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Department of History

Online Students’ Seminar

10.6.2025

Time: 11 am
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“PRESERVING OUR PAST: TANGIBLE AND INTANGIBLE HERITAGE IN INDIA”
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o Speech by Vice Principal- Prof. Binayak Bhattacharya
o Speech by IQAC Coordinator- Dr. Jaya Mukherjee
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Arinjita Roy, Sem-6, “Bakarkhani : About Love & Culinary Culture.”
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Srija Bagui, Sem-6 : ‘Chou: Where Folk tales come alive.”
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Srabanti Mandal, Sem-4: “Street Food Culture: A Culinary Heritage of Bengal”
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Sayantani Paul, Sem-2- “Botanical Garden and Preserving Natural Heritage.”
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Adi Marick, Sem-4— “Kumbha Mela: Plunging into the Cultural Heritage of the Country.
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Abhik Bandyopadhyay, Sem-6 : “Timeless Music: A Treasured Heritage of the Country.”
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Preserving Our Heritage: Tangible & Intangible
Heritage of India

Case Study: BAKARKHANI : ABOUT
LOVE AND CULINARY CULTURE

Arinjita Roy

Introduction: Food culture has taken an important
place among the cultures of our
country. Our country’s food culture is
not only famous for its indigenous
cooking styles. Rather, the fusion of
indigenous cooking styles with
foreign cooking styles has made
India’s food culture richer, and Indian
food culture has reached its peak of
fame in the world.

Heritage, which encompasses the
legacy we inherit from the past,
including cultural and natural
elements, and what is passed down
to future generations. It is a
multifaceted concept encompassing
tangible and intangible aspects, like
historical sites, tradition and cultural
practices. There are different
traditions found in different countries
all over the world.

Similarly, our country India also has a
vast treasure trove of traditions.
Among of them, the cultural heritage
of our country is particularly
noteworthy. The diversity of culture
is the main feature of the cultural
tradition of India. Culinary culture or
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Culinary Culture:

Culinary culture encompasses the
habits, rituals, practices and
traditions related to food, including
how it’s grown, prepared, consumed
and celebrated. It’s collective set of
beliefs, values and ways of life
surrounding food that shapes a
culture’s identity and social
interaction.

Food is more than just sustenance —
it’s a reflection of culture, tradition,
and heritage. Across the globe,
families pass down recipes from
generation to generation, preserving
their cultural identity through the
flavors and aromas of traditional
dishes. Culinary culture helps us to
build a deep connection with our
roots and traditions. Like:-

1. Embracing Diversity

2. Sharing Family Stories

3. Honoring Ancestral Traditions
4. Passing Down Knowledge

5. Celebrating Unity.

While discussing culinary culture, the
name of a dish come up whose
cooking style, although not
traditionally indigenous, but it was
originated from undivided Bengal,
our country India. That food is the
most delicious BAKARKHANI.

2| Page

Bakarkhani:

Bakarkhani is a thick, spiced, and
slightly sweet flatbread from Mughlai
cuisine, popular in Bangladesh and
parts of India. Bakarkhani is prepared
on certain Muslim religious festivals
in South Asia and is now popular as
sweet bread. Bakarkhani is

almost biscuit-like in texture, with a
hard crust. The chief ingredients are
flour, semolina,

sugar, molasses soaked

in saffron, poppy or nigella seeds,
salt, and ghee (clarified butter). Not
only in Bangladesh and India,
Bakarkhani is still popular in Muslim-
populated areas of Afghanistan and
Russia. The first Bakarkhani shop in
Dhaka was established near Lalbagh
Fort. This dish named after the
Mughal aristrocrat and the
Zamindar of Buzrug-Umedpur and
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SalimAbad; Mirza Agha Bager and
his lover Khani Begum.

Legends Behind ‘Bakarkhani’:

To know about the history of this
dish, we have to go back to the 18"
century and learned about two
protagonists who came to
Makhsudabad (later Murshidabad)
and went to create history.

According to historian Sir
Jadunath Sarkar, Murshid Quli Khan
was born a Hindu in the Deccan in
India, in

1670 CE.
He was
sold as a
slave to a
Persian
noble
named
Haji Shafi,
who raised

Murshid Quli Khan

him as a

Muslim and named him Muhammed
Hadi. Later, he travelled to Persia
with his master and finally returned
to India, where he worked under the
Diwan of Vidarbha in 1698. Hadi’s
expertise in administrative matters
drew the attention of Mughal
emperor Aurangzeb, who promoted
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him as Diwan of Bengal in 1700 CE.
Now known as Murshid Quli Khan, he
was accompanied by a young
protégé who had travelled back with
him from Persia, Mirza Agha Bager
Khan. He trained the young man to
be a warrior, army commander and
an administrator.

Indeed, Agha Bager was a
remarkable young man, and apart
from
being a
military
strategist,
he was
also a
scholarin
Arabic
and
Persian. The story goes that Agha
Baqger was first posted as a military
commander in charge of the
Chittagong district in present-day
Bangladesh by Murshid Quli Khan.

According to legend, while
serving as Diwan there, he became
deeply enamoured of Khani Begum,
a beautiful dancer from Arambagh
near Dhaka. Unfortunately, theirs
was a love destined to fail. A local
‘kotwal’ or police chief, Jainul Khan,
was also relentlessly pursuing Khani
Begum. In what is akinto a
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Bollywood blockbuster plot, Agha
Bager once rescued Khani Begum
from the ‘clutches’ of Jainul, only to
fall into a trap hatched by Jainul and
his police team. While Jainul escaped,
people were led to believe that Agha
Bager and Khani Begum had killed
him.

Despite the lack of evidence
or a witness, Agha Bager was
arrested and produced in the court of
Murshid Quli Khan, who was by then
the Nawab of Bengal. Being a just

ruler, the Nawab condemned Agha
Bager to death. Even though he had
literally raised him, he sent Agha
Bager into the cage of a hungry tiger
to meet his deadly fate. But, in a
dramatic turn of events, Agha Bager
killed the tiger and emerged a free
man. Meanwhile, taking advantage of
his absence, Jainul Khan kidnapped
and killed Khani Begum before Agha
Bager could return. The depressed
Agha Bager, who was fond of
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cooking, developed his own special
flatbread or roti, which he named

after the woman he loved — Khani

Begum.

— The new, layered, crispy bread
became very popular and was called
‘Bakar-Khani-Roti’ to immortalize
their tragic love story.

Bakargan;:

After the death of Khani Begum, a
devastated Agha Bager settled in his
jagirs in the parganas of Umedpur
and Salimabad in Barisal district of
present-day Bangladesh in 1742 CE,
in an area that later came to be
known as ‘Bakarganj’. Under his rule,
Bakarganj went on to become an
important
trading
hub,

visited by
merchants
from as

far as
Armenia
and

Persia. That
place was once the hub of Kashmiri
and Armenian merchants who
traded in salt and hides.
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Kashmir and Bakarkhani:

While Agha Baqer died in 1754 CE, his
ode to the love of his life —
Bakarkhani — survived, thrived and
travelled across South Asia. Even
though the flatbread originated in the
area around Murshidabad, Dhaka,
Chittagong and Barisal, all part of
Bengal before Partition, by the
beginning of the 19th century, it had
travelled far and wide along with
people, troops and traders. Apart
from Bangladesh/West Bengal,
Bakarkhani is extremely popular in
Kashmir as well.

It is also famous in Kashmir. It is
typically consumed hot, during
breakfast,

often
with
chai
(tea). It
is also
used for

celebrations and special occasions. It
is believed that Bakarkhani was
introduced to Kashmir by these
merchants, even though there is no
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documented evidence to support this
claim.

Bakarkhani in Different Regions:

‘Bakarkhani’, as street food, is a
popular dish in various parts of India.
Like Dhaka, Chittagong, Rajshahi
and Kolkata. In places like Lucknow
and Patna, it is available only during
the holy month of Ramadan.
Interestingly, the Bakarkhani of Patna
is made by Hindu bakers. It has also
has gained social importance, being
served at weddings in Kashmir and
Hyderabad.

Arinjita Roy; Department of History; Semester 6; SPCMC;
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In Kolkata, a variant of
Bakarkhani is a breakfast staple
served along with hot tea in old areas
of the city, like Mominpore. A small
bakery, 'K Ali Bakery' on Mominpore
Road, has been baking this flatbread

K Ali Bakery, Kolkata; Captured by Madhuri Khatti

every morning for more than 80
years and selling it at Rs 2 apiece.
Despite the looming threat from fast-
food joints, local delicacies like
Bakarkhani have survived in small
pockets — allowing the legacy of the
grief-stricken Agha Bager Khan to
live on.

Preparations:

Bakarkhani is made by kneading
together flour, ghee, in some

cases cardamom, sugar and salt with
water. The dough is then flattened.
The bread is made by stretching a
sheet of dough repeatedly and
interleaving with ghee, molasses,
saffron water, poppy or nigella seeds
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before baking on
a tandoor or tawa girdle.

In some parts, it is a circular
flatbread stuffed with cheese, dry
fruit or sweet semolina and it even
looks and tastes like

biscuit in other places.

Chittagonian Bakarkhani

Variations:

It is also known as shukha (meaning
'dry') naan or shukha roti due to its
dry texture. Hakim Habibur Rahman,
author of ‘Dhaka Panchas Baras
Pahle’, lists three variations of
bakarkhani; Gao-joban, shuki
(shukha) and nimshuki. There are
also other variations such as kaicha-
ruti, mulam and chinshuki.

Outside of Dhaka, different
types of Bakarkhani are eaten across
the country. The Bakarkhani
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of Sylhet and Chittagong resemble a
sweet and syrupy porota, whilst the
Bakarkhani of Dinajpur is thick and
doughy and often contains pieces

of morobba.

There is also a Kashmiri variant of
bakarkhani, which is a thinner variety,
similar to round naan in appearance,
but crisp and layered, and sprinkled
with sesame seeds. It is typically
consumed hot, during breakfast,
often with noon chai.

