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Durga Puja holds profound emotional and cultural significance for the Bengali community 
in West Bengal, transcending mere festivities to embody deep-rooted beliefs and traditions. 
The idol of Goddess Durga, depicted with ten arms, each symbolizing distinct virtues and 
attributes, serves as a focal point for various interpretations. An anthropological examination 
of Durga Puja reveals a multifaceted phenomenon encompassing religious, economic, thematic, 
and symbolic dimensions. This paper aims to shed light on cultural expressions and aesthetic 
narratives surrounding the Durga Puja-themed pandal and to understand the role of artisans, 
sculptors, and painters in shaping the visual and structural elements of the themed Durga Puja 
pandal. Due to modernization and globalization, Durga Puja, especially themed pujas, is also 
undergoing various changes. In conducting this study, a variety of methods were employed to 
gather comprehensive insights, including quasi-participation, non-participant observation, case 
studies, interviews, semi-structured interviews, questionnaires, and photography. To further 
enrich the primary findings, additional academic books, journals, and internet resources were 
referenced as needed.

Introduction
Durga Puja is a deeply sentimental festival for the people of Kolkata and the Bengali community. It 

is a world heritage festival celebrated universally and is renowned for its religious significance. Observed 
during the month of Ashvin, usually in October, it marks the return of Maa Durga to her paternal home, 
or baper bari, along with her four children – Ganesh, Kartik, Saraswati, and Lakshmi. In Bengali culture, 
Durga is regarded as ghorer meye, or a member of the family, reflecting the strong emotional connection 
people have with the goddess. However, over the years, there have been numerous changes in how this 
celebration is observed, influenced by modernization and evolving cultural dynamics.

Culture represents the living patterns of a group of people residing in a place, reflecting a deep bond 
with the location and its people over generations. Culture has always played a significant role in shaping 
and defining our social existence. From influencing our daily activities to defining our major social 
festivals, culture has served as a standard of identification for societies and civilizations worldwide to this 
day (Saha, 2(2), 2022).

The thematic concept of the puja pandal by Dum Dum Torun Dol in Kolkata was “Sada ar Nil” 
(White and Indigo), symbolizing a rich blend of history and color. This theme reflects the complex 
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interplay among color, emotion, and power, illustrated by Rabindranath Tagore’s line about the dynamism 
of colors in relation to human feelings. Each color conveys deep meaning, representing a spectrum of 
human experience from joy to sorrow. The concept of Sada and Nil highlights the historical significance 
of indigo and muslin during the British colonial era. Indigo is linked to the Nil Bidroha (Indigo Revolt), 
a peasant uprising against British exploitation. At the same time, muslin, once Bengal’s pride, suffered a 
severe decline due to the British destruction of its production for economic gain.

Upon entering the pandal, visitors are invited to reflect on the poetic notion, “Ronger khela boroi 
modhur, chirodin rong choroi moner antorale,” which means, “Let your life lightly dance on the edges of 
time like dew on the tip of a leaf, bright and colorful.” This encapsulates the interplay between cultural 
expression and aesthetic experience within the pandal. Tagore’s lines capture the essence of life’s fleeting 
beauty, akin to the delicate interplay between Sada and Nil, the pristine white of muslin, and the deep 
blue of indigo. White muslin, which once adorned the courts of kings and queens, symbolizes purity and 
grace. Muslin’s soft, luminous fabric embodies the elegance and artistry of Bengal, reminding us that life 
can be beautiful and refined. Sada and Nil illustrate the duality of existence – how life is woven from 
both the gentle purity of muslin and the boldness of indigo – like the dance of dew, holding the potential 
for both beauty and significance in life.

On the other side, Nil stretches far beyond the skies, diving deep into the oceans of emotion. Blue holds 
both calmness and sorrow within its depths, cradling the heart in a cool embrace, yet pulling it inward 
with the weight of centuries. It is the color of water and sky, of infinity and introspection, but for Bengal, 
Nil carries the blues in more ways than one. The indigo plantations, with their fields of blue, became a 
symbol of the exploitation that stained the land. Farmers, once free to grow their own crops, were forced 
to cultivate indigo under the British yoke. The Nil Bidroho (Indigo Rebellion) rose from these fields, a 
fierce cry against the cruelty of the colonial planters. The blue of indigo became a mark of resistance, as 
the farmers uprooted the plants and refused to bend. Blue, once a color of beauty, transformed into a 
symbol of suffering and resilience, a rebellion carried in its hue.

