
CHAPTER - XI 

A Comprative Study in Brief 

This chapter deals with a comparative study of the Vaishnavism of Midnapore with 
that of its adjacent districts of Bankura in the north and Hooghly in the north aast. While 
the soil of Bankura is laterite, that of Hooghly is mainly alluvial. This geographical varia
tions along with political condition have greatly influenced the Vaishnavism and the 
Vaishnavite cultures in these two districts. 

BANKURA 

The antiquity of Vaishnavism in Bankura may be traced back to the ancient period. It 
is evident from Susunia Rock Inscription of Chandrabarman of Bankura in 300 A.D. that 

the worship of Vishnu was in vogue.(1l Some say that once Parameswar Mallick intro
duced the Gaudiya Vaishnavism at Vishnupur before Srinivas Acharya.(2l It is also heard 
that when Srinivas reached the royal court, Raspanchadhyai was being read there.( 3l But 
the initiation of Malia king Vira Hamvir by Srinivas in the second half of the 16th century 
brought about a radical change in religious activities. 

Having been directed by Sri Jiva to preach Vaishnavism in different parts of Bengal, 
the trio Srinivas, Syamananda and Narottam brought the manuscripts of Vaishnava 
Sastras to Bengal, and Srinivas led the team. The birth place of Srinivas was Cakhandi 
on the border between Navadwip and Burdwan. He was a Radi Brahmin. From an early 
age, he formed a deep acquaintance with Srikhanda and the Vaishnava society. He was 
initiated by Raghunandana, nephew of Narahari SarkarYl He married, but he left for 
Vrindavana where he was acquainted with great Vaishnava Saints like Sri Jiva, Gopal 
Bhatta and others. Perhaps he was again initiated by Gopal Bhatta.(s) It was certain that 
he was well trained by Gopal Bhatta and Sri Jiva.(6l Ultimately he became a great 
scholar. 

In Premvilas, there is the mention of fortytwo notable disciples of Srinivas. They were 
Sridasa, Syamadasa, Govindadasa, Ramchandra, Gokul, Ramkrishna, Vira Hamvira and 
others. His disciples belonged to different castes from Brahmins to Sudra. They all played 
active roles to propagate Vaishnavism in the Bankura district. 

The Malia kings sprang up from an aboriginal semi tribal Bagdi caste. They began to 
call them Kshatriyas after their ascendency as a heroic class and independent rulers. As 

they always apprehended a challenge from their own tribe, they assayed to acquire their 
high descent by using the ladder of religion (Vaishnavism). They also used neo

Vaishnavism as a weapon to subdue the tribal people and to dispel their cruelty and dis-

1. Chakraborty, R.K., Vaishnavism in Bengal, p.2. 
2. Singha, Maniklal, Pascima Rada Tatha Bankura Sanskrili, Vishnupur, 1384 B.S., p. 314. 
3. Karmakar, Fakir, Vishoupurer Amar Kahini, Cal, 1374 B.S. pp.32-35. 
4. Radhamadhav Tarkatirtha, Srinivas Acharya, Our Heritage, Jan-June, 1954, Vol. II, Part- 1, pp. 191-192, and 

quoted from R.K. Chakraborty's Vaishnavism in Bengal, p.213. 
5. BR, Ch. 4, pp. 88-89, Verses 374-389. 
6. P.V., p.138 
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content. They got this opportunity with the arrival of Srinivas in their court. They accepted 

Vaishnavism and spread it throughout the district of Bankura. Being strengthened by the 

royal patronage, Vaishnavism spread steadily and also exerted profound influence on 

sculpture and architecture, music and literature.(7) This religion brought about a social 

revolution at Vishnupur. (Bl Neo-Vaishnavism deeply influenced the prevalent tribal culture of 

Bankura. 

The spread of Vaishnavism was conspicuous in the temple construction at the patron

age of Malia Kings. This fact proves not only the devotional nature of the kings, but also 

their dominance on the society. They received an impetus to build Vaishnavite temples af

ter the arrival of Srinivas Acharya. 

Before the arrival of Srinivas, the Malla-kings felt an urge to build temples in Bankura. 

