
CHAPTER- I 

INTRODUCTION 

I. Nature and importance of the subject 
The present study aims to trace the history of Vaishnavism and Vaishnavite culture in 

Midnapore district, West Bengal from the 16th century to the present day. This study not 
only comes under the pruview of religious history but also throws light on various social 
and cultural aspects which have been elaborately discussed in the present work. As reli
gion has ever been a great force in the life and activity of the people of India since the 
hoary past till the present day, this short of study demands much attention of historians for 
proper depiction of the religious, social and cultural traits of the country. Further, for the 
proper assessment of a country's culture and civilization, study of regional and local history 
is essential. The importance of writing such history has been well felt by scholars through
out the world and as a result many such work have been published with increased volume 
every year. With this view in mind we have selected this untrodden topic of absorbing inter
est. In this study we have attempted to highlight Vaishanavite movement as outlined by Sri -· Chaitanya (1486-1533 A.D.) and launched by Syamananda (1535-1630 A.D.), Rasikananda 
-(1590-1652 A.D.) and many others in the region of our study. ~ 

This particular type of Vaishnavite movement appeared in Bengal as a result of the 
teachings of Sri Chaitanya who is believed to be the incarnation of God by his followers. Sri 
Chaitanya's teachings include not only the religious dogmas but also some social 
preachings i.e. the same right of worship of God with devotion (bhakti), by individuai partici
pation in mass-worship irrespective of caste through kirtana etc. His introduction of kirtana 
i.e. the mass chanting of the name of Hari (krishna) as the means of mass worship had 
tremendous impact on the then Hindu society. As the participants of kirtana came from 
different castes, so caste distinctions were, to a great extent, relaxed. As a result the sub
merged classes of Hindu social order came to have a new sense of human dignity with per- , 
ception that though disdained by the people of the upper strata of society, they would be 
loved by God if they could worship Him with devotion (bhakti). This faith made them 
self-confident and turned them away from the attraction of Islam where there is no caste 
distinction among the followers of Islam. However, the teachings of Sri Chaitanya were ar
dently followed by Syamananda, Rasikananda and many other preachers of Midnapore. 

As the title of the thesis includes the word 'culture', so we must say something about 
culture. It is to be noted that the characterisitcs of nation or a race are manifested through 
culture and "culture in all its aspects, material, social and ideological, is easily and readily 
transmitted from one individual, one generation, one age, one people or one region to 
another by social mechanism. Culture is, so to speak, a form of social heredity."( 1J While 
tracing Vaishnaite culture of the region of our study we have given much importance to the 
above observation of A. Leslie White . .. 

Thus bearing in mind the nature and importance of the topic, an attempt has been made 
in this work to trace the history of Vaishnavism and Vaishnavite culture in Midnapore with 
special reference to neo-Vaishnavism, a term applied to the Vaishnavite movement launched 

by Sri Chaitanya. 
' 

1. White, A Leslie, The Science of Culture, london, p. 8 
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II. Scope of the present study 
The history of Vaishnavism and Vaishnavite culture in Midnapore is almost an unex

plored field of sutdy and is confined to brief discussions in the following works. Sri Jogesh 
Chandra Basu's "Mediniporer ltjhas" (1939 edition) devotes few pages (pp. 595-613) dealing 
with the part played by Syamananda and Rasikananda (Rasikmurari) in preaching the 
Vaishnava faith in Midnapore. The next work is 'Chaitanya Parikar' by Dr. Rabindranath 
Maity where the role of Syamananda and Rasikananda has been estimated (PP. 634-649). 
Prof. Ramakanta Chakraborty's D. Litt. Thesis "Vaishnavism in Bengal" devotes a chapter 
entitled "Syamananda movement in Midnapore and Utka/a" (PP. 244-256). His work fur
nishes some more information about the role of Syamananda, Rasikananda and some other 
Syamanandi Vaishnavas of our place of study. His work, no doubt, adds much to the previ
ous knowledge about Vaishnavism in general and Midnapore in particular. Dr. Bishnupada 
Das's published Ph. D thesis entitled "Some Aspects of Socio-Economic Changes in South
Western Frontier Bengal since introduction of Neo- Vaishnavism". 1996 furnishes some addi
tional information relating to Midnapore against the general background of Neo-Vaishnavite 
movement of Sri Chaitanya. Dr. Das has attempted to throw fresh light on the subject in 
wider perspective, not much relevant to the approachs of our present topic of investigation. 

Besides these works we have also consulted a few published work both in English and 
Bengali in course of preparing this monograph. Thus there is a great scope for the present 
study. 

Ill. Sources 
Soruces for the present sutdy consist of two types - written and unwritten. 

i) Written : Among the published works the following Bengali texts have been consulted. 

1, Sri Sri Rasikmaogal by Srimad Gopijanaballava Das, (2nd Ed.) pub. by Mahanta 
Gopalgovindananda Dev Gosvamio, Gopiballavpur, 1342 B.S. 

2 Sri Syamananda Prakas by Krishnacharan Das, Ed. Gopalgovindananda Dev 
Gosvamin, Gopiballavpur, 1983. 

3. Vinduprakas by Srimurari, Ed. Viswamvarananda Dev Gosvamin, Gopiballavpur, 
1942. 

4. Premavilas by Nityananda Das, Ed. Bitan Gosvamin, Cal., 1999. 

5. Bhaktiratnakar by Narahari Chakraborty, Ed. Nandakishore Bhaktisastri, Chaitanya 
Math, Nadia. 

6. A few other texts for stray references. Besides these Bengali texts, unpublished 
records preserved in the Gosvamin families of different Vaishnavite centres espe

cially of Gopivallabpur, have been used with special emphasis. 

