

Narasaimha Gupta, Kumargupta III and Vishnugupta's coin in various times. 21 Extent 
specimens prove that the earlier gold coins of the dynasty followed the standard of their 
Kusana prototypes weighing about l 22 grains, but from the time of Skandagupta onwards a 
deliberate attempt seems to have been made to revert to the old Hindu Suvarna standerd of 

146.4 grains. 22 The silver coins of the Gupta monarchs show considered variations in weight 
but those circulating in the central and eastern provinces of the empire appear to have 
approximated the standerd weight of silver Karshapana, i.e. 36 grains. 23 
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With the political disintegration of the Gupta empire a number of small independent 
kingdoms emerged in Bengal in the post Gupta period. The availability of the numismatic 
and epigraphic data relating to the coins and currency system of this age now provides 
enough scope for fresh study of the exchange system of this period. The successive dynasties 
like the Khadgas, Devas, and Rathas issued coins to facilitate the mercantile community. 
The immediate successor of the Gupta monarchs in Bengal followed the Gupta style of 
minting coins at the time of minting their own currencies. Thus coins however, although 
conforming to the weight of the later Gupta gold coins are in most cases debased in metal 
content and inferior in style and execution in those of their prototypes. Among the dynasties 
of this period Sasanka of Gauda undoubtedly established the supremacy over the deltaic 
region ofundivided Bengal. The discovery ofa number of gold coins of Sasanka from south 
eastern part of Bangladesh has been noticed recently. Sasanka is credited to have issued 
coins mainly made of gold, but a few silver coins of Sasanka have been discovered from a 
recent exploration in lower de I tic region of West Bengal 24 • Besides the coins of Sasanka a 
few coins of Samachardeva has been discovered. In the Ghugrahati copper plate inscription 
of Samachardeva proves his rule in Varakamandala. His coins have been recovered from 
various hoards unearthed at Muhammadpur and at Hasnan in the Hooghly districts. 25 

Numismatic scenario of Bengal from c 750 to 1200 AD perhaps offers maximum 
complexities and has generated immense scholarly controversies. The political situation is 
ce1tainly dominated by the Palas ( c 750-1075) and the Senas (c 1096-1205) who however 
did not control all the four major sub-regions of early Bengal. While these two were the 
major regional powers of Bengal during the early med ieval period but the Samatata and 
Vanga areas were ruled by the Chandras (c 900-1055), the Varmans (c 1055-1145) and 
the later Devas (last qua1ter of the 12th century to c 1290). What strikes us is the total 
absence of gold currency of any ruler of Bengal from c 750-1200. No less important is the 
fact that despite being the outstanding powers of eastern India, the Pala and the Sena kings 
are not known to have minted any metallic pieces as medium of exchange. Stray discovery 
of a coin .called Sri Vigraha have been recovered from a few sites. No other information 
has been gathered yet. But on the other hand inscriptions of the Palas and the Senas often 
refer to coin-terms like Purana, Dharana and Dramma 26 all of which stood for silver 
coins of the Karsapana weight standard (32 ratis or 57 .6 grains). In some records of the 
Senas and a few other rulers the term Churni has been used as a medium of exchange. The 
inscriptions of the Senas and those of more or less contemporary powers occasionally speak 
of the use of Kaparddaka-Puranas 27 as a currency. The term kaparddaka stands for 
cowry shell. The image of the circulation of cowries as a currency in early-medieval Bengal 
gains ground from the availability of cowries from the excavations at Paharpur (Bangladesh) 
and Colgong (near Bhagalpur). 

The absence of coins of precious metals in the Pala-Sena domains and the regular use 
of cowrie shells has led some scholars to infer that Bengal suffered from 'monetary anaemia'. 
The monetary anemia is thought to have been a consequence of languishing trade in Bengal 
and the onset of the self-sufficient, enclosed, rural, feudal economy. Later on scholars like 
R.S. Sharma described this as an example of the growth offeudalism on Indian soil since 
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the post Gupta period.28 Although cowries are perceived as a poor substitute for metallic 
money as a medium of exchange and these at the most were used in small-scale and local

level exchanges. The perception that cowries were restrictive of long distance trade does 

not stand scrutiny as cowries were not native of Bengal and were themselves brought to 

Bengal from far away Maldives by sea trade. 29 

Though the Pala-Sena realms did not yield any coins of Bengal, the south-eastern 

most part of Bengal presents a significant contrast to this. Harikela is noted for its 

uninterrupted silver coins of excellent metallic purity and content from the 7th to the 13th 

centuries. 30 Harikela which included initially the region of Chittagong and later also the 

areas of Comi Ila, Noakhali and Sylhet and parts ofTripura witness the circulation of a series 

of highly pure silver coins. These coins bear a recumbent bull and a legend referring to 

Harikela on one side and a tripartite symbol on the other. The intended shape of these coins 

is round. Their size varies from about 2.6 X 2.8 ems to 3. 7 X 3 .12 ems. The weight generally 

varies from about 5 to 7 .5 gms, though pieces of lesser weight are also known. Besides this 
on the ground of paleographic features of different coins, another series of coins were 

known in Harikela. These coins are known in two denominations, the weight of the higher 

ranging from 2.3800 to 3.3660 gms and that of the lower from 0.8392 to l .9912 gms. The 

weight standard was changed in the second series of coins of Harikela in order to relate it to 

the well known Purana weight standard of 32 ratis (i.e. 57.6 grains or 3.7314 gms). 

Stylistically, typologically and metro logically the silver coins ofHarikela must be related to 

the silver coins of the 'Chandra' dynasty of Arakan (Burma). 31 The dynasty ruled from 
about the middle or the third quarter of the fourth century to some time of the 8th century 

A.D with a possible interregnum in the 6th -7th century. 32 This was not possible since the 

Chittagong districts region of Harikela was contiguous to Arakan where the Chandra coins 
were in circulation. 

II 

The territory included in Pragjyotish Kamarupa in the early centuries of this millennium 
was almost the whole of the present north-east India. This part oflndia was never included 

totally by the mainstream ruling dynasties oflndia before the advent of Muslims. Before the 

advent oftheAhoms in thirteenth century the territory was ruled by various small dynasties 
like Naraka, Varmana, Salastambha and Bhouma-Naraka dynasties. These dynasties were 
small and till now no numismatic specimen is yet to be found. Though the Mahasthangarh 

inscription 33 partially suggest that the ancient kingdom of Pragjyotish-Kamarupa was a 

part of the Maurya Empire but one can not ignore the significant fact that we have not 
discovered in Assam any punch-marked coin yet, which was the regular currency of the 

Mauryas, although such coins have been found in considerable numbers in Bengal. Surprisingly 

. it is the fact that we have not found in Assam any of the abundant issues of the Gupta even, 
though we know that the province of Pundrovardhana or North Bengal formed a part of 
the Gupta empire from the fourth to sixth century A.D. and the ancient Assam or the 

Pragjyotis Kamrupa country was separated from the Pundravardhana territory in the 

west only by the river Karatoya. 34 In the same context we have to remember that 
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Pushyavarman of Assam and his successor appear to have had political relation with the 
Gupta emperor probably as subordinate allies of the latter and that it is difficult to accept 
complete lack of trade between Assam and Gupta Bengal especially when the spread of 
Gupta influence in Assam is evidenced by the use of Gupta years 5 IO (829A.O) in the 
Tezpur inscription of Harjaravarman. 35 

But a number of gold coins of the imperial Gupta type were found by the laborers 
while digging the earth near a temple at Paglatek on the south bank of Brahmaputra about 
fifteen kilometers west of Goalpara in Assam. This coins believed to be the oldest discovery 
of coins in Assam.36 To comment on these coins O.C Sircar suggested that ' considering the 
practical lack of numismatic tradition in early Assam and the identity of the Paglatek coins 
in type and weight with that of similar gold coins found in considerable number in Bangladesh 
and Tripura, the Paglatek coins would appear to have gone there from the adjoining eastern 
regions of Bangladesh where such coins were being issued for a few centuries after 
Sasanka's death in the first half of the seventh century A.O.' 37 Recently after re-examining 
the coins of Paglatek hoard at the Ohubri state museum Mr. S.K.Bose have been deciphered 
as Sri Kumara. In Sy-Yu-Ki, Hiuen Tsang mentioned Bhaskarvarman as 'Sri Kumara '. 
From literary and other sources we find that coins were in use in Kamarupa during 
Bhaskaravarman's time but none such has yet been found . It is claimed that the coins baring 
legend 'Sri Kumara' may be issued by the great ruler Bhaskarvarman of Pushyavarman 
dynasty of Kamarupa. 38 If the claim is accepted the existence of coinage in Assam may be 
pushed back to the middle of the seventh century. It may be mentioned that 'Kumara' is the 
name of another ruler of Salastambha's house who ruled in Kamarupa during eight century. 
Much information about the 'Kumara' is not available whose tenure was not as long as 
Bhaskaravarman allies Sri Kumara. 39 

In the first half of the seventh century A.O., the great king Bhaskaravarman of Assam 
had very close relation with Bengal, Bihar and Uttar Pradesh not only as an enemy of 
Sasanka and a friend ofHarshavardhana but also as a visitor ofKamasuvama, Kajangala, 
Prayaga and Kanyakubja and must have seen the gold coins of Sasanka and the silver 
issues of Harsha. Still we have not discovered even a single coin ofBhaskaravarmana. The 
explanation must be that the bankers and traders men of seventh century Assam did not feel 
any necessity of coins because they could manage with barter and such media of exchange 
as cowrie shells and others. 40 Thus even if Bhaskaravarmana issued any coins they were 
meant for use at particular occasions and were minted in small numbers. We know that this 
is the reason why specimens of even late medieval coins with known literary mention have 
not been discovered. 

The next numismatic development of significance which have undoubtedly proved the 
existence of metallic coin in Assam as back as in ninth century A.O., are coins from two 
other hoards, both are from tea gardens. The first lot of thirty three coins was unearthed in 
seventies at Ohulapadung tea estate near Tejpur. D.C.Sircar then opined that 'these 
finds ..... seems to suggest that these coins were issued on a particular occasions and limited 
number' 41 • But subsequent discovery of 2089 coins, recently in a hoard at Tulip tea estate 
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near Dhakiajuli and some more Nakuchi Bargaon in modern Kamarupa district has proved 

beyond doubt that coins were in use as money in Assam much earlier than what have been 
believed so long. 42 These coins are roughly round shape and their weight varies between 
1.94 and 15.87 grams and their diameter between 2.5 and 3.1 centimeters. 43 The chief 

interest of the hoard is that the thirty three coins bear a blank reverse and show a single 
letter obverse legend which is Ha on some specimens and Va on other. The letter Ha, which 
may be assigned to the ninth century A.D., on paleographical grounds, would suggest that 

the coins may be ascribed to the same century. These types, bearing Ha, Va and Ta in 

Brahmi script have so far been identified and linked with Harjavarmana, Balavarmana or 
Valavarmana and Tyagasimha all of the Mlechcha dynasty of Salasthambha who ruled in 9th 

century in this region. 44 No other similar coins are known in this region or in any neighboring 

region before or after the period so they represent a unique numismatic phenomenon. The 
simple design of a single letter implies that there are no religious dimensions to the issue. 
The choice of copper and the fact that no examples have been found outside Kamarupa 
itself implies that internal use was intended. The fact that they have only been found in a 

few places rather than widely spread seems to indicate that they were used to facilitate 
trade in few markets rather than used as a wider store of wealth. Numismatist N.G. Rhodes 

has some different clarifications regarding this copper coins. According to him trade seems 

the most likely reason. The Nan Jiao kingdom in south western China was growing in 
importance at this period and it was keen to acquire cowrie shells which formed the main 
currency of this region. Kamarupa may have identified a trading opportunity in the export of 

shells to China and the copper coins may have been issued to ensure that market traders at 
home were not inconvenienced by the consequent scarcity of cowrie shells available for 
local use. 45 

Thus from the above study we may came to the point that though the system of 
coinage in Ancient Bengal and in Prajyotish-Kamarupa was not well defined but the concept 
of a common media of exchange prevailed in these two regions. With the political ups and 
downs in various times the strength of the monetary system also hampered. As such there 
was no powerful dynastic rule in both these two regions the central authority that means the 
ruling dynasty of the central Gangetic valley controlled the mode of monetary operations. If 
we consider these two regions as a common unit of study then we can find so much similarity 
in analyzing the facts. From the time of the Mauryas this part of the country became 
incorporated though partially in the mainstream Indian politics. As the Mauryan political grip 
over the two regions was not so much powerful so we can not find a regularized monetary 

system here which can be noticed other regions especially in the upper Gangetic valley. In 

the post Mauryan period also faced the same problem. As the foreign inroads in India during 
the 2nd century B .C. to 2nd century AD. mainly came from the north-western front so the 
major ruling dynasties of this period namely Sakas, Kusanas, Indo-Bactrian and others 

confined their rule in the western part oflndia and they introduced a well organized system 
of currency in their respective territories but as eastern India remained out of reach of their 
direct political control so it was impossible for them to establish a well established currency 

system in eastern India. In the time of the Guptas first a large portion ofland came under the 
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direct political control as the Pundravardhana or modern North Bengal formed a part of 
the Gupta Empire, though other parts remained outside of the Gupta control. From Gupta 
onwards trade and commerce flourished in this part of India and side by side of this commercial 
development, the necessity of a universal unit of exchange developed. Though the volume 
of issuing coinage was very limited but it helped a lot in future especially in the period of the 
Muslim rule in eastern India to establish a powerful monetary system. 

Notes and References 

1. Crowther Geoffrey, (1955) An Outline of Money, p.4, London. 

2. Sharma R.S., (2005, reprint) India s Ancient Past, p. 18, Delhi. 

3. Bhandartkar D.R., (1921) Lectures on Ancient Indian Numismatics, pp. 1-36, Kolkata. 

4. Majumdar RC ( 1943) (Ed) The History of Bengal, Vol- I, Hindu Period, p-1, Dacca, 

5. Ibid, p.20 

6. Ibid, p.20 

7. Ibid, p.15 

8. Ibid, p.17 

9. Chattopadhyay B.D., (1977) 'Currency in Bengal', Journal of Indian History, Vol.LY, 
pt.III, pp.42-45: R.K.Sarmadhikari, (1984) 'Some Observations on the Coins of Early 
Bengal', Indian Museum Bulletin, Vol.XIX, pp.38-47. 

10. Sircar D.C (Ed, i 965) Select Inscriptions, Vol. I, Calcutta University, pp. 70-80, Calcutta. 

11. W.H.Schoff (Tr, 1912) London The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea, p.47, London. 

12. Mukharjee B.N., (1997) Techniques of Minting Coins in Ancient and Medieval India, 
New Delhi. 

13. Annual Report of Archeological Survey of India, 1922-23, p. 109, Delhi. 

14. Jahan Shahnaj Husen, 'Wari-Bateswar: An Important Center of Maritime Activity in 
Ancient Bengal' Journal of Bengal Art, Vol. 4, 1999,pp. 209-210. 

