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Abstract

This dissertation investigates the formation of the idea of the Middle Ages in Bengal
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It explores the processes and intellec-
tual debates through which modern historical time, understood as teleological, stagist
and rooted in the notion of progress, was naturalized in this region. In particular,
Medieval Landscapes explores these processes by examining the history of the region of
Nadia in central Bengal, focusing mainly on two aspects of it: the natural landscape of
the region, and the cultural production of the royal court of Nadia, as well as its recep-
tion in the Bengali nineteenth century. This dissertation argues that the narratives of
natural decay written about Nadia situated the fortunes of the region as a place inti-
mately linked to the fate of its royal court—known as the Nadia Raj—and vice versa.
In that sense, the declining yield of cultivable lands in Nadia, the silting of its rivers,
and the demise of the political power of the Nadia Raj, all became aspects of a single,
unified understanding of historical time: the naturality of the teleological passage from
medieval times to modernity. Medieval Landscapes shows how the conflicted relation
of colonial historiography with the political, cultural and even natural past of Nadia,
along with its engagement in attempts to theorize the modern divide as a moral and
political distance from these pasts, generated the temporal boundaries of what would

be known as the “Medieval period” of Bengal’s historiography.
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Note on transliteration

For this dissertation, I have taken a sort of hybrid approach to the transliteration of Bengali
names. Trying to respect the rich and somewhat unusual phonology of Bangla (unusual if
the reader is more acquainted with a Sanskritic approach to spelling) I have transliterated
the names of some persons following the conventional names found in print. I do this with
names of well-known historical figures, like Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar, Rammohan Roy, or
Krishnachandra Ray. So, for example, I write here Ishwarchandra instead of I$varcandra.
Other Bengali and Sanskrit names that do not appear printed much in modern scholar-
ship, I have transliterated them, as well as the titles of Bangla and Sanskrit works, following
the TAST transliteration scheme. Finally, I have decided not to transliterate with diacritics

Perso-arabic names or works.



Introduction

The scope and aim of this dissertation are probably better illustrated by the nostalgic scenes
of one of Bengal’s landmark films. Satyajit Ray’s film, “ Jalsaghar” (The Music Room, 1958),
based on a story of the same name by the Bengali writer Tarasankar Bandyopadhyay (first
published in 1938) depicts the struggles of an old zamindar (a landlord), named Biswambhar
Roy, to keep his estate, his family and himself afloat in trying times. These difficult times,
however, are not momentary: the decayed state of Roy’s finances has little to do with, for
example, a bad harvest or any other fleeting situation which could be solved in time. It is
not a temporary situation but rather, a temporal one which pushes Roy into unavoidable
ruination; it is time itself which spells doom for Roy; it is the epochal change from medievality
to modernity which finally engulfs Roy and drowns him, like Walter Benjamin’s angel of
History who gets propelled helplessly into a future in ruins by the storm of progress.

The metaphors in the previous paragraph broadly follow the imagery of the story. The
film is divided into two parts, the first of which explains the tragedy that animates most
of the plot. The first scene presents the zamindar in an almost catatonic state, unable to
cope with an irreparable loss. The sound of a shehnai alerts the music-loving zamindar to

a nearby celebration, an upanayana ceremony for the son of his neighbor, a moneylender



named Mahim Ganguly. The sounds of the upanayana call memories of better times for the
zamindar, of a time when his family was still alive. A terrible scene at the end of the first
half of the movie finally explains the tragedy that put the zamindar into the lethargic state
in which we found him at the beginning: the untimely death of Roy’s wife and only son after
their boat capsizes in the river during a storm.

This tragedy is not presented as a mere accident, nor as an unfortunate event of nature.
Instead, Satyajit Ray skilfully weaves together into the tragic event the two main narrative
threads that lead the zamindar into financial and, eventually, personal ruin. On the one
hand, Roy is presented as a flawed character: vain, reckless with money and more preoccupied
with maintaining a veritable display of his status as a Raja than with finding new forms of
revenue for his failing estate. On the other hand, the deterioration of Roy’s material wealth
and his diminishing social status are simultaneously presented as a product of the changing
conditions of rural Bengal, and of the transition into modernity and capitalism. These shifts
are characterized by the antagonistic figure of the moneylender, Ganguly, who is uncouth
and uncultured, but whose financial success puts him above Roy in the social stratification
of the region.

These two threads, of individual character faults and wider, social change, culminate
in the tragic death of the zamindar’s family: trying to upstage Ganguly, who invites the
zamindar to a musical soirée at his mansion, Roy decides to offer an impromptu recital at
his palace on the same night that Ganguly is holding his. But there is no money left, and
Roy’s wife and son are, at that point in time, still away on their travels and will not return
for another month or so, once travel conditions have improved. Undeterred, Roy sells his
wife’s last pieces of jewelry and calls for his family to return home. Just before the music
recital begins, we find Roy looking anxiously at the river: a storm is coming, and the river is
capricious and treacherous; a previous scene informs us that the river had swept away many
houses belonging to the subjects of the Raja, as well as many of his own material luxuries

and arable land. Waiting for his family’s return, a foreboding wind enter his room and tips



over a small toy boat. Roy views this bad omen with a certain apprehension, but he is either
incapable or unwilling—most likely both—to put a stop to his plans: we are to realize that
this is wind is heavy with meaning, like a force which continuously drives him towards the
direction of his doom.