Kashmiri Bakarkhani

Bakarkhani in Literature:

The popularity of this dish is so high
that it is even mentioned in
literature. Impressed by the historical
heritage of Bakarkhani, Bengali poet
Pratul Mukhopadhyay wrote in his
poem- [“[<] (ITOI, C(RITT C]TOT,
(JTET IS / (JTHT T (JTHT
1'% COTNTA (GITLA N1 /
fATE @TET AT Siwre IO
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BISIT (STIHT / XMTOF TN GAN
7 A ©ITF (ITGT 1] That
means- [ “Sell potatoes, sell gram
sell bakarkhani / Don’t sell, don’t
sell, friend the jwel in your eye. / Sell
ridge gourd for five cents / Gold
worth a thousand rupees / The pen
in hand is born sad / Don’t sell it.” |

Pratul Mukhopadhyay

Conclusion:

Tradition or culture is a source of
great pride for every country. It can
be any kind of culture. But the culture
that | have talked about today, that is
food or culinary culture. | believe
that, food is an essential part of every
culture. It’s more than just a means
of sustenance, but a way of
expressing oneself, connecting with
others, and passing on rich cultural

Arinjita Roy; Department of History; Semester 6; SPCMC;
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heritage. Food is deeply ingrained in
our cultural identity and serves as a
representation of our heritage,
history, and values.

We can use food to promote
diversity and inclusion by learning
about who the communities we work
with are and honouring the different
histories their various food cultures
come from.

For example, Bakarkhani, a food that
carries a mixed cultural heritage, also
presents the invaluable history of our
country to future generations,
introducing them to historical figures.
Along with this, in present, this food
plays an important role as a means of
livelihood for many people.
Therefore, it can be said that
Bakarkhani food not only presents
the history of the past but also binds
the present with the past and the
future with it in a strong bond.
Therefore, as a responsible citizen,
we should protect the heritage of
priceless food like Bakarkhani and use
it as a guide to spread that heritage

forward into the future.
T ST

University of Calcutta
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Chhau: Where Folk Tales Come Alive.
Srija Bagui

Semester -6

Purulia is a district in West Bengal from where the famous Chhau dance originated. The word
Chhau means Chhaya (mask or shadow) according to ancient Sanskrit texts. The choreography
of the dance is taken from old rituals and dances associated with the worship of Lord Shiva.
Chhau has three different categories representing three different states. These are the Purulia
Chhau of West Bengal, the Seraikella Chhau of Jharkhand and the Mayurbhanj Chhau of Odisha.
It is said that this dance originated from the worship of Lord Shiva, where men used to put on
makeup to portray God followed by a Tandava form of dance. It is performed during festivals
such as Chaitra Parva (spring festival) and the sun festival. Due to the association of this craft
with the traditional dance, Chhau masks are an iconic symbol of craftsmanship and culture in
West Bengal. The Purulia Chhau Mask was awarded the Geographical Indication (GI) tag in
2018

During the days of puranas, Singhbhum (including Saraikella Kharsawan) was Odisha.
Saraikella is in a small town situated on the holy kharkai river in the south. It was once the seat
of the Royal Singh Deo family, members of the Rajasthani Rajputs Clans who migrated here in
the seventeenth century. The Simbha Dynasty had ruled over the now extinct are called
Singhbhum. Singhbhum is contested, as in the tribal munda Diabet 'Sing' means "Sun" and

Bonga means "GOD", the sun god as the creator of the universe.

Saraikella and Kharsawan, the twin princely states of British India, were established in the year
1615.20, by Raja Kumar Bikram Singh and his descendants. After Anglo- Maratha war of 1803,
Saraikella state was included under the governance of Chotanagpur commissioner, whereas
Kharsawan was recognised as state after 1857, post-independence, they were merged with the
state of Odisha then Bihar and ranked as sub division.

Seraikela Chhau owes its repertoire to Bijoy Pratap. He was one of the great choreographers of

the Chhau dance. After him Aditya Pratap and his sons carried on this tradition. Chhau is mainly



performed by male dancers. In Seraikela Chhau, the music is mostly background music, as no

words are spoken. The tunes used in many performances are the tunes of Hindustani music.

CHAITRA PARVA OF MAYURBHANIJ DISTRICT

With the advent of April, Mayurbhanj comes under the magic spell of Chhau, Everybody, rich or
poor, illiterate or intellectual, man or woman, young or old eagerly waits the arrival of 'Chaitra
Parva' with a spirited heart. The whole land becomes rejuvenated. Chaitra Parva is not just a
festival. It is a heritage of Mayurbhanj. A conglomeration of tradition and culture. During this
festival Lord Shiva and his divine consort were worshipped and prayed amidst dance and music
for welfare and prosperity of the kind and kingdom. Every beat of Dhol and tune of Mohuri
brings ecstatic pleasure and joy. Although Chaitra Parva was primarily a religious festival in the
remote past with the pace of time it has become an art festival. Due to its unique charm, grace
depicting various themes taken from my chology, Mahabharat, nature, daily life of human being

and local folklore.

In India, Chhau dance is performed in three styles: 1) Mayurbhanja Chhau dance (Orissa), 2)
Saraikella Chhau Dance (Jharkhand), 3) Purulia Chhau Dance (West Bengal). Observers have
divided Purulia Chhau Dance into four groups. These are respectively-- 1) Baghmundi Gharana,
2) Bandwan Gharana, 3) Jhalda Gharana, 4) Arsha Gharana. There were differences between
these four Gharanas. But now due to commercial reasons, no difference in dance style and style

can be observed between these four Gharanas.

Among the folk dances of India, Purulia's Chhou dance is at the peak of its popularity. Most of
those associated with this profession are either laborers or agricultural laborers. Despite their
socio-economic status, they have kept this art alive and are practicing it continuously. This dance
was first called Chhou by Dr. Ashutosh Bhattacharya. He was the first to arrange for Purulia's

Chhou dance to be exhibited abroad. Commercialization also took place through his hands.

In those days, art and artists lived in the favor of the royal court. Chhau dance was performed
there. But now Chhau dance is performed at any time beyond the specified area. This dance was

not very famous before the inclusion of Purulia district in West Bengal. But now its fame has



spread to the country and abroad. The tradition of presenting special events of mythological
stories in the form of dance drama existed in Chhau dance. But now Chhau dance has been
influenced by Jatra Pala. For the entertainment of the citizens, many changes have occurred in

the Chhau dance of that time and the Chhau dance of the past.

The main theme of Chhau dance is Virrasa. Therefore, this dance is mainly performed by men.
Since the popularity of this dance has reached the world, there have been major changes in
Chhau dance due to commercial reasons. As the use of costumes has increased, so has the use of
masks. Moreover, Chhau dance songs are currently performed with electric instruments. Chhau
dance moves are mainly performed based on mythological stories. Six things are used in this
dance - Dhol, Dhamsa, Sanai, Ghungur, clothes and masks. Six ways are observed in performing
the dance. Such as Marap Belano, Asar Bandhar Udan, Bajna, Bandana, Melanach, Palanaach
and Astadi Naach. UNNESCO has mentioned Chhau dance amongst the representatives of
Intangiable Cultural Heritage of Humanity.

Lastly, I want to end the discussion by emphasising that Chhau dance has conquered the world
today and has increased the status of Purulia and West Bengal. Purulia district is very backward
in industry, economy and agriculture. This district has not yet contributed much to the economy

of West Bengal. But we can be proud of the richness that this district has added to folk culture.

I would like to mention the bibliography which
1) Indian culture.government.in

2) Incredible indiaa.in



The Street Food Culture
a culinary heritage of bengal

Exploring Bengal's Soul From It's Streets

Presented by: Srabanti Mondal.
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Introduction:

Street food in bengal isn't about just taste—it’s about
identity, culture and community.

From Kolkata's bustling Esplanade to the lanes of
Shobhabazar, every corner offers a different story on a
plate.

Let's dive into Bengal's love affair with street food.




Historical Background:

® Bengal's street food culture developed alongside urban
growth, especially during Bristi colonial times in
Calcutta.

e The fusion of Bengali, Mughlai, Chinese and British
culinary influences shaped it's diversity.

e Street food stalls became vital for the working class,

students and travelers.




Iconic street foods of bengal:

1. Phuchka- Bengal's version of panipuri, spicier, tangier and filled with
mashed potatoes and tamarind water.

2. Ghugni Chat- Spiced yellow peas with onion, chillies, tamarind and lime.
3.Kathi Roll- Oriented in Kolkata, Parantha rolls with kabab, eggs or paneer.
4 .Telebhaja- Deep fried snacks like beguni, Peyaji or Alur chop.

5. Mughlai Parantha- Stuffed egg parantha, a colonial-era favourite.

6. Chowmin & Momo- A classic nod to Tibetan and Chinese community in
Bengal.

|x
few iconic street foods




Street food and Bengali Indentity:

e Street food is deeply woven into college life, political addas, evening strolls and festival

outings.

e The ‘Adda Culture” of Bengal thieves on cups of cha and plates of muri or chop.

“It's a social connector — Cheap, Filling and Delicious “




Seasonal Street Delights:

Winter: Pithepuli, Nolen gur sweets and Gurer lilipi.
e Monsoon: Telebhaja, Puffed rice and hot tea.

e Summer: Aam Panna, Ice Golas and Daab er jol which
is basically tender coconut water.




Hygiene and Challenges:

Despite of charm hygiene is often a concern for all the
people.

e Many vendors lack linsences and and proper waste
disposal.

e However, food safety awareness and government

initiatives are gradually improving standards.




Economic Significance:

Street food stalls support thousands of livelihood in
Bengal.

® They provide low-cost, high-volume meals.

® Encourage local produce consumption and sustain
micro-economies.




Modernisation and Globalisation

Food Bloggers, Instragram and YouTube have made Bengal's
street food globally popular.

® Modern carts offer fusion dishes like pizza phuchka, chocolate
momos and tandoori chai and what not!!

e Yet, traditional items remain timeless classics.




Street Food in Festivals:

Durga Puja: Food stalls dominate pandel areas --- from biryani to ice
cream rolls.

e Poila Boisakh and Eid: Roads lined with Mughlai delights and Sweets.

® Christmas at Park Street:Cake stalls, grilled meat vendors and

Anglo-Indian special.




Gender and Accessibility:

e Street food is inclusive—accessible to all classes, genders and
ages.
e \Women vendors and all-women food stalls are growing in

number.

® The streets becames a space for freedom of all flavours.




Cultural Mirror:

Every street food reflects history, migration, community and
creativity.

e A plate of chowmein hints at Chinese settlers in Tiretta Bazar.

e A Kathi roll holds the tale of British sahibs wanting their kababs
to go.

Tiretta Bazar Dacres Lane Zakaria Street

(During Ramadan)




Future of Street Food:

® Fusion cuisine and eco-friendly packaging are the
future trends.
e Street Food is likely to become a formal part of culinary

tourism.
e Digital payment options, hygiene certification and
street food festival are on the rise.