In this light, the historical transitions – the White and Blue Revolutions – also transcend their 
agricultural dimensions. “This surge is not merely a story of agriculture or economy; it represents 
cultural shifts and societal awakenings.” These movements signify a nation’s effort to rebuild, reclaim, and 
redefine itself – transforming exploitation into empowerment, and dependence into self-sufficiency. The 
revolutions thus stand as living embodiments of the transformation of history into hope. The narrative 
of Sada-Nil – white and blue – becomes a symbolic continuum through which Bengal’s past and present 
converse. Ultimately, the Sada-Nil concept “weaves together the struggles of colonial oppression, artistic 
expressions of grief, and the triumph of cooperative movements.” It is a reflection not just on history, 
but on human resilience – the ability to reimagine pain as art, and loss as legacy. Through “sweat, soil, 
and spirit,” Bengal’s narrative of white and blue tells “stories of pride, exploitation, resistance, and hope.” 
Thus, as we journey once more “through the tunnels of memory,” the “path carved by time” reveals that 
the “game of hues” is indeed eternal. For in every shade of white lies a trace of blue, and in every note of 
sorrow, a glimmer of light.

Area of Observation
The present study was conducted at the Dum Dum Tarun Dol Club, 60 Shyamnagar Road, Kolkata 

700055, Kolkata, West Bengal.

Main Objectives of the Present Study
•	To highlight cultural expressions and aesthetic narratives surrounding the Durga Puja-themed pandal.
•	To understand the theme and interpret the symbols shaping the visual and structural elements of the 

Durga Puja pandal for the theme in question.
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Methodology

Empirical data for this study were collected through various methods, including quasi-participation 
and non-participant observation, intensive interviews, and semi-structured interviews. Photography was 
used to capture the visual aspects of the data, and structured questionnaires were employed to gather 
qualitative data. To supplement the primary data, relevant academic books, journals, and internet 
resources were referenced as needed.

Unit of Observation and Findings

As visitors enter this tunnel, they encounter a layout symbolizing Bengal during the Indigo 
Revolution. However, the true significance of this tunnel lies in its emphasis on the crisis period. It has 
been strategically designed by the individual responsible for this theme. The informant noted that crises 
can bring people closer together. By choosing to stay connected, maintain a positive outlook, and work as 
a team, we can navigate through the darkness of this tunnel toward a brighter future. (fig. 1).

Consequently, the next display features “Blues,” a famous painting from Picasso’s Blue Period, leading 
into the White Revolution in Gujarat, which culminates in the establishment of the Amul Cooperative. 
The main areas where indigo was extensively grown included the districts of Nadia, Jessore, Pabna, 
Murshidabad, Birbhum, Bardhaman, Dinajpur, Rangpur, and 24 Parganas. Nadia district, particularly 
places like Krishnanagar and Shantipur, was a significant hotspot for revolt, with peasants refusing to 
grow indigo under oppressive conditions. Jessore and Pabna, now part of Bangladesh, were major hubs 
of European indigo plantations and witnessed intense resistance. Murshidabad and the surrounding 
districts also saw widespread cultivation, while northern districts like Dinajpur and Rangpur had smaller 
plantations and related uprisings. 

From Indigo to Amul: A Journey Through Crisis and Hope. 

This tunnel marks the beginning of a symbolic passage through Bengal’s Indigo Revolution, reminding 
us that even in times of struggle, unity and resilience can guide us toward a brighter, cooperative future.

The film Manthan, which translates to “churning,” holds profound historical and symbolic importance 
as it draws direct inspiration from the Amul cooperative movement and the transformative Shet Biplop 
White Revolution in India, and was directed by Shyam Benegal.

The film Manthan depicts the historical struggles of the Amul pioneers in Anand, Gujarat, highlighting 
the grassroots movement for collective empowerment. A notable feature of the film is its funding 
model: 500,000 dairy farmers contributed ₹2 each through the Amul cooperative, making it India’s first 
crowdfunded film. This support underscores the farmers’ solidarity and commitment, symbolizing the 
power of ordinary people uniting for a transformative cause. Manthan demonstrates the potential for 
meaningful change through collective effort, emphasizing that a shared vision and perseverance can lead 
to a brighter future for communities and nations.