Palit Malia constructed the Jagannath temple at Vishnupur in 1449 A.D. and Vira Malia the 

Gopal temple at the same place in 1545 A.D. It is undeniable that Srinivas opened the 

shutters of the kings' hearts and they started to set up temples in great numbers. Sixty

four Vaishnava temples were established in 16th and 17th centuries and twenty three 

were located at Vishnupur alone.(9l Thereafter, Raghunath Singha I and Vira Hamvir's suc

cessors built a great many Vaishnava temples at remote villages to popularize neo

Vaishnavism. The Vaishnava temples of Midnapore are much more than that of Bankura 1n 

comparison. But from the stand point of art and sculpture including terracotta art of the 

temples of Bankura, specially at Vishnupur, is much more impressive and advanced than 

that of Midnapore. The reason is not far to seek. The staunch followers of Malia Raj fam

ily of Vishnupur did the job very easier. The special feature of Vishnupuri style lies in the 

depiction of Krishna-sports and Ramayana-facts on the walls of the temples; it speaks 

volumes undoubtedly of artistic superiority. 

Vaishnavite festivals and fairs of Bankura district are smaller in number than that ot 

Midnapore.(1°l In Bankura, soml3 new varieties of festivals can be marked and these are 

not seen in Midnapore and Hooghly. The Santals of Bankura observed the Chaitanya 

Nityananda festivals in some villages.( 11 l Card-playing,(1 2 ) influenced by Vaishnavism, was 

much in vogue at Vishnupur. The ten incarnations of Vishnu are painted on cards. The 

number of cards is one hundred and twenty. These are divided into ten bunches accord

ing to ten incarnations of Vishnu. The prestigious cards contain the pictures of Rama, 

Parasurama, Balarama, Jagannath and Kalki. The lower cards contain the figures of Meen, 

Kurma, Varaha, Nrisingha and Vamana. Abhaypada Mallick has discussed the system of 

card playing in his History of Vishnupur Raj.(13l 

7. Sinha, Surajit, Tribal Politics and State Systems in Pre-colonial Eastern and North Eastern India, Calcutta, 1 987 
and Sanyal, Hiteshranjan, Mallabhum, p.115. 

8. Roy, Rajatkanta, Palasir Sadayantra 0 Sekaler Samaj, Calcutta, 1994, p.99. 
9. The data have been collected from the following books : 

M.C. Cutchion, Late Mediaeval Temples of Bengal, p. 2. and Bandyopadhyay, Amiya Kumar, Bankura Jelar 
Purakjrti, p. 53. 

1 0. The comparison is done on the basis of the following works : Bandyopadhyay, Amiya Kumar, West Bengal District 
Gazetteer : Bankura, Cal, 1968, Chakraborty, R.K. Vaishnavism of Bengal, McCutchion, Late Mediaeval Temples of 
Bengal and Paschim Banger Puja Parvan 0 Mela Vol. IV, (Ed.) Mitra, Ashok. 

11. Sen, Kstimohan, Jharkhaode Bhakti Parmer Prabhu, ~(Monthly journal) 8.5.1339, Pous, pp. 377-378 and 
quated from Vaishnavism of Bengal of R.K. Chakraborty. p. 222. 

12. Chakraborty, R.K.. ~ p. 228. 
13. Mallik, Abhaypada, History of Vishnupur Raj, Cal. 1921, pp.125-126 
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Vaishnavism has also affected literature and Sanskrit language in Bankura. The 

queens have also composed Vaishnava Padas. Vira Hamvir wrote, "The heart of Vira 
Hamvir, obedient to Srinivas, completely dedicated itself at the feet of Kalachand."(14

) 

Vaishnavism started in this district the tide of Kirtana which had a tinge of 
Dhruvapada. A new type of classical music known as Vishnupur Gharana was developed 

in the reign of Raghunath Simha-1 (1625-1655 A.D.) Its first exponent was Bahadur Sen 
who claimed relationship with Tansen, the famous singer during the time of Akbar and one 
of the courtiers of Akbar. 