Conclusion:

Kolkata's street food represents more than just affordable and delicious meals—it is a living
heritage that reflects the city's history, cultural diversity, and communal spirit. From spicy
phuchkas and hearty kathi rolls to Indo-Chinese delights and Mughlai influences, each dish
tells a story of migration, adaptation, and innovation. This dynamic culinary landscape
continues to evolve, yet retains its nostalgic charm, making Kolkata a true paradise for food
lovers and a testament to the enduring legacy of its vibrant street food culture.




Thank you,all for taking the time to
attend this presentation on The Culinary
Heritage of Kolkata Street Food.
Your presence and attention made this
session truly special.

Let’s continue to celebrate and preserve
the rich flavors that make our culture so
unique.

— With heartfelt gratitude,
Srabanti Mondal
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Patachitra and the Dynamics of Living
Heritage in Bengal

Arghyadeep Ghosh

Semester 4, UG — 2, Department of History, Faculty of Arts, St. Paul’s Cathedral Mission College,
University of Calcutta.

Abstract

This research investigates the Patachitra tradition of Bengal as a composite form of tangible and

intangible cultural heritage. The study seeks to understand how the material craft of scroll painting and

the performative oral narrative of Pater Gaan together sustain a living cultural continuum. Using an

interdisciplinary approach that combines art-historical analysis, ethnographic observation, and secondary
literature review, the paper examines the historical origins, visual motifs, and performative functions of
Patachitra within rural Bengal. It further explores the socio-economic conditions of the Patua community
and the transformations brought about by modernization and cultural tourism. The objective is to

highlight Patachitra’s dual heritage value and to propose ways of preserving both its physical artistry and
oral tradition as interdependent elements of Bengal’s cultural identity.

Keywords: Patachitra, Bengal, Tangible Heritage, Intangible Heritage, Folk Art, Patua Community,
Pater Gaan, Cultural Identity, Oral Tradition, Material Culture, Heritage Preservation.

Introduction

Bengal’s cultural landscape has long been
defined by the coexistence of material
artistry and oral traditions that together
shape its living heritage. Among these, the
Patachitra tradition occupies a distinct
position, reflecting the interdependence of
tangible craft and intangible performance.
The term Patachitra, derived from the
Sanskrit patta (cloth) and chitra (painting),
refers to scroll paintings that narrate
mythological, religious, and socio-cultural
tales. Yet, beyond their visual beauty, these
scrolls come alive through the Pater Gaan—
songs performed by the Patuas as they

unroll each panel, weaving sight and sound
into a unified storytelling experience.

This dual nature of Patachitra situates it at
the intersection of two key categories of
heritage recognized by UNESCO: tangible
and intangible. The physical scrolls, painted
with natural dyes and intricate motifs,
represent Bengal’s aesthetic craftsmanship,
while the oral narrative and performative
aspects embody collective memory, belief,
and identity. Together, they create a living
archive through which generations transmit
knowledge, values, and artistry.

Despite its deep roots in rural Bengal—
particularly in regions such as Naya
(Paschim Medinipur), Birbhum, and



Bankura—the Patachitra tradition faces new
challenges in the modern era.
Industrialization, changing patterns of
patronage, and the commercialization of folk
art have altered the community’s traditional
ways of life. This research seeks to examine
how the Patachitra tradition continues to
evolve amid these transformations, and how
its preservation can be approached as both
an artistic and socio-cultural imperative.

Understanding Tangible and
Intangible Heritage: The UNESCO
Framework

UNESCO categorizes cultural heritage into
two broad forms—tangible and
intangible—each essential to understanding
how human societies create, preserve, and
express their identities.

Tangible cultural heritage refers to
physical artifacts and built environments that
hold historical, artistic, or cultural value.
This includes monuments, architectural
works, sculptures, manuscripts, crafts, and
other material objects that embody the
creativity and achievements of a community.
Tangible heritage is often preserved through
conservation of the object itself—its
material form, craftsmanship, and spatial
context.

In contrast, intangible cultural heritage
encompasses the living expressions and
practices that people inherit, adapt, and
transmit across generations. As defined in
the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage, it includes “oral traditions and
expressions, performing arts, social
practices, rituals and festive events,
knowledge and practices concerning nature
and the universe, and traditional
craftsmanship.” Intangible heritage lives in
the people—it is enacted, performed, and

continually re-created rather than fixed in
form.

UNESCO emphasizes that both tangible and
intangible heritages are interdependent.
Tangible objects often gain meaning through
the intangible practices surrounding them,
while intangible traditions rely on tangible
media for continuity. In this sense, cultural
heritage is not static preservation but a
dynamic process of living transmission.

Research Gap

While several studies have examined
Patachitra as a folk art tradition of Bengal,
most have focused predominantly on its
visual and material dimensions—the
iconography, stylistic evolution, and
regional variations of the painted scrolls.
Fewer works have explored the integrated
relationship between the tangible (the
scrolls, pigments, and craftsmanship) and
the intangible (the songs, performance, and
oral transmission) that make Patachitra a
living cultural system.

Existing scholarship often treats the Patuas
merely as artisans rather than as custodians
of a performative oral tradition,
overlooking the narrative agency embedded
in Pater Gaan. Moreover, there is limited
academic engagement with how
modernization, digital media, and cultural
tourism are reshaping both the art form and
the identity of the Patua community.

This paper seeks to address these gaps by
examining Patachitra as a composite
heritage form, analyzing how its tangible
and intangible aspects interact, adapt, and
endure within Bengal’s evolving socio-
cultural context. The study aims to
contribute a holistic perspective that views
Patachitra not only as an artifact of tradition



but as a living continuum of creativity,
memory, and cultural negotiation.

Significance of the Study

The study holds significance on multiple
levels—cultural, academic, and socio-
economic. At the cultural level, it
emphasizes the need to recognize Patachitra
not merely as a visual art form but as a
living tradition where storytelling,
performance, and community identity
intertwine. By highlighting the coexistence
of tangible and intangible dimensions, the
research reinforces the understanding that
cultural heritage is a continuum of practice
rather than a static relic of the past.

From an academic perspective, this study
contributes to heritage discourse by bridging
the conceptual gap between material culture
and oral tradition. It encourages an
interdisciplinary approach—drawing from
history, anthropology, art history, and
cultural studies—to interpret how the Patuas
embody both the roles of artist and narrator.
This approach broadens the framework for
analyzing other composite folk traditions
beyond Bengal as well.

At a socio-economic level, the research
underscores the urgency of safeguarding
rural artisan communities in the face of
globalization and commercial exploitation.
By documenting the evolving practices of
the Patuas, it brings attention to issues of
livelihood, authenticity, and sustainability in
cultural preservation.

Ultimately, this study matters because it
redefines heritage as a dynamic process of
living transmission, urging policymakers,
scholars, and cultural practitioners to view
preservation not as conservation of objects
alone, but as nurturing of the human voices,
skills, and meanings that sustain them.

Literature Review

Scholarly engagement with Patachitra has
evolved across art historical,
anthropological, and heritage studies
frameworks. Early studies such as W. G.
Archer’s Bazaar Paintings of Calcutta
(1947) and Ajit Mookerjee’s works on
Indian folk art highlighted Patachitra as a
visual tradition rooted in religious
storytelling and rural aesthetics. These
foundational texts documented motifs,
themes, and craftsmanship but largely
emphasized the material object—the painted
scroll—rather than its performative context.

Later, anthropological perspectives
deepened the understanding of the Patua
community as both artists and narrators.
Scholars like Roma Chatterji (Speaking with
Pictures: Folk Art and the Narrative
Tradition in India, 2005) and Tapati Guha-
Thakurta examined how oral performance
and visual imagery interact in the creation of
meaning. Chatterji, in particular, positioned
Patachitra as a narrative medium that
bridges oral tradition and visual semiotics,
shifting attention from artifact to
performance.

Within heritage discourse, UNESCO’s
2003 Convention on Intangible Cultural
Heritage inspired scholars such as Laurajane
Smith (Uses of Heritage, 2006) and Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (Destination Culture,
1998) to critique the dichotomy between
tangible and intangible heritage. Their works
argue that heritage is a process of cultural
negotiation and meaning-making rather than
preservation of static objects. This
theoretical insight supports the present
study’s approach of treating Patachitra as an
interdependent system of material and
immaterial heritage.



Recent research by institutions like the
Crafts Council of India and the Indian
National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage
(INTACH) has focused on revitalizing
traditional art forms through cultural tourism
and digital platforms. However, much of this
work remains descriptive, often neglecting
the nuanced transformations in community
identity and performance practices brought
about by modernization.

In summary, existing literature provides rich
documentation of Patachitra’s visual form
and sociocultural value but lacks an
integrated framework that simultaneously
analyzes its tangible artistry and intangible
narrative expression. This study seeks to fill
that gap by situating Patachitra within the
broader debates on living heritage and
cultural continuity in Bengal.

Research Objectives

The primary objective of this study is to
explore the interrelationship between
tangible and intangible heritage within the
Patachitra tradition of Bengal. The research
seeks to understand how the painted scrolls
and their accompanying oral performances
together sustain a living cultural legacy.

The specific objectives are:

1. To analyze the historical evolution
and material aspects of Patachitra
as a visual art form, focusing on its
techniques, motifs, and regional
variations.

2. To examine the oral and
performative dimensions of Pater
Gaan and its role in transmitting
social, religious, and moral
narratives.

3. To investigate the socio-economic
and cultural transformations
affecting the Patua community in the

context of modernization,
globalization, and cultural tourism.

4. To assess the relevance of
UNESCO?’s heritage framework in
interpreting Patachitra as both
tangible and intangible heritage.

5. To propose strategies for
sustainable preservation, ensuring
continuity of both the physical craft
and its living traditions.

Historical Background
Origins and early developments

The Patachitra tradition of Bengal is rooted
in an ancient and regionally continuous
system of scroll painting and pictorial
narrative that predates modern
historiography of folk arts. The term
Patachitra itself—patta (cloth/board) +
chitra (picture)—signals an art form
centring on painted panels used as narrative
devices. While precise chronological origins
are difficult to fix, the practice likely
consolidates elements from multiple
historical currents: temple mural and panel
painting traditions, tantric and Vaishnava
devotional cultures, and itinerant narrative
performance. By the medieval period,
pictorial storytelling—used to visualise epic
cycles and local mythologies—was already
an established communicative medium in
rural Bengal. Over time these pictorial
practices crystallised into the distinct scroll-
and-song form now recognised as Patachitra,
where sequential panels on cloth are visually
scripted to accompany oral performance.

