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Abstract: The skill of the temple artisans of Bengal is reflected all over Bengal.
Their living centre was located in several areas like Bishnupur, Sonamukhi,
Senhati, Daspur, Pilsoa, Sochande, Banpas, Mallarpur, Dubrajpur, etc. They
are mainly from Sutradhar, who are belonging to the Sudra caste. But all
artisans of the temples of Bengal were not Sutradhar, Bagdi and Hari also
involved in this activity. The Tentulia and Kasai Bagdi were artisans from
hereditary. The artists, despite being of the low cast, deserved a lot of respect
for their magnificent work. The term "Artisans’ is used here as large scale which
includes architects, masons, sculptors, carpenters, etc., actually, all of them who
are involved in temple building activity. Some temple inscriptions of late
medieval and nineteenth-century of Bengal and some medieval literary sources
like various MaEgal Kdvya, genealogy, the folk story had given some
information about their settlement and socio-economic condition.
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Observing the temple inscriptions of Bengal, it is revealed that, some villages
of Purba and Paschim Midnapur, Howrah, Hooghly, Purba, and Paschim
Burdwan, Bankura, and Birbhum districts were the habitation centers of
artisans. ShyamchidGd temple of Malla king Vira Saha Deva at Dharapat of
Bishnupur is the oldest temple inscription of Bengal which mentioned the
name of artisans. Sri Rama De and Sri Paramanda Sarma were artisans'. The
inscription mentions that it was built in the 1525 Saka era and 909 Malla era
i.e., 1603 AD. Sri Rama De was Kdmind* (mason) and Sri Paramananda Sarma
was Vevdrti® (supervisor). This inscription does not mention the address of the
artisans. The earliest period of the seventeenth century was not trended to
mentioning the details of artisans otherwise maybe the artisans were from
the same village or local area therefore they did not fill the necessity of
mentioning the address. Generally, inscriptions of the earliest periods did not
mention the name of artisans, those generally mentioned the name of patrons
or builders or builder families along with the date. Later period, artisans took
place on the temple inscriptions along with the patrons.
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Bankura district is famous for temple architecture, especially for
Bishnupur and Sonamukhi. Thousands of temples are located in the rural and
urban areas of the Bankura district. Those temples were must be constructed
by a special group of artisans. Inscription of Shyamrdi temple at Bishnupur
(1643 AD) of Ragunath Simha had mentioned the name of eight artisans.*
Krishoardi Jiu temple at Bagari of Garbeta Police Station, Sri Jadabram
Chattopadhyay was the patron and constructed by Sanatan Mistri of
Bishnupur.® Inscription of Atfchdld temple (1882 AD) of Bera family at
Deriyapur under Garbeta police station mentioned Sankardas Mistri was an
artisan.® The inscription is written in the Bengali language-

Srisha Ekar Dasa mistri krita Eg
Birachita saEg Bishnupur Sakdbde 1804.

The meaning of this inscription is, Sri Sankar Das Mistri had built the
temple in the 1804 Saka era. His home (SiEg= SdkiG) is at Bishnupur.
Inscription of a TulashimaEch at the same village of Nandi family mentioned
Muchiram Sutradhar of Bishnupur was an artisan. Garbeta and Bishnupur
are situated under different districts but Garbeta is not far from Bishnupur,
only 25 km away. Artisans of Bishnupur continued their temple building
activity up to the third decade of the 20™ century, PaEcha-Ratna (5 towers)
temple at Jogardanga of Garbeta PS is an example. Gabinda Sutradhar of
Bishnupur was the artisan of this temple.