15. Mohammad Razaul Karim, 'Wri-Bateswar a Chhapankita Raupya Mudra, Ekti 
Prastavana' (in Bengali) ltihasa, Vol. XXVI, no. 1-3, pp.5-6 

16. Sircar D.C, (1968) Studies in Indian Coins, pp. 5-6, Delhi, 

17. Punch-marked coins bear numerous symbols, e.g., bird, animal, human figure, tree, hill, 
river, sun, crescent, wheel, etc. The exact significance of many of the symbols is still 
remains uncertain. D.C.Sircar, Ibid, p.6. 

18. Mukharjee B.N., (1992) 'Kushana Coins in Bengal - An Appraisal', Indian 
Numismatics, History Art and Culture, Essays in Honour of Dr. P.L. Gupta, edited 
by D.W.MacDowall et.al., Vol.I, p. 162.Delhi. 

19. Mukharjee B.N., (2000) Coins and Currency Systems of Early Bengal, pp. 24-25, 
Calcutta. 

83 



20. See H.C.Raychaudhury, (2006, reprint) Political History of Ancient India, p. 558, 
New Delhi. 

21. Mukherjee B.N, Coins and Currency System in Gupta Bengal, pp. 50-51, Delhi. 

22. This is only a general statement and must not be taken too literally. For a detailed study 
of the metro logy of the Gupta coins, see Allan, ( 1914) Catalogue of the coins of the 
Gupta Dynasties, pp, cxxxi-cxxxv. London. 

23. Ibid. p. cxxxiv. 

24. Bhattacharya P.K., (1980) "On Coinage of Sasanka", in Coinage of Bengal and its 
Neighborhood, Numismatic Society oflndia, pp. 8-12, Varanasi. 

25. Bhattacharyya Arnita ( 1980), 'The Reverse Legend on Samachardeva 's coin, in Coinage 
of Bengal and its Neighborhood, Numismatic Society of India, pp. 13-17, Varanasi 

26. Indian Museum Bulletin, (1982) Vol XVII, P. 68. 

27. Indian Historical Querterly, (1932) Vol. VIII, pp. 595-99, 

28. cf. Sharma R.S., (1965) Indian Feudalism, Calcutta University. The theory of Indian 
feudalism has been strengthened by archaeological evidence of the decline of many 
major Gangetic cities as indicated of de-urbanization since post-Gupta period onwards; 
R.S.Sharma, (1972) 'Decay of Gangetic Towns in Gupta and post Gupta Times', 
Proceeding of Indian History Congress, 33 rd Session , pp.92, 104 ; B.D. 
Chattopadhyaya, however does not consider the trend as conclusive as he thinks the 
establishment of new cities during this period may have balanced the decline of old 
ones, B.D.Chattopadhyaya ( 1974) 'Trade and Urban centers in Early Medieval India', 
Indian Historical Review, ( 1-2), pp.203-19. A comparative study of' feudalism' is aimed 
at an International Seminar at the University of Sydney, which resulted in a stimulating 
publication on Feudalism: Comparative studies Ed. By Edmond Leech and others, 
( 1985), The Sydney Association for Studies and Culture, Australia. 

29. Mukharjee B.N., (1983) 'Media of Exchange in Trade of Mid-Eastern India, c. 750-
1200' The Journal of the Numismatic Society of India, Vol. XLV, p. 159. Varanasi. 

30. Mukharjee B.N., (1982) 'Place ofHarikela Coinage in Archeology of Bangladesh' Journal 
of the Varendra Research Museum, Vol. VU, p. 59, Rajsahi. 

31. Phayre A.P., Coins of Arakan, Pegu and Burma, p. 30 and pl.xi fig 11; Bulletin of the 
School of Oriental and African Studies, Vol. XI, pp. 383-84, 1946 

32. Sircar D.C., (1968) Epigraphia lndica, Vol. XXV, p. 64, Delhi. 

33. Sircar D.C., (1965) Select Inscriptions, Vol.I, pp. 79-80.Calcutta. 

34. Sircar D.C., (1971) Studies in Geography of Ancient Medieval India, p. 159, Delhi. 

35. Sircar D.C, (1968) Studies in Indian Coins, pp.289-90, Delhi. 

36. Barpujari H.K., (1994) Comprehensive History of Assam, Vol III, pp. 55-56. (Article: 
S. Chattopadhya), Guwhati . 

37. Sircar D.C, (1977) Early Indian Numismatic and Epigraphical Studies, p.48.Calcutta. 

38. Mitra Anup., (2001) Coins of Ahom Kingdom, p. 24, Kolkata. 

84 



39. Ibid, pp.15-27 

40. Sircar D.C, (1982) Epigraphia India, Vol, XIII, pp. 289, Delhi 

41. Barpujari H.K., op. cit. pp. 55-56 

42. Numismatic Digest, Vol. 18, 1994, pp. 121-133 (article: S.K.Bose) 

43. Sing J.P and N. Ahmed (Ed), (1978) Coinage and Economy of North Eastern State 
of India, p.4, Numismatic Society oflndia, Varanasi. 

44. Barpujari H.K., op. cit. p. 148, (article: B.N.Mukharjee) 

45. Presidential Address given by Nicholas Rhodes in NE/HA Conference, (2004), pp. 3-4, 
Shillong. 

85 



Karatoya: NBU J. Hist. Vol. 5 :86-100(2012) ISSN: 2229-4880 

'Asset' to Burden : A Changing Profile of Raj banshi Women (1875-1975) 

Utpal Roy 

Abstract: 

The Rajbanshi is one of the dominant caste§ pf the northern part of Bengal, 
Assam and Rangpur District of Bangladesh. Recently, some scholarly attempts try to 
consolidate the historiography of the North Bengal in the socio-cultural, political 
and economic point of view. This paper is related with the historiography of the gender 
study of North Bengal which will try to reckon the factors responsible for the social 
degradation of the Raj bans hi women within a century between the years 1875 to 
1975. 

I 

Asset: 

Social degradation of the Indian women was started at the end of Rigvedic era. The 
socio-economic deprivation of women has been continued before the starting of western 
education and social reform movement in the 19th century. Although, few steps like protest 

against' sati' was taken by Humayun and Akbar during Mughal period, but the condition of 
women remain unchanged before 19th Century. Prominent Brahmanic literatures of ancient 
India reflex the miserable condition of the ancient Indian women. In the Gita, women were 

explained as 'papayoni' who were need to 'parang gati' or 'nirvana' like as Visya and 
Sudra1• According to Agnipurana the women had no right to recite the 'mantra' in the 
ceremonial occasion2• As said by Manusmriti and Sukranitisara women, son and slave 
were 'adhana' or subordinate under the family's head and had no property right even 
whatever they earn3• Manu and Yajnavalka clarify that women never would be independent 
and also said that in childhood they are protected by their father, at young and old age they 
are accordingly protected by husband and son4 • So, according to ancient Indian Sanskrit 
literatures, the condition of women in ancient India was same as Sudra. Women and Sudra 
were born as slave only to serve their master5• In India, from the Later Vedic period the 
history of women is actually the history of degradation of women's power and prestige, 
which later on strengthened or solidify by the practice of' sati' and 'purdah '. 

Before accepting this conclusion or generalize the concept we should keep in mind a 
few exceptional examples. Some north- eastern tribes like Garo, Khasi, Naga, Seema 
Naga are the good example of female dominated society. I think it should not be wrong, if 
we accept that the evolution of the status of women in Indian sub-continent is highly interrelated 
with two important variables: mode of production and environment (both socio-cultural and 

physical). 
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Accordingly the mode of production in the Rajbanshi society was completely based on 
agriculture. The Census of 1872 in the Coochbehar state indicates out of 176396 male 
population 160212 were dependent on agriculture6• In that economic structure the role of 
women were also dominant, after carrying out the household work they also took part in 
the agricultural work 7 • According to Charu Chandra Sanyal, "The women never till the land 
with the plough. But they help man to weed jute, paddy or tobacco, to prepare and sow 
paddy seeds for nursery of winter paddy (aman dhan), to transplant 'aman' seeding in the 
fields (oa-gara) and help cutting the paddy plants when the paddy is ripe8". It is remarkable 
that the women of the Rajbanshi jotedar family also took similar part in the production 
system. Even, at the end of 20th century, in some parts of North Bengal, we get the example 
where the wife and daughter of the Jotedar s family helping the men folk in agricultural 
field99 • Interview with Karuna Kanta Roy, Date of birth: 1343BS, son of a Rajbanshi Jotedar, 
viii &p.o. :Ambari, Coochbehar, interview dated on 28.02.2012 

It was possible, because the community was completely based on agriculture. After 
dividing the land to the adiars , the rest of the land was directly ploughed by the jotedar 
himself with the help of his family member. So, in the 19th Century, the community was 
highly dependent on women for agricultural production. As a hole the society was paternal 
but some dominant maternal characteristics were also prevailed. 

Not only the agricultural activities, women were also associated with the weaving of 
cloth and fishing net. Weaving of rope from the jute was conducted by the men but women 
took essential role in preparing the jute threads 1°. Women, generally the widow or aged 
women after completing the household work at night and dawn they sell their own finished 
products of rice: chira ( flattened rice) ,muri(puffed rice) and finished rice in the local 
market. Few women were also associated with small trade of finished agricultural products; 
after purchasing the agricultural products like paddy from the villagers' they sell the finished 
products to the big market by their own 11 . Cattle rearing was another important source of 
income of the Rajbanshi women. Almost all women were associated with this profession 
and it was treated as an extra source of income. Although, whatever they earn by selling the 
animals (goat, cow, duck, hen, pigeon and also egg), they basically used for buying the house 
hold essentials and ornament 12• The most remarkable feature is that the extra earning of the 
women was also used for helping the family's economy. We have also some example of 
strong dedication of the Rajbanshi women in the practices of rituals and ceremonies. 
Hdumdeo(deity of Rain) Puja was organized at the dark of the night where the aged 
women tried to satisfy Hudum ,the god of Rain by singing and typical dancing to save their 
family from long drought and famine 13.Analyzing the importance of the women in the 
production system of the Rajabnshi society, Charu Chandra Sanyal aptly remarked that, "In 
fact a Rajbanshi woman is the main worker and a great asset to the family 14 ." 

Agricultural society is always based on 'labour', if the same 'labour' mostly generates 
from the women side, then undoubtedly women should be treated as an asset of a society. 
Hence, due to the mode of production in the 19th century Rajbanshi society, the importance 
of women was unquestionable and they were really treated as asset of family. In spite of 
that the society was patriarchic because 'in matter of succession to regular marriages, the 
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male children or the nearest male kin get the property. Female do not inherit. The sons of 
ghor-dzia (ghar jamai) do not inherit the property of their mother's father 15.' 

Post-colonial anthropologist iike B.M. Das suggested Koches as Mongoloid like the 
other tribes of North-east India 16 • Swarthak Sengupta also classified the Koch within the 
'greater Bodo family' consisted with other tribes like the Garos, Kacharis and 
Rabhas 11" .Administrative historian of the colonial period like Sir E.A. Gait specifically traced 
that there seems to no doubt that the true Koches were a Mongoloid race and very closely 
allied to the Meches and Garos 18 • Suniti Kumar Chatterjee also recognized Koch as 
Mongoloid 19• At the same time finding racial identity, on the basis oflinguistic study is more 
difficult and also controversial. Another post colonial scholar Robert Henry Clark mentioned 
in his Ph.D. thesis that "the term Dravidian to be more linguistic than racial. However, it 
does indicate the probable mixed origins of the group known as the Koch-Rajbanshi" 20 • 

Hunter had remarked same probable mixed origin of the Koch-Rajbanshi before Clark 
mentioned21 • Dr. Buchanan Hamilton also states that "there is reason to suppose that, until 
very lately, the different tribes of Kamrup permitted intermarriage22 . " Hunter and Clark 
might be true because different tribes of the northern part of Bengal like Raj bans hi, permitted 
intermarriage23, which caused the complexity to find out the racial identity on the basis of 
physiognomy and comparative philology. The debate should be end by following the modern 
scientific Genetic (DNA) analysis from where we can easily relief from the long run 
controversy2424 • Mark D.Shriver, Michael W. Smith, Li Jin,Amy Marcini, Joshua M. Akey, 
Ranjan Deka, and Robert E. Ferrell, 'Ethnic-affiliation estimation by use of population
specific DNA markers, Am J Hum Genet. 1997 April; 60(4): p.957-964. 

Although little specific Koch or Rajbanshi history exists until the time of the Muslim 
invasion , it has been shown that the groups were about as widely distributed at that time as 
they are today, and probably had been subject to the successive of religious influence are 
known to have passed that area in the previous centuries . These influences included Jainism, 
Buddhism, early Shaivite and Sakta forms of Hinduism, along with later Tantrik forms of 
Buddhism and Hinduism. These have left their traces in an amalgam with earlier tribal 
practices. This amalgam was fmther advanced by the Islamic invasion of the thirteenth 
century, which eventually resulted in the conversion of half of the Rajbanshi community25 , 

with the greatest influence in the southern section of the area. The rise of Koch kings in the 
16th century resulted in an extension of the Hindu influence in the northern section and their 
rule developed and stabilized the Rajbanshi as a Hindu community. The self-conscious 
efforts at reforms (1891-1935) in the direction of Hindu orthodoxy that followed have 
remained as the principal focus of change within the religious life of the caste. But the 
movement was partly successful in the efforts to achieve orthodoxy .Careful observation 
by Sanyal (in1965) shows the amalgam of tribal, Buddhist, Shaivite, Sakta and Vaishnavite 
elements in the socio - cultural practices of the Rajbanshi people26• A field study, in the 
northern part of Rangpur was conducted by Clark (in 1969) which also supported the same 
argument27 • 

According to Gail Omvedt (2003) even in the 19th century ' most of this tribes such 
as the Rajbanshi, Pod, Chandal, Kouch and other indigenous groups(in Bengal) had been 
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only lightly exposed to Brahmanic culture 28 '. Still, in the middle of 19th Century, the Rajbanshi 
was also to some extent isolated from the Cast-Hindu culture. According Basu (in 2003) " .. . 
brief ethnological description of the socio-cultural practices of the Rajbanshis clearly indicates 
that they had very little in common with the local upper caste Hindus. It was this cultural 
distinction which defined the boundary that separated the Rajbanshi community from the 
upper caste Hindu society of North Bengal29". From the above discussion, we can conclude 
that the tribes like Rajbanshi maintained distinct semi- tribal characteristics due to strong 
socio-cultural diversity which continued up to 19th century. Clark ( 1969) aptly remarked that 
'Panchanan Barma was only partly successful in the efforts to achieve orthodoxy30. ' Due 
to distance from caste orthodoxy up to 19th century, the women were able to protect their 
indigenous socio -cultural rights. But it was gradually faded by the elite higher castes 
movement. 

In the colonial and post colonial historical study, there is no as such specific study about 
the Rajbanshi women but some administrative and socio-economic observations related 
with North Bengal indirectly help us to draw the socio-economic status ofRajbanshi women. 
We have already discussed about the economic involvement and status of women. In the 
beginning of 19th Century, the socio-cultural environment of North Bengal was more or less 
stagnant due to self sufficient mode of production. Even up to 1878 A.D, before foundation 
of Railways in North Bengal, there was no clear impact of industrialization in the society 
and culture of North Bengal. 