Regional centres and stylistic
diversification

Bengal’s Patachitra is not homogeneous; it
shows clear regional clustering and stylistic
diversity shaped by local patronage, ritual



contexts, and cross-regional exchange. Key
historic centres include parts of present-day
West Bengal such as Naya (Paschim
Medinipur), Bankura, Birbhum, and
pockets of Murshidabad and Nadia. Each
centre developed recognisable features:
Bankura and Medinipur scrolls tend to
emphasize bold linearity and dense narrative
sequencing, while Birbhum variants
sometimes integrate more geometric border
patterns and simplified figural types suited
to rapid public performance. It is important
to distinguish Bengal’s Patachitra from the
patachitra of neighbouring Odisha and the
patua-like scroll traditions of other Indian
regions—each shares narrative scroll
techniques but differs in iconographic
lexicon, dye recipes, and ritual associations.

Themes, iconography, and narrative
conventions

The narrative repertoire of Patachitra ranges
from pan-Indian epics to local moral tales
and contemporary social commentary.
Traditionally, scenes from the Ramayana
and Mahabharata, Krishna-lila episodes,
and stories of local deities (including
regional manifestations of Shakti and local
village gods) dominated the subject-matter.
With the rise of Vaishnavism—especially
the devotional movements centred on
Krishna—many Patachitra cycles adapted
Vaishnava themes and bhakti motifs; Patuas
often functioned as itinerant bhakta-
narrators. Narrative conventions are
formatted sequentially: the painted scroll is
divided into panels read left-to-right as the
Patua unrolls and sings; pictorial cues and
repeated motifs guide the audience through
episodic story beats. Over time, the
repertoire expanded to include didactic tales
(moral parables), historical incidents, and, in
the 20th century, even topical events (local
news, public health messages, and anti-
colonial themes).

Materials, techniques, and workshop
practice

Historically, Patachitra production relied on
locally available materials and highly
codified craft techniques passed through
apprenticeship. The support (patta) was
usually a handspun cotton cloth treated with
a sizing mixture—often rice starch, chalk,
and glue—to create a firm painting surface.
Pigments were traditionally derived from
natural sources: lampblack and soot for
blacks, minerals for reds and yellows, indigo
for blues (where available), and vegetable
dyes for other hues. Brushes were made
from bundled grass, hair, or reed fibers;
outlines were rendered with a confident
linearity and fills applied in flat areas. The
manufacturing of a scroll was collaborative
and cyclical: sizing the cloth, sketching out
panels, inking outlines, filling colour fields,
and finally adding varnish or lacquer (in
some variants) to protect the surface. These
material processes anchored Patachitra as a
tangible craft whose very techniques
embodied local craft knowledge and
environment-derived materiality.

The Patua community and modes of
transmission

The Patua (or Patuar) community
historically combined the roles of painter,
singer, and cultural messenger.
Apprenticeship within family lineages—
transmitted across generations—was the
normative model of skill transmission:
children learned to prepare supports, mix
dyes, paint motifs, compose songs, and
perform the unrolling sequence. The
performative element—~Pater Gaan—is
central to the tradition: the Patua sings
narrative stanzas (often extemporised or
adapted), punctuates the performance with
rhythmic chants, and manipulates the scroll



as both script and prop. Importantly, the
social position of Patuas varied by region
and time; in some contexts they occupied
marginalised social statuses but held high
ritual authority as reciters and ritual
specialists, especially during village
festivals, ritual nights, and lifecycle rites.
Women have also played roles in the
tradition, particularly in certain localities
where female performers or supporting
women artisans contributed to painting or
song transmission; however, male lineages
and patrilineal apprenticeships are often
emphasised in historical records.

Ritual contexts, patronage, and
public function

Traditionally, Patachitra was integrally tied
to village ritual calendars and patronage
structures. Scroll performances took place in
household courtyards, temple precincts,
market-fairs, and festival nights. Patrons
ranged from rural households
commissioning myth cycles for ritual
observance to village gatherings where
Patuas enacted moral tales for general
instruction. The performance had multiple
functions: devotional (invoking deities and
reciting sacred narratives), educative
(transmitting ethics and cosmology), and
communal (cementing shared memory and
identity). Because the performance was
itinerant and episodic, Patachitra also served
as an accessible form of mass
communication in largely oral societies.

Colonial encounters, market shifts,
and 20th-century transformations

The colonial period introduced significant
shifts in patronage, audience composition,
and material production. The breakdown of
traditional rural economies, the growth of
urban markets, and the influx of new visual

cultures altered the demand for folk scrolls.
Some Patuas adapted by producing smaller,
portable sheets and secular images for urban
collectors; others diversified themes to
include contemporary or nationalist content
during late 19th and early 20th century
reform and anti-colonial movements.
Colonial ethnographers, collectors, and
missionary agents documented patachitra
motifs, sometimes removing works to
museum collections—an act that both
preserved artefacts and extracted them from
performative contexts. This double-edged
encounter shaped the modern visibility of
Patachitra: while artifacts entered archives
and museums, the living practice faced
challenges of disrupted transmission and
altered patronage.

Post-independence revival,
commodification, and contemporary
currents

From the mid-20th century onward, renewed
scholarly interest, NGO interventions, and
market-driven cultural tourism produced a
complex revival and commodification
dynamic. Institutions such as craft councils,
state cultural departments, and conservation
NGOs began projects to document
techniques, provide training, and create
market linkages for artisans. This led to new
opportunities—income diversification,
gallery representation, and urban retail
markets—but also to transformations in
form (smaller souvenir paintings, framed
works) and function (art-for-sale rather than
scroll-for-performance). Concurrently,
Patuas adapted the oral repertoire to modern
topics—public health campaigns, electoral
narratives, and social justice themes—
thereby maintaining performative relevance.
Digital platforms in recent decades have
provided additional outlets (video
recordings, online sales), enabling selective
revival of Pater Gaan while also



accelerating shifts away from full-length
ritual performances.

Continuities and ruptures: situating
Patachitra historically

Across centuries, Patachitra has
demonstrated both continuity and capacity
for reinvention. The material techniques—
sizing, natural pigments, and linear
composition—preserve a craft lineage tied to
Bengal’s ecological and artisanal resources.
At the same time, the performative practice
of unrolled narrative, with its oral
improvisation and communal engagement,
has proven resilient, adapting its themes and
patronage to changing social conditions. The
historical arc thus reveals a dual
vulnerability and strength: Patachitra can be
materially fragile (susceptible to loss of raw-
material knowledge and economic
marginalisation) yet culturally robust
(persistent as a narrative practice that can
reframe itself to address contemporary
concerns). Recognising this duality is
essential for any heritage intervention that
seeks to preserve not only paintings as
objects but the living array of songs,
performances, and social relations that
render those objects meaningful.

Illustrative Historical
Examples

The historical continuity of Patachitra in
Bengal can be traced through several distinct
scroll cycles, well-documented Patua
lineages, and archival encounters that
highlight its evolving thematic and social
dimensions.

One of the earliest known examples of
narrative scrolls in Bengal relates to the
Manasa Mangal Pata, depicting the story

of the snake goddess Manasa and her
devotee Behula. These scrolls, widespread
across Medinipur and Birbhum, often
extended over 10 to 15 feet and were
accompanied by Pater Gaan narrating
Behula’s journey to revive her husband
Lakhindar. The scrolls are characterized by
their bright use of natural pigments,
dramatic composition, and emotional
expressions, blending myth with moral
instruction. Scholars such as Gurusaday Dutt
and W.G. Archer documented such scrolls in
the early 20th century, noting their
performative and ritualistic importance
within village communities.

Another significant example is the Chandi
Mangal Pata, which visualizes the goddess
Chandi’s various manifestations and her
intervention in human life. These scrolls
often served both devotional and didactic
purposes, performed during local festivals or
after harvest seasons. The Chandi scroll
cycles also reveal the syncretic nature of
Bengal’s folk religion, as Islamic motifs and
figures occasionally appear alongside Hindu
deities, reflecting the shared cultural
landscape of rural Bengal.

In the colonial and early nationalist periods,
new thematic cycles emerged. One striking
instance is the Satya Pir Pata, where the
figure of Satya Pir—worshipped by both
Hindus and Muslims—symbolizes
communal harmony. These scrolls embody
Bengal’s pluralistic ethos and were studied
by folklorists such as Dineshchandra Sen
and Kalpana Bardhan, who highlighted the
coexistence of Sufi and Vaishnava imagery
within the same narrative frame.

Specific Patua families have also played a
crucial role in preserving and transforming
this tradition. The Chitrakar families of
Naya village in Pingla (Paschim
Medinipur) are among the most recognized



today. Their lineage traces back at least
seven generations, and their works have
been collected by institutions like the
Gurusaday Museum in Kolkata and the
Crafts Museum in Delhi. Artists such as
Dukhushyam Chitrakar, Montu
Chitrakar, Swarna Chitrakar, and Rani
Chitrakar have gained national and
international acclaim, blending traditional
mythological tales with commentaries on
contemporary issues—such as climate
change, gender equality, and COVID-19
awareness. Their adaptation of old forms
into modern storytelling exemplifies how
Patachitra remains a living heritage rather
than a static relic.

Archival encounters also reveal the colonial
engagement with this art. The Asiatic
Society and Indian Museum in Calcutta
began collecting Patachitra scrolls in the late
19th and early 20th centuries. Many of these
early acquisitions were misclassified as
“folk illustrations” rather than performative
artefacts, overlooking their musical and oral
dimensions. It was only through postcolonial
ethnographic studies in the late 20th century
that scholars began re-evaluating these
scrolls as embodiments of intangible
heritage, recognizing the interdependence
between visual form and oral tradition.

Additionally, the documentation of Patuas
by the Gurusaday Museum (established in
1939) offers rich insight into the regional
variations within Bengal—particularly how
themes and techniques differ between
Medinipur’s narrative scrolls and Kalighat’s
panel paintings. While Kalighat Patachitra
evolved into a more urban, satirical art form
during the 19th century, the rural scrolls
retained their community-centered
storytelling function. This contrast illustrates
the dynamic adaptability of Bengal’s visual
culture under changing historical conditions.

Together, these examples—ranging from the
Behula-Manasa cycles to the modern
Pingla scrolls—reveal the resilience of
Patachitra as a vehicle of collective memory
and social commentary. They also
demonstrate how tangible artefacts (the
scrolls) and intangible elements (the songs,
performances, and oral traditions) coexist as
inseparable components of Bengal’s heritage
ecosystem.