The Blue Band is often conceived as a symbolic group or motif representing a period of emotional crisis, 
unity, and transformation. Drawing inspiration from Picasso’s Blue Period and the symbolic meanings 
associated with indigo and blue, the Blue Band reflects emotional intensity and collective struggle. It 
signifies unity in adversity – a group of people bound together by sorrow, resilience, or a shared purpose.

Phuti karpash, a plant that produces muslin, is a crucial raw material in muslin cloth production and 
plays a significant role in the textile industry (fig 2. ). This natural fiber, derived from plants, is celebrated 
for its environmentally friendly origins, contributing to the fabric’s sustainability. Muslin cloth, renowned 
for its durability and distinctive texture, relies on phuti karpash, making it highly sought after for various 
applications, especially in traditional and artisanal garments. Additionally, on the right side of the display, 
there is an image of ‘nil’ or indigo, which comes from the plant Indigofera tinctoria. Exhibiting these 
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elements in the pandal aims to highlight their distinguishing characteristics.

During the Mughal era (16th–18th centuries), Bengal’s muslin became synonymous with luxury 
and wealth, finding markets across Persia, Arabia, and Europe. Muslin was a major export commodity 
for Bengal, generating significant revenue. An informant noted that this special cotton enabled weavers 
to spin threads so delicate that an entire muslin sari could pass through a ring. In the 1850s, Bengal’s 
GDP was only 12% due to the decline of the muslin industry. Still, over many decades, the industry had 
significantly impacted the global economy before its collapse. With proper government support today, 
this craft could once again become part of an urbanized economy.

In this staged book installation, selected lines and chapters from Nil Darpan, the revolutionary 
Bengali drama written by the renowned author Dinabandhu Mitra, are thoughtfully presented. This 
literary masterpiece, first published in 1860, powerfully exposed the brutal exploitation of indigo 
farmers by British planters in colonial Bengal. By showcasing these poignant excerpts within the pandal, 
the creators pay homage to a different kind of resistance – one fought not with weapons, but with words. 
Nil Darpan stands as an enduring example of how literature can serve as a medium of social critique and 
anti-colonial consciousness. The depiction acts as a symbolic protest, illustrating how the pen can be 
mightier than the sword. It reminds viewers that drama and literature, like Nil Darpan, have long been 
instruments of social awakening. The Indigo Revolt of 1859 was a response to colonial exploitation in 
India, as ryots resisted forced indigo cultivation instead of food crops. Economic hardship and planter 
violence fueled the uprising, led by figures such as Bishwanath Sardar. It became a significant peasant 
movement against colonial rule.

Woven like whispers on the loom of heritage, the Muslin sari is a legacy of Bengal’s artistry – light 
as air, yet rich in history. Once prized by royalty across the world, its delicate threads tell tales of skilled 
hands, flowing rivers, and the poetry of a forgotten craft. Sari ta fashion noi oita holo kotto doshoker oitijho 
– draping a Muslin sari for artisans is not just fashion; it is wearing centuries of tradition. The process 
demanded immense patience, precision, and deep knowledge of handloom techniques passed down 
through generations. However, exploitation and market control led to the decline of this flourishing 
art. Muslin, a luxury textile highly sought after in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia, played a major 
role in India’s economic history. These coins not only represent monetary transactions but also reflect a 
period of intense commercial activity, cross-cultural trade, and colonial intervention. Their presence in 
the exhibition offers a tangible connection to the rich legacy of muslin weaving and the global demand it 
once commanded – before its decline under colonial policies that prioritized British textiles over Indian 
craftsmanship. A sample of Phuti karpash, the legendary cotton variety that was once the soul of Bengal’s 
famed muslin, is also displayed. Known for its ultra-fine, silky fibers, Phuti karpash grows only in specific 
regions along the banks of the Brahmaputra and Meghna rivers, under unique climatic conditions.