In the Rajbanshi marriage system bride groom had to pay 'bride price' to the bride's 
father which was also known as 'Kanyapan"3'. Though, according to time and place the 
'kanyapan' was varied. In the beginning of the 20th Century at Coochbehar it was Rs.40-
50, in the middle of 20th Century it increased as Rs. 50-100. In Darjeeling and Nepal it was 
comparatively high Rs.700- 100032• The 'Kanyapan' does not only mean price, the bride 
groom was also bound to pay ornament and food products like chira (flattened rice), mo lasses, 
curd and animals (generally cow and goat). That practice of 'Kanyapan' prevailed because 
the women was treated as an asset to the family which was also supported by the stagnant 
mode of production and cultural environment. According to some observations, the deficiency 
of women might be the factor33 but 'Kanyapan' was not only in the Rajbanshi society, 
many tribal and semi-tribal societies in India practiced it34 • Adult marriage was also practiced 
by the marginal Rajbanshi people but gradually the marriage age of girl 's decreased due to 
higher castes movement in the direction of Hindu orthodoxy35 • Charu Chandra Sanyal (1965) 
also noticed the huge age gap between bride and bride groom36• He also observed the 
gradual degradation of bride's age of marriage37 • So, it should not be wrong hypotheses that 
in the beginning there might be the adult marriage system was practiced. 

In the Rajbanshi society the widow was also treated as an asset because they play 
essential role in the production system. They were closely related with agriculture and small 
business like selling finished rice products: muri (puffed rice),chira (flattened rice) etc. 
They had no social obstacle for buying and selling goods in the market. According to 
Sanyal, ' Widow Remarriage is allowed in Rajbansi society. There is no special ceremony. A 
verbal contract is made with the guardian of the widow regarding payments. The price of a 
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widow (Kannyapan) varies from Rs.20 to Rs. 100. The price of a childless widow may go 
up to Rs. 200. ln addition to the cash value, clothing and ornaments are being given38.' M.O. 
Carter also elucidates that "among majority of the Rajbansis the nika system or widow 
marriage is common39 '. The most important factor was that, the widow had the right of her 
late husband's property which also supported by Carter, 'a widow may retain her deceased 
husband's home and property and take a man to live with her4°'. In the first half of the 20th 

Century the Colonial administrative historian like O'Malley observed that like general women, 
widnw had the right to exercise 'Kannyapan' and they were also treated as an asset of the 
society4 1• It is notable, at that time Vidyasagar was struggling to initiate the widow remarriage 
in the society of Bengal. Unfortunately, the courageous attempt ofVidyasagar was almost 
failed due to strong protest of the Castes Hindu society42 • 

If we study the system of divorce in the Rajbanshi society, it would be clear that men 

and women equally enjoy the right of divorce and it was very common factor in the society43• 

Not only that, the remarriage of divorcee was also common in both gender of the society. 
According to Cham Chandra Sanyal the causes of divorce were as follows44 : 

I .The husband and wife cannot agree to live peacefully. 

2. The wife or the husband is guilty of adultery. 
3. The husband or the wife is incapable of producing children for suffering from incurable 

or bad disease. 
4. The husband cannot maintain the wife or run away. 
5. If Ghor-dzia could not tolerate the rude behavior of his wife's father or mother or 

incapable of doing hard labour allotted to him and might slip away to an unknown 
destination. 

6 . The girl is not allowed to go to her husband's house for more than two years. 
7 . The girl is married again. 

The above causes indicate that women had strong right to enjoy the liberty of divorce. 
It is possible because, 'there is no question of maintenance allowance after divorce; in a 
cultivator's family a woman is also an earning member and economically independent45'. 

Presently, divorce is exceptional and not entitled by the society .In the form of 'Chtrodani 
Marriage' the "married women are allowed to remarry even if her husband is alive. When 
a female married a Chotrodani fashion and there is no issue by first husband and son is 
born by second husband and they live together as man and wife then first husband making 
no claim on her, then the divorce was automatic. There were cases when women marry 
five or six times in succession (Bhatar chari and Bhatar dhori) . In such cases the husband 
also may leave of his wife without any formal divorce and marry another girl"46• Here the 
striking example is that, a woman may change her spouse for more than one time. Basically, 
it was possible due to the mode of production where women were economically independent 
and the socio-cultural environment also consents on it. 

In this society women enjoyed complete freedom, they were equally allowed in weaving, 
fishing, and marketing and also in the agricultural field. Due to women based se lf sufficient 
mode of production the system of purdah was impossible. Rajbanshi women wear distinctive 
dress or sari of blue or purple colour which known as fota4 7• There was no practice of 
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Ghomta or purdah and the head was always uncovered48 • According to Sanyal, 'the women 
do not use any head dress nor do the males have any. The Rajbanshi women never observe 
'purdah' .They move about freely' 49 • 

II 

Asset to Burden 

The picture of Rajbanshi women was no longer the same. Social degradation of 
Ranjbanshi women approximately started from the late decades of the 19th Century. It is 
striking that within a century, the women almost lost her social dignity and they were treated 
as a burden of society. In the first part of this article, I have discussed how the mode of 
production and the socio-cultural environment helped to keep up the social status of women. 
Now, I would like to portray the changing state of the mode of production and socio-cultural 
environment which helped to degrade the status of the Rajbanshi women. 

Year 
1891 
1901 
1911 
1921 

Year 
1891 
1901 
1911 
1921 

Year 
1891 
1901 
1911 
1921 

Table-1 
Migration in North Bengal (1891-1921) 

Migration at Coochbehar(l891-1921) 
From adjacent districts From other districts 
Male Female Male Female 
12,997 15,192 3,262 1,201 
9165 12531 12668 2225 
11000 
9000 

13000 
12000 

5000 
10000 

Migration at Jalpaiguri (1891-1921) 

2000 
6000 

From adjacent districts From other districts 
Male Female Male Female 
30920 27835 12431 7641 
24354 23856 65272 48636 
18000 15000 15000 10000 
21000 19000 5000 4000 

Migration at Dinajpur(l891-1921) 
From adjacent districts From other districts 
Male Female Male Female 
22670 18819 9308 5894 
13901 
19000 
12000 

13319 
16000 
13000 

60243 
12000 
10000 

34871 
6000 
7000 

Source: A. Mitra, West Bengal District Hand Books,Calcutta, 1951, Cooch Behar,P.xxxvi, Jalpaigurip.iii , 

West Dinajpur ,p.xii. 

In the beginning of the 19th Century, the agricultural land of North Bengal was basically 
under the indigenous castes like Koch, Rajbanshi and Mech. Village economy was self 
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sufficient and also stagnant, and was no question of identity crisis. Although, few commercial 
crops like jute and tobacco were produced as well as the rice had common market, but 
there was no as such impact in the village economy of North Bengal. Introduction of 
plantation industry at Darjeeling and Duars had also same impact in the rural economy of 
North Bengal. In 1878, the introductions of Railways in North Bengal open up the door of 
North Bengal, as ~,veil as due to available of vast fertile land, prospects of trade and high 
rate of food productions because of First World War, were the factors behind the huge 
migration and direct investment in agricultural land. Owing to above mentioned reasons, 
large numbers of higher caste Hindu even Marwary, Kabuli traders invested their money 
in the land50 which caused the price hike in land. 

In North Bengal, between the years 1891 and 1921 enormous migration changed the 

demography of this region (fable: 1 ). Simultaneously due to high price ofland, the Rajbanshi 

jotedar began to sell their land, thus the control over land gradually transformed in to the 
hand of Non- Rajbanshi higher caste people51 • In 1905, 205 jote were auctioned at 
Falakata, Jalpaiguri where many Non- Bengali Marwari and Kabuli traders invested their 
money in the land52• Huge migration of Marwari community indicates the prosperity of 
trade in North Bengal. In 1961, at Coochbehar, 1860 Marwari migrated from Rajasthan53 • 

The Coochbehar Gazettes also indicate not only the Rajbanshi Jotedar, huge number 
of higher caste Bengali and few Muslim also enjoyed Jotedari in Coochbehar State54 • The 
land in Coochbehar state was also under the Bengali higher caste migrant King's officials 
from South Bengal. Kings of Coochbehar, along with the Bengali doctors, lawyers, and 
teachers formed an exclusive social circle55 • Indeed in the colonial period the Bengali's 
dominated the socio-cultural scene of the native world in northern part of Bengal. At the 
same time, the community was agricultural and had no interest on other professions. Thus, 
self centric stagnant village economy was highly affected due to direct investment on land. 
In this changing mode of production, Rajbanshi community lost their unchallenged higher 
social status which continued before 20th Century. 

In the changing mode of production Rajbanshi caste gradually became the subordinate 
of Caste Hindu people. The Rajbanshijotedars were basically cultivator, after dividing the 
land to the Adiar or subordinate peasant, the rest of the land was directly cultivated by the 
jotedar themselves. The new Cast- Hindu or non- Rajbanshi investors or jotedars were 
not belonged to agricultural community and they conducted the agricultural activities by the 
rent cultivators which effect on the changing mode of production ,consequently Rsjbanshi 
jotedars gradually detached themselves from direct cultivation which helped to increase 
the number ofnon -cultivator Rajbanshijotedar56• This is signifying, due to gradual impact 
of Sanskritization the direct participation of women in the production system was not 
appreciated. This helped to increase the hatred to the self -sufficient women, as a result 
the respect and the status ofRajbanshi women were gradually decreased. Yet, in the middle 
of 20th century, according to few observations even the wives of the Rajbanshi jotedar :S 

also took essential part in the cultivation system57• However, due to strong impact of the 
Sanskritization, elite Rajbanshis removed their women from the production system. 
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Significantly, because of poor economic compulsion, even in the late decades of the 20th 

century, huge number of Rajbanshi women also participated as agricultural labour. But, 
after achieving economic solvency, women were kept in to the house. At the same time 
generally women were not allowed to open marketing, selling of finished rice product, weaving 
of cloth and fishing net. Due to 20th century's socio-economic environment and strong 
impact of Sanskritaization, women were gradually displaced from the production system. 
Therefore, economically the society was transformed into a complete male dominated society. 
Presently, due to broader changed socio-economic environment and perspective; the women 
are gradually allowed to participate in the production system by following the main stream 
culture. 

Before 20th Century, in North Bengal, there was no such impact of western education, 
and the condition of women was not satisfactory (see Tabale-2). According to Table-3 , 
very few elite Rajbanshi obtained education where the percentage of the English educated 
person was few in number. In the middle of the 20 th Century a small number of Rajbanshi 
elite send their daughters to school but they had no interest in higher education58 • Even in 
the Royal family, Suniti Devi took keen interest to expand women education in Coochbehar 
state, but instead of all facilities to the development of higher education, she restricted 

herself within the expansion of school education59• At that time, there was no clear idea 
about the need of education and the women were nothing just waited for marriage, where 
literate women were given little priority by the elite Rajbanshi. Due to Caste Hindu association, 
the society did not allow women to work outside the home60• Accordingly, from the early 
decades of the 20th century, the expansion of education basically failed to protect the self 
sufficient women and the women were not entitled for modern job. At the same time, the 
dowry was entitled and practiced by higher educated elite Rajbanshi boys61 due to close 
contact with Caste- Hindu Culture. 

Year 

1901 
1911 
1921 
1931 
1941 
1951 
1961 
1971 
1981 

Table: 2 
Development of Women Education at Coochbehar 

Percentage of Education 

0.40 
0.06 
0.90 
1.20 
1.76 
4.78 
9.00 
11.90 
19.90 

Source: Census oflndia 1901-1981, Chakraborty,Chhanda, Kochbehare Nari Sikshar Bibartan, Madhuparni, 
Bises Coochbehar Jila Sankha, August 1990, Ed. By Ananda Gopal Ghosh, Chief Ed. Agitesh Bhattacharya, 
Balurghat, W.B. , pp.203-211 , , 

According to Sanyal ( 1965), 'It is interesting to note that amongst the modern educated 
boys there is a tendency to demand money or some other dowry from the guardian of the 
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girl and in fact some marriages have recently taken place where the father of the girl had to 
give costly dowry to the bride-groom instead of receiving the bride-price. This reversal of 
position is probably due to the close association with the Caste-Hindus where heavy dowry 
is often demanded from the guardian of the girl62 • Charu Chandara Sanyal, Op cit,p.91 '. In 
fact the introduction of modern education in the early 20th Century, was like as a lamp, 
which brought both, the light and black smoke for the Rajbanshi women. Although, at the 
end of the same century, the more lights became bright, the more smoke became clear.' 

Table-3 
Educational Status of the Rajbanshi 

Year Total population Literate Percentage Literate in English Percentage 

1911 14,54,173 73,646 5.07 1,221 0.08 

1921 16,63,948 69,140 5.78 5,151 0.31 

Source: Census of India, 1921 ,Vol.V,Pt.11,Bengal,Table,IX,p.84 

In the changing socio-economic condition Rajbanshi lost their indigenous dominance and 
gradually became the subordinate of higher caste and were treated as untouchable and 
lower caste63 • That was also supported by <;haru Chandra Sanyal. According to him the 
caste system was strictly followed at Jalpaiguri District64 • Due to strong neglect from the 
higher caste people and also after losing of socio- economic control over the society of 
North Bengal, few educated elite Rajbanshi realized the necessity of social up gradation or 
Kshatriya movement to establish the higher social status as a Kshatriya. No doubt the 
caste movement had essential impact on the socio- economic improvement of the Rajbanshi 
but, at the same time the social status of women was highly affected. To set as a Kshatriya 
status, the leader of the 'Kshatriya Movement' appealed to stop the widow and adult 
marriage. As well as, like higher caste culture, they rejected the open marketing and 
agricultural activities by the women65 • From the beginning of the 20th Century, due to 
upward social mobility according to caste orthodoxy, the women, lost their status in the 
marriage system which helped to initiate the reversal of' Kanyapan' or modern dowry66• In 
the middle of the 20th century due to strong impact of Sanskritization, except Phul-biha 
(regular form of marriage) the other form of marriage were discarded and the widow 
remarriage was strictly restricted in the educated society of the Rajbanshis67 • It is remarkable 
that the degradation of the women status was initiated by the upper strata of the society and 
gradually extended to lower strata through downward movement. Without filtration , they 
accurately try to imitate the Caste Hindu Culture which allowed few evil social practices 
like; child marriage,purdah system, dowry etc. Although, the Kshatriya Samiti strongly 
protested the introduction of caste Hindu dowry system but they failed68 • Unfortunately, 
women did not have the enough socio- economic condition to save their indigenous rights 
from the male dominated elite caste movement. In the changing mode of production and 
socio-cultural environment, women were not allowed to participate in the production system 
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and were kept in to the house, which indicate the introduction of Caste-Hindu 'purdah ' 
system thus, the Rajbanshi women also began to use 'ghomta '. According to Sanyal ( 1965), 
'A large number of those women are observing purdah and do not expose themselves to 
public view69.' Women were nothingjust for sex and household work like as a family slave. 
As well as due to gradual increasing of marriage cost as a dowry culture, the born of girl 
child was not blessing for the poor people. After losing every socio-economic privilege, 
Rajbanshi women completely transformed as a burden of society. 