Sonamukhi was one of the famous artisans’ villages of that time of
Bankura district. Ramhari Sutradhar or Hari Sutradhar was renowned
artisans of Sonamukhi. He built a deul temple in Midnapur city in the 1773
Saka era or 1851 AD.” Pachice-Ratna (25 towers) temple of Shridhar [iu at
Sonamukhi was constructed by Hari Sutradhar. Interestingly, the Pratdpctiwar
temple at Kalna was built by Pyarikumari, daughter-in-law of Maharaja Tejas
Chandra, Ramhari Mistri of Sonamukhi was the artisan. Two inscriptions are
found on the wall of this temple. One is in the Sanskrit language and another
is in the Bengali language. The last three lines of the Bengali inscription is®-

Mahama Gdir Girman Haripriti Harashite Hare dila ddn
Sakdbda 1771 San 1256 di Deyul Sondamukhi
Nibasi Sriramhari Mistyi Girmita.
The distance between Sonamukhi and Kalna is 112 km. Surely, the artisan
of Sonamukhi had a reputation; otherwise, the construction of temples under
the royal family was not possible. Ramgopal Mistri was another famous

artisan of Sonamukhi, he constructed the PaEch-Ratna (5 towers) Siddecewar
temple at Shyambazar Palli of Sonamukhi.

Sri Bishnuram Mistri was a famous artisan of Rol village in the last
decade of the 19" century and the first half of the 20" century. He built
Radhddamodar RdshmaEch at Shaspur under Indas PS in 1890. He also
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reconstructed Buna (Eiva temple at Donganal village in 1903 AD and
Réadhaballava [iu temple at the same village in 1904 AD.’

Atchala temple at Bakadaha village was constructed by Srinarayan Mistri
in 1846 AD, he built a Saptadae-Ratna (17 towers) RdsamaEch at
Hadalnarayanpur village under Patrasayar PS of Mandal family. Narayan
Mistri was the artisan from Balsi village.'

Bakhati was another artisan’s village of this district. Artisan of Bakhati
village, Sri Pulin das Mistri constructed Radhddidmodar temple of Laha family
at Baital village. Another artisan of Bakhati was Sri Rammohan Mistri.
PaEcha-ratna temple of god Raghunith of Mukhapadhyay family at Kotolpur
village in 1785 AD was built by him. Chief artisan of Radhdkdnta Jiu temple at
Akuli village of Indas Police Station was built Sri Isvari Gan of Valyada. Prof
A. K. Bhattacharyya had identified Valyada (Karigar Sri Isvari Gan sdkim Valyada)
with Bahulara. It is famous for the well-known earliest deu! temple of Bankura
district.

Birbhum district has revealed some habitation centers of temple artisans.
BishEu temple at Kabilashpur was constructed by artisan Sri Haridasa in 1643
AD but there had no information about the living center of the artisans.
Inscription of the temple mentioned that “Sdnam II Mehditari/ Sri Haridasa.”" (Eiva
temple of Ganpur under Mohammadbazar PS mentioned the name of artisans
along with patrons. Sri Ramanidhi was an artisan who lived at Mallarpur.”
The Temple of Dubrajpur Hattala was constructed by Gopinath Hari in 1874
AD. Trayédas-ratna (13™ tower) temple of Nandi Pukur of Dubrajpur was also
constructed by Gopinanath Hari in 1867. Brajanath Raj and Gopinath Raj of
Saota village built ChaGdimandap of Charkal village under Nanoor PS. The
inscription mentions that

“Ai Cha Gdimandap/

nirmita Sribrajandth Raj O/
Srigbpinath Raj Sa Saota/
San1226 Sal/

Tarikh 13 Auwin Budhbar.®

Interestingly atchdld temple at Bhotbagan under Malipanchghara PS of
Howrah district was constructed by Bhajahari Laskar Raj of Suri (Birbhum
district) in 1857."* Artisans of Suri was a very good reputation and popularity,
otherwise, artisans of Suri did not get the contract to build the temple in
Howrah.

Some villages of Burdwan district were habitation centers of artisans but
due to lack of inscriptional sources, we cannot extract detailed information
about them. Inscription of (Eiva Temple (locally known as SiAhavidhini) at
Sankari of Khandaghosh in 1762 AD mentioned, Harekrishna Pala was a
mason.”® Goloknath Raj of Banpas had built the atchild temple of the Roy
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family at Bankhati under Kanksha Police Station in 1817 AD. He also built the
ddlan temple in the same village and same family. Atchdld temple of
Chattopadhyay family of Labpur in Birbhum district, Sri Bangshidhar and
Mogaram Raj were artisans, they came from Ketugram village of Burdwan
District.’* Satgachiya, Pilsoya, Sochande were other artisan villages of the
Burdwan district.”