The image features a renowned drawing by Barbara Johnson, an 18th-century Englishwoman known 
for her fashion album documenting the popular textiles and dress styles of her time. Her illustration 
beautifully captures the delicate folds and flowing texture of Indian muslin, which was highly fashionable 
in Europe during the late 1700s and early 1800s. Barbara Johnson’s work serves as historical evidence of 
how Indian muslin, especially from Bengal, captivated the Western world. It was admired not only for 
its sheer, lightweight quality but also for its graceful drape and elegance, often featured in aristocratic 
wardrobes. Barbara Johnson, English artist and collector, dedicated herself to preserving these fragile 
pieces, ensuring that muslin’s story would not be lost to time.

The meticulous process of loom preparation, or taat prostuti, takes place before beginning the 
weaving of muslin fabric, locally known as baynarkaj. Before a single thread is woven, artisans spend 
hours aligning the warp threads, setting the tension, and ensuring the wooden loom is ready for the 
extremely delicate Phuti karpash threads. This stage is crucial, as muslin – one of the finest handwoven 
fabrics in the world – requires absolute precision. Even a slight error in the loom setup can affect the 
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quality of the weave. Traditionally, this preparation was done in the early hours of the morning when 
humidity was ideal for handling such fine threads.

In the pandal, elegant images of women draped in muslin sarees highlight the timeless grace and 
cultural significance of this exquisite fabric. White, the ethereal muslin, becomes more than just a fabric – 
it becomes a metaphor. It symbolizes purity and transcendence, yet in the colonial context, it also speaks 
of erasure and loss. “White – the muslin – becomes a symbol of loss, erased by the might of an empire.” 
Once the pride of Bengal’s craftsmanship, muslin’s delicate threads were torn apart by colonial greed that 
destroyed indigenous industries. Known for its delicate texture and lightness, muslin was once the fabric 
of choice for royalty, nobility, and influential individuals. The tales of Bengal’s white and blue stretch 
beyond the fields. Sada, the ethereal white of muslin, speaks of an artistry so delicate it was said to be 
woven from air. Muslin, a fabric fine enough to pass through a ring, was once the pride of Bengal, sought 
after by emperors and nobility across the world. In India, queens and aristocratic women wore muslin 
sarees to symbolize refinement and status, while in Europe, famous figures such as Queen Victoria and 
Empress Josephine, wife of Napoleon Bonaparte, adored muslin garments for their ethereal beauty and 
comfort. The Mughal courts were renowned for showcasing sheer muslin, skillfully woven by artisans. 
Agha Shahid Ali praised its beauty in “The Decca Emperor Jahangir.” A notable tale recounts Princess 
Jahanara appearing in such delicate muslin that it seemed invisible, leading her father to mistakenly 
believe she was unclothed. He soon realized she was impeccably adorned in layers of exquisite muslin, 
highlighting the exceptional weaving skills of Bengal.

Bengal’s tradition of weaving fine cotton fabrics, particularly muslin, dates back to ancient times. 
Greek and Roman sources mention the export of fine cotton textiles from India, especially from Bengal. 
During the Mughal era (16th–18th centuries), Bengal’s muslin became synonymous with luxury and 
wealth, finding markets across Persia, Arabia, and Europe. Muslin was a major export commodity for 
Bengal, generating significant revenue. While precise data on GDP in ancient times is unavailable, it is 
known that Bengal was one of the richest regions in the world, partly due to its thriving textile industry. 
Bengal’s prosperity during the Mughal era can be attributed to its flourishing textile exports, including 
muslin. Revenue from muslin exports contributed to Bengal’s wealth and cultural influence. Dhaka was 
the central hub for muslin production.