As Rochona Majumdar recently argued, the early films of Ray, including Jalsaghar, map
“the development of characters along a recognizable trajectory, with attendant losses, fissures,
and conflicts: from the village to the city, from a feudal to a modern society, from superstition
to rationality, and from communitarian identity to individual autonomy.”! In that sense, both
the zamindar Roy and the moneylender Ganguly are metaphors of different temporalities
inhabiting the same space at the same time. Roy’s recklessness and vanity, especially his
decadent and ultimately fatal taste for music, are not scripted as mere personal flaws; they
represent the political, financial and, most importantly, moral failures of the feudal order.
The imagery that Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay and Satyajit Ray displayed in the story and
the film of Jalsaghar are a typical case of the discursive interventions of Bengali colonial
modernity around the medieval ages and the feudal order. That is, the images, ideas and
scenes of Biswanath Roy, the broken zamindar, shaped and at the same time were shaped by
the discourses on the premodern past of the region prevalent in Bengal during the nineteenth
century. These discursive formations show in particular a distinct understanding of temporal
and epochal change in Bengali history, especially of the transition period between the Middle
Ages and modernity.

The present dissertation investigates the formation of the idea of the Middle Ages in
Bengal during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I explore the processes and intellec-
tual debates through which modern historical time, understood as teleological, stagist and
rooted in the notion of progress, was naturalized in this region. In particular, my dissertation
explores these processes by researching the history of the region of Nadia in central Bengal,

focusing mainly on two aspects of it: the natural landscape of the region, and the cultural

'Rochona Majumdar, Art Cinema and India’s Forgotten Futures: Film and History in the Postcolony
(Columbia University Press, 2021), 189.



production of its royal court (in reality a zamindari, better known as the Nadia Raj) before
the onset of British colonialism, as well as its reception in the Bengali nineteenth century.
On the former aspect, the first two chapters of this dissertation focus on a specific feature
of the environmental history of the region of Nadia, its ever-shifting riverine landscape. In
this part of the dissertation, I closely read maps, travelogues and hydrological reports to
illustrate the technical and epistemological challenges that the rivers of Bengal presented to
the colonial surveyors, which in turn created a distinct sense of temporality, which I call ‘flu-
vial temporality.” Fluvial temporality, I argue, took into consideration the deep imbrication
between geological and historical time, that is, between rivers and humans in the landscape
of Bengal. However, this fluvial temporality disappeared from records once technological
improvements on river management finally allowed the taming of the ever-changing rivers,
thus naturalizing the stark distinction between geological and historical time.

Since the narratives of natural decay written about Nadia situated the fortunes of the
region as a place intimately linked to the fate of its royal court and vice versa, this dissertation
examines both the natural and the cultural landscapes of Nadia. In that sense, the declining
yield of cultivable lands in Nadia, the silting of its rivers, and the demise of the political
power of the Nadia Raj, all became aspects of a single, unified understanding of historical
time: the naturality of the teleological passage from the medieval to modernity. The chapters
in the second part of the dissertation interrogate how binary temporal concepts—Ilike old
and new, medieval and modern, moral and immoral—and operative concepts like chronology,
were forged on the contested site that the cultural production and the historical memory of
the Nadia Raj became. How these conceptual interventions shaped the historical landscape
and place of Nadia in Bengal’s history, and how the place of Nadia embodied questions of
periodization and medievalism, is the subject of my dissertation. Overall, I argue that the
conflicted relation of colonial historiography with the political, cultural and even natural
past of Nadia, along with its engagement in attempts to theorize the modern divide as a

moral and political distance from these pasts, generated the temporal boundaries of what



would be known as the “Medieval period” of Bengali historiography.

Nadia as a historiographical problem

While the region of Nadia and its royal court are the main topics of this dissertation, this
work is neither a history of the region of Nadia, nor is it a history of the reception of Nadia
and its royal court in the nineteenth century. Certainly, Nadia and its pasts were not the
only places in eastern India that became subject and object of a different understanding
of temporality along the lines of the modern/medieval divide. The glorious past and the
state of decay of the palace of Rajmahal, for example, were a different, romantic, takes
on the divergent temporalities that the colonial and modern Bengali intelligentsia came to
appreciate in Bengal’s past.?2 However, other important regions and cities of the medieval
past of Bengal, like Dhaka or Murshidabad, did not enthrall the same attention as Nadia, not
even other Hindu kingdoms (zamindari) like Bishnupur, which like the Nadia Raj engaged
in an ample project of temple construction.® In modern scholarship, a number of works have
dealt, directly or indirectly, with the most salient aspects of Nadia’s past that rendered it,
at the eyes of colonial modernity, the space/time of the medieval. For example, Nadia and
in particular the towns of Nabadvip and Shantipur, both at the banks of the Bhagirathi
river, were for centuries famous sites of Sanskritic learning, which entered into crisis once
the traditional networks of patronage suffered under the economic pressures imposed by the

English Company.* Another aspect was that for a long time scholars thought Nadia had been

20n the temporalities of the ruins of Rajmahal, see chapter one of this dissertation.