Tangible Heritage: The
Visual Art of Patachitra

The tangible dimension of Bengal’s
Patachitra is rooted in its physical creation,
material tradition, and visual semiotics.
Every scroll stands as a layered text—
handmade, hand-painted, and interwoven
with centuries of inherited technique and
symbolism. The Patua artisans of Bengal,
though often marginalized socially, have
preserved an aesthetic system that unites art,
ritual, and livelihood.

Materials and Techniques

The making of a Patachitra scroll is itself an
act of ritual labor. The Patua begins by
stitching together narrow strips of
handspun cotton cloth, locally known as
pat, using fine cotton thread. The joined
surface is then treated with a paste made
from chalk powder, tamarind seed glue,
and raw turmeric, which acts as both
primer and preservative. Once dried, it is
burnished with a smooth stone, lending it a
polished texture capable of holding color for
decades. The process, passed down through
oral apprenticeship, exemplifies how
tangible craftsmanship is sustained through
intangible pedagogy.

Natural color preparation is equally
significant. Pigments are derived from



indigenous plants, minerals, and organic
matter:

e Red from Aingul (cinnabar) or teak
leaf extract,

e Yellow from turmeric or the haritaki
fruit,

e Green from crushed seem pata
leaves,

e Blue from aparajita flowers or
indigo,

e Black from soot of oil lamps or burnt
rice husk, and

e White from powdered conch shells
(shankha choon).

Each pigment is mixed with tamarind seed
gum to ensure longevity. The artists often
regard these colors as sacred; for instance,
the red base symbolizes the cosmic energy
of Shakti, while black invokes protection
from evil influences. The pigments are
stored in reused coconut shells or earthen
pots, embodying the Patua’s ecological
harmony with their surroundings.

The painting tools are also handcrafted—
brushes fashioned from goat or squirrel
hair tied to bamboo sticks, their softness
allowing delicate lines and graded strokes.
The scrolls (jorano pata) vary in size,
commonly between 6 to 15 feet, and are
rolled from top to bottom during
performance, with each frame narratively
linked to the preceding one. Some scrolls are
folded accordion-style (chouko pata),
designed for compact storytelling. This
interdependence of form and function
reinforces the dual identity of Patachitra as
both a visual manuscript and a
performative prop.
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Stylistic Characteristics and
Iconography

The stylistic grammar of Patachitra is
defined by its vivid chromatic palette,
rhythmic compositions, and frontal
perspective. The figures appear flattened
and stylized, with almond-shaped eyes,
elongated limbs, and expressive gestures.
The absence of linear depth shifts focus
from spatial realism to symbolic
communication—a principle consistent with
traditional Indian aesthetics emphasizing
bhava (emotion) and rasa (essence) over
illusionistic space.

Themes range across mythological,
religious, and social registers. Classical
cycles such as Manasa Mangal, Chandi
Mangal, Ramayana, and Krishna Lila
occupy the center of traditional repertoire.
Each panel follows a narrative continuity,
often marked by borders of floral or
geometric motifs, serving as visual
punctuation between episodes. Animal
imagery—serpents, elephants, peacocks—
adds symbolic layers: serpents as fertility
and renewal, peacocks as divine beauty,
elephants as royal strength.

In the modern era, thematic expansion has
been remarkable. Patuas now create scrolls
addressing climate change, women’s
education, sanitation, and social justice.
For instance, during the COVID-19
pandemic, artists like Swarna Chitrakar
composed scrolls that blended folk
metaphors with public health messaging,
sung in Pater Gaan to spread awareness.
This shift underscores Patachitra’s
adaptability—the tangible art continues to
serve the evolving social conscience of
Bengal.



Regional Variations and Urban
Transformations

While the jorano pata tradition thrives in
rural Bengal, particularly in Naya village
(Pingla, Paschim Medinipur), other
regional variants exhibit distinctive features.
The Birbhum Patachitra often uses darker
tonal contrasts and more complex mythic
layering, whereas the North Bengal scrolls
incorporate local folklore and tribal motifs.

A notable tangent emerged in 19th-century
Calcutta: the Kalighat Patachitra, created
by semi-urban artists near the Kalighat
Temple. Unlike the narrative scrolls,
Kalighat paintings were single-panel images
made on mill paper, using watercolors
instead of natural dyes. Their subjects
shifted from divine figures to scenes of
urban modernity and satire—depicting
babus (gentlemen) and bibis (women) in
humorous, moralizing compositions. This
urban offshoot reflected the social anxieties
and aspirations of colonial Bengal, blending
folk idiom with modern irony. Though
stylistically divergent, it expanded
Patachitra’s tangible reach into print culture
and influenced modern Indian painters like
Jamini Roy, who reinterpreted folk line
work into modernist form.

Function and Patronage

Historically, Patuas acted as mobile
cultural mediators, carrying news, myths,
and moral tales across Bengal’s villages.
The scroll was both canvas and scripture,
and the performance—a sacred contract
between artist and audience. Payments were
made in kind—rice, vegetables, or coins—
cementing the art within a reciprocal gift
economy rather than a commercial one.

The decline of rural patronage during the
colonial and postcolonial eras, however,
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forced adaptation. Many Patuas turned to
urban markets or government-sponsored
fairs. Today, through initiatives like
Banglanatak dot com, Chitrataru, and
Rural Craft Hubs of West Bengal, these
artisans access global platforms while
maintaining traditional production methods.
The use of Patachitra motifs in textiles,
home décor, and digital animations
demonstrates the art’s material flexibility
and its ability to bridge craft and
contemporary design.

Yet, beneath these modern reconfigurations,
the essence of the tangible heritage endures:
a handmade scroll painted in patience and
devotion, embodying the cumulative
memory of Bengal’s aesthetic
consciousness.

Case Study: Kalighat
Patachitra — The Urban
Reimagination of a Folk
Tradition

While the rural scroll Patachitra of
Medinipur represents Bengal’s itinerant and
oral folk heritage, the Kalighat Patachitra
marks its urban transformation under the
pressures of colonial modernity. Emerging
in mid-19th century Calcutta, around the
precincts of the Kalighat Temple, this
school of painting evolved into a distinctive
artistic idiom that reflected the shifting
socio-cultural landscape of the colonial
metropolis. The Kalighat painters were
originally rural Patuas who migrated to the
city in search of livelihood. In adapting their
art to a new environment, they produced an
aesthetic that retained folk simplicity but
absorbed urban modernity, irony, and self-
reflection.



Calcutta, by the early 1800s, had become a
vibrant colonial capital—an expanding city
of temples, bazaars, and print presses. The
Kalighat Temple, dedicated to Goddess
Kali, drew thousands of pilgrims each year,
providing an immediate market for
devotional souvenirs. The Patuas,
capitalizing on this influx, began producing
single-panel paintings on paper rather than
long narrative scrolls, to cater to quick-
selling temple visitors. This change marked
a fundamental shift from performative
narrative art to commodified visual art.

Unlike the rural Patuas who sang the Pater
Gaan while unfolding scrolls, the Kalighat
artists communicated visually through
compact, self-contained images. Their art
began as religious depictions of Kali,
Durga, Krishna, and other deities, painted
with fluid brushstrokes on mill-made paper
using water-based pigments and gum
arabic. Over time, however, the subject
matter expanded dramatically, reflecting
Calcutta’s cosmopolitan realities—babus
and bibis, colonial officials, animals, social
scandals, and scenes of everyday life.

Technically, Kalighat paintings were distinct
from their rural predecessors. They
abandoned the textile base for factory-
produced paper, allowing for smoother
finishes and quicker production. The use of
broad, confident brushstrokes, flat color
fields, and absence of background detail
gave the paintings a striking simplicity. The
lines were executed in one continuous
motion, reflecting remarkable control—
often described as “calligraphic economy ™.

Color choices were bold yet restrained: red,
ochre, blue, green, and black dominated,
while white space was strategically used for
contrast. Outlines, drawn with carbon black
ink or lamp soot, defined form and motion.
The figures appeared stylized, with
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expressive eyes and exaggerated gestures,
symbolizing mood rather than realism. The
style combined folk abstraction with an
almost proto-modernist minimalism,
foreshadowing the visual language later seen
in artists like Jamini Roy.

Initially, Kalighat paintings focused on
Hindu devotional imagery—portraits of
Kali, Durga, Shiva, Krishna, and Ganesha
sold as affordable icons to pilgrims. But by
the mid-19th century, the genre evolved into
a mirror of Calcutta’s changing social order.
Artists began depicting the “Babu-Bibi
culture”—elite Bengali men and women of
the emerging middle class—portrayed in
satirical and sometimes moralizing scenes.

Paintings such as “The Babu and the
Courtesan”, “The Bibi Smoking Hookah”,
and “The Cat Stealing the Prawn” used
humor and irony to critique hypocrisy,
westernized manners, and the erosion of
traditional values. In doing so, Kalighat
artists subtly resisted the colonial gaze,
turning art into a folk commentary on
modernity, gender, and class.

They also depicted social issues and public
scandals—murders, elopements, domestic
quarrels—anticipating the visual storytelling
later adopted by Indian print media. This
fluid movement between sacred and secular
themes made Kalighat Patachitra a bridge
between folk art and early modern urban
popular culture.

The Kalighat painters operated in small
family-based workshops, often near the
temple’s southern bazaar. Production was
collaborative and gender-inclusive: men
usually painted outlines and major figures,
while women filled in colors. Paintings were
sold to pilgrims for small sums—accessible
yet deeply symbolic commodities that
traveled across India and abroad.



By the late 19th century, however, the rise
of lithographic prints from European
presses began to undermine their market.
The mass-produced “Kalighat lithographs”
imitated the original hand-painted style,
flooding bazaars and reducing demand for
originals. Many Patuas turned to commercial
sign painting or decorative crafts to survive,
leading to a gradual decline of the authentic
Kalighat tradition by the early 20th century.

Kalighat paintings represent a unique
dialogue between the sacred and the
profane. Their iconography blends divine
grandeur with everyday human experience,
suggesting that spirituality and social life are
not distinct realms but coexisting realities.
The goddess Kali, for instance, often
appears alongside scenes of human folly,
signifying both protection and moral
warning.

Scholars like W.G. Archer, Ajit Ghose,
and Tapati Guha-Thakurta have noted that
Kalighat Patachitra embodies the “folk
modernism” of Bengal—an art form that
internalized urban modernity without
abandoning its vernacular roots. The
paintings' visual economy—minimalist
lines, emotional immediacy, and satirical
content—anticipates the later concerns of
Indian modern art in the 20th century.