Neo-Vaishnavism influenced this district so much that many rivers, canals, tanks, etc. 

had been named after the names of Vaishnavite deities arid sacred places, such as, 
Syam kundu, Krishnasagar, Kalindibandh, Jamunabandh, Mathura, Dwaraka, etc.(1

s) Even 

in the personal address of the royal family, the Vaishnava technique was followed, such 
as Babagosvamin, Magosvamin etc.(16l Hallwell has written that if any cow was killed cru
elly, a mourning was observed for three days in the Kingdom.(17l 

From our very brief survey it may be concluded with certainty that Srinivas, the Malia 
kings and Srinivas's disciples generated a mass movement of Neo-Vaishnavism in 
Bankura district. 

14. Sen, Anukul Chandra, Bankura Parikrama. Cal, 1376 B.S., p. 140. 
"ea vira hamvir chita, Srinivas anugata, maji gela kalacander pay." 

15. Bhowmik, Sekhar, ltihas Anusandhan, Vol. 11, 1997 pp. 237-246. 
16. Singha, Maniklal, QJ:lijL p. 161 
17. Mallick, Abhaypada, History of Vishnupur Raj, Cal, 1921, p. 136. 
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HOOGHLY 

Neo-Vaishnavism spread in Midnapore and Bankura in the post Chaitanya period, but 
it was propagated and spread in Hooghly district in the Chaitanya period. At his command 
Nityananda and twelve gopalas(18l took the initiative to preach Neo-Vaishnavism in Bengal. 
At that time, Hindus of lower castes were incessantly tortured by the Brahmins and 
Kayasthas of the higher castes, on the plea of caste distinction and untouchability. Their 
social humiliation and dire poverty made them inclined to accept Islam as it did not 
accept any caste-division and untouchability. Sri Chaitanya living in Orissa realised this 
erosion of the Hindu religion. He then sent Nityananda to Bengal to act against the caste 
distrinction and establish social equality by means of preaching Vaishnavism. "Nityananda 
was appointed by him (Chaitanya) to stay in Bengal with the sole charge of social refor
mation; Chaitanya had found the caste system eating into the vitals of our social fabric, 
and he and his followers were determined to root out the evil from the land.(1 9l 

Nityananda and his followers rescued the lower class people from the clutches of the 
Muslim Pirs and Fakirs and did much to bring them back to the fold of Hinduism through 

Vashnavism. It was essential to mix with the lower-class people by doing away with the 

caste barriers. So he chose the Dasya and Sakhyabhav of Vaishnavism to achieve his 
goal. There is neither distinction among servants and friends, nor untouchability. All men 
are equal in the eye of God and also in his worship. Nityananda and his disciples trans
lated this idea into action by giving proper shape to Vaishnavism. So, Brajendranath Seal, 
the eminent Bengalee Philosopher rightly considered Nityananda the greatest democrat of 
Bengal. 120) 

The four of the twelve gopals following dasya and sakhyabhav of Nityananda built four 
temples in four different places of the Hooghly district and took up the task of preachmg 
Neo-Vaishnavism. One was Uddharan Dutta who was a scion of a wealthy merchant fam

ily belonging to the Suvarnabanik caste of Saptagram, a historically famous place of Ben
gal. His personal deity was a salogramsila which he worshipped in deep devotion. He in
troduced the worship of Chaitanya and Nityananda by setting up their images in Burdwan 
district. After his wife's death at his young age, he left home and devoted all his life in 
Sadhan-bhajan and propagating Vaishnavism. He passed away in 1541 A.D. He was very 
favourite of Nityananda. At Sripat of Uddharan Datta at Saptagram there are statues of 
Srigouranga, Nityananda and Uddharan Datta. Here is held the daily worship of the idols. 
A Mahotsav is also held annually on the death anniversary of Uddharan and many devo
tees and Vaishnavas assemble on this occasion. 

At the village of Krishnapur, there is the Sripat of the renowned Vaishnava saint 
Raghunath Dasa. Here the idols of Madanmohan, Chaitanya and Nityananda have been 
being worshipped till today. Raghunath was the nephew of Hiranya Majumdar, the landlord 
of Saptagram. He was devoted to Chaitanya from his boyhood. He forshook all his wealth 
and luxury and fully dedicated himself to the feet of Sri Chaitanya. By dint of stern asceti
cism and total renouncement of the worldly life, he was elevated to the rank of one of the 

Sada (six) Gosvamins of Vrindavana, though he was a non-Brahmin. 