3See Samuel Wright, “From Pragasti to Political Culture: The Nadia Raj and Malla Dynasty in
Seventeenth-Century Bengal,” The Journal of Asian Studies 73, no. 2 (2014): for an analysis on the dif-
ferences between the political projects of both Hindu polities in Nawabi Bengal. See Pika Ghosh, Temple
to Love: Architecture and Devotion in Seventeenth-Century Bengal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2005).

4Sinha’s remains the most in-depth work on the networks of scholarship and patronage of pandits in
Bengal. The first chapter of his book provides a detailed prosopography of pandits in Nadia that engaged
not only with Nyaya, but with other Sanskritic sciences as well. Samita Sinha, Pandits in a Changing
Environment: Centres of Sanskrit Learning in Nineteenth Century Bengal (Calcutta: Sarat Book House,
1993); Jonardon Ganeri has an interesting historical analysis of the state of networks of scholars and patrons
before the Mughal period in Nabadvip. However, I disagree with the general conclusion he reaches on



one of the capitals of the Sena dynasty, the last Hindu kingdom to rule over most of Bengal.
The vestiges of this glorious past, however, had been either erased by the unforgiving rivers
or they had never existed, which made it a site of interest for colonial historiography trying
to understand the ancient past of Bengal.’

The Nadia Raj became a key political and cultural player in the turbulent atmosphere
of late eighteenth-century politics, especially the last great king of the Nadia Raj, Krish-
nachandra Ray (r. 1728-1782), who cast a long shadow on the cultural memory of Bengal
during the nineteenth century.® Especially, the royal court of Nadia acquired more cultural
clout thanks to its influential literary production in Middle Bangla with poems like the An-
nadamangal by the poet laureate Bharatchandra or the Sakta poetry of Ramprasad Sen.”
These works, in particular Bharatchandra’s, had a decisive role in defining not only the
literary tastes of the Bengali bhadralok society during the nineteenth century, but even in

defining the periodization of the literary history of the Bangla language.

his book, that the new sensibilities developed argumentatively through Nyaya philosophy amount to an
early modern age. This conclusion leaves intact the periodizing presuppositions with which this dissertation
engages and questions. Jonardon Ganeri, The Lost Age of Reason: Philosophy in Early Modern India 1450-
1700, The Oxford History of Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 39-59.

5The issue of Nadia, and especially Nabadvip, as the site of the capital of the Sena dynasty has been a
contentious one in Bengal historiography, but the implications of this debate has rarely been problematized
as a historical problem. For example, Syed Ejaz Hussain, The Bengal Sultanate: Politics, Economy and
Coins, A.D. 1205-1576 (New Delhi: Manohar, 2003), refers to this issue, but only to try to determine where
the Sena capital that was attacked by Afghan invaders in the early thirteenth century actually was. This
invasion brought about the demise of the Sena reign in Bengal and inaugurated the dominion of Islamicate
dynasties in the region. This particular point has not, to the best of my knowledge, been fully historicized
in modern scholarship. Richard Eaton refers to it in the introduction to his seminal work on the spread of
Islam in Bengal. Richard Maxwell Eaton, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, 1204-1760 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993); Only Varuni Bhatia has treated as a historical problem the impossibility
of locating vestiges and ruins from Bengal’s medieval past during the nineteenth century; but only in the
context of the modernization of Gaudiya Vaishnavism in Bengal. Varuni Bhatia, Unforgetting Chaitanya:
Vaishnavism and Cultures of Devotion in Colonial Bengal (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017),
179-99. Chapter two of this dissertation further problematizes this point.

6A full political and cultural biography of Maharaja Krishnachandra Ray is Alokakumara Cakrabart,
Maharaja Krsnacandra o tatkalina Barigasamaja (Kalikata: Pragesibha Buka Phorama, 1989); many aspects
of the weight and importance of the Nadia Raj for the Bengali nineteenth century are discussed in this biog-
raphy of the renowned poet laurate of the Nadia Raj under Krishnachandra, Bharatchandra Ray Gunakar.
See Sankariprasada Basu, Kabi Bharatacandra (Kalikata: Mandala Buka Hausa, 1974); See Joel Bordeaux,
“The Mythic King: Raja Krishnacandra and Early Modern Bengal” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2015),
for an in-depth analysis of the construction of the myth of Krishnachandra in Bengal.

"Rachel Fell. McDermott, Mother of My Heart, Daughter of My Dreams: Kali and Uma in the Devotional
Poetry of Bengal (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001).



The region of Nadia, much like other regions of rural Bengal, underwent a series of eco-
logical and economic collapses in the last decades of the eighteenth century. The natural
processes of silting of the riverbeds and the disastrous agricultural policies put in place by
the Company created the dire conditions which would finally give way to the crumbling
of the political space and power that sustained many aspects for which the region of Na-
dia was famous, mentioned in the previous paragraph. As a result, the political, cultural
and even natural past of the region became perfect embodiments of narratives of medieval
decay and moral failure of the ancient, feudal, regime in Bengal.® While this dissertation
queries and contest these narratives, the goal of this work is neither to dismiss nor accept
the appropriateness of the medieval/modern periodization and the processes that rendered
obsolete many aspects of the cultural and political order of the Nadia Raj, like its patronage
of Bangla literature or Sanskritic knowledge production. Rather, my dissertation takes these
temporal divisions and obsolescence processes as objects of inquiry themselves.