In the social stratification of North Bengal between last decades of 19th Century to the 
middle of 20th Century, the Rajbanshi caste gradually degraded their social status due to 
changing mode of production and socio-cultural environment. In the 19th century Rajbanshi 
society, we follow a stagnant mode, where the individual need as well as socio-cultural 
environment was very simple because of the absence of difficult characteristics by the 
modernization and commercial mode of production. Within one decade, the society failed to 
protect their indigenous even though modem characteristics like; adult marriage, equal right 
to divorce, widow remarriage and direct participation of the women in the production system 7°. 
No doubt, at present, due to development of modern education, the Rajbanshi women have 
succeed to entry in the modern professions, but in question of women's right and liberty, 
they are far away from the 19th Century Rajbanshi women. Actually, the women's right and 
liberty were snatched away by the so called modernization of the Rajbanshi society in North 
Bengal, which appreciated by the elite Rajbanshi due to high sentiment of higher caste and 
also for the close association of Caste- Hindu culture. 
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The Transformation of the Demographic Structure of the Tribal 
Population in the Terai Region of Darjeeling District (1850-1947) 

Sudip Khasnobish 

The plain of Darjeeling District is popularly known as the Darjeeling Terai, extending from 
the foot of the mountaineous tract of the northern border of the Purnea District. It lies 
between 26°36'48" and 26°49'45" north latitude and between 88°8'51" and 88°29' east 
longitude. It form as a trapezoid with a length from north to South of 8 miles and breadth 
east to west of 10 miles, covering a total area of 229 .95 square miles or 14 7, 170 .19 acres, 
excluding of forest lands. It is bounded on the north by hill portion of the district, South of 
Pumea District, east by Jalpaiguri district, and west by the independent state of Nepal.' The 
article leads particularly with three police stations of modem Siliguri sub-division namely 
Siliguri, Phansidewa and Khoribari. Though it was the administrative set-up during the colonial 
rule, but after independence, the number of police stations had increased to six. The three 
new police stations are Naxalbari, Matigara and Bagodgra. In my article I have mentioned 
it as 'Darjeeling Terai' because Terai is used both in Uttar Pradesh and Nepal region. One 
of the eminent naturalist J.D. Hooker had pointed out that the region from the Sutlej of 
Punjab to Brahmaputra valley of Assam has been identified as Terai region.2 On the other 
hand, the Nepal Terai consisting of Sixteen districts namely Jhapa, Morang, Elam etc, which 
is better known as South Nepal.3 

This paper proposes to study the major tribal (Dhimal, Mech, Oraon, Munda, Santai) 
demographic structure and its transformations from 1850-194 7 in the Darjeeling terains. 
This is the first analytical attempt from historical point of view, though few works have been 
done in sociology and social anthropology. 

The historians and the anthropologists are not successful to identify the original inhabitants 
of this region. This failure is mainly due to the influx of the migrant population and its 
assimilation which makes it difficult to trace the original race of this region. Secondly, none 
of the migrant population have left any sources of its migration and settlement.4 The 
chronological history of the Terai region is in un-written form. The dearth of the sources 
could be the prime reason for the unavailability of the history of this region. During the Pala
Senas rule the Terai region was a part of the empire of the Sultans of Gour. This was 
located in the border areas of the empire of Gour. This can be corroborated with the fact 
that archeological evidences in the form of two black stone sculpture have been excavated 
from Ghoshpukur area near Bagdogra thana. Both of this stone images were styled in 
Eastern School of Sculpture of the Palas rule. Further, the names of the places like Bhimghat, 
Bhimbhar etc can be connected with the Bhim, the leader of the famous Kaibarta Rebellion 
during the rule of the Palas. But after the rule of the Palas the history of the terrain took a 
tum and flowed in two different directions. 5 Broadly speaking the history of present Siliguri 
can be studied in two different angle. The present Siliguri (Siliguri Town area) as known to 
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us is situated in the southern-bank of the Mahananda river. The history of this area between 
the Mahananda and Karotoya are still in dark. It is known from the local folktale or local 
historical tale that the Western border of the Kamrupa kingdom was extended upto river 
Korotoya. Before the advent of the Muslims the Situation remained the same. But during 
the period of Pathan Shah in Bengal, this area (between Mahananda and Karotaya river) 
went under the Muslim rule. After the death of Hussain Shah, the Koch King Bishu Singha 
and Shisu Singha taking advantage of the internal problems between successors of Hussain 
Shah, had occupied the area of the Western banks of Korotoya upto southern-bank of the 
Mahananda river. In and around 1540 A.D, the area in the Eastern part ofTista river and the 
area between Tista-Korotoya came to be known as Baikanthapur. The capital ofBaikanthapur 
was Siliguri or Silikhaguri. On the other hand the Northern bank of the river Mahananda was 
invaded and annexed by different times. After the establishment of the Gurkha rule in Nepal, 
the Gurkha invaders had come to Nepal-Mahananda region to the Baikunthapur regularly. 
The East India Company had sent Gen. Duncun to solve the problems. As a result of 1814-
16 Anglo-Nepal war the treaty of Sagaul i was signed between the East India Company and 
Nepal. According to the provisions of the treaty Nepal had to give up the claims over the 
Mechi-Mahananda area. By the treaty of Titalia the East India Company gave the Sikkim 
Kingdom to the area of Mechi-Mahananda. In 183 5 the British Government had received 
Darjeeling as a gift from the king of Sikkim. To access Darjeeling it was necessary to cross 
the Sikkim kingdom. The British had decided not to cross the kingdom of Sikkim while going 
to Darjeeling and therefore, they occupied 640 sq. miles of area (including forest area) of 
Terai in 1850. Baikunthapur was already under the British Government and by this way, the 
banks of the river Mahananda, both Northern and Southern came under the British rule. But 
the administrative Structure were different from each other, the Southern bank was under 
the Zamindars of Baikunthapur and Northern part was under Purnia district of Bhagalpur 
Sub-division. But apprehensing the dissatisfaction expressed by the locals, the area was 
joined with Darjeeling district. The administration of the area of hills and Terai region was 
placed under a Superintendent. But in 1864-65 due to the Anglo-Bhutanese wars the 
administration of Darjeeling hills and Terai was restructured. After Kalimpong had been 
brought under British administration the District was divided into two Sub-division with an 
area of 960 sq. miles including all the hills on both sides of the river Tista and Terai Sub
division with an area of274 sq. miles which included the whole of the area at the foot of the 
hills. The head quarters of the Terai Sub-division were established at Hanskhawa near 
Phansidewa ( 1864-1880). On the other hand, in 1869 with the establishment of the Jalpaiguri 
district the Titaliya Sub-division was joined with Jalpaiguri. As a result Siliguri or Sannyasikata 
was joined with Jalpaiguri. In December, 1881 Siliguri was joined with Darjeeling from 
Jalpaiguri. The Terai administrative Sub-divisional office was transferred from Hanskhowa 
of Phansidewa to Siliguri. Thus in this way, the Northern and Southern banks of the Mahananda 
river were joined and gave birth to the present days modern Siliguri or Terai Mahakuma 
before Independence.6 

The Geographical and religious structure of the Terai region with its multi-racial and 
multi-lingual character remainds us of the Indian diversity in races, culture and languages. 
This feature has, therefore, provoked many of the scholars to refer North Bengal as little 
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India. Prior to the colonial period the regions of North Bengal covered with dense forests 
and it was an area of Kala-Azar, Malaria and furious animals. But from the various sources 
it can be traced that there was the practice of agriculture and inhabitance of people in this 
region. The report of 1839 states of the inhabitance offew mech population in the Darjeeling 
Terai when the British received Darjeeling in 1835 as a gift from the Sikkim Raja.7 According 
to L.S.S.O Malley, there is, however, one race which inhabits this sticky region are the 
aboriginal Meches. 8 It is very difficult to state the actual number of people residing in the 
Terai region of Darjeeling in the pre-colonial period. But we come to know from L.S.S.O' 
Malley that in 1850 when the British occupied this region the total number of population was 
approximately 5000.9 According to the first census of 1872 the total number of population in 
274 sq. mile of the Terai was 47,985 and the total number of villages was 19 in this region. 
Each Sq. mile had 41 houses and number of population was 175. According to this census 
though the Rajbhansis were the majority of the population but the number of Mech and 
Dhimal were 893 and 873 respectively. 10 According to W.W. hunter this place was chiefly 
inhabited by the Meches and Dhimals, the two tribes who are said not to suffer from the 
unhealthy nature and climate. 11 Among the other races the Oraons formed 1648, who were 
migrated from the Chotanagpur region to the tea gardens areas as labourer.12 

During the early half of 19th century the settlement of people was very less because of 
the heavy rainfall and severe cold in this region. But during the last decade of the 2nd half of 
the 19th century there were areas of few settlements mainly due to three reasons . They 
were in the first place, the colonial Government started the system of the distribution ofland 
through various acts and legislatures. 13 For this reason L.S.S.O' Malley said in his Bengal 
District Gazetters Darjeeling, that this phenomenal growth of the population since 1872 due 
to two main causes, the development of the tea industry and the influx of settlers to exploit 
the waste lands of the district. 14 Secondly, the population grew due to the establishment of 
plantation industries. Though the first experimental tea gardens were established in 1860, 
but it was in the year of 1862 commercial tea garden named Newchampta at Khaprail was 
established by an Englishman James White. During the next three decades the number of 
tea gardens had increased abruptly. The most important factor which contributed for the 
growth of population was the employment of Santals, Oraon, Munda from Chotanagpur, 
Santai Pargana as labourers in tea gardens. 15 Thirdly, with the growth of the tea gardens 
the colonial Government paid attention to the development of the roads and communication 
because the transportation system from the tea gardens to the port was very poor. Therefore, 
they paid their attention for the improvement of not only the roads but also the rai I ways, so 
that the tea leaves could reach the port for trade without any difficulties. Though the 
development of railways in Siliguri had started much earlier than any other regions in Northern 
part of Bengal. This is mainly due to the fact that most of the tea gardens were established 
within the period of 1890 ( except which were established by the Indian tea planters). 16 This 
is because of the development of modern Siliguri and the entire Terai region owes to the 
growth of railways. 

The labourers in the tea gardens of Terai were basically the migrant from Madhya 
Pradesh, Chotanagupr, Santai Pargana etc areas. The most interesting fact is that the British 
did not use the local population and the probable reasons behind this was as follows . 
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Firstly, the local population like Mech, Dhimal, Rajbanshis were very few in numbers and 
therefore, they could not be recruited as labourers in the tea gardens. Secondly, the local 
population who have been uprooted from their lands for the establishment of tea gardens 
were not interested as labourers. Further, the local population was attracted towards the 
natural vegetation and took agriculture as their livelihood than working as labours. Thirdly, 
the earning from agriculture was much higher than as tea labourers. Fourthly, the colonial 

government kept in mind that the labour of the local population coqld not be exploited as the 
slaves. There could have been fear of a local revolt. 17 

It was primarily due to the establishment of the tea gardens there was a rapid increase 

in the population of the area. The eminent writers like L.S .S.O' Malley, A.J. Dash, J. H. 
Gurnning, Barun De and others have exp lained the changes of the demographic patterns in 

the context of the growth and development of the tea gardens. This can be studied from the 

following tables as given below:-

Table - 1 

Tea Industry's Impact On Population Growth of Darjeeling District: 1861-1941 

Year Number Total area Total No. of Total of working Percentage 
Tea in Hect. all kinds force 
Estate under tea of tea 

workers 

1861 22 1317 2534 
1871 56 8000 94714(1872) 8.45 

1881 155 11,489 1,55,179 

1891 177 18,462 l,55,207 
1901 170 20,948 40,451 1,55,235 26.06 
1911 156 20,853 39,561 1,51,604 26.09 

1921 168 23,897 48,710 1,74,167 2.97 
1931 169 24,777 63,665 1,29,070 43.33 
1941 136 25,585 69,699 1,33,306 52.28 

Source : West Bengal District Gazzeters Darjeeling, Barun De and others (ed), Superintendent of printing, 
Government of West Bengal, calcutta, 1980, page : I 00 

Therefore, the population of the Terai region centered round the economic development 
of the tea gardens. It is mentioned in the Centenary volume of Jalpaiguri district that with 
the establishment of the tea gardens the tribals from the places like Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, 
Madras, Santai Pargana, Nepal etc had migrated into this reason. Now, the question arises 
that how did the large number of people migrated from the other region into this area because 
there were no proper land transport as well as no water transport. Railway lines were 
established much later. Most of the tea garden labourers had come into this region by crossing 

the distant road on foot, which was not only painful but also impossible. There are no written 
documents on this historical event and therefore we can not provide the exact fact that had 
occurred. 18 
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Table - 2 

Maj our Tribal Population of Darjeeling Terai ( 1881-1931) 

Census Total population Mech Dhimal Oraon Munda Santai 
Year of Darjeeling teral 

1881 63,241 Persons 632 

1891 72, 997 Persons 267 631 5323 1283 999 

1901 70,466 Persons 343 607 8042 3984 1859 

1911 72,246 Persons 201 749 7543 2437 2246 

1921 75,787 Persons 10,952 5322 3607 

1931 80,258 Persons 379 375 12,412 5062 4299 

Sources : Cesus 1951, West Bengal District Hand books : Darjeeling, A. Mitra, West Bengal Government 
press, Alipore, Kolkata, 1954, p : XXX I XXXV, Census 1951 , West Bengal, The Tribes and castes of West 
Bengal, A Mitra, West Bengal Government press, Alipore, Kolkata, 1953, p. 113-118, Bengal District Gazetters 

: Darjeeting, A. J. Dash, Government press, Alipore, Calcutta, 1947. p. 66-71. 