18. Nityananda's Sakbyabhaya worship was popularised by his twelve disciples who were knwon as gopalas or cow
herds. For details see Chakraborty, R.K. Vaishnavism in Bengal, pp.159-173. 

1 9. Sen, Dinesh Chandra, Chaitanya and His Age, pp. 278-279. 
20. Seal's opinion quoted by Girijasankar Raychaudhuri, Sri Chaitanya 0 Tahar Parsadagana, Cal, 1957, pp. 89-90. 
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Raghunath met Nityananda at Panihati a famous place of Vaishnavas in 24 Pargana 
and got his blessing. There he gave a Mahotsav of Chida and Q.ill (flattened rice and 
card). This Mahotsav is still held. Afterwords, on way to Nilachal Raghunath Dasa came 
across Srichaitanyadev and also obtained his blessings. 

Neo-Vaishnavism spread at Saptagram by Raghunath's endeavour and Krishnapur won 
the status of a holy shrine of the Vaishnavas. Every year a fair called 'Uttarayana Mela' is 
held on the 1st Magha. But, lately the importance of the shrine and fair has much 
dwindled. 

Abhiram Ramadasa was one of the twelve gopalas of Nityananda. Though he was 
older than Chaitanya, he attempted to preach Vaishnavism at Khanakul - Krishnanagar 
before his acquintance with Chaitanya. Afterwards, he became a close associate of 
Nityananda. Abhiram set up a hut at Khanakul - Krishnanagar and installed his deity 
Gopinath there. After a time he was able to build a magnificent temple with a nut-mandir 
and installed Gopinath there. Such beautiful and artistic temples are rare in Bengal. The 
idols of Gopinath is also very beautiful. It is sculptured in castic stone (a kind of valuable 
black stone). The descendants of his disciples have been still carrying on the worships 
and festivals in this temple. 

In Abhiram Gosvamin Sakha Nirnaya there is the mention of this twenty four notable 
disciples who took active part in preaching religion in the villages of Hooghly, Nadia, 
Howrah, Burdwan and Midnapore.<21 ) 

Kamalakar Piplai, a Rarhiya Brahmin, was another gopala and contemporary of 
Chaitanyadev. He founded a Sripat in Mahesh near Srirampur P.S. According to 
Vaishnavachardarpana Kamalakar put up the famous Jagannath deity in his Sripat but his 
descendants say that the divinity was installed by Dhruvananda Brahmachari who left it at 
the care of Kamalakar<22) and afterwards Rathayatra festival of this idol was introduced at 
Mahesh. Rudra Pandit, another younger contemporary of Chaitanyadev set up 2 temple by 
the Bhagirathi at Ballavpur in Srirampur P.S. He worshipped Radhaballav Jiu in his temple. 
Once there raised a dispute between the Vaishnava of the two neighbouring Sripats and 
later the Vaishnavas of Ballavpur made a compromise with those of Mahesh. These two 
Sripats spread the Vaishnavism in Srirampur.<23) 

Parameswar Das, one of the gopalas of Atpur in Jangipada P.S. set up the image of 
Syamsundar in that village. He was an attendant of Virbhadra, son of Nityananda and 
Janhavi Devi. Parameswar Das made many disciples who mostly belonged to the caste of 
weaver as Atpur village was once famous for producing cotton sari. 

Khanja Bhagavan Acharya of Gosvami-Maliapada in Jangipara P.S. was a follower of 
Srichaitanya. He eventually turned this place into an important centre of Neo-Vaishnavism. 
Krishnadas Thakur of Khanakul was a disciple of Abhiram Ramadasa. He was a great 
Vaishnava leader. The other notable Vaishnava leaders of Hooghly district were 
Gandharbabar Basu Khan of Siyakhala in Canditala P.S., Gopal Das of Mahesh and 
Lakshman Pandit of Chatra in Srirampur P.S. and Satyananda Saraswati of Guptipada in 
Balagarh P.S. All these Vaishnava leaders<24) and four gopalas tried their best to propagate 

21. I am indebted to prof. R. K. Chakraborty for taking this information from his article Vaishnavism in Hooghly 
District : 1486-1900 in a sovenir, 1983 in connection of Golden Jubilee celebration of Hooghly Mahasin 
College, (Ed.) Basanta Kumar Samanta, the principal of this college. 