To argue that a region of the colonized world—in this dissertation, the region of Na-
dia—was the subject and object of temporalities and processes of periodization during the
colonial period based on the construction of historical difference with regards to a metropo-
lis, is not something particularly new. What part of the colonized world was not sub-
ject to these temporalization processes?” As Dipesh Chakrabarty has argued, the process
of political/colonial modernity outside Europe—especially in what was referred to as the
‘third world,” more recently as the postcolonial world—put formerly colonized regions in
a political /temporal relationship of backwardness and subordination. Historicism, adds
Chakrabarty, “posited historical time as a measure of the cultural distance (at least in in-

stitutional development) that was assumed to exist between the West and the non-West.”1?

8For a thorough revision of the policies put in place by the English Company and the tense relation of
the English administrators with the landed gentry of Bengal, see Robert Travers, Ideology and Empire in
FEighteenth Century India: The British in Bengal (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

9While the bibliography on this point is vast, a good introduction and overview of the temporalization
and periodization processes in the non-western world, and especially in relation to the idea of the middle
ages, is the edited volume by Kathleen Davis and Nadia Altschul, Medievalisms in the Postcolonial World:
The Idea of the Middle Ages Outside Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009).

0Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference. (Princeton:



Historicism then is at work on the periodization of historical time, which counterposes the
modern age of political modernity (or, lately, early modern period) to a fundamentally back-
wards medieval period. Thus, as Chakrabarty following Hegel states at the end of his book,
political modernity was lived in historical thought as “the struggle of the Enlightenment
with superstition.”!! This can be seen in the classic scholarly works and narratives written
in Bengal about the new age inaugurated with British colonialism, like Benoy Ghosh’s his-
torical analysis of the Bengali Renaissance written in the 1950s, or the biography of the
educator and reformer Ramtanu Lahiri, written by Shivnath Shastri in the first decades of
the twentieth century. In both texts, as in many others, the tale of a “coming of age” of

Bengalis implies the narrative of how Bengalis became modern by stopping being medieval.!?

Medievalisms

However, the standard narrative of periodization which establishes a fundamental difference
between the “Middle Ages” and the modern age, did not simply emerge through the con-
sciousness of a new age. The aim of this dissertation is to put the temporal divisions that
emerged in Bengal into question with the categories that constituted them. In that sense,
Medieval Landscapes makes two contributions to historiography. First, it moves away from
considering the ‘medieval’ as merely the obverse of colonial modernity. Much of contempo-
rary scholarship dealing with the emergence of the nation or nationalist ideations of history
in India has treated the ‘medieval’ as an undifferentiated space-time of moral and politi-
cal decay from which the native intelligentsia wanted to escape. Secondly, it goes beyond
considering the idea of the medieval only as an abstract analytical category used at the

level of history writing in Bengal during the nineteenth century. Dipesh Chakrabarty has

Princeton University Press, 2009), 7.

1 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 237.

12Binaya Ghosha, Bidyasagara o Banali Samaja (Kalikata: Bengala Pabalisara Praibheta Limiteda, 1957);
Roper Lethbridge Sibnath Sastri, Ramtanu Lahiri, Brahman and Reformer: A History of the Renaissance
in Bengal ..., in collab. with University of California (Swan Sonnenschein, 1907), I examine this last book
in chapter three of this dissertation.



explored the conceptual entanglement between Empire and history writing in his denunci-
ation of historicism as that which allowed Europe to exclude “others” from the stagist and
developmental narrative of history as progress with Europe at the front.!® In the same vein,
scholars like Kathleen Davis and Ananya Jahanara Kabir have shown that the ‘medieval’,
rather than an uncritical and ahistorical conceptual transplant from Europe into India, was
forged in the colonial encounter, seeking parallels between forms of authority and sovereignty
through concepts like the idea of feudalism.'* Feudalism as a global concept allowed for a
historiographicla presentation of India’s present akin to Europe’s medieval past, thus ce-
menting the temporal distance between the West and the rest. However, further work is
needed to understand how the idea of the ‘medieval’ was deployed upon the Indian past not
only on the level of an idea of decay, as the inverse of modernity, but in the realm of lived and
grounded narratives. A grounded narrative, I argue, shows how different experiences of time
in and around Nadia were gradually transformed by the gradual advance of a historicist un-
derstanding of historical time. How did the fluid temporality of ever-changing rivers become
a static picture of medieval decay? How did a sense of ‘old’” and ‘new’ in Bengali literature
emerge from a particular poem written in this region? Each chapter of Medieval landscapes
explores grounded narratives that shaped the discourses about the nature of historical time,
epochal change, and historical periodization of Bengal.

In terms of chronology, this dissertation covers a range of between 120 or 150 years, from
the mid-eighteenth century to the last decades of the nineteenth. Although the temporal
boundaries are fuzzy, two decades function as anchoring points around which the sources
consulted for this work and the overall discussion hinge. The first is the tumultuous decade
of 1750-1760, which saw the rise of British power in Bengal, especially after the army of the

Company won the battle of Plassey in 1757, not that far away from the district of Nadia.

13Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe.