The geographical importance of Siliguri was felt by the British from the early half the 
20 th century. In 1907 the Sub-division head-quarter was established in Siliguri. The people 
from different parts of the Sub-continent had centered around Siligur particularly due to tea, 
tourism, timber and transport. The attraction of the business prospect removed the fear of 

Malaria from the hearts of business loving people. Besides tea and timber companies like, 
Mark Mayer, Landen Cleark, Railey Brothers etc. related with jute business were established 
in this region. In this way the northern bank of the river Mahananda developed due to the 

growth of tea industry and the Southern bank developed due to the expansion of commerce. 
There were also an increase of population in both the sides due to the above mentioned 
reason. According to the census of 1941, the total number of population of Darjeeling Terai 
was 90,014. Among this population a large part of it consisted of Schedule Caste and Schedule 
Tribes. Out of this total population the number ofMeches were 272, Oraon 12,433 , Munda 
4993 and Santai 4045. The majority portion of above mentioned population dwelled in the 
plains of Darjeeling District or Terai region. It must be referred in this connection that total 

population of Siliguri town in the same year was 10504, out of which the total number of 
Schedule Caste anq schedule tribe population was 839 ( excluding Nepali tribes). Out of this 
839, the distribution of the tribal population were Santai (14), Munda (05) and Oraon (02) in 

Siliguri town area. Nepali speaking tribal population consisted 306 souls, out of them Manger 
(05), Newar (39), Tamang (34), Gurung (49) Sunawar (54) were prominent. 19 It is to be 
noted that the number of Raj bans is in 1941 as recorded in the census has decreased by 9000 
in total from 1931. A. J. Dash describe it as, faulty declaration of census slips. Probably, for 

this reason the Dhimals were not traceable in the 1941 census. 20 Thus it can be mentioned 
if the Dhimals were recorded in the 1941 census, probably in the post independent period 
they coulf,l have been recorded as Schedule Tribe in the census. This is very significant and 

historically unfortunate, as for the negligence of the census enumerators the primitive 
community of Darjeeling Terai region had been deprived of the facilities provided by the 
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both the State and Central Government oflndia. According to the census of 1951 the total 
number of population ofTerai region were 1, 16,476. Out of above mentioned population the 

Schedule Caste population consisted 24,418 (M-13,712 and F-10,706) and S~hedule Tribe 
population consisted 25 ,613 (M-13,514 and F-12,099). Among these tribal population the 
number ofMeches were 224, Oraon 17,217, Munda 5752 and Santai 3481. It is to be noted 
that at the same time the total number of population in Siliguri urban area were 32480, out of 
this the tribals were consisted 233 (Oraon 108, Munda 63 and Santai 55).21 

During 1870's the Deputy commissioner of Darjeeling has mentioned in his Repo1t 
regarding the Mech population that they are disappearing almost dying out faster than any 
race of which he had known or read. The reason is, no doubt, that distinctive c.ultivation is by 
Jhum, which is barred by Government forest conservancy and the spread of settled plough 
cultivation from South.22 Another reason is that in order to facilitate tea gardens, a large 
tract mainly inhabited by the Meches were declared as 'waste land ' and was converted into 

tea gardens. The Meches were migratory and used to practice shifting cultivation in the 
Terai area. But with the growth of the tea gardens, they were displaced as they had not 
been conferred the proprietary right. They migrated to the East and mainly to Assam. 
However, the British tried to settle them in some pockets.23 This theory is also supported by 
eminent scholar Dr. Charu Chandra Sanyal when he was movin~ in the Terai area.24 

On the other hand unlike the other settlers of Bengal ·the tribes of this area like the 

Dhimal and the Mech depended upon shifting cultivation (Jhum) rather than systematic 
argricultural system. Therefore, when the forest conservancy act was passed in the year 
1865, these aboriginal tribal community were largely affected. The Dhimals now started to 
survive upon hunting and food gathering and mostly on fishing in the rivers ofTerai. Gradually 
they migrated to the Terai of Nepal. Therefore, when the structural change of Terains took 
place from inhospitable, no mans land and Malaria belt to T (Tea), T (trade), and T (Transport) 
and prospect for the job-seeking migratory tribals like Oraons, Munda and Santals but the 
silent cries ofDhimals and Mech could also be heard because of there displacement. Infact 
they became migrants from their own lands particularly during the colonial period. To conclude, 
it would be better to mention that it was a historical fiasco or irony on the part of Cleo, the 
god of history, that the migrants became the major inhabitants of this area while the original 
tribes were displaced from their own lands. 
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Emergence of Bengali Enterpreneurship : A Case Study of the Tea 
Plantation Industry in Darjeeling Hill 

Supam Biswas 

Tea-Plantation is a large scale, capital intensive and highly specialized commercial enterprise. 
Entrepreneurship is an integral part of this field 1• Socio-economic research in this area 
however is very scanty and largely lacking in theoretical base and empirical evidence. In 
this commercial field, I have chosen tea plantation because this is the oldest and biggest 
investment sector in North-Eastern India. The Bengalis are the single largest Indian investors 
undertaking entrepreneurship in tea plantations in largest growing districts of Bengal that is 
Jalpaiguri Dooars, Darjeeling Terai and Hill area and also side by side over a large tract of 
Surma Valley in lower Assam2 • 

However, before I proceed any further I would like to answer two relevant questions 
as to why I have chose Darjeeling hill area excepting other tea plantation areas of North 
Bengal. Further why it is only highlighted on the Bengali community rather than the European 
community who played a great role in laying the foundations of tea in Darjeeling Hill? The 
answer of my first question is that no research work as yet has been done on the Bengali 
Entrepreneurship in the tea plantation industry in the proposed area. Secondly, from time to 
time we read or hear a lot about the European tea planters but there were also Bengali 
entrepreneurs who played a significant role in the 1800s and 1900s long before independence. 
These two factors actually provoked me to make a study in this field. 

The ownership and control of the plantation industry in hill were enjoyed by two 
communities - the Bengalis and the Europeans. The Bengalis appeared on the scene some 
time later3• They succeeded in taming and clearing the jungles, a remarkable feat in it. What 
is even more outstanding is that few of them had even seen a tea bush and there were 
neither publications nor a research association there to guide them. The story of the Bengali 
entrepreneurs, those men of great character and resources, reads almost like a make believe 
adventure tale4• It was a mystery of how those magnificent men carried the colossal machines 
20ft high and 10 ft wide. There were no roads at all and set them up in the tea factories. In 
addition, food was scare and difficult to obtain. A trip to Darjeeling from a tea garden 
involved a long pony ride. A late night at the Planters club meant a 10 or 15 mile walk, 
impossible in the pouring rain5• 

By 1856 development had been advanced from the experimental to a commercial 
stage. In 1856 the Alubari garden was opened in Kurseong and the Darjeeling tea company 
and another garden by the Darjeeling Mortgage Bank on the Lebong Spur. In 1859 Dhutaria 
garden was started by Mr. Brougham and in between 1860-64 several gardens were 
established at Ging, Takdah, Phubsering by the Darjeeling Tea company and at Takvar and 
Badamtam by the Lebong Tea Company. The gardens now known as Makaibari, Pandam, 
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Steinthal were also opened in this period. There had been rapid development in the hill as the 
stability of the soil and climate became apparent6. In this phenomenon, the Bengalis appeared 
slowly but with steadiness. In 1874, the numbers of gardens in hill were 1747• The number 
oflndian-owned gardens were only five of which three belonged to Pal Choudhury family 
of Ranaghat(Dist. Nadia), Banarjee family of Dacca, Maharajadhiraja Bahadur ofBurdwan 
and last two were run by a Nepali contractor and by a joint company named "Hindu Tea 

Company"8• 

Maharajadhiraja Bahadur of Burd wan, a distinguished property owner in the town and 
district acquired huge properties in the stations of Darjeeling and Kurseong in 18509• He 
used to travel up from Burdwan via purnea, Bhagalpur and Titaliya by palanquin and with a 
large retinue. Additions were made by him to the properties originally purchased in Darjeeling 
and Kurseong were about 1,600 acres in extent and consists of forests, tea gardens, agricultural 
lands, residential houses and so on 1°. However, today the garden exists no more. 

Of the two outside families which set up tea plantation with help of the closed group 
shareholders from among their family members, the Pal-Chaudhury and Banarjee family 
ranked first11 • Trade and money-lending were their major sources of income. In many cases, 
profits from business were invested in purchasing Zamindari rights. The process had been 
started before the Battle of Plassey when a number of people of such trading communities 
acted as banias or agents and middlemen for the East India Company's servants and British 
free merchants and played a vital role in British private trade transactions. With the 
development of agency houses by the end of the I 8th century, they were confined to a more 
restricted role 12 • But in the meantime many of them had established themselves as influential 
traders and landowners of substance. Thus towards the end of 19th century, we find a 
number of well-to-do traders, money-lenders , Zaminders who emerged as newly trading 
communities 13 • Mobility through trade particularly silk and salt trade, they earned huge fortune 
and these became two major sources of individual mobility. For instances, the affluences of 
Pal Chaudhury came from salt trade. Later they expanded their economic activities to other 
areas but most notable thing was their interest in purchasing Zamindari estates, sub- in 
feudatory tenures and revenue farming rights 14 • However, apart from these magnates, there 
were also other lesser families who had money through various kinds of trade and invested 
in purchasing cultivable lands and combined with it the lucrative trade of money lending15 • 

The pal chaudhury family had started tea plantations in hill in the year of 1876. The 
venture was started with the suitable leadership of late Naffer ch. pal chaudhury who was 
an indigo planter by profession. He bought some tea estates from British planters under his 
posession 16 • For example we can mention the name of Jogomaya T. E. Land for this estate 
was at first obtained by Mr. William Bells from Govt. oflndia in I 86017.Later Mr. Naffer 
ch. bought it from Mr. Belles in 1864. The Pal Chaudhury family had other two estates like 
Radharani in Dooars and Krishnakali in Assam. These three tea estates were conducted by 
the Radharani Tea and Estates Pvt. Ltd. , P.O.-Maheshganj, Nadia 18 • In 1960's the ownership 
of these estates' has been transferred to the Sinha family of Nadia, an aristocrat landlord 
family. According to their name, there is a road in Kolkata named Lord Sinha road . The 
Jogomaya tea estate was under the family till March 2010. Now it is being conducted by 
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Mr. Sujit Bhattarchaya. The present ownership status of Krishnakali estate in Assam and 
Radharani Tea Estate in Dooars are also the same. These two are now being conducted by 
the Garg Tea Co., a non-Bengali firm. 

The second biggest achievement of Naffer ch. pal chadhury was the Mohurgaong and 
Gu Ima T.E. At first it was divided into two parts under two separate administrators of two 
estates. One was Mohargaong tea estate and the other was Gulma Tea Company. The first 
one was taken by Mr.Naffer Chandra and Bipra das , his son from Mr. Lewis Prince 
Delves Broughten, Administrator General of Bengal and also the administrator of the T.e. 
on the 4th sep. 1895. It was almost a partnership firm. The Gulma tea estate was taken by 
Mr. Ami ya Paul Chaudhury, son of Mr. Bipra Das pal Chaudhury on 28th June, 193 0 from 
Gulma Tea Company. In the year 1930 this two tea estates were merged into one and since 
then this tea estate came to be known as Mohargaong Gulma tea estate20 • Late Mrs. ILA 
Pal Chaudhury,daughter of Amiya pal Chaudhury was an elected M.P. from Krishnagar, 
Nadia for Congress party. The present Managing Director of this tea estate is Mrs. Nayan 
Tara Pal Chaudhury21 • 

Mr. Bipra Das Pal Chaudhury was the first Indian having qualified as engineer from 
the Manchester University in England22 • As soon as the Hill Cart road was ready in 1869, he 
came to visit the Darjeeling hill. He became highly impressed in seeing the British tea 
planters starting so many tea plantations in such a healthy climate . Being a cultured and 
educated man, he desired to devote his life and make his career as tea planter23 • Since then 
he began to live in Darjeeling hill and soon organized instant tea , first in Gayabari with 
Chinese seeds and secured some indigenous Assam seeds from Ananda Mohan Bose , his 
close friend who had a plantation in Monai tea estate of Assam. The Assam seeds were 
planted in Mohargaong Gulma near Sukna where it was growing very fast24 • The name 
Gayabari meant the cultivation of dry land seeds, which was the staple food of Le pc has and 
they called the grains "Ghaiya". Biprodas during his stay in Hill found that the plants of tea 
required longer time to grow and produced less tea in the higher altitudes than in the lower 
hills. He visited the small experimental plantation of Mr. James White in Si bring ( single 
T.E.) near Khaprail (Champta T.E.). Finally he took a large area of land from Jamansing 
Busnet "Pattader" of cart road fame. In the process he transferred the land grant in his 
name, below Cart road at an altitude of 1500 to 3000 feet from sea level. He thought that the 
production of tea in this altitude should be most suitable from the 15th mile to the 23rd mile 
of the hill cart road that is from Chunbatti to Gayabari25 • At the same time , he made his 
application to the Deputy Commissioner of Darjeeling for a land grant near Sukna at the 
foothills. Since the only tea garden planted by "Babu" or Zaminder of Maheshganj was 
Gayabari, the hill people called the garden "Babu Kanan". The name of Gayabari is still 
current among the local people. However, at present the ownership of this T.E. is possessed 
under a non - Bengali Tea Company. The last Managing Director of this garden was late 
Mr. Amitava Pal Chaudhury. 

Apart from his tea planter life , Bipro Das played a vital role in promoting cultural 
environment in Darjeeling Hill. He was a member of Brahma Samaj in the hills. He was a 
devoted friend of Keshab Ch. Sen and Pratap Ch. Majumder. Both of them were great 
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teachers of Brahma Samaj who visited the ridge ofTindharia. A Brahma Samaj temple was 
established by the efforts ofBiproDas and with the help of Motilal Haldar and Girish Ch. 
Guha in Kurseong. His close friend Asutosh Chaudhury ( Justice Sir Asutosh) built a house 
alongside of BiproDas's residence in Tindharia ridge. Poet Rabindra Nath Tagore was 
casual visitor to this place, as he was closely related to Justice Sir Asutosh. Bipro Das had 
his only son-in law Mr U. N. Roy who was given a house at Gayabari. This property was 
later acquired by Mr. Amiya Pal Chaudhury. He is said to have built a beautiful mansion on 
the plot and the descendants still enjoy it as their summer residence. Mr. Janaki Nath Bose 
, the father ofNetaji Subhash Chandra Bose had come to the neighbourhood at the instance 
ofBipro Das. Mr.Janaki Nath preferred to have his house in the ridge of Gidhapahar about 
a mile up the approach road from Gayabari. The marvelous scenery witnessed from the 
house of Mr. Bose is hardly seen from any other place in the hills. However, in this house 
Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose was confined as a political leader26• 

After the Pal chaudhury family, the next important Bengali entrepreneur in Darjeeling 
hill was the Banarjee family of Kolkata. In early days, they were the aristocratic zaminder 
family of Dacca. Their entrepreneurial activity was started in hill under the able leadership 
of late Mr. G.C. Banarjee. He was a young polyglot who took up the job as translator and 
scribe with the East India Company27 • He left his home ( Bora! ,South 24 Parganas) at the 
age of 16 and travelled to North Bengal on horseback, leaving behind his family and fortunes. 
He was at odds with his elder brother ( the family patriarch) regarding his educational and 
professional career. So he decided to take the " bull by the horns " and forge a name for 
himself in North Bengal. In 1857 he became involved with a deserter from the British 
imperial army Captain Samler and together they got into plantations28 • Tarapada Banarjee, 
son of G.C. Banarjee took over the reins of the family which had been developed 
singlehandedly by his father. In 1859 the Makaibari Tea Estate, the first tea factory 
commissioned in the Darjeeling district was closed in 1933. Makaibari literally means "Maize 
Land" and is strategically located in Kurseong, the land of the white orchid. It is located at 
an altitude of 4500 feet above the sea level. The Banarjee has been associated with the tea 
estate since l 860's. In 1933 , the tea estate was owned by Tarapada Banarjee . After his 
death , his son Pasupati Banarjee took the reins. At present, Mr. swaraj Banarjee, commonly 
known as Raja Banarjee is the Managing Director of this tea estate and has been in the 
family ever since29• Unfortunately, all precise records of how the Banarjee family before 
Independence managed the tea estate were lost when the Darjeeling tea Factory was 
destroyed by fire at the end of 1962. Anyhow, this is the first tea estate of the Darjeeling to 
market Darjeeling greens, oolongs and silver tips. It also provides excellent accommodation 
facilities to its guests. 