Only Muragoyar village of Murshidabad district was the artisan’s village.
Artisans of the temple lived at Ula-Birnagar of Nadia district. The name of the
artisans was known from the temple of Bakhrahat and Bawali of Budge Budge
PS of 24 Parganas but no information was found about their settlement.'®

Senhati of Hooghly district was a very famous settlement area of temple
artisans. Senhati was under Jahanabad Pargana’s from the time of Mughal
administration. Present Arambag and adjoining area were under Jahanabad
Parganas. A large number of artisans were known from various temple
inscriptions of Hooghly, Midnapur, and Howrah districts. Sitdrdm temple at
Goghat was built (patrons) by Sri Brajalal Majhi in 1868 AD. Kartik Chandra
Mistri and Mahindanath Mistry were the artisans.” atchdld Sitdrdm temple of
Alui village of Buiya family was constructed by Ganesh Kundu of Senhati.

After ten years, in 1877 AD. Mahinda Mistri built SiAhabdhini temple at
Krishnapur of Goghat PS.* Digambar De, Ramkumar De, Mathuramohan
Mistri, Tinkari Mistri were other famous artisans of Senhati. Temple
inscription of Sarkar Family of Chandrakona gave information about the
settlement of temple artisans of Khanakul. Banamali Das and Jadu Mistri were
the artisans of Moyal village. Artisan Banamali Das constructed the
Chandrachuy (Eiva temple at Daspur of Howrah district. Temple inscription of
Bhagalpur village of (under Kotulpur PS) of Bankura mentioned that
Safalyaram Dey was an artisan of Kanpur village. Atpur was another village
of temple artisans. Sri Ramgopal Mistri constructed Bicweewar and Kaeiccwar
(Eiva temple of Baruipur village (Udaynarayanpur PS) of Howrah district.”

The largest amount of information on the settlement of artisans has been
found from various parts of the Midnapur district. Daspur was famous among
them. Lodhan Sai, Sri Sarup Mistri, Sri Gopal Chandra De, Sri Haricharan Das,
Sri Kalachand Chanda, Sri Thakurdas Sil, Sri Shibnarayan Chanda were well-
known artisans. Lodhan Sai built the Dharmathdkur temple of Daspur in 1859
AD. Lakshmijandrdhan temple at Keshpur was constructed by Sri Gopal
Chandra De Mistri. Thakur Das Sil was a famous artisan among them. He built
a few numbers of the temple at Daspur, Surathpur, Chakma, Balarampur,
Talabandi, etc.

Other famous artisans of Daspur were Sri Harahari Chandra Mistri and
Sibnarayan Chanda Mistri.2 Atchdld Uiva temple at Gobindapur of Paskura PS
mentioned Sri Uday Chandra Patit was an artisan, who was from Rajhati
village. Barada village of Ghatal PS5, Nirmalbazar, Khirpai, Lahirganj,
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Illambazar, Raghunathbari, and Ramjibanpur village of Chandrakona PS,
Habibpur and Toyapara of Midnapu Sadar PS were the settlement of temple
artisans.”

Saotara, Jhikira, Thalia, and Raychak of Howrah district were the
habitation centers of artisans. Dharmathdkur temple at Kolkata village (Amta
PS) was constructed by Sri Abhaycharan Mistri of Thalia. Sri Ramprasad
Mistri of Rautara built GarchaGdi temple at Jhikira, Kali temple at Kalyanpur,
and temple of Goyespur.

Artist Hrisikesh Mistri and Guiram Sutradhar were from Jhikhira.
Késhinath Uiva temple at Debipur village was built by Sri Maheschandra Sen
Sutradhar of Rautara.* He was from Raychak of Howrah district. He also built
the (Eiva temple of the Sarkar family at Chongghurali village of Jagatballavpur
PS.