Though the original Kalighat painters
disappeared by the early 1900s, their legacy
persists through museum collections and
modern reinterpretations. The Victoria and
Albert Museum (London), Indian
Museum (Kolkata), and National Museum
(New Delhi) house significant collections of
Kalighat paintings. Contemporary artists
such as Jamini Roy and Maniklal Banerjee
drew direct inspiration from this idiom,
reimagining folk simplicity within modernist
frameworks.
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In recent decades, renewed interest from
cultural historians and curators has led to
efforts to preserve the remaining works and
promote academic study of Kalighat
Patachitra as a UNESCO-aligned heritage
form—a crucial link between Bengal’s rural
crafts and its urban art history.

The Kalighat Patachitra thus stands as a case
of cultural translation—where a rural
tradition of scroll painting adapted to the
dynamics of an industrial city, reflecting
both continuity and rupture. It reveals how
tangible heritage (paintings, materials,
techniques) and intangible heritage (themes,
social commentary, performative memory)
interlock within a living tradition’s
evolution. In essence, Kalighat Patachitra
narrates the story of Bengal’s transition from
the folk to the modern, embodying art’s
power to transform, adapt, and endure.

Critical Analysis:
Kalighat Patachitra as a
Visual Archive of
Colonial Modernity

The Kalighat paintings stand at a crossroads
— between folk tradition and urban
modernity, devotional art and social
commentary, subaltern voice and colonial
consumption. What makes them critically
significant is their layered negotiation with
power, visibility, and identity in a colonial
city where art became both a product and a
resistance.

The patuas of Kalighat were not elite artists
trained in academic studios. They were
itinerant artisans, many from low-caste, rural
Bengal backgrounds, who brought their
narrative art into a new urban economy. In
doing so, they redefined authorship and
audience. Unlike the miniature painters of



Mughal or Company schools who painted
for aristocratic patrons, Kalighat painters
addressed a mass public — pilgrims,
workers, and the emerging middle class.
Their art thus represented a shift in
patronage from court to street,
democratizing both the creation and
consumption of images.

Kalighat patachitra also functioned as a form
of visual subaltern discourse. Through
caricature, irony, and stylized storytelling,
the paintings commented on the social
contradictions of colonial Bengal. The babu-
bibi series, for instance, mocked the moral
duplicity of the Westernized elite —
portraying the babu as effeminate and
indulgent, and the bibi as manipulative or
assertive. Beneath their humor lay a subtle
critique of the fractured colonial identity —
neither fully Indian nor truly British. In this
sense, Kalighat art performed what Partha
Chatterjee would call a “cultural
nationalist” act — reclaiming indigenous
narrative modes to voice dissent within a
colonized framework.

From a gender lens, the Kalighat paintings
also expose a transitional moment in Bengali
society. The representation of women —
bold, expressive, often commanding —
complicates both patriarchal and colonial
views of femininity. In a visual culture
dominated by mythic docility, these works
foregrounded female agency, hinting at early
urban anxieties about changing gender roles.
The patuas, knowingly or not, were
documenting a new social imagination
where domesticity and desire, devotion and
rebellion, intertwined.

Aesthetically, Kalighat’s brushwork and
abstraction challenge the notion that
modernity in Indian art began only with
colonial institutions like the Government Art
School. The spontaneous, linear fluidity of
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these paintings, their minimal background,
and dynamic postures prefigure aspects of
20th-century modernism. This underlines the
continuum between folk idioms and
modern art, blurring the boundary between
“tribal,” “folk,” and “fine art.” As Tapati
Guha-Thakurta, Jyotindra Jain, and W.G.
Archer have shown, Kalighat paintings
anticipate the modernist search for a
“national style” rooted in indigenous visual
vocabularies.

Moreover, Kalighat Patachitra invites a
rethinking of archive and authorship. Each
painting, sold in markets and fairs, is both
anonymous and collective — a product of
community skill rather than individual
genius. This collective authorship becomes a
counterpoint to the Western canon of named
artists and singular masterpieces. In this
sense, the Kalighat patuas created not just
art but a living archive — of urban life,
humor, and dissent — in pictorial form.

In the postcolonial period, the revalorization
of Kalighat art by the Bengal School and
modern artists like Jamini Roy transformed
it from “bazaar art” to “heritage.” This
reclassification, while celebratory, also
raises questions about appropriation and
erasure — who gets to define authenticity,
and whose labor remains invisible in that
process. The modern nation’s rediscovery of
folk art often re-inscribed the very
hierarchies it sought to undo.

Ultimately, the Kalighat patachitra
exemplifies how a folk tradition can absorb
and reflect the fractures of its time —
colonial rule, urban migration, shifting
morality — while sustaining its aesthetic
autonomy. It stands not merely as a
decorative craft but as a subaltern visual
historiography, chronicling the lived
realities of 19th-century Bengal with brush,
irony, and grace.



Comparative Analysis:
Rural vs. Urban
Patachitra

The contrast between rural and urban
Patachitra traditions of Bengal reveals how
geography, audience, and socio-economic
contexts shape artistic form, content, and
meaning. While both share the same
narrative impulse and mythological base,
their stylistic and functional divergences
illuminate broader transformations in
Bengal’s cultural landscape.

1. Context and Function

In rural Bengal — particularly in districts
like Medinipur, Birbhum, and Purulia —
Patachitra has long existed as a
performative and devotional tradition.
The scrolls (patas) were not created as
autonomous artworks but as part of oral
performances known as Pater Gaan, where
the painter-singer (Patua) unfolded each
scene while singing verses that conveyed
religious tales, moral parables, or local
legends. These performances acted as
vehicles of education, entertainment, and
worship, merging art and ritual in a deeply
communal context.

By contrast, urban Patachitra, exemplified
by the Kalighat school, emerged within
19th-century Calcutta’s expanding colonial
metropolis. Detached from ritual function, it
became a commodity art, produced for sale
to pilgrims, travelers, and the urban middle
class. The Kalighat patuas thus shifted from
performative storytelling to single-frame
compositions designed for quick
consumption — a response to the speed and
anonymity of the city. This transformation
signals a larger cultural transition: from art
as participation to art as possession.
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2. Stylistic and Material Differences

Rural Patachitra scrolls are typically
narrative and sequential, painted with
natural pigments on cloth or paper coated
with chalk and tamarind seed paste. Their
aesthetics privilege continuity and rhythm,
reflecting the flow of oral narration. The
colors — red, yellow, green, black — are
symbolic and rooted in local ecology. The
linework is bold yet rhythmic, capturing
movement rather than realism.

Urban Patachitra, especially Kalighat
paintings, adopted individualized
figuration and broader brushstrokes using
factory-made watercolors on paper. The
background was often left blank to highlight
the central figure — a technique closer to
the minimalism of modern art. The urban
painters absorbed influences from Company
School painting, lithography, and
photography, demonstrating an early
hybridity between indigenous and
colonial aesthetics. While rural patachitra
celebrated mythic continuity, the Kalighat
painters captured the immediacy of urban
modern life.

3. Thematic Orientation

Rural patachitras focused primarily on
religious and moral narratives — the
stories of Manasa, Chandi, Krishna, or
Ramayana — intended to evoke devotion
and ethical reflection. In contrast, urban
Kalighat art introduced secular and
satirical themes, depicting social change,
domestic conflict, and colonial encounters.
Scenes of babus and bibis, police and
thieves, or gossiping neighbors transformed
the scroll tradition into a mirror of the
colonial city. Through satire and humor,
urban patuas became chroniclers of
everyday contradictions, while their rural



counterparts preserved cosmological
continuity.

4. Patronage and Audience

Rural Patachitra sustained itself through
patronage within village networks, often
receiving rice, cloth, or coins as offerings
during performances. The art was
circulatory, dependent on itinerant
movement and oral exchange. Urban
Kalighat painters, however, catered to a
cash-based market economy, selling to
pilgrims visiting the Kalighat temple and
later to European collectors and Indian
elites. This shift marked a redefinition of
artistic value — from spiritual merit to
aesthetic and monetary worth.

5. Continuity and Transformation

Despite their differences, both forms share a
common cultural DNA. The urban Kalighat
style did not erase rural patachitra but rather
reinterpreted it under new conditions of
modernity. Even as Kalighat painting
declined by the early 20th century, its motifs
survived through popular prints, bazaar
calendars, and later inspired nationalist
artists like Jamini Roy. Meanwhile, rural
patachitras evolved to include
contemporary themes — environmental
awareness, women'’s rights, and political
issues — showing their adaptability as a
living heritage.

In essence, the dialogue between rural and
urban Patachitra is not one of loss but of
transformation. Rural patachitra preserved
ritual intimacy, while urban Kalighat
captured modern immediacy. Together,
they form a continuum that documents
Bengal’s passage from sacred storytelling to
social satire — from village square to
colonial street, from scroll to single frame.
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Intangible Heritage: The
Oral and Performative
Tradition

Beyond its visual splendour, the essence of
Bengal’s Patachitra lies in its oral and
performative core — the Pater Gaan. This
sung narrative is not an accessory to the art;
it is the pulse that animates it. The Patua,
carrying a scroll and a song, performs in
village courtyards, temple grounds, and
seasonal fairs, transforming painted cloth
into a living theatre of word, rhythm, and
emotion. In this fusion of image and sound,
the tangible and intangible become
inseparable — one cannot exist in its full
meaning without the other.

1. The Art of Storytelling through
Song

The Pater Gaan is the Patua’s principal
mode of narration — a musical storytelling
tradition that gives voice to each painted
scene. When the Patua sings, the scroll is
unrolled panel by panel, synchronizing the
flow of melody with the unfolding of
images. The rhythm of the song, the pauses
between verses, and the moment of
revealing a new frame together create a
sense of suspense and dramatic continuity.

These songs are often composed in local
dialects of Bengali, marked by alliteration,
internal rhyme, and spontaneous
improvisation. While some verses are
inherited, others are adapted on the spot
depending on the audience’s mood or the
social moment. The Patua’s ability to blend
improvisation with inherited structure
reflects an indigenous oral poetics that
privileges memory, rhythm, and interaction
over written fixity.



In this sense, every performance is unique
— the Pater Gaan exists not as a text but as
a living act. The song, once sung, dissolves
into memory, surviving through repetition
across generations. The Patua’s oral mastery
ensures that knowledge is preserved not by
inscription but by embodiment — in the
voice, the gesture, and the shared emotion
between singer and listener.