It is further to note that many writings on Vaishnavism by the people of Midnapore (Vide 
Illustrated charts) have also been utilised in course of discussion in different chapters of 
this work. To make it an authentic and exhaustive study attempts have been made to utilise 
all available published works, related to Midnapore. It is to be noted in the connection that 
as all these works were composed by the ardent followers of the faith possessing consider
able poetical powers, the contents of such composition may be exaggerated to some extent 
to put empnasis on the divinity and spiritual achievements of the saints. In our study at
tempts have been made to judge them critically. 
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Besides these works, a few other works containing stray references have also been uti· 
lized in the present work. It is further to be noted that unpublished records preserved in the 
Gosvamin families of different Vaishnavite centres especially of Gopivallabapur, have been 
used. The records of Gopivallabpur have been given much importance as this Vaishnavite 
centre founded by Aasikananda has been functioning as the headquarter of Syamanandi 
Vaishnavas for more than three hundred fifty years. 

ii) Unwritten : For the collection of unwritten materials for our purpose, an extensive tour 
programme was made to different Vaishnavite centres in Midnapore. Data have been col
lected by taking interviews with the Gosvamin, the official priests in charge of the 
Vaishnava maths and by obser•iing fairs and festivals associated with these maths. Though 
we have to depend on the verity and veracity of the statement of the temple and M.ruh
chiefs in our interviews for collecting data, we have to be very careful of their statements 
which might possibly be exaggerated or hiding to some extent, as our queries were some
times favourable or unfavourable to them. While collecting these types of materials, we have 
utilized various folklore materials which broadly consist of the rites, cermonies, beliefs, cus-- ...... 
toms, superstitions, riddles, proverbs chharas, (rhyme), folk-poems, songs, myths, legends, 
tales, magic, witchcrafts and ritualistic practices of the common peopleY> Here it is to be 
noted that folklore not only helps us to study many branches of human history(::>) out it also 
well informs that "folkore is that part of people's culture which is preserved consciously or 
unconsciously, in belief and practices, customs and observances of general currency; in 
myths, and arts and crafts which express the temper and genius of a group rather than an 
individual."(4

> Further, we are reminded that folkore and social history are "inextricably bound 
up with each other, and are not simply common ground but one and the same ground."(S) 

Considering the importance of folkore materials in connection with our micro-study, we 
have collected data of various Vashnavite rituals, festivals, fairs, legends and so on through 
extensive personal field investigations. But this method of field investigations in the field of 
socio-religio-cultural research is of comparatively recent development in India, though the 
western scholars have emphasised on this method since the second quarter of the twenti
eth century.(e) However, we have liberally utilized various unwritten folkore materials in 
different chapters of this work. 

Many Vaishnava temples have been constructed during the period of our ~tudy (Vide 
Charts showing number of temples above three hundred and ten) in Midnapore. Moreover, 
detailed-history of a few temple of importance have been furnished in this work. Further, an 

attempt has been made to sur~ey briefly the position of Vaishnavism of Bankura and 

ljQQ..Q..O.IY .. two n~ighbouring districts of Midnapore for comparison. All these information to
gether throw more light on the intensity and popularity of Vaishnavism in Midnapore than 
most other parts of Bengal as we know from the works published so far.(?) We hope that the 
present study will be of some interest to the students of socio-cultural history in general 
and to the students of religion in particular. 

2. Maity, P.K., Human Fertility Cults and Rituals of Bengal- A comparative study, New Delhi, 1989, p. 4. 
3. Leach, Maria and others (Ed.), Standard Dictionary of Folklere, Mythology and Legend, Vol.-1, New York, 1949, 

pp. 403-404. 
4. .lQki, p.397 
5. Carolin, F. Ware (Ed.) The Cultural Approach to History, Newyork, 1940, p.314. 
6. il2is1. p.280 
7. Consulted all published District Gazetteers of undivided Bengal as well the published works on different West Bengal 

Districts. 
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The charts showing (1) ancient stone images and plaques of Vishnu, (2) disciples of 
Syamananda and Rasikananda, (3) Maths and temples, (4) Festivals and fairs. (5) 
Kirtaniyas, ·Mahotsav and Vaishnavite writings and Sahajiya Vaishnavas along with some 
photographs and deeds of temples and maths as have been collected from personal obser
vations and some published works<8> of different authors have been incorporated in the work 
for a better understanding of the present study. 

To complete our account of Vaishnavism and Vaishnavite Culture in Midnapore district 
we have dealt with the Sahajiya Vaishnavas of Midnapore and their lives, their present cen
tres and people's general attitude towards them. We have been also tempted to add a few 
lines to highlight the general tendency of the people accepting neo-Vaishnavism for upward 
social mobility and for their proper recognition by the society in general. 

*** 

8. Roy, Pranab, Medjojpur Jelar Pratnasampad, W.B., 1986; Santra, Tarapada, Purakjrtj Samiksha : Medinipur, W.B., 
1987; Mitra, Ashok (Ed.), Paschim Sanger Puja Paryan 0 Meta, Vol. Ill Santra, G., Temples of Midnapore, etc. 
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