From the inscriptional information, it has been revealed that several
villages of Bankura, Burdwan, Birbhum, Hooghly, Howrah, Midnapore,
Murshidabad, Nadia, and 24 Parganas were habitation centers of temple
artisans. We did not get any information about any artisans of the Purulia
district yet. Although, the total list of artisans is not more than a hundred
thousand temples were erected in this area. It is simply assumed that lot of
artisans were lived in various centers all over Bengal. Survey of Directorate
of Archaeology and Museum of West Bengal states that 64 temples of Howrah
District, 221 temples of Hooghly district, 702 temples from both Purba and
Paschim Burdwan, and 293 from both Midnapore districts are recorded.”
Construction of these huge number of temples was not possible only by a few
artisans a large number of artisans were involved in these works. Census
reports of Bengal in 1872 AD gave the information thousands of artisans were
lived in every district of Bengal. The Census recorded that, 15973 Sutradhar or
(Carpenters), 4754 Kumar (potters), 1607 Chundri (Lime burner and Sellers),
1455 SdEkhdri (Sell cutter) were lived in Burdwan district. In Bankura, 4610
Sutradhar, 4518 Kumar, 1216 Chundri, 1506 S4Ekhdri were lived in deferent parts
of the district. In Birbhum district, 7747 Sutradhar, 7583 Kumar, 206 Chundri, and
574 S4Ekhari have belonged. 5108 Sutradhar, 14872 Kumar, 1365 Chundri, 968
SaEkhdri were lived at that time in Hooghly and Howrah district together.
10070 Sutradhar, 11278 Kumar, 1032 Chundri, 422 SaEkhari inhabitants in
Murshidabad district. And 70339 Sutradhar, 29122 Kumar, 645 Chundri, and 1513
SaEkhari were lived in Midnapore districts.” It is clear that in Bengal there was
no deficit of artisans. But all artisans of this community were not involved in
temple building activity, a percent of artisans were involved in this activity.

Various types of artisans involved in temple building activity

Many kinds of materials were used to build temples in Bengal. Baked bricks,
terracotta plaque, wooden door, stone slab, inscriptional stone slab,
inscriptional terracotta plaque, and stone idols of God were used generally for
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this activity. All these works were not done by a single artisan. It was a group
work; we find evidence of this in various temple inscriptions of all over the
Bengal. Throwing the ethnographical study on artisans, we know that, before
making artistic materials like bricks, terracotta plaques, etc., they verified and
checked the quality of raw material, then selected. Already mentioned that
artisans from one region had moved to another region for temple
constructions. Since many special artisans were associated with this work
and they lived in the same places.

Artisans of the temple of Bengal were mainly from the Sutradahar
Community. From ancient times they were the master of wooden work. The
living house of Bengal especially rural Bengal is small and made with wood,
bamboo, rice straw, and other soft material. The artist of these houses was
Sutradhar. We know that the architecture of the temples of Bengal looks like
living houses of Bengal, although all features were not similar, there is added
some new architectural addition time to time. Carve roof of the thatched
house of Bengal imposed on child, biGgld, and ratna temple of Bengal ¥ Artisans
of the temple and living room were coming from the same community. Later,
some of them became experts in the construction of temples.