MDavis and Altschul, Medievalisms in the Postcolonial World; Ananya Jahanara Kabir, “An Enchanted
Mirror for the Capitalist Self: The Germania in British India,” in Medievalisms in the Postcolonial World:
The Idea of the Middle Ages Outside Europe, ed. Kathleen Davis and Nadia Altschul (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2009), 51-79.



In this decade, the Nadia Raj reached its cultural and political zenith, with the apparition
of the most celebrated work of the court’s poet laureate Bharatchandra Ray Gunakar, the
Annadamangal. 1 will show in the dissertation how these events, in the political and cultural
fields, were perceived and constructed as epoch-making. The other temporal boundary in
this dissertation is the ten-year period running from 1872 to 1896. This temporal boundary
is more porous than the first, since throughout this dissertation I often analyze sources and
discussions that took place dozens of years after this decade. Yet, around this decade two
important developments took place in the field of Bengali literary history that shaped the way
the medieval period was conceived. First, the publication in 1872 of Ramagati Nyayaratna’s
book Bargala Bhasa o Bangala Sahityavisayak prastava, the first chronological history of
Bengali literature and the first to introduce a periodization of Bengali literature based on
three ages: ancient, middle (madhya-kal) and current. Notably, Nyayaratna posited the
poets Bharatchandra Ray and Ramprasad Sen, both beneficiaries of Krishnachandra Ray’s
patronage, as the division between middle and modern times. The second development
that marks the chronological boundary of this dissertation is the publication in 1896 of the
magnum opus Banga Bhasa o Sahitya of the doyen of Bengali literary history, Dineshchandra
Sen. As I will show in the dissertation, this work solidified the ideation of the Nadia Raj as
the embodiment of the decay and decadence of certain aspects of the Middle Ages of Bengal.

While the temporal boundaries of this dissertation are marked by important develop-
ments in the literary field, I examine the broader historical context from which ideations of
the medieval and their identification with Nadia and its past emerged. In the chapters of
this dissertation, I explore the multiple intellectual and scholarly fields in which temporal
and historiographical concepts were given content, contested and deployed vis a vis the pasts

of the region of Nadia.
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Chapter outline

The first part of Medieval Landscapes focuses on the naturalization of the medieval /modern
in writing the history of the Nadia region. In the first chapter I closely read maps, travelogues
and hydrological reports to illustrate the technical and epistemological challenges that the
rivers of Bengal presented to the colonial surveyors, which in turn created a distinct sense of
temporality, which I call ‘fluvial temporality.” Fluvial temporality, I argue, took into consid-
eration the deep imbrication between geological and historical time, that is, between rivers
and humans in the landscape of Bengal. However, this fluvial temporality disappeared from
records once technological improvements on river management finally allowed the taming of
the shifting rivers.

Chapter two analyzes the political/administrative and disciplinary (geological) position
towards the nature of the rivers in Bengal and their history that emerged once technological
improvements of river management could finally allow the taming of the wildly changing
rivers. I argue in chapter two that this attitude towards the rivers and their history also
created a different temporality, one that allowed the colonial administration to justify the
colonial enterprise, for the unwieldy nature of Bengal’s rivers in the past became a marker of
the inadequacy and powerlessness of past, medieval, regimes, especially the Muslim /Mughal
administrators in Bengal. Thus, the triumph of modernity in South Asia, which in this
reasoning had only been brought about by the English colonial endeavor, meant the triumph
of man over nature and the defeat of the decay of the medieval.

Chapter three forms a bridge between the discussion of the natural landscape of Nadia
and the cultural and political influence of the Nadia Raj in Bengali history by examining
another temporal agent in Nadia’s history, the royal court of Krishnachandra Ray and his
ancestors. Chapter three explores the place and role that the region of Nadia had in the
emergence of the developmental and historicist vocabulary that aimed to separate Bengal’s
enlightened colonial modernity from its perceived despotic, decaying past. In particular, the

chapter focuses on the use of the word ‘feudal’ to describe Nadia’s history when discussing
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its political past and in particular the history of the dynasty that started with Bhavananda
Majumdar in the sixteenth century, whose most notorious scion was Krishnachandra Ray.
The discussion on this chapter does not hinge on the fitness of feudalism as a historical
category for the past of Bengal. Rather, this chapter traces the use of the word ‘feudal’ to
describe Nadia, understanding the use of ‘feudal’ as both a moral indictment as well as a
historiographical category. My argument focuses on the imbrication of these two uses when
describing Nadia.

Chapter four shows how the most famous poem that came from Nadia, Bharatchandra’s
Vidyasundar, became the pivot upon which the medieval/modern divide turned in Bengali
literary history. I discuss here the contentious processes by which the medieval /modern
divide came to be, for what was ‘old’ and what was ‘new’ in Bengali literature was a shifting
frontier. I argue that it was the gradual rise of chronology as an organizational principle for
the literary history of Bengal which finally cemented the medieval/modern divide in Bengali
literature, despite repeated scholarly efforts to show that this poem had opened new stylistic
and poetical venues which escaped any temporal codification.