22. Banerji, Amiya Kumar, West Bengal District Gazetteers, Hooghly, P. 211. 
23. Chakraborty, R. K., Vaishnavism in Hooghly District. 
24. Information taken from District Gazetteers, Hooghly. 
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Vaishnavism in Hooghly district. They aimed to proffer to the people of the lower varna an 
egalitarian Hindu ideology. Forty two of the eighty-two castes and tribes of Hooghly dis
trict, mentioned by Risley, wholly or partly embraced Vaishnavism.<25 l 

It is also notable that Vaishnavism was propagated by local land lords and a.ristocrats 
in some parts of Hooghly district<26l and their names and their places of work have been 
mentioned below : 

A few examples of such propagation are given below<27
> 

1. In Potaba (near Magra) Vaishnava festivals were popularised by the lli!1 and the 
Niyogi families. 

2. The Biswas and Roy families spread Vaishnavism in Dasghara and Dhaniyakhali. 

3. In Gurap, Rudrani, and Belmuri Kayasthas built Vaishnava temples. 

4. In Dhaniyakhali, Bhagavandas Babaji of Kalna, installed the image of Gauranga in a 
temple, which was doubtless patronized by the weavers. 

5. In Campahati, a Vaishnava monk named Socidananda Bharati established a hermitage 
and organised Vaishnava festivals. 

6. In Sripur village in Balargarh P.S. the affluent Mustafi family, which professed 
Vaishnavism, installed certain images and popularised numerous Vaishnava festivals. 

7. In Balagarh, the descendants of Ganga Devi, Nityananda's daughter, were very active. 
It is still a Vaishnava Sripat. 

Vaishnavism was propagated in some areas of Hooghly district by the lower varna. A few 
examples are placed here.(28 l 

1. In Guptipada, the Gauranga festival is held for three days by the Kurmi community. 

2. Rathayatra and Dolyatra festivals are held in Hoyera village (near Khanyan) by 
Sadgops. 

3. Alcand Gosvamin spread Vaishnavism in Pandugram in Goghat P.S. 

4. In certain other villages Vaishnava Adhikaris introduced Vaishnava ceremonies and 
festivals. In Moktarpur near Tarakeswar the Adhikaris started the Rathayatra of 
Chaitanya and Nityananda nearly eighty years ago. 

Besides above mentioned fact, Rathayatra, Rasyatra, Dolyatra, Kirtana and 
Mahotsavs and many other Vaishnavite festivals are observed in different parts of the dis
trict. In PBPPM (Vol.-11), we find the locations and occasions of the festivals and fairs. 
The car festival of Mahesh in the P.S. Srirampur of Hooghly is one of the biggest car-fes
tivals in the country. On this occasion more than hundred thousand people begin pouring 
into the town to witness this festival. It is greater in importance than that of Mahishadal in 
Midnapore "This festival is the biggest of its kind in Bengal and only second to the one at 
Puri".<29l Rathayatra festivals of Vrindavanchandra of Guptipada and Gopinath of Dasghara 

25. Bandopadhyay, Santana, ltihas Anusandhan, Vol. 9, pp. 237-238 and Chakraborty R.K. Vaishnavism in Hooghly 
District, pp. 28-29. 

26. Mitra, Sudhir kumar, Hooghly Jelar ltihas 0 Bangasamaj, (Vols. 1 & 11) and PBPPM • 11, quoted in Vaishnavism in 
Hooghly District pp. 29-30. 

27. I am indebted to Prof. R.K. Chakraborty to insert this list from his work Vaishnavism in Hooghly District, pp. 29-30. 
28. l_tM. 

29. It is mentioned in The Statesman, 15th July, 1961. 
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deserve mention. Rasayatra festivals are observed with a good deal of enthusiasm at 

Ghanarajpur and Mahmudpur in Dhaniakhali P.S., Krishnanagar and Atghara in Khanakul 

P.S. and Sripur in Balagarh P.S. Dolyatra, another important Vaishnava festival is held with 

fair in the villages of Saugandha in Polba P.S., Guptipada in Balagarh P.S., Chandbati in 
Haripal P.S., Atpur in Jangipada P.S., Bhadrakali in Uttarpada P.S., Malaypur in Arambagh 

P.S., Kishorepur, Mayal and Krishnanagar in Khanakul P.S. and Soaluk in Pursura P.S. 