From that inscriptional evidence, various terms were used for artisans.
We know the names of one or more artisans in an inscription and different
words have been used to describe them. Inscriptions of Shydmchind temple at
Dharapat of Bishnupur mentions that ‘Syi Rama De Kamind and ‘Vevdrti Sri
Paramananda Sarmd’. The text of the inscription is in mixed Sanskrit and Bengali
prose. Kamind is a Bengali word probably being driven from Karmin, which
means worker. Later period Kdrigar was used instead of Kdmind. mid-17*
century prose ‘Manasd MaEgal’ of Ketakadas Khemananda is mentioned
‘Kamild’  although the word has been used for blacksmith generally
Khemananda used the term for all kinds of artisans.® According to Ashok
Kumar Bhattacharyya, the word “Vevirti’ correct import of this word
‘Vevartta’® draw attention to the Persian word ‘Bdrtan” which means
supervisor. Odia inscription of SarvamaEgald temple at Keshiyari also
mentioned the term Vevdrtta. This inscription had mentioned ‘Adhdhaksa’ Vikala
Dasa ie., superintendent, Kamil (Kamind) Vasurama Kinu ie., mason (Kdrigar in
Bengali) and 'Karana Hari Ddsa’, he was scribe or writer of the inscription.®
BishEu temple at Kabilaspur mentioned “Mehdtari Sri Hariddsa”. This is driven
by the Persian word Mustifir, meaning artisans.® RddhdkrishEa temple at
Chandrakona mentioned “Purdnika Sri-Mohana Chakravarti.”** He was a master
of genealogy and also a historian. Dgmodar temple at Baital also mentioned the
name of the supervisor and mason. “Paricdraka-Sri Dvdrikdndtha”, the term
Paricdraka signifying a superintendent.

Mrityunjay (Eiva temple at Senhati was built by Tinkari Mistri of Senhati
and Sashibhusan Mistri of Daspur but interestingly wooden door of the
temple was made by Sripaticharan Mistri of Kharar village. The wooden door
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of the (Easisekhar temple in the same village was made by Banamali Mistri.®
When Bitiwakarmd constructed city for Kalkety and Temple for ChaEdi, (Eiva, and
BishEu; Darubrahma, son of Bitwakarmd was carpenter, created a beautiful design
on wood.* Suitable prose also took an important role in temple inscriptions.
Patrons try to inscribe the temple and his family history through the melodic
rhythm. PaEcha-ratna Damodar [iu temple at Khelar village of Kharagapur PS
had mentioned “Ddsdnudisa Lekhak Sridurgardm Santrd.” He was a prose writer
by profession, he had written this rhythmic prose.* Very interestingly
inscriptional record found from wikhar deul of Thupsara village. So, it is sure
that prose writers also participated in this work. This inscription is written
in the Bengali language. The last four lines of this inscription are-

Sripitambar Mistri

Sa Pilsoya

Naksaddr SudhakrishEa
Sa Séchande.

Bengali word mistri means artisan or mason but naksiddr is a sculpturer
of terracotta plaque and designer of temple ornament. A lot of inscriptions
mentioned denoting artisans as mistri, rdj, rdjmistri, etc. Some temple inscriptions
mentioned the name of more than one artisan. The first name mentioned is
undoubtedly the chief artisan, who was mainly an architect and supervisor.
Sridhar Jiu temple at Chakma village of Kharagapur PS5 mentions Sri Thakurdas
Sil and Sri Gopal Chanda.* Thakurdas Sil was the superintendent or
supervisor of this temple building. Sitdram deul of Balarampur was built by
Thakurdas Sil and other eight artisans. Thakurdas Sil was chief artisan, under
his supervision this temple was constructed. In the first decade of the 20"
century, deul temple of Jotkesavpur mentioned Jadunath Sil, and the other 12
artisans built this temple.”

Building constatations part of ChaGdi MaEgal of Mukundaram
Chakrabarti, Manasd MaEgal of Bijaygupta, Manasi MaEgal of Ketakadas
Khemananda mentioned Biriwakarmd was supervisor and lot of artisans has
worked under him. Story of Bijay Gupta’s Manasd MaEgal stated that Tarapati,
leader of artisans (blacksmith) selected some special artisans among, fourteen
hundred artisans for making living room of Behuld and LakshAindar.*® This story
indicated that the supervisor or architect choose the others helper artisans.
W. W. Hunter mentioned many occupational groups of Bengal who were
involved in the construction of building in his “A Statistical Account of
Bengal”, those were constructive art contractors, Bricklayers (Rdjmistri),
Brickmakers, Brick Dealers, Carpenters, Potters, Stone vendors, Lime burner,
Lime dealers, Lime vendors, etc.,*

Skill of artisans

It is a matter of great concern how the artisans of medieval temples of Bengal
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