Chapter five shifts the attention from the bhadralok discussion on the perceived moral
qualities of the Vidyasundar and its reception in Hindu Bengali society to the textual history
of Bharatchandra’s Vidyasundar itself. Different from a history of the Vidyasundar as a book
or its print history, a project which Tapti Roy has painstakingly and successfully completed
recently, I understand a textual history of the Vidyasundar as comprising also the way the
text was read and the evolution in its readership.’® The centrality of Bharatchandra’s poem
in bhadralok discussions about medieval moral values has somewhat occluded an important
aspect of the poem’s own textual history, that the poem was in fact part of a long literary
tradition of writing and reappraising, in Sanskrit and in vernacular languages, the story of
the Vidyasundar. Rather than focusing on the genealogy of Bharatchandra’s composition, I

highlight the tensions in the modern understanding of authorship and translation of these

5Tapti Roy, Print and Publishing in Colonial Bengal: The Journey of Bidyasundar (Taylor & Francis,
November 13, 2018).
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Bengali and Sanskrit Vidyasundars to show how these texts and the textual tradition to
which they belonged were marginalized in drafting the textual history of Bharatchandra’s
Vidyasundar. These tensions, I argue, were central to the conceptualization and writing of
Bengali literary history and the idea of the middle ages in Bengal during the late nineteenth
century.

Taken as a whole, Medieval Landscapes rethinks the use of ‘medieval’ as a historical
category in Bengal, presenting a grounded conceptual history of this idea, straddling different
temporal, linguistic and epistemological divides and thus complicating the tortuous and
non-linear development of historical time outside Europe. The larger questions that this
dissertation addresses, however, have to do with the narratives that shape our engagement

with different senses and experiences of time and our relations to past and future.
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Chapter 1

Riverine encounters: Maps, Rivers and
Historical Agency in Eighteenth-century

Bengal

Around the mid-nineteenth century, a travelogue of an Indian man published in the English
press in India offered an intriguing description of the region of Nadia. The traveler, named
Bholanauth Chunder or Bholanath Chandra in modern spelling, was an upper-class Bengali
gentleman, educated in an English medium school and well acquainted with the history and
stories of the different regions he visited during his travels. The description of Nadia that
Bholanath offered paints a bleak landscape where the forces of nature had leveled the history

of the site to the ground:

Indeed, the past of Nuddea [Nadia/Nabadvip| raises very high expectations—but
the present of it disappoints a man in the extreme. It is not found to be that
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hoary old town, with venerable ruins and vestiges, a crowd of temples and build-
ings of all epochs, a thick and ancient population, time-honored tols [Sanskrit
schools| and colleges in every street, |...| which one has reason to expect from
its antiquity extending at the least over a period of six to seven hundred years.
Nothing of the kind meets the eye, but a rural town of small size, with a little
nucleus of habitations, and a community of Brahmins, rather busy seeking for
bread than in acquiring a profitless learning. The caprices and changes of the
river have not left a trace of old Nuddea.

What was that hallowed past that our traveler expected to see? Bholanath’s expectations
were indeed high, for Nadia’s past stretched, by some accounts, back to the thirteenth
century, and the place had been the scenario of important events and processes that defined
the history of Bengal. For example, The town of Nabadvip had been, according to popular
beliefs long held, one of the capitals of the Sena dynasty, the last independent Hindu royal
house in Bengal before the Afghan invasion in the thirteenth century.? It was the birthplace
of the medieval saint Chaitanya, and the home of one of the most important branches
that developed within the Gaudiya Vaishnava religious reformist movement.® The town of
Nabadvip had been famous throughout India for being the major seat of learning for the
‘new’ philosophers of the Navya-Nyaya school, and for colonial administrators who sought
to learn the Sanskrit language from the pandits of the region it was known as the “Oxford

1’4 The region of Nadia had embodied all these different lives and yet, according

of Benga
to Bholanath, their traces were nowhere to be found.

Bholanath’s portrayal of the historical landscape of Nadia was to become a prevailing
trope during the nineteenth century, for it captured perfectly the modern colonial effort

to imagine and visualize premodern pasts in South Asia by locating ruins and historical

monuments. But this same narrative of a hallowed past implied a negative counterpart. If

!Bholanauth Chunder, The Travels of a Hindoo to Various Parts of Bengal and Upper India, vol. 1
(London: Triibner & Company, 1869).

2See next chapter for a discussion on this historiographical problem in Bengal.

3For a brief biography of Chaitanya, see Tony K. Stewart, The Final Word: The Caitanya Caritamrta and
the Grammar of Religious Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 45-56; Sushil Kumar De,
Early History Of The Vaisnava Faith And Movement In Bengal (1942), for a detailed analysis of biographies
of Chaitanya in Sanskrit and Middle Bengali and their impact on Bengali literary history, see.

4Ganeri, The Lost Age of Reason, 39-59; Kanticandra. Rarhi and Yajfiesvara. Caudhuri, Nabadvipa-
mahima, Paribardhita samskarana. (Nabadvipa: Nabadvipa Puratattva Parishada, 2004), 76-91.
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the past of Nadia had been a golden age, it meant that a process of political and moral
decay had taken place at the end of the eighteenth century. This, of course, was in line with
a teleological understanding of historical time, for it meant that the decadence of the old
time gave way to the modern regime.