Next important tea estate of the Banarjee family in Darjeeling hill was Happy Valley 
tea estate. It was established in the year 1854 by David Wilson, an Englishman who named 
the garden according to his name as Wilson Tea Estate and by 1860 had started cultivation 
of tea. In 1903, this tea estate was taken by an Indian named Mr.Tarapada Banarjee, an 
aristocrat from Hooghly . T.P.Banarjee bought the tea estate and merged another tea estate 
and gave the name Happy Valley Tea Estate30• After his death, his son Mr. Amiya Kumar 

112 



Banarjee took over the Happy Valley and Vah-Tukvar, while Pashunath another son of 
T.P.Banarjee took over the reins at Makaibari. Amiya Kumar was an M.A., first class in 

English from Calcutta University and Pashupati Nath was a graduate (B.A.) from Scottish 
Church College of Calcutta University. After the demise of Amiya Banarjee, his three sons 
namely Manik, Falguni and Tridev took the charge of management. Tridev Banarjee has 
completed his education , both in Darjeeling Govt. School and College while his other two 

brothers did in Calcutta. Arun Banarjee, grandson of Sir Shyamapada Banarjee, a renowned 
Congress leader and Bengali film actor Victor Banarjee are closed with this family as 

well31 • 

Wilson was the brand name of tea produced in their garden. The superscription "Happy 
Valley Gives Happiness" levelled on the tea packets gives a glimpse of the charmness of the 
brand. They have opened up an outlet for selling pet dogs in Calcutta. Mr. Siv Sankar Pasari 

, owner of the Remington Type- Writer Company; Mrs. Gauri Dey, owner of Enco Plywood 
Company ; A Toss and Company were the financer of this tea estate. They had a very good 
museum where a number of visitors used to visit off and on. Tridev Banarjee himself 
maintained a beautiful library consisted of very rare and precious books. He also developed 
a habit of reading books sitting on a Tiger's skin. In every year, gun-washer men used to 
come their Bungalows for washing their private guns. During the Gorkhaland movement , 
these were surrendered to Indian Govt. However, the ownership of this tea estate has been 
transferred from this family to the Bansal group in 2008. The last Bengali director of this 
tea estate was Drona Banarjee, daughter of Tridev Banarjee32 • 

Another Bengali tea planter in Darjeeling hill was Kamal Krishna Haldar from 
Barrackpur. He was the first Tahasildar manager of Maharajadhiraja Bahadur Mahatab 
Chand of Burdwan in Darjeeling hill. He came to the hill in 1850 with Maharajadhiraja and 
managed to acquire small beats of land from Lepchas and build huge property for Burdwan 
Raj Estate in the district. Kamal Haldar later planted Kamalpur Tea Estate near Bagdogra 
in Terai region and till 1960's the garden was under the family33 • In 1967 the ownership of 
this garden was transferred to Mr. Badal Bhattacharya, Managing Director of Kiron Chandra 
tea estate. They later sold the garden to Mr. Jayanti Prasad Agarwalla in the year of 197634 • 

Another tea estate still running under a Bengali entrepreneur is Mission Hill Tea Estate, 
p.o .-Fagu, Mirik. It was initially a British garden. Later on, Parswanath Ghatak, a Zaminder 
by profession owned it. After his death, his son Taranath Ghatak took its rein. He was the 
pioneer director of several tea companies in Jalpaiguri town. He was well connected with 
mis Good Will Tea Co. Ltd. He was a sound lawyer; in his later life he devoted himself 
entirely to the industry and of reconstructing the Jalpaiguri Banking and Tradition Corporation, 
the oldest Banking enterprise of the town. He joined Indian Tea Planters Association (ITPA) 

and served the association as its Vice Chairman in the year of 196035 • His demise created a 
void to run the estate and thus the ownership has been transferred to S. Agarwalla of 
Kolkata. In 1979-80 the ownership was further transferred to Mr. Nilmoni Roy of Mal 

Bazar, dist- jalpaiguri. He has a petrol pump in Caltex road of this town36. Parswanath 
Ghatak had another garden in Alipurduar named Srinathpur Tea Estate . Now it is being run 
by Mrs. Agnimitra Dey Sarkar, wife of late Paritosh Sarkar who bought it in the year of 

1997. 
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Thus we may say that in spite of many difficulties faced by the pioneer Bengali tea 
planters in Darjeeling hill mainly the constant liability of landslides resulting from heavy 
rainfall, their garden properties continued to progress rapidly in their single minded aim. But 
since independence, the frequent changes in the ownership of the tea plantation industry in 
Darjeeling hill has severely affected the industry as well. The profit-oriented outlook of the 
new comers especially the Marwaris has resulted in the increase of crop at a low cost but 
the quaHty of tea has deteriorated to a large extent. Strikes, lock-out has become a regular 
feature in the gardens. They systematically stripped off the gardens of their assets, drained 
the surplus and siphoned it off to their industries situated in Bombay, Delhi or Rajasthan. 
The commercial approach of quick back return of the new traders has been the fundamenta l 
spot of weakness in the tea industry in Darjeeling hill. 
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Glimpses of Social History in Banabhatta's Harshacharita 

BhawnaRai 

The word 'history' is derived from the Greek word 'istoria' meaning inquiry, research, 
exploration or information. It is an attempt to recapture however imperfectly, that which is, 

in a sense, lost forever. 1 The Ramayana and the Mahabharata, the two supreme kavyas 

have been called itihasa by our ancestors.Yet they are not histories, but are only sources of 
historical information very much like the Homeric epics.2 V.S. Apte's Sanskrit English 
Dictionary ( 1912) quotes the standard definition of itihasa: "Dharmarthakamamokshanam 
UpadesasamanvitamPurvavrttam kathayuktam ltihasam Prachakshate ". what is known 

as itihasa is past events or ancient lore arranged in the form of stories in which duty or 
moral law, wordly well-being, desire, love and sex, and final deliverance or communion with 
god, find instructive application.3 It is against such background that when we look at 
Harshacharita (ltit Century), that supplies the information of society and early life of king 
Harsha and how he recovered his beloved sister and the royal fortune, it may be considered 
as a source of itihasa. During the Gupta period a new form of literature became eminent 

among the literary genious. It was a prose narrative either in the form of katha or 
akhyayika.The works of Dandin like Dasakumaracharita, Subandhu s Vasavadatta 
and Banas Harshacharita and Kadambari falls under this category. According to Bhamaha, 
in the akhyayika the subject matter gives fact of actual experience, the narrator being the 
hero himself and the story is told in pleasing prose divided into chapters or uchhavasas.The 
work should contain metrical pieces in Vaktra andAparavaktra metre, indicative of future 
happen ing of incidents; scope may be allowed to poetic invention, and the theme may embrace 
subjects like the abduction of a maiden, fighting separation and final triumph of the hero; and 
it should be composed in Sanskrit.4The Harshacharita is written in a fine Sanskrit by the 
court poet Banabhatta in eight uchhavasas, the main theme being the rescue of Rajyasri 
fulfi lls the criteria of akhyayika. 

Along with the theme of the patron King Harsha, Bana also give his details in the first 
three uchhavasas viz . Vatsyayanavamsavarnanam, Rajadarsanam and 
Rajavamsavarnanam. He refers about his high birth in the Vatsyayana family, highly learned 
brah min of Pritikuta; a loving son of Chitrabhanu and mother Rajadevi. Raghavan writes 
'it is a literary performance in history as it reveals not only the life of the great monarch 
but also the life of a great poet, a biography and an autobiography in one .' The 
narration of the theme begins from the fourth chapter named as Cakravartijanmavarnanam. 
Here the author speak about the strength of Harsha's father Prabhakarvardhana in a 
metaphorical style : 'A lion to the Huna deer, a burning fever to the King of Sindhudesa, 
a troubler of the sleep of Gurjara King, a bilious pleague to that scent-elephant, 
pride of the Latas, and an axe to the goddess of fortune and glory of Malwa.'5 

It a lso refers to the marriage of Rajyasri with Grahavarman of Kanauj .The description 
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of a royal wedding bears a close semblance with the existent wedding in present India. 
From the narration it becomes clear that it was a usual practice on the part of groom to ask 
for bride's hand. Again it appears from the physical description of the princess: "Meanwhile 
Rajyasri gradually grew up in daily increasing familiarity with friends expert in song, 
dance and with all accomplishments. In a comparatively limited period she came to 
maturity. On her alone fell the glances of all kings, like arrows on the targe, and 
sending envoys, monarchs sought her hand."(HC, p.155), "Our darling Rajyasri, my 
queen, is now grown a young woman. The thought of her, like her noble qualified, 
never for a moment leaves my heart." (HC,p.156) that fully grown up girls were preferred 
for marriage. In this context it may be mentioned that we find references of marriage of 
grown up girls in the literary works of Kalidasa, such as Sakuntala. But the fact that 
Rajyasri was a royal lady can not be missed.Child marriage was not common and that 
women of high birth occassionally put veil are narrated by the author. At the same time we 
learn from Harshacharita that women were given education in music, dancing and several 
other arts and were accorded a commendable berth in the society. 

Again Yasovati s reply to the king on matters of their daughter's marriage that 
"Mothers,your majesty, are to their daughters no more indeeed than nurses,useful only in 
rearing them.In their bestowal the father is the judge" (HC,pg.109), reflects the idea of 
patriarchal family and society. 

Polygamy was prevalent is known to us when the Queen refers to her co-wives: 
'sapataninam sirahsu nihita ... '(HC.Vpg.167). The fifth chapter 
'Maharajamaranavarnanam' throws light on the prevalence of 'Sati' among the ruling 
class.The earliest epigraphic evidence of widow-burning is recorded in Eran Stone Pillar 
Inscription of Bhanugupta 5J0A.D., in the Sagar district of Madhya Pradesh, where the 
wife of general Goparaja, one of the army commanders ofBhanugupta died at this place in 
battlewhile fighting for the country against Huna, his wife immolated herself on her husband's 
funeral pyre.6 Similarly many inscriptional sources of later dates like the Chhoti Khata Sati 
Memorial Inscriptions of 686 A.D., 688 A.D., 692 A.D., the Balaknath Temple Parmar 
Memorial Inscription of 1013 A.D., the Lohari Inscription of 1170 A.D. reveals the act of 
fire-bath on the funeral pyre of her/their husband. The Lahori Inscription refers nine widows 
of Jalsala perfoming Sati.7 On the other hand in Harshacharita Queen Yasovati wished: 
"Cambhuna tu hate kame tatpatni rtisnjnita Mumoha purato dristva patim 
bhasmavacesitaml Jatasnjna muhurtlena vilapa ha citradha Yadvilapad vane vapi 
samaduhkham abhut tada'', i.e. to die 'avidhva' by immolating herself in the fire when 
Prabhakarvardhana was lying on his death-bed.This shows that Sati could be performed 
before the death of husband. Later we also hear the interrupted attempt of Rajyasri for self 
immolation. Widow remarriage was not in vogue but many lived a religious life or turned into 
nuns. Rajyasri s wish to wear the red robes also point to this fact. 

The next two chapters- Rajapratijnavarnanam and Kshatralabdhi- narrates the 
story oflamentation and reluctance to take the throne. Above all the news of the murder of 
Grahavarman, brother-in-law of Rajyavardhana and Harsha and imprisonment of Rajyasri 
by the combined army ofMalwa and Gauda; was a clear indication of the advantage taken 
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by the death of a strong ally of the Maukheris. Also it indirectly shows the inability of 
Grahavarman to stand against the coalition of Gauda and Malwa. Banabhatta then 
mentions about the departure of Rajyavardhana, his successful attempt to kill the ruler of 
Malwa and how he was treacherously killed by the Gauda King. Many scholars and 
historians laments on the incomplete and obscure information supplied by the Harshacharita, 
for instance the name of Gauda king, King of Malwa and Queen Yasovati 's brother's name 
who had presented his son Bhandi as an accompany to the princes has not been mentioned. 

According to P.V. Kane, 'Bana perhaps purposedly omitted the express mention of the 
murderer of the reigning emperors brother '. 8lt is however said in the words: 
'Prakatkalakamudayaman-akasesasankamandalam' (HC.VI.P 178) Here Bana alludes 

to the rise of the Gauda king Sasanka. 

Just after 'the death of Rajyavardhana, who fell fighting for the defense of 
Kanauj, was, we surmise, used by Harsha for canvassing the ministers of that kingdom 
in favour of his own succession to the throne of Kanauj.' 9 Bana writes thus: 'He was 
embraced by the goddess of the Royal Prosperity (Lakshmi), who ... forced him, however 
reluctant, to mount the throne ... '(HC.pg.70) Under the circumstances Harsha, as the 

new king marched forward on his mission to avenge the death of his elder brother and ''for 
the subjugation of all the four quarters" (HC.pg.197). It was during this time that he 
received a messenger, Hamsavega from Bhaskervarman of Pragjyotisha along with many 
valuables, for mutual relation. The discourse between the messenger of Bhaskervarman 
and Harsha were so framed by Bana that it did not hurt the pride of the new king nor did 
it underrate the importance of Kamarupa 's friendship.The last uchhavasa informs Harsha s 
search for his sister and being able to save her right in time. 

Dr. Dasgupta is of the opinion that Bana wrote Harshacharita "more a romantic 
story than as a sober history" of his patron and stopped when felt that "his muse had 
taken a sufficient long flight. "10 Similar view has been expressed by Keith, who thinks 

that Banas vivid pictures of the army or the life of the court and religious ambience of the 

time are faithful to history. But the poet was more interested in constructing a romance and 
not in presenting a faithful picture of his time. 11 The author is accused specially by Europeans, 
of writing an obscure and laboured style, often indulging in far-fetched similes and long 

drawn out double entendre. 12On the other hand, R.K. Mukerji has observed, 'though the 
historical value of the work as a whole is somewhat vitiated by its occasional outburst 
of hero-worship and flights of fancy, to which a poet laureate panegyric on his royal 
patron naturally lends itself, the line between fact and fiction is easily discernible'. 
He further writes that on the whole, Bana as a historian is sometimes more reliable than the 
Chinese pilgrim. He further writes, "What we thus lack of political history is amply 
compensated by what we get of social history in the" Harshacharita. 13 

Similar analysis has been articulated by Devahuti, that Bana's high-spirited depiction 
was due to the ornate fashion of his period but 'it is not very difficult to separate fact 
from flattery in the Harshacharita '. 14 

Banas description is the first hand knowledge of the contemporary life, in the words of 
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Sreedharan. The information on the ploughing, rice and wheat crops, sugarcane enclosures, 
of the Persian wheel', of cut corn heaps ready for threshing floors, singing herdsmen mounted 

on buffaloes gay with the tinkle of bells bound to their neck, roaming herds of cows, troops 
of camel and flocks of sheep under the guardianship of camel boys, travellers blissfully 
sleeping after drinking the juice of fresh fruits, and of lovely groves where wood rangers 
taste the coconut juice. 15 Bana has depicted both the rural and city-life in his akhyayika. 
The customs and tradition of the period is also referred in the Harshacharita. Festivals 
related at the childbirth, upanayana, samavartana, marriages and religious ceremonies 
performed before starting the journey and the funeral custom are vividly described by Bana. 
Harsha s day-dream of burning lion and lioness, his throbbing of the left eye indicating some 
bad omen are described by Bana, the superstitions that still prevail in the present day, makes 
it more interesting. 