Kirtana. Mahotsavs are held every year at Raghubati in Goghat P.S., Raghunathpur, 

Bandipur and Paschim Thakurani Chak in Khanakul P.S. and Akri Fatehpur in Pursurs P.S. 

Besides these, there are some casual Kirtana and Mahotsavs in this district. 

We find that mainly the Vaishnava festivals and fairs take place centering temples and 

Maths. But Harinamsankirtana and Mahotsavs may be held anywhere outside the temples 
and Maths premises on any occasion. David McCutchion has mentioned fifty-five 

Vaishnava temples in Hooghly district in his Late Mediaeval Temples of Bengal (Cal, 
1972). 

Besides these, twenty seven other Vaishnava temples and edifies have been men

tioned by Sudhir Kumar Mitra, an eminent historian of Hooghly district, and the reporters 

to the census of 1964. The list of the total eighty two Vaishnava temples of Hooghly dis

trict has been mentioned in Ramakanta Chakraborty's article Vaishnavism in Hooghly Dis

trict (1486-1900). So the number of Vaishnava temples in Hooghly is less than that of 
Midnapore. On the walls of Vaishnavite and other Hindu temples the images of Radha

Krishna, Rama-Sita, etc. have been sculptured and depicted. On a Siva temple at 

Samaspur under P.S. Dhaniakhali a Vaishnava mantra has been inscribed(30 l which throws 

light on the popularity of Vaishnavism in one hand and the religious synthesis on the other 

hand. 

The spread of Neo-Vaishnavism brought about lasting economic effect in Bengal. the 

barren land was reclaimed and cultivated; agriculture was extended; emigrant settlement 

grew up and various arts and crafts got impetus.(31 ) For example, Polba village (New 

settlement) was founded by the Vaishnava Pal, Niyogi and Roy families, Harit village was 

founded by Harekrishna Gosvamin of Gosvami-Maliapada, the Sinha Chaudhuri family es

tablished Gopinagar village(32) etc. 

Some varied nature of Vaishnavism is seen in Hooghly district. For example we can 

cite here that the Dharma Thakurs were named Syama Raya, Kanu Raya, Svarupnar

ayana. In Some villages Rathayatra and Dolyatra of Dharma Thakur are held every 

year(33
) Again, Hooghly district was once a powerful centre of Pir worship. Both Hindus 

and Muslims maintained the communal harmony in this district. The Vaishnava preachers 

of dasyabhava and the Pir or Fakir worshippers had fraternal relations in Hooghly dis

trict.(34) This admirable fraternity cut across the barriers of religion and caste. For ex

ample, in Dhaniakhali P.S. at Samaspur and Nathanagar the Natha Yogis embraced 
Vaishnavism. (35) 

30. Chakraborty, R. K. Vaishnavism in Hooghly District; ( 1486-1900) p. 35. 
31 . Ibid. p. 36. 
32. Ibid. 

33. PBPPM, (Vol.-11), pp. 643-44, 658. 
34. Chakraborty, R.K. Vaishnavism in Bengal, pp. 30-31. 
35. Mitra, Sudhir Kumar, op.cit. II, pp. 801-802, and PBPPM, (Vol.- II), p. 534. 
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As in other districts Vaishnavism in Hooghly had successfully adjusted itself to and 

also influenced other religion like Saivaism, and Saktaism etc. In spite of the importance 
of Siva worship at Tarakeswar and worship of Jagadhatri at Chandannagar Vaishnavism 

remains there in peaceful co-existence. It has also effected literature, songs and music 
and other forms of art to a great extent. For example, we find many Vaishnava elements 
even in Bharatchandra Raygunakar's Annyadamangal and Vidyasundar Kavya, the best lit
erary creation of mediaeval period. 

In conclusion we must note the point that as Nityananda was close associate and 
friend of Chaitanya and a very powerful preacher preaching Chaitanya's ideal of equality 
among human beings irrespective of castes, the Vaishnavism in Hooghly district spread 
more steadily and quickly than in other districts of Bengal. 

*** 
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