This chapter takes Bholanath’s encounter with the ruined (but ruin-less) landscape of
Nadia as a starting point to query the construction of a temporality that puzzled our traveler
at the sight of Nadia and the river. The place of the ‘medieval’ in Bengal and in India in
general was a contested site, for colonial administrators embraced it to justify British rule in
India while modernized Indians, in this case especially Hindus, had to fight to ‘recover’ what
was valuable in India’s medieval past.® Yet, the idea of a naturalized relationship between
decay and medieval times went pretty much unchallenged during the nineteenth century.
I argue here that Bholanath’s encounter could be read as an ‘out of time’ experience that
could allow us to explore how this particular temporality was constructed and imposed
upon Nadia and its landscape and history. Why was Bholanath’s encounter an ‘out of time’
experience? Bholanath’s amazement at the ruined-but-ruinless landscape of Nadia points to
an expectation which is rooted in a particular form of temporality, that of the naturalization
of ruins. Whereas ruins become a feature of a naturalized landscape of human history, the
lack of ruins in a historical site is an ‘unnatural’ landscape. This is somewhat paradoxical,
and it is the reason why I read Bholanath’s description as an ‘out of time’ experience, for it
was nature who rendered the historical landscape of Nabadvip ruin-less. If in the Simmelian
conception of ruin, nature is a force but mainly in the backdrop of human history, in the lack
of ruins of Navadvip, nature—in the avatara of the Bhagirati river—is the agent by which the

landscape becomes unnatural.® I argue here that our traveler’s amazement stemmed from

5In the case of Nabadvip, colonial modernity sough to recover a pristine, religious past for the ancient
city. By stressing that Nabadvip had been Chaitanya’s birth place, Vaishnavas tried to deflect the accusation
of the city being an embodiment of the natural decay of medieval times, stressing rather the historical
importance of the city and moreover, its capacity to still function as a rally point for reformed Hindus. See
Varuni Bhatia, “Images of Navadwip: Place, Evidence and Inspiration,” in Time, History and the Religious
Imaginary in South Asia (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2011), for further discussion on this point.

6Georg Simmel, “Two Essays,” The Hudson Review 11, no. 3 (1958): See below for an outline of Simmel’s
conception of ruin.
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the collapse of natural/geological time into human /historical time, temporalities which had
been strongly separated earlier in the nineteenth century.”

In order to query how this temporality was constructed, I explore in this chapter a
particular practice of time-making that was carried out in and around Nadia, that of putting
time in its place, or put in another way, to make time out of space. By putting time in
its place, I refer to a set of techniques that early colonial administrators deployed upon
the space of Nadia in particular and of Bengal in general: the production of current and
historical maps, surveys and hydro-geological studies of rivers in Bengal. While archaeology
has been, disciplinarily, the preferred method to make time out of space since the nineteenth
century—to derive chronology from a set of objects buried in the soil, or even from mere
slices of earth—1I choose here to focus on maps and cartography.® I argue that the effort to
fully map out the territory of Bengal carried out for decades by the General Surveys also
tried to create time out of space: by locating in time the changes on the landscape, rivers and
on human settlements, colonial administrators tried to map out historical time.? However, it
soon became clear to colonial officers that the changing nature of the rivers in Bengal resisted
this effort of time-making, for the rivers changed course quite rapidly, sometimes from one
season to the next one, thus erasing the distinction between geological and historical time
since sudden and violent changes on the landscape took place in much less than a human
lifespan.

By ‘putting time in its place’ I mean the processes by which a sense of historical time was
not only derived from the riverine landscape of Nadia, but also how the landscape was made

to embody the history of the region. I have borrowed the turn of phrase ‘putting time in

"Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2014), 13; See also Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” Critical
Inguiry 35, no. 2 (2009): for an analysis of the collapse of these two orders of time, natural and historical,
in the context of the current global climate crisis.

8See Tapati. Guha-Thakurta, Monuments, Objects, Histories Institutions of Art in Colonial and Post-
colonial India, Cultures of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), for a history of archaeology
and history writing and their institutionalization as disciplines in colonial India.

9See Pratik Chakrabarti, Inscriptions of Nature: Geology and the Naturalization of Antiquity (Baltimore,
Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2020), for a detailed analysis of how geology, nature and history
intersected each other in the landscape of India during the nineteenth century.
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its place’ from an article by Kathleen Morrison, in which Morrison investigates interactions
between people and landscapes and monuments rooted in a sense of locality and dwelling.
These interactions, argues Morrison, usually sit outside the discipline of archaeology but
still engage with the same objects and places in the landscape that are the usual objects
of archaeology.! However, the aim of this chapter is not to stress the dichotomy between a
disciplinarily constructed temporality versus a ‘local,” sense of time, outside of a discipline.
Few, if any sources from the region of Nadia between 1760 and 1830 CE that could offer
us a glimpse of ‘native’ temporal practices have reached us. Nor is the end goal here to
stress the so-called ‘epistemic violence’ that colonial mapping lays on a place.!! This kind
of analysis usually stresses two already existing temporalities, posing them as binaries: the
modern, colonial and static temporality of an unchanging map, versus the out-of-modernity,
fluid /porous and native temporality of the place. In a nutshell, this binary could be described
as map versus memory. Rather than taking any of these temporalities for granted, I look
at practices of time-making in Nadia at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the
nineteenth century to understand how a particular temporality for the region, one that took
into account the continuous movement of rivers, was constructed.