2. Themes of Religion, Morality, and
Contemporary Life

Traditionally, Pater Gaan revolves around
religious and mythological narratives
drawn from the Mangal Kavyas —
particularly Manasamangal, Chandimangal,
and Behula-Lakhindar stories. These epics
celebrate divine justice and moral balance,
translating Sanskritic mythology into folk
idiom. The songs often highlight the triumph
of devotion, resilience, and feminine
strength, as seen in the tales of Behula or
Manasa — figures deeply rooted in Bengal’s
cultural psyche.

Yet the Pater Gaan is not confined to myth.
Over centuries, patuas have expanded their
thematic range to include social and
contemporary realities. During the colonial
period, new scrolls appeared depicting
trains, British officials, Christian
missionaries, and even the 1943 Bengal
Famine. In the post-independence era,
patuas have used their art for social
awareness campaigns, singing about
literacy, sanitation, women’s rights, and
public health.

In the 21st century, many scrolls narrate
stories of environmental crisis,
displacement, and global change — from
climate change in the Sundarbans to the
struggles of farmers and women’s
empowerment. This adaptability
demonstrates that Pater Gaan is not a relic
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but a continuously evolving social voice,
responsive to the transformations within
Bengal’s rural and urban life.

3. Performance as Collective
Experience

The performance of Pater Gaan is an
inherently communal ritual. The Patua’s
voice resonates through village spaces, often
drawing crowds that gather in circular
formation. The audience does not passively
observe; they respond, laugh, question, and
occasionally offer donations or food. This
interaction transforms performance into
dialogue — a shared negotiation of meaning
between artist and community.

Each act of unrolling the scroll becomes
symbolic: as the images unfold, so does
collective memory. The unrolling mirrors
the passage of time, moving from creation to
destruction, devotion to redemption. The
scroll thus operates as a temporal
instrument, its unfolding synchronized with
the rhythm of the song and the cyclical
rhythm of life.

Moreover, Pater Gaan blurs the boundaries
between sacred and secular performance. A
song about the goddess Manasa may open in
a devotional tone but shift into moral
commentary or humor. Through this blend,
the Patua mediates between divine myth and
social truth, using narrative to educate,
critique, and heal.

4. The Oral Tradition as a
Repository of Memory

Orality is the foundation of the Patua’s
identity. Every verse, melody, and story is
passed from one generation to the next
through listening, imitation, and memory.
Unlike written manuscripts, which fix



knowledge, oral transmission keeps it fluid
and responsive. Each singer slightly alters
the melody or wording, keeping the tradition
alive through variation — not repetition.

This oral form preserves community
history and linguistic diversity. The songs
retain archaic words, idioms, and local
expressions that have disappeared from
mainstream Bengali. They also document
social realities often absent in elite
historiography: famine, caste discrimination,
migration, and gendered labor. In this sense,
the Pater Gaan functions as a subaltern
archive, recording the collective
consciousness of Bengal’s working-class
and marginalized communities.

The Patua’s role as memory-keeper extends
beyond narration. By invoking deities,
ancestors, and moral values, they sustain
what cultural theorists call embodied
memory — knowledge stored in the body,
transmitted through performance. The scroll,
once painted, becomes the visual cue that
anchors this oral memory. When the singer
points to a figure or motif, he activates both
visual recall and social recollection,
ensuring that heritage lives not in objects
but in practice.

5. Continuity and Transformation in
the Modern Context

Today, as traditional performance spaces
decline, Pater Gaan finds new life in
schools, museums, and online platforms.
NGOs and heritage organizations now
record Patua songs for preservation and
education. However, this institutional
recognition brings both opportunity and risk.
While it provides economic stability, it can
also dislocate the performance from its
lived context, turning a ritual of community
storytelling into staged entertainment.

18

Yet, the Patua community continues to
adapt. Younger patuas remix traditional
tunes with contemporary melodies, sing in
urban art fairs, and translate songs into
Hindi or English for wider audiences. These
innovations reaffirm that the intangible
heritage of Patachitra thrives through
transformation — not fossilization.

In essence, Pater Gaan is the heartbeat of
Bengal’s living heritage — a fusion of
sound, story, and spirit. It sustains the
memory of a people through oral creativity,
ensuring that each scroll carries not just
pigment and line but voice, rhythm, and life.
The Patua’s song is a form of continuity —
echoing across time, preserving the soul of
Bengal one verse at a time.

Case Study: The
“Manasa Mangal” Pata
and the Continuity of
Oral Heritage

Among the most enduring examples of pater
gaan within the Bengal patachitra tradition
is the Manasa Mangal cycle — the tale of
the snake goddess Manasa and her devotee-
turned-defier, Chand Saudagar. This
narrative, drawn from the Mangal Kavya
corpus of medieval Bengal, finds visual and
oral articulation through the Patua
community, particularly in regions like Naya
in Medinipur, Birbhum, and Murshidabad.

In these performances, the Patua unrolls a
scroll that depicts scenes from the goddess’s
struggle for recognition and Chand
Saudagar’s repeated refusals to worship her.
As each panel is revealed, the artist sings
verses describing the corresponding event —
a rhythmic and emotionally charged
performance that draws the audience into the
moral and spiritual core of the tale. The



pater gaan thus functions as both narration
and invocation; through the Patua’s voice,
Manasa becomes present within the
performance space.

The themes within Manasa Mangal Pata—
devotion, pride, divine justice, and human
suffering—mirror the everyday dilemmas of
rural Bengal. The songs often emphasize
humility before divine will, the inevitability
of fate, and the consequences of moral
arrogance. Yet, within this religious
structure lies a subtle social commentary:
Manasa, a goddess emerging from the
margins, seeks legitimacy among the
orthodox pantheon. Her struggle resonates
with the Patua community’s own marginal
position within the social order, turning the
performance into a layered act of self-
representation.

Scholars have noted that in some scrolls, the
depiction of Manasa differs from classical
iconography; she may be shown with local
attire, familiar gestures, and domestic
surroundings. This reflects how oral and
visual traditions continually adapt divine
imagery to living culture. Moreover, the
pater gaan often shifts tone — devotional
passages are followed by humorous or
colloquial lines, maintaining accessibility
and emotional engagement for the village
audience.

The Manasa Mangal performances also
serve ritual purposes. During monsoon
seasons or village festivals, Patuas are
invited to perform these songs to invoke
protection from snakebites and diseases. In
this way, pater gaan extends beyond art —
it acts as a living ritual, merging the sacred
with the communal.

In recent years, the continuity of this
heritage has been preserved through
documentation by cultural organizations and
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reinterpretation by younger Patuas, who
infuse contemporary sensibilities into
traditional scrolls while retaining the oral
mode. The Manasa Mangal Pata thus stands
as a testimony to the resilience of Bengal’s
intangible heritage — an evolving, sung
archive of faith, identity, and resistance.

Socio-Cultural
Significance of
Patachitra in Bengal

Patachitra occupies a vital space within
Bengal’s cultural consciousness — not just
as an art form, but as a way of living,
thinking, and remembering. It embodies the
intersection of religion, folklore,
performance, and livelihood, forming a self-
sustaining ecosystem where art and
community feed into one another. For the
Patua community, painting and singing are
not separate acts of creation but part of a
single cultural performance, where color and
melody combine to narrate both the sacred
and the everyday.

Community and Identity

The Patua identity is deeply interwoven with
the art they practice. Historically, the Patuas
were semi-nomadic artisans, moving
through the villages of Medinipur, Bankura,
Birbhum, and Murshidabad with their
scrolls, performing songs in exchange for
food, grain, or small payments. Their art
positioned them as mediators between the
divine and the common, carrying myths,
moral tales, and social commentaries from
one village to another. Over generations, this
practice became an oral-visual archive of
Bengal’s collective memory.

Festivals remain the most visible expression
of this cultural role. During Durga Puja,



Manasa Puja, and Rath Yatra, Patuas
perform songs that recount the deeds of gods
and goddesses, heroes, and even villains —
each performance reinforcing moral and
ethical lessons embedded within rural life.
Manasa Mangal, Chandi Mangal, and
Dharma Mangal scrolls are not merely
religious illustrations; they are performative
acts of devotion where the audience
participates through call-and-response,
emotion, and shared remembrance. Through
such moments, Patachitra transcends art —
it becomes a ritual of belonging, a
communal act of storytelling that holds
people together across caste, class, and
gender divides.

Economic Lifeworlds and
Adaptation

Economically, Patachitra forms the
backbone of artisan livelihoods in several
villages, most notably Naya in West
Medinipur. Here, nearly every household
participates in scroll painting or
performance, maintaining an inherited
division of labor: men prepare the scrolls
and outlines, women fill in the colors, and
both perform songs during festivals or fairs.
Historically, the barter system linked them
directly with agrarian communities, but over
time, the craft adapted to survive within
changing economies.

The late twentieth century saw a new form
of engagement — Patachitra entered urban
galleries, handicraft fairs, and international
cultural festivals. While commercialization
expanded visibility and income, it also
brought aesthetic shifts. Scrolls became
smaller, portable, and often detached from
the pater gaan (song) tradition, made for
sale rather than storytelling. Yet, many
Patuas continue to perform alongside their
sales, ensuring that oral tradition remains
inseparable from the tangible art form. The
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Patua community thus stands as a living
testimony to resilience — reinterpreting
tradition within modernity without losing its
core philosophy.

UNESCO Recognition and Global
Resonance

The inclusion of Bengal’s scroll painting
tradition under UNESCO’s Intangible
Cultural Heritage framework marked a
turning point. Recognition placed the Patuas
on an international platform, validating their
contribution to the world’s cultural diversity.
Initiatives by the Government of India,
INTACH, and several NGOs have since
introduced training programs, financial aid,
and documentation drives to preserve both
tangible and intangible aspects.

However, global recognition has brought a
duality: visibility and vulnerability. While it
ensures financial opportunities and
preservation, it also risks freezing a fluid,
living tradition into a static “heritage
object.” The pata once created for
devotional or narrative exchange is now
often produced to meet market aesthetics.
The oral, performative, and ritual elements
can be overshadowed by the pressure of
consumer demand. Yet, many younger
Patuas — like the new generation in Naya or
Pingla — consciously resist this erosion.
They reinterpret pater gaan to narrate stories
of climate change, gender equality, or health
awareness, proving that the soul of the
tradition lies not in replication but
reinvention.