Prabhakarvardana s advice : 'In their people, not in their kin, are kings rich in 
relatives', 16·to Harsha is so deeply meant by the experience King. Even the true reactions 
of the common people are very openly expressed, though the fields destroying the crops, 
they dismissing fear out of grief cried 'wheres the king?' 'What right has he to be king?' 
'What a king? '17 It is learnt from the Harshacharita that Harsha completed his father's 
wish by conquering and annexing Sindhudesa to his kingdom in the third chapter. Further 
information like the subjugation of the Himalayan region, payment of taxes by them to 
acknowledge Harsha s supremacy and annexation of Malwa is furnished by Bana. The 
presence of feudal structure of administration is clearly stated in the Harshacharita. It 
mentions number of samantas such as mahasamanta, aptasamanta, pradhansamanta, 
satrusamanta and pratisamanta. These samantas paid taxes as well as render their services 
to the King. 18The sixth uchhavas includes names of different rulers of different dynasty 
and some of the important events associated with them. He corroborates instances of twenty
eight kings who befell on account of treachery meted out by devious enemies. 

Bana himself had a number of companions from all strata of life which reveals that 
caste system and intermingling was not so strict. Among his friends were a poet, author, two 
flute players, two musicians, painter, gambler, etc. people were content with their simple 
vocations. Every trade and profession were given their due cognisance without any disparity. 
He mentions about his two brothers from a Sudra: 'bhratarau parasava 
chandrasenamatrisenau ', which means anuloma form of marriages was common among 
the brahmins. 19The work throws light on religious mattter too, it describes about twenty-one 
religious sects; among the Brahmanical cult the Siva, Sakti and Vaisnava were popular; 
the Lokayatika sect, Buddhism and Jainism were common. The people were virtuous, 
God-fearing and pious observing all religious festivals. Besides, information on education, 
dresses, ornaments of various kinds, forms of art, features of different race can be found in 
the Harshacharita. 

Harshacharita gives valuable information regarding the society, culture and other 
aspsects of the period. Considered as the first ofits kind, it served as an example to the later 
days poets. Bana 'has woven the story out of actual events' and his masterpiece 'in fact 
is as much based on real events as Scotts Quentin Durward or Waverley'. It contains 
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'a living India at that time, just as we see in Arrian and Plutarch something of the 
India of Alexander s time '. 20 

Notes: 

HC - Harshacharita. 

* Instead it should be Arahatta and not the Persian wheel. As pointed out by Irfan Habib, 
the geared Persian wheel with a bucket chain, which was moved by bullocks and could 

raise water from a deep well, was introduced in India in the period of Turkish conquest and 

the two subsequent centuries (thirteenth and fourteenth Centuries).Arahatta or araghatta is 
a gear less wheel carrying pots and buckets fixed on its rim, which could be operated on an 
open surface (stream or reservoir) for raising water of which the level was quite high. 

# A form of Saivism 
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The Art of Embellishments under Mughals 

Gouri Dey 

Though the history oflndianjewellery dates back as far as the Indus Valley Civilization, it is 

only from the Mughal period onwards that there is well documented information on this 
craftsmanship. Perhaps, the greatest contribution made by Mughals is to the art of 
embellishments. Exquisite jewellery items were made from gold, with stone encrusted in the 

front and enameled back. The finishing of the work of art took on importance. 1The Mughals, 
influenced by Hindu superstitions, took to wearing stones for luck. In astrology, the nine 
planets of the solar system are represented by precious stones. The navratna as the Mughals 

called it became extremely popular among the Mughals and necklaces and bracelets of 
uncut stones became typical specimens of the jewellery of that period. Mughals exhibited a 
pooled finesse of Persian approach and indigenous traditions of the Raj puts. It emerged as 

an influential and confident imperial culture which was distinctively Indian but, at its best, 

lithe and receptive to ideas from the world outside. Numerous miniature pictures ofMughal 
princes and Ladies and exhibits in the great museums of the world, give impression that life 

in Mughal court and for the nobility was one of unimaginable luxury, and this impression is 

confirmed by reports from European ambassadors, merchants and artists. Jewellery has 
been an obsession with women of all ages and times. Ornaments are worn not only for the 
purpose of attracting the attention of others around but also as a distinctive mark of status, 
rank and dignity. Indian women too showed a great liking for jewellery since times immemorial. 

Both Hindus and Muslims have given religious significance to the use of ornaments. A touch 
of gold on the woman's body is considered to be auspicious. Muslims lay emphasis on holy 
amulets and ornaments with stone settings, and their basic intention in wearing ornaments is 

to secure protection against evil eyes.2 

As an aphorism, succinctly coined by Roe, 'In jewels here is the treasury of the world.'1 

For rulers, precious stones and jewels were not only a means ofambiance or adornment but, 
formed the currency of power in Mughal India. It was an easy means of wealth which they 
could carry and use for payments regarding military campaigns and a vital part of the apparatus 

of monarchy and diplomacy. This was nothing new in the 'Arthashastra ', a Sanskrit treatise 
on governance, kings were advised the treasury has its source in the mines, from the treasury 
the army, the earth is obtained with the treasury as its ornament. In his journal, the Tuzuk

i-Jahangiri, Jahangir himself testified to the importance that gems and jewels bore in the 

empire. Military servants who captured diamond-bearing territory were liberally praised.4 

By the reign of Jahangir (1605-27) jewels were worn prominently possession of the 
finest gems also carried symbolic power, bolstering the legitimacy of rule. A.S . Melikian 

Chirvani argues that the Mughal emperors looked to Iranian models of kingship as envisioned 
in the Shah-nama or book of the kings, surrounding themselves with jewelled objects that 
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became part of the insignia of power, particularly from Jahangir's reign onwards. Jewels 

were the focus of court ceremonial when courtiers presented jewelled objects, which were 
assessed and their value recorded, and of royal birthday ceremonies in which the emperor 
was weighed against gold, then jewels, silver and other items in tum and his weight in silver 

coins distributed among the poor. 5 

In assessing the extent of Jahangir's treasury, William Hawkins resorted to the use of 
the 'battman', a Turkish measure typically reserved for grain and other bulky goods, which 

was equal to 55 English pounds and reckoned thatJahangir had 82 pounds i.e., more than 30 

kg of diamonds, none smaller than 2 carats. There were 12 battmans of pearls, 5 of emeralds, 
and 2 of rubies and in addition 5 thousand pieces of cornelian, 2 thousand spine ls, and an 
inestimable number of semi-precious stones. Jewelled swords were numbered in thousands, 

gem-studded saddles at one thousand and multiples of spectacular thrones, royal umbrellas, 
and lances. For delicate embellishment, 2000 brooches for turbans and uncountable chains 
of pearls and stones, rings with jewels. Hawkins guessed of 2000 battmans of silver and 
1000 of gold plates. Even in the relatively spartan ambiance of his prayer room, Jahangir 
could call on eight 400-bead rosaries strung with pearls, spinels, diamonds, rubies, emeralds, 
jade, and coral.6 

Spinels (sometimes erroneously called balas rubies) were prized above other precious 
stones in the Mughal imperial treasuries and survive in huge size engraved with imperial 
inscriptions. In the classification of gemstones recorded by the court historian, Abu! Faz) in 
his account of the treasury of the emperor Akbar (1556-1605), spinels appear to be the most 

important both from the fact that they are listed first and from the financial values allotted to 
them preceding diamonds, rubies, sapphires, emeralds and pearls. Spinels were admired for 
their red colour, which in the Persian literature dominant in Mughal India symbolized both 

wine and the sun, evoking the light of dusk. The carew spine I carved with minute yet perfectly 
controlled Persian inscriptions bearing the titles of the Mughal emperors who owned its, 
attesting to the skill of the Mughal lapidaries. In November 1617, Jahangir reciprocated 

Shah Jahan's display of loyalty with a gift of his own: 'On this day I made a present to my 
son Shah Jahan of a ruby of one colour, weighing 9 tanks and 5 surkh (184 carats)of 
the value of 125,000 rupees, with two pearls. This is the ruby which was given to my 
father at the time of my birth by Hazrat Maryam-Makani, mother of His Majesty 
Akbar, by way of present when my face was shown, and was for many years in his 
sarpich (turban brooch). After him I also happily wore it in my sarpich. Apart from its 
value and delicacy, as it had come down as of auspicious augury to the everlasting 
State, it was bestowed on my son. '7 

Other noteworthy stones include the Agra, a pinkish diamond of 31 ½ carats; the 
Akbar Shah diamond, allegedly a stone of 116 carats and inscribed with the names of 
Akbar's son and grandson, Jahangir and Shah Jahan. (The inscription of diamonds and its 

perfection by the Mughal lapidaries was a measure of their consummate skill.) Large spinels 
inscribed with the possessor's name and imperial titles were similarly handed on in dynastic 
succession. These were often strung as single pendants, or were combined with pearls in 

necklaces or bazubands (jeweled ties encircling the upper arm). The big diamonds could 
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also be strung as pendants or necklaces. Alternatively, like the auspicious ruby Jahangir 
mentions in his journal, they could be displayed in the ornament that adorned his turban. The 
journal is replete with mentions of different turban ornaments, a range of jeweled plumes, 
aigrettes, and turban fringes which formed a central part ofMughal royal dress and featured 
prominently in imperial iconography. Almost without exception, Indian kings who came after 
the Mughals, Hindus as well as Muslims, adopted a version of their turban ornamentation as 
a symbol of their own royal status. 

The love of precious stones has a long history in the Islamic world. Pearls played an 
especially importance role during the time of the Mughals. Double and triple strands of 
pearls were symbols ofnobility by the time of Akbar. When a visitor or ambassador presented 
the ruler with an especially beautiful large or regular pearl the gift would be accepted with 
pleasure. In a miniature from about 16 I 9 depicting Shah Jahan wearing two strands oflarge 
pearls around his neck, his turban has also large rows of pearls. Aurangzeb wears a few 
thick ropes of pearls over a green costume. Noble ladies and gentlemen were never seen 
without their pearl necklaces whether flirting on the terrace of the Harem or even asleep in 
their bed. Even the servants, courts ladies and singers were never portrayed without pearl 
jewellery, pearls or precious stones were used to make earrings, which came in various 
forms from large plain pearls studs for the earlobe to complicated pendants. Earrings or 
studs for the men appear to have come into the fashion under Jahangir. Moreover large 
pearls were used as a buttons for beautiful and luxurious kaftans. Such buttons buttons was 
also recommended for the true gentleman, sometimes decoration strands of pearls are seen 
hanging from the belt of a nobleman they were probably a standard accessory to a particular 
type of robe of honour. The Mughal Emperor in order to fasten the strands of pearls which 
were occasionally wrapped around turbans either the sarpati was used, an oval fastening 
made of precious stones. The string of pearls which was wrapped around the turban might 
also be interspersed with rubies, with another emerald at the back of the turban.8 

Influences on Mughal Jewellery- The existing trends in jewellery under the Mughals were 
a continuation of the amalgamated style oflslamic and Hindu artistic styles. Islamic influences 
had been seen in the subcontinent as far back as the 8th century and excavations have 
unearthed remarkable material which shows the adaptability on both sides of the equation -
traditional Islamic and traditional Indian - and the originality and creativity of artists in the 
region in adjusting to new influences, creating new styles and expanding horizons. A number 
of Islamic powers had been establishing base in India before the advent of the Mughals. 
These include the Ghaznavids, the Ghurids, and the Turkish and Afghan dynasties that broke 
away from the Sultanate in Delhi. Babur was the first Mughal ruler and he had seized 
power from the Lodhi Dynasty in India. Thus the culmination of centuries of Islamic rule 
was seen in the Mughal dynasty and all these collective influences were witnessed in their 
life, art, architecture and crafts, including in jewellery. 9 

Influence of Raj puts- Some of the finest goldsmiths' works have been produced under the 
Mughal patronage. The colours were not just exclusive to Jaipur, and were found on much 
eighteenth-century jewellery from centres as far apart as Murshidabad and the Deccan. 
Some areas, such as Rajasthan, were able to resist being completely overwhelmed, because 
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Rajasthan undoubtedly contributed a great deal to the formation of the hybrid Mughal style: 
its princess's married Mughal royalty and its rulers had taken high positions at court, both 

bringing their jewellery and, probably, their craftsmen with them. The Rajputs had also 
contributed jewelled and gold articles to the emperor's treasury. In Rajasthan itself, there 
are restrictions on the use of certain types of gold jewellery. In general, Hindus do not wear 
gold on the feet, as it is a sacred metal, which would thus be defiled . However, in Rajasthan 
'the anklet of gold (worn by men) worn on one or both feet is a proof of nobility as well as 
of being entitled to a certain position at a Durbar. 10 

Mughal Art in India in Meenakari, 

Meenakari is basically an ancient form of art in India that has been praised since its introduction 

for the superb designs and combination of colours. From the prime age of this craft, the 

artisans were named as 'meenakar' who were involved in creating different Meenakari 
items. In some work, the entire object, such as pendant, is covered with this exclusive 
technique. On a typical pair of 'kara' bangles with three-dimensional 'makara', elephant, 
lion or bird head terminals, additionally decorated with diamonds, rubies, and emeralds, as 

they often were, is a dazzlingly opulent object that embodies a galaxy of goldsmith arts. A 
special type is 'ek rang khula mina', in which single-colour transparent enamel fills all 
engraved area, leaving gold outlines exposed around figural details. 'Pachrangi mina' (five

colour enamel) is a special multicoloured style of enamelling. The five colours used are 
'safed' (opaque white), 'fakhtai' (opaque light blue) from 'fakhta' (a dove), 'khula nila' 
(transparent dark blue), 'khula sabz' (transparent green), 'khula Jal' (transparent red). 11 

History of Meenakari - Meenakari is the art of decorating metal with enamelling. It 
was introduced by the Mughals though originated in Persia. Raja Man Singh of Amber 
brought this art to Raj asthan. He invited skilful meenakars from the Mughal palace at Lahore 

and established them in Jaipur, which became the centre of Meenakari later on in India. 
Meenakari design needs a high degree of skill and techniques. Colours like red, green and 
white, dominate this art of enamelling. Nathdwara, Bikaner and Udaipur are the famous 

centres for silver Meenakari. Pratapgarh is known for glass enamelling. Delhi and Varanasi 
are also important centres for exclusive Meenakari designs. In India, Meenakari work has 
developed in the places like Punjab and Lucknow including the other Meenakari centres of 
India. 

Techniques of Meenakari Art - The design for the Meenakari in India is made on the 
metal surface by the craftsmen called 'chitras'. The design is engraved by the 'gharias ' 
such that depressions are created. Sometimes the Meenakari is combined with the art of 

' Kundan' to make the created articles an amalgamation of enamelling and stone carving. 

After the design is created the enameller applies different colours with brushes on the 
engraved design. The base is first covered by white or pink enamel, upon which different 

colours are applied in order of their hardness. It is then heated to enhance the richness of 

the colours. 'Gulabi mina' (pink enamel) is derived from 'gulab' (rose) which has been 
popularly associated with the Varanasi enamelling style. It includes areas of painted enamel, 
generally flowers, executed in translucent pink on an opaque white ground. All other enamelled 
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areas on the object are created in the 'champleve' style, which makes this a mixed style of 
enamelling. The technique requires at least five separate enamel applications. 