The narrative structure of this chapter follows not a chronologically ordered series of
events, but rather a series of encounters that took place along the Ganges in the second
half of the eighteenth century and the nineteenth century in Bengal. In a way, the chapter
follows downstream the meandering Ganges river, in its western-most branch through Bengal
known as the Hooghly /Bhagirathi river, the same river that touches Kolkata and discharges
into the Bay of Bengal. I start this chapter with a brief overview of the geography and
hydrology of Bengal, which will be helpful to the reader to locate in space (and time) the
references to places and rivers throughout this chapter. At Rajmahal, just before the Ganges

branches out into two streams when entering the plains of Bengal, I analyze the (English)

10K athleen D. Morrison, “On Putting Time in Its Place: Archaeological Practice and the Politics of Time
in Southern India,” Cambridge Archaeological Journal 26, no. 04 (2016): 619-641.

UMatthew H Edney, Mapping an Empire: The Geographical Construction of British India, 1765-1843
(2009), 24.
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romantic view on landscape and history transplanted into Bengal, in order to better highlight
the stark differences that colonial surveyors found between the landscape of England and
that of Bengal. In this section, I focus mainly on the Anglo-Indian poet Henry Vivian
Derozio and his sense of temporality when looking at the ruins of the palace at Rajmahal,
stressing that this temporality tried to replicate the English romantic view on landscape
and the picturesque. Continuing the flow of the river, at the site of the ruins of Gaur, I
read carefully several travelogues that highlight the different reactions to the landscape of
Bengal and its history. Outside the realm of poetry and romanticism, we see that the shifting
river and the presence of somewhat sudden ruins brought up questions about the nature of

historical time in Bengal in the minds of the travelers who encountered these ruins.

A brief (natural) history of the rivers in Bengal

The historical region of Bengal, divided now between the Indian state of West Bengal and
the independent country of Bangladesh, sits on one of the largest riverine deltas in the world.
Two powerful rivers enter the plains of Bengal through a 150 kilometer wide stretch known
as the Rajmahal-Meghalaya gap: the Ganges (known in India as Ganga), which stretches
for 1,569 miles starting in the Western Himalaya, and the Brahmaputra river, with origins
in the Northern Himalaya and with an extension of 2,391 miles. Combined, these two rivers
carry annually 1,254 billion cubic meters of water, with suspended sediment load of about
100 million tons.'?

A triangular region of land demarcated by the Bhagirathi-Hooghly river on the West,
the Ganges-Padma in the North and East, and the sea of the Bay of Bengal in the South
forms the delta, which was formed by the continuous pouring of a sediment load for a period

of about 150 million years. When the Ganges enters the Bengal delta, its current splits into

two main streams: the Bhagirathi-Hooghly system, and the Ganges-Padma system. This

12Kalyan Rudra, Atlas of Changing River Courses in West Bengal,1767-2010 (Kolkata: Sea Explorers’
Institute, 2012), 1.
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breakpoint, which is known as the apex of a delta, is located in a place called Mithipur,

. . 13
though for centuries the apex was found near Rajmahal.
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Figure 1.2: Mattheus van den Broucke, Map of Bengal, based on a sur-
vey carried out by Johan van Leenen in 1666-67, Wikimedia Commons,

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:AMH-7259-KB_Map of Bengal.jpg

From the apex of the delta the Bhagirathi-Hooghly river moves southbound for approx-
imately 500 kilometers, passing near important cities of West Bengal like Murshidabad,
Nabadvip, Hooghly and Kolkata, finally discharging into the Bay of Bengal. From the apex
down to the ancient town of Nabadvip in Nadia, this tributary of the Ganges is known as

the Bhagirathi.

The region of Nadia lies approximately seventy-five miles to the north of Kolkata, in the

13See for example figure 1.3 which shows the apex near Rajmahal.
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present state of West Bengal, India. The Bhagirathi River encounters another stream, the
Jalangi River, an offshoot of the other main branch of the Ganges, the Padma, exactly at the
site of the town of Nabadvip, located on the western bank of the Bhagirathi, while the town
of Mayapurt sits on the eastern side. Traveling along the river from Nabadvip, upstream
of the Jalangi, we find the town of Krishnanagar, the present capital of the modern district
of Nadia and the city where at the end of the seventeenth century the Nadia royal family
established their capital. Traveling downstream, the combined flow of the Bhagirathi and
Jalangi rivers is known as the Hooghly River.!*

Historical sources, starting in the eighteenth century, mentioned that at some point in
time the Bhaghirathi-Hooghly was the main channel of the Ganges, the Padma being a
secondary one. This is not the case currently and has not been the case for centuries;
it seems that this big shift took place at some point during the 16th century.’® In fact,
the stream of the Bhaghirathi-Hooghly was rescued from heavy blockages of silt by the
construction of the Farakka Barrage, just a few kilometers downriver from Rajmahal. This
barrage, built in 1970, sequesters nearly 87 million cubic meters of water from the Ganges-
Padma and redirects them through the Bhagirathi-Hooghly in order to prevent the further

accumulation of silt and to prevent the clog of the waterway near Kolkata.

The ruins lesson

When Bholanath Chandra entered Delhi, after almost a year of slow travel up the Ganges,
he found a much more familiar landscap