Continuity, Change, and Cultural
Symbolism

Patachitra today serves as a mirror to
Bengal’s layered identity. It sustains a
syncretic worldview where Hindu, Muslim,



tribal, and folk beliefs coexist seamlessly.
The Satya Pir scrolls, for instance, illustrate
how shared sacred figures can unite divided
communities. At the same time, the themes
of suffering, justice, and divine retribution
— seen in both traditional and modern
scrolls — speak to the timeless moral
imagination of Bengal’s people.

Through its continued practice, the Patua
tradition affirms that heritage is not a relic of
the past but a conversation with the present.
It preserves a sense of rootedness in an
increasingly fragmented world, reminding us
that memory, song, and color together form
the truest measure of civilization.

Gender and Voice in
Patachitra

While Patachitra has long been seen through
a male-centric lens, the participation of
women within the Patua community reveals
a deeper, often overlooked dimension of the
art. Traditionally, women were responsible
for preparing natural colors, grinding
pigments from minerals, flowers, and fruits,
and painting the inner sections of the scrolls.
Men would often outline the figures and lead
the performances. However, over the last
few decades, this hierarchy has begun to
shift — and women Patuas are now stepping
forward as independent artists, singers, and
narrators of their own worlds.

In villages like Naya in West Medinipur,
women such as Swarna Chitrakar, Montu
Chitrakar, and Rani Chitrakar have
emerged as leading voices, reshaping the
content and tone of pater gaan. Their scrolls
often tackle subjects beyond religion —
domestic violence, child marriage, health
awareness, and women’s empowerment —
transforming the art from a vessel of myth to
an instrument of social commentary. When
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Swarna Chitrakar performs her scroll “Admar
Jiboner Katha” (“Story of My Life”), she
brings her lived experiences into dialogue
with the centuries-old form, asserting that
the pata is not just a painting but a
testimony.

The very act of women performing pater
gaan in public challenges historical
boundaries. For centuries, women in rural
Bengal were rarely given platforms to speak
or sing before mixed audiences. Through the
scrolls, they now exercise narrative control
— choosing what stories to tell and how to
tell them. This reclamation of voice turns
heritage into a medium of agency.

Beyond representation, the gendered aspect
of color and composition itself bears
meaning. Women painters often favor softer
tonal transitions and finer detailing in facial
expressions, lending emotional texture to
depictions of divine and human figures.
These subtle shifts reshape aesthetic norms
and introduce a distinctly feminine gaze into

the otherwise patriarchal narrative world of
folk art.

Moreover, the involvement of women has
also altered the economic and social fabric
of the Patua villages. Their participation in
workshops, exhibitions, and government
craft programs has redefined the family’s
earning patterns, giving women greater
autonomy and social visibility. For instance,
the annual Patachitra Mela in Pingla now
sees almost equal participation from men
and women — a quiet but powerful sign of
change within the community.

In essence, the growing prominence of
women Patuas symbolizes the evolving life
of Patachitra itself. As the art form adapts to
modern concerns while remaining rooted in
tradition, the inclusion of female voices
ensures that heritage remains plural, living,



and responsive — not just preserved, but
continually reborn through new tellers of old
tales.

Challenges and
Preservation Efforts

Despite its historical continuity and recent
global recognition, the Patachitra tradition
faces a series of challenges that threaten
both its tangible and intangible heritage.
These challenges stem from economic
vulnerability, changing audience
expectations, and the fragile balance
between authenticity and adaptation.

Economic and Market Pressures

For many Patuas, sustaining a livelihood
through traditional practice remains difficult.
The barter-based economy that once
connected Patuas to their rural patrons has
collapsed under the weight of
modernization. Urbanization, digital
entertainment, and reduced public interest in
oral storytelling have narrowed their
traditional audience. As a result, many
artisans are compelled to create smaller,
commercially driven works — bookmarks,
greeting cards, or framed miniatures — for
tourists and craft fairs. While these products
bring financial relief, they often detach the
artwork from its performative and ritual
context, weakening the art’s cultural depth.

Government and NGO interventions — such
as Banglanatak dot com’s “Art for Life”
initiative and the Rural Craft Hub program
in Pingla — have provided partial stability
by organizing craft fairs, workshops, and
marketing platforms. However, most Patuas
remain dependent on irregular festival
circuits or state-organized exhibitions, where
competition and limited demand make
earnings unpredictable. The challenge,
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therefore, lies not just in preserving the form
but in sustaining the community that creates
it.

Loss of Oral Transmission and
Cultural Continuity

The oral aspect of Patachitra — the pater
gaan — faces perhaps the greatest threat.
Younger generations, exposed to formal
education and alternative careers, are less
inclined to learn the long narrative songs and
performance modes from elders. Many
traditional scrolls, passed down through
generations, have deteriorated due to lack of
preservation facilities or documentation. As
elders pass away, vast archives of oral
literature risk disappearing with them.

Efforts have been made to document these
traditions through audio-visual recordings,
museum collaborations, and digital archives.
Yet, heritage conservation often privileges
the visual over the performative, archiving
the paintings while neglecting the songs that
give them life. Without sustained cultural
transmission — within families and
communities — Patachitra risks becoming
an aesthetic relic rather than a living
heritage.

Commodification and the Question
of Authenticity

With the entry of Patachitra into urban and
international art markets, debates around
authenticity have intensified. Market
demand often encourages artists to alter
iconography, simplify narratives, or use
synthetic materials to increase production
speed. This process, while economically
pragmatic, risks eroding the traditional
symbolism and ritual significance embedded
in the scrolls.



At the same time, “authenticity” itself is a
complex, evolving idea. The Patua tradition
has always been dynamic — incorporating
new gods, moral stories, and even global
events into its repertoire. Thus, preserving
authenticity cannot mean freezing the art in
time, but ensuring that adaptation remains
community-led rather than market-driven.

Preservation and Revival Initiatives

Preservation efforts today operate across
multiple levels. Institutions like the Indira
Gandhi National Centre for the Arts
(IGNCA), Crafts Council of India, and
INTACH have collaborated with local
organizations to record oral traditions,
restore old scrolls, and train younger Patuas
in both painting and performance. The
Patachitra Mela in Pingla, organized
annually since 2010, has become a key
cultural platform — bringing artisans,
researchers, and buyers together while
reasserting the art’s social importance.

UNESCO’s recognition under the Intangible
Cultural Heritage list has also spurred
international attention. Digital storytelling
initiatives now allow Patuas to upload and
share their pater gaan online, bridging rural
and global audiences. Educational
institutions have begun incorporating
workshops and live performances into
heritage curricula, fostering a participatory
model of preservation that values both the
tangible artifact and the living voice.

Yet, preservation must go beyond
documentation — it requires ensuring
dignity, agency, and sustainability for the
community. Empowering the Patuas to be
both guardians and interpreters of their own
heritage remains essential to its long-term
survival.
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In this light, preservation is not merely about
saving scrolls or songs; it is about protecting
a worldview — one that celebrates art as
prayer, performance as memory, and
storytelling as the moral conscience of
Bengal.

Conclusion

The study of Patachitra in Bengal reveals
that heritage is not a static inheritance of the
past, but an evolving dialogue between
memory, art, and identity. The scrolls and
the songs — the tangible and the intangible
— together constitute a holistic cultural
organism where image and voice breathe life
into each other. Through this symbiosis, the
Patua community preserves not just a craft,
but a philosophy: that art is both a means of
survival and a mode of devotion.

Patachitra stands as one of Bengal’s most
profound examples of how traditional art
forms can adapt without losing their soul.
From temple courtyards to global
exhibitions, from myths of Manasa Mangal
to modern narratives of environmental
awareness, the art continues to evolve with
time while holding firm to its moral and
aesthetic core. The Kalighat scrolls mark
one historical moment of urban
reinterpretation, while today’s Patuas — in
villages like Naya or Pingla — embody
another, balancing innovation with
continuity.

The art’s endurance lies in its elasticity: its
ability to absorb new influences and yet
remain rooted in its community’s collective
rhythm. This resilience mirrors Bengal’s
broader cultural ethos — syncretic, adaptive,
and profoundly human. However, this
continuity demands care. Market forces,
institutional framing, and digital
transformations must never strip the Patuas
of agency or turn their living tradition into



mere spectacle. Preservation, therefore, must
mean empowerment: ensuring that the
community defines its own heritage on its
own terms.

In essence, Patachitra is more than pigment
on cloth or melody in air. It is a shared act of
remembering — a moving archive of
Bengal’s imagination. As long as the songs
are sung and the scrolls unrolled, the stories
of gods, mortals, and the earth itself will
continue to flow, proving that living heritage
is not simply about the past we inherit, but
the future we create through it.
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	হাওড়া শহরের কৌতুহলি জনসাধারণের জন্য দর্শনীয় স্থান নেই বললেই চলে ব্যতিক্রমী আচার্য জগদীশ চন্দ্র বোস ইন্ডিয়ান বোটানিক গার্ডেন.  এই  সেমিনার এ আমি এই বোটানিক্যাল গার্ডেনটি নিয়েই আলোচনা করব ।
	আলোচনার পূর্বেই আমাদের জানা উচিত এর ভৌগোলিক অবস্থান বা location সম্পর্কে। এটি আমাদের পশ্চিমবঙ্গের হাওড়া জেলার শিবপুর এর অন্তর্গত । এটি ভারতের সর্ববৃহৎ এবং এশিয়ার সর্ববৃহৎ উদ্যানগুলির মধ্যে অন্যতম।  একসময় এটি হাওড়া মিউনিসিপ্যাল এর সীমার মধ্যে ছিলোনা এখ...
	বর্তমানে হাওড়ার tangible heritage গুলির মধ্যে এটি অন্যতম । প্রধানত tangible heritage বা বাস্তব ঐতিহ্য বলতে বোঝায় কোনো সংকৃতির বা ঐতিহ্যের অংশ হিসাবে ভৌত বা শারীরিক জিনিস যা প্রজন্ম থেকে প্রজন্মে স্থানান্তরিত হয়.  এই heritage গুলি মূলত বস্তূগত এবং দৃশ্...
	কিউ গার্ডেন টি শিবপুরের বোটানিক্যাল গার্ডেন থেকে ৫০ বছরের ছোটো যা রয়েল উদ্ভিদ বিদ্যার আগ্রহ রাখে অপরটি অর্থনৈতিক ও বৈজ্ঞানিক লক্ষ্য নিয়ে প্রতিষ্ঠিত হয়েছে।  বোটানিক্যাল গার্ডেনের প্রথম পরিচালক ছিলেন উদ্ভিদবিদ স্যার 'উইলিয়াম হুকার' , এই গার্ডেন টি কলকাত...
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