When a single transparent coloured enamel is used to fill the ground around an opaque 
figure, various colour of ground like 'lal zamin' (transparent red ground), 'sabz zamin' 
(transparent green ground), 'nil zamin' (transparent blue ground) are chosen to contrast 
with and set off that of the subject. 'Bandh mina khaka' (opaque cartouche or outline) is a 
technique in which the figure in transparent colour is surrounded by an opaque enamel 
cartouche. The object when ready is polished and cleaned. Generally hand burnishes are 

used to cover any exposed metal. 

Forms of Meenakari Art - Besides jewellery other items which were known for their 
Meenakari work were various shaped huqqas, pandans, flasks, sprinklers and a lot more. 

Huqqas were a favourite item for the Meenakari Artists. Various hues and ambitious designs 
were used in the Meenakari Art which was part of the huqqas. Different shaped huqqas 
with the engraved Meenakri work were made during the Mughal period. 

Pandan is another piece of art work which sees profuse use of meenakari work. Pandans 
of the Mughal era are found in all the three metals namely gold, silver and copper. 

It can be said that both silver and gold metals are used as the base for Meenakari work 
in India. At present time, Meenakari is done in the metals like silver and copper to suit the 
need and style of the modern people. In addition to the jewelleries and other items, the 
Meenakars create exclusive items that serve the decorative purpose. The items that are 
created with amazing artistry include Meenakari bowl set, chowki set, Hand Casted 
Meenakari Chowki with White alloy metal, Meenakari arm chair, Meenakari almirah, 
Meenakari roman chair, Meenakari gun box cum seater, utility box thrones, dining set, 
decorative frames, key holder, photo frames, ash trays, pen holder etc. 12 

Moghul Anklets-There are different kinds of ankle-ornaments worn by the Mughal Ladies. 
Chura consisting of two hollow half circlets which when joined together formed a complete 
ring; another one Dundhani was engravedform of the first; next is known as Masuchi which 
was like the second but differently engraved. Pail or anklet called khalkhal in Arabic. These 
produced jingling sound when its wearer moved about. Ghunghru, consisting of small golden 
bells, usually six on each ankle and stung upon silk was worn between Jehar(three gold 
rings) and Khalkhal. Bhank was a triangular and square ornament for the instep. Bichhwah, 
another ornament for the instep was shaped like a half bell. Anwat was an ornament for the 
great toe. Other ornaments the women wear include Rings on their Toes, and Shekels on 
their Legs made hollow and some glass beads loose in them, that when move the leg they 
make a Noise like a rattle snake. These ornaments are generally made of gold studded with 
precious gems. The anklets which has gold rosettes, set alternately with diamonds or lidded 
and set with precious or semi-precious stones. This was acquired from exhibition as an 
anklet; despite the usual restrictions on wearing gold on the feet the diameter would be too 
great for a conventional armlet. Each alternate rosette is lidded and foiled in a colour, which 
matches its stone. The stones, beginning with the pearl and moving clockwise, are: blue 
sapphire, ruby, diamond, emerald, yellow sapphire, spine!, hessonite garnet, turquoise and 
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coral. These pair of anklets are made from gold with applied lozenges and stamped spheres 
imitating granulation. The imitation granulation was done by stamping sheet gold onto a 
shaped depression in a jeweller 's mould .13 

Moghul Jewellery for Head -The Mughal Ladies decorated every part of their bodies 
from head to toe. Abu! Faz! describes thirty seven ornaments worn by the women in Mughal 
period of which five head ornaments like Sis-phul which was a bell shaped piece of gold and 
silver, hollow and embellished from inside with attachments fastened to the hair over the 
crown of the head, Mang was worn on the parting of the head, Kotbiladar, which consisted 
of five bands and a long centre drop was worn on the forehead, Sekra mainly used in 
marriage ceremonies and other special occasions consisted of seven or more strings of 
pearls linked to studs and hung from the forehead in such a manner as to conceal the face, 
and finally the Binduli, which was smaller than a gold mohar and worn on the forehead . 
Women sometimes wore turbans which often had in them valuable ornaments studded with 
precious stones and pearls. 14 

The hair ornaments are also gold sets with rubies, emeralds and diamonds and with strings 
of pearls and red glass beads from the Northern India in the mid 19th century. This hair 
ornament was an exhibition piece acquired by the Indian Museum in 1855. It would have 
been worn with the long coils, terminating in serpent heads, framing the face and the strings 
of pearls with pendants fanning out over the forehead. 

Hand Ornaments- Abul Fazl describes lists of bracelets which include Kangan which 
were of different designs, surmounted with small knobs, Gajrah, a bracelets of gold and 
pearls. Chura bracelets worn above the wrist; Bahu like the chur but little smaller; Churin 
thinner than the bracelets and worn in a bunch of seven or more. Sometimes the bracelets 
were in the form of pearl bands which went round the wrist nine or twelve times, Manucci 
being doctor found an obstruction for feeling the pulse as these were covered the wrist 
completely. 

Arms without ornaments are a bad sign for the women in Mughal India. The upper part of 
the arms above the elbows were ornamented with armlets called Bazuband usually two 
inches wide, inlaid with precious stones and having small bunches of pearls hanging down. 
Tad was a hollow circle worn on the arm just below the Bazuband. Manucci describes, the 
Princess wore in their arms above the elbow, rich armlets two inches wide, enriched on the 
surface with stones and having small bunches of pearls hanging from them. 

The Mughal ladies were also fond of wearing rings of various pattern and design on their 
fingers. The rings were studded with precious stones like diamonds and sapphires. On the 
right thumb there was always a ring where in a place of stone a little round mirror (arsi) 
having pearl around it, this is because as Manucci tells that the Mughal ladies were very 
fond oflooking at themselves in these tiny mirrors quite often.15 

Ear Ornaments - All women wore pierced earrings or pendants usually made of gold, 
silver or copper which hung down from the ears almost touching the shoulder. Bauli was 
worn in the upper part of the ear while kundala was for the lower part. The women also 
wear several small rings of gold or silver in holes bored around the rim of the ear. Abu! Faz! 
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describes different type of earrings worn by the ladies like Kuntila, a tapering shaped earrings; 
Karnphul(ear flower( shaped like a flower of the Magrela; Pipal-patti, crescent- shaped, 
worn as a bunch of eight or nine in each ear; Champakali, smaller than the red rose, worn on 
the shell of the ear; and Mor-Bhanwar, which was a ear pendant shaped like a peacock. 
This ear ornaments are made in gold and silver set with diamonds; pendants of pearls, green 

glass and emeralds, strands of pearls and rubies. The considerable weight of these ornaments 

is only partly supported by the hook, which passes through the ear; the strands of_ pearls 
would be looped up and the twisted gold tie threaded into the hair. Some other earrings are 

gold with applied stamped motifs, gold wires and granulation. However, though these ear 
ornaments are very obviously stylized cobras or nagas, the upper projecting section is the 
head of a semi-abstract animal (bat) with long ears and fangs. It thus relates to the group of 
ear ornaments with bizarre animal and bird heads. Another shared feature is the use of 

geometric motifs. This pair would have been worn with five other ornaments on each ear by 

sudra women. 16 

Nose Ornaments - The fashion of nose ornamentation was brought in India probably by 

the Muslim invader from the North West. But the nose ornamentation became popular in 
Mughal Harem as known from the Persian miniature paintings. But its presence in the 
Mughal Harem is known from the various sources. Abu) Faz! in his Ain-i-Akbari mentions 

nose ornaments like the Besar, which was a broad piece of gold to the upper ends of which 

a pearl was attached and at the other a golden wire which is clasped on to the pearl and 
hung from the nose by a gold wire. 17 

Moghul Jewellery for neck- Various necklaces mostly made of gold and silver and studded 
with gems and pearls were worn by the Mughal women. They are enamelled gold and silver 
pendant set with rubies, emeralds, natural white sapphires and rock crystal, strands of pearls 
and emerald with two rubies. Har was a necklace of strings of pearls interconnected by 
golden roses. The Mughal women also had three to five rows of pearls hanging from their 
neck coming down as far as the lower stomach. Round their neck they also had strings of 
pearls or precious stones and over these a valuable ornaments having in its centre a big 

diamond, a ruby, emerald or sapphire round it huge pearls. A few necklaces are full with 

enamelled gold plaques and pendants; some set with pendent pearls and green glass beads, 
whereas the strands of pearls terminate in emerald and ruby beads. Each of the large 
central pendants is enamelled with slightly different motifs using the same red, white and 

green palette, highlighted with touches of pale blue. The plaques, which secure the strings of 
pearls, are enamelled in an unusual combination of opaque yellow and white flowers with 
lime green leaves on a translucent ground. 18 

Pendants & Lockets - The pendant (taviz) with rubies and emeralds in gold is one of the 
feature of Mughals. The palmette at the centre relates to those found in the Iranian-influenced 
decorative arts of the late 16th and early 17th centuries, rather than to the period of Shah 

Jahan when floral decoration became more naturalistic. The detail is painstaking, with the 
eyes of the birds being minute emeralds set in gold. The back is inscribed with a Koranic 
verse. The amulet, which is bored along the top edge, would have been the central pendant 
to a necklace. 19 
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Pendants are also enamelled gold, set with rubies and a diamond on the front, and with 
green glass imitating emeralds. These pendants, with their carefully shaped, flat-set rubies, 
and green glass imitating emeralds, are worked in a style, which goes back to the late 16th 
century. The gemstones are used almost like mosaics, set into chased depressions and 
separated by gold left in slight relief to delineate the pattern. The residual areas are then 
engraved with flowers and foliage. The back is beautifully enamelled in a rhythmic portrayal 
of a bird amongst flowers, using the standard Moghul palette of white, red and green, though 
with touches of opaque yellow and blue. 

The lockets are the enamelled gold set with diamonds. Each locket has a rose-cut 
diamond at its centre, the other stones being roughly faceted and a rather unusual feature in 
Indian jewellery where small diamonds are, typically, flat-cut. The larger of the two lockets 
has translucent blue at the front, the smaller and a rather pale translucent green. The backs 
have similar motifs of red, green and blue birds and flowers on a white ground, on the larger 
contained within a quatrefoil frame and on the smaller within an oval. 20 

Mughal Turban Ornaments 

Only the emperor himself, his intimate relations, and select members of his entourage (beasts 
as well as men) were permitted to wear a royal turban ornament. As the empire matured, 
differing styles of ornament acquired the generic name of sarpech, from sar or sir, meaning 
head, and pech, meaning fastener. Initially, however, in Akbar's time, the principal turban 
ornament appears to have been the kalgi, a relatively simple gold or jewelled stem ofTurco
Persian origin, into which was inserted a plume offeathers. Ideally, the feathers were those 
of a heron. Royal portraits from Jahangir's reign show a more elaborate style of noteworthy 
gems clustered at the base of the plume and with a pendent pearl encouraging a gentle 
droop from the plume itself. During Shah Jahan 's reign an entirely mineralogical version of 
the kalgi appeared- an ornate, heavily jewelled brooch, in which a stylized 'plume' as well as 
the stem was composed of gems set in gold and backed by polychrome enamel. Even when 
solid, however, the 'plume' often affected the droop of Jahangir,s kalgi and was adorned by 
one or more pendent stones. In this form the turban ornament was known as a j igha, although 
it is important to note that most j ighas retained a stem ( tana) at the back for the insertion of 
the original feathered plume. In a more elaborate form still, the jigha acquired a wide jewelled 
base, a sarpatti, of three, five, or seven panels which was secured to the turban by silken or 
jewelled ties. Sarpattis of five or seven sections often sported three or five j ighas respectively. 

There is a considerable debate about the origins of these new designs. Susan Strange 
has argued that the development of the Mughals j igha owed something to the influence of 
the jewelled hat aigrettes of sixteenth and early seventeenth-century Europe. Illustrations of 
these would have been available to the emperors and their goldsmiths in the portraits of their 
sovereign and patrons that European visitors presented at court. Recently Oppi Untracht 
has counterd that it may have been the European who derived their aigrettes from India, 
nothing that portraits of nobles travelled in both directions and that the European took some 
time to replace the turban-friendly stem of the kalgi with a pin that was more suited to 
European hats. At the very least, the debate serves to high light the interchange of artistic 
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ideas between vibrant cultures. It is certain that European noticed both the ornaments and 
the symbolism of kingship they radiated. In the 1660s, Francois Berneir ( 1620-88), a French 
physician who reside at the court of Aurangzeb, witnessed a state occasion in which the 
emperor's sarpech dazzled: 'A turban, of gold cloth, had an aigrette whose base was 
composed of diamonds of an extra ordinary size and value, beside an oriental topaz, which 
may be pronounced unparalleled, exhibiting a lustre like the sun,' another French traveller, 
Jean de Thevenot ( 1633-67), observed that in Golconda the local sultan had expanded turban 

ornamentation to prodigious- even grotesque-dimensions. 

A turban jewel (Jigha and Sarpati) is an enameled gold set with diamonds, rubies, 
emeralds, a sapphire, and a pendent pearl and was found in Bengal (Murshidabad) and 
these jewels were presented to Admiral Charles Watson by the Nawab of Bengal on 26 July 
17 57, following the battle of Plassey. The jewels are typical of the Murshidabad court fashion 
at the time. A painting of caliverdi Khan of century 1750-55 shows the Nawab with his 

young grandson Siraj-ud-Daula; both wear turban jewels of exactly the same form. 21 

Mughal Zenanas- Indian women's fascination and deep liking for ornaments were in no 
way less during the Mughals age. Various contemporary sources, accounts of foreign 

travellers and Mughal paintings reveal the fact that the Mughal ladies loaded themselves 
with a large variety of ornaments. Most of the traveller agree that ornaments were "the 
very joy of their hearts". Each Princess had her own private collection of gems and they 

rivalled each other in brilliance. Often they would wear pearls in great profusion, covering 
their wrists, chests, and ankles. Jewellers were constantly being commissioned by members 
of the royal household to produce gold ornaments and to mount pearls in the form of the 
moon, a crescent, or a star, as well as making special items of other gems. It has been noted 

by some historians that there has been mention of trays filled with rubies which had only 
been polished and roughly shaped in the form of fruit, then pierced and hung from a gold 
string. Each princess had several sets of precious stones, to match their various dresses. 
They changed four or five times a day, according to the ceremonies of the court. The 
Mughals ladies had no difficulty in affording these costly ornaments because of their rich 
allowances, personal sources of income and gifts they got from the emperors and from 
others. According to Manucci, all these princesses owned six to eight sets of jewels in 
addition to others worn according to their fancy. 22 

Liaisons with jewellery in India are matchless in the world. It is a seamless tradition of 
personal embellishment spanning over five thousand years in this country. From simple 
floral g~rlands to the coruscating brilliance of creations in pure gold laden with gems, India 
has spawned a prodigious range of jewels, each replete with symbols and meaning appropriate 
to the status and beliefs of its wearer. So intricately has the art of jewellery been woven into 
the fabric of Indian life that the unrestrained history of the Indian subcontinent itself is 
reflected in the story of its jewels. 
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