The Symbolism of Queen Victoria's Statue in the Pandal

Upon entering the tunnel at the center of the pandal, visitors are greeted by an imposing statue of a 
queen, designed to capture attention and provoke thought (fig. 4). According to the artist, this statue, 
crafted from plaster of Paris, represents Queen Victoria. She stands atop a Taant, a traditional weaving 
machine. This artistic choice carries profound significance, symbolizing the historical impact of British 
colonialism on the Indian textile industry. The presence of Queen Victoria represents the period when the 
British Empire expanded into India, leading to the decline of the once-thriving muslin industry. As British 
merchants established their dominance, many Indian weavers faced exploitative practices and job losses. 
The arrival of the British East India Company changed the economic dynamics of Bengal. The British 
imposed exploitative practices on muslin weavers, forcing them to sell their textiles at artificially low prices 
while extracting huge profits from European sales. Furthermore, British-made textiles from mills began 
flooding Indian markets, leading to the decline of the native handloom industry. Muslin weaving suffered 
severely as cheaper machine-made cotton from Britain replaced the more labor-intensive handwoven 
muslin. The statue’s location and positioning on the weaving machine underscore the struggles faced by 
local craftsmen, who were forced into new agricultural practices, such as cultivating indigo, rather than 
continuing their traditional weaving. This poignant representation serves as a reminder of the socio-
economic changes brought about by colonization, highlighting the resilience of those affected by these 
tumultuous shifts in their livelihoods.
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A visual journey through history – stunning hand-painted panels immortalize the Indigo 
Rebellion.

After a few steps further into the pandal, I was immediately drawn to a striking display of large, hand-
painted images adorning giant cardboard panels (fig. 5). The vivid colors and intricate details of these 
artworks brought to life the dramatic events of the Indigo Rebellion. Talented painters from various art 
colleges collaborated on this project, each contributing a unique style and perspective to the narrative. 
The panels were thoughtfully arranged, with each image carefully structured and systematically presented 
to guide the viewer’s journey through the rebellion. On one side, scenes of despair and struggle were 
juxtaposed with the resilient spirit of the indigo farmers, while the other side showcased moments of 
unity and defiance against colonial oppression. This artistic endeavor enabled the audience to quickly 
grasp the essence of the rebellion, transforming complex history into an accessible experience, all within 
the enchanting atmosphere of the pandal.

The Charakai, or spinning wheel, is an important symbol of the traditional weaving and handloom 
culture in Bengal. It represents not just a method of making clothes but also plays a significant role in the 
local economy and cultural identity of the region’s people. Rohana’s Ramchilla refers to a character from 
history or poetry who valued muslin – a fine fabric made in Bengal – so highly that he was willing to 
exchange expensive items, such as Kanchan oil (a luxurious golden oil), just to obtain some muslin. This 
text highlights how valuable the muslin and the spinning wheel were in Bengal’s history.

The iron jacket serves as a powerful metaphor for oppression and brutality. The choice of material – 
iron – suggests something unyielding and cold, emphasizing the severity of British rule during periods 
of colonization and oppression. This harshness is not only physical; it also conveys emotional and 
psychological dimensions. The symbolism of the jacket further indicates how common people, often 
powerless, felt trapped or “encased” in an iron-like system that offered no freedom.

Muslin Kapor (Muslin fabric), specifically Dhakai Muslin (Dhaka Muslin), has 500–600 threads per 
square inch, giving it a gauzy texture and a high thread count. The threads are obtained from Mahajan 
(merchants). Currently, in one Khali, Muslin is woven with a thread count ranging from 200 to 350, 
referred to as Tana (the count of muslin being woven in the area), which is of lower quality than Dhaka 
Muslin. The weaving of Muslin is a complex and delicate process, making it a costly fabric. When woven 
using a shuttle called Maku, it achieves a count of 350. Typically, the fabric is sold to merchants, or Mahajan, 
in lengths of about 12 meters (26 haat), priced around 4,000 rupees, although the final market price may 
vary. The thread sizes used can also differ, with some measuring less than 1 haat (around 14 inches).

Women in households play a significant role in thread preparation, reflecting their deep involvement 
in the Taat Shilpo (handloom industry). The process begins with the careful collection of Masliner tulo 
(Maslin cotton) from regions along the Ganges, where unique climatic conditions contribute to its fine 
quality. After collection, the cotton undergoes traditional cleaning methods like ginning and carding to 
remove impurities. The cleaned cotton is then hand-spun into Masliner shuto (Maslin thread) using tools 
such as the spinning wheel (charkha) or a handheld spindle (takli). This intricate hand-spinning process 
requires exceptional skill, resulting in Maslin yarn known for its unparalleled fineness and softness.

Once spun, the yarn is reeled into hanks or skeins to make handling easier. These hanks are then 
carefully wound onto small wooden bobbins, which are essential for the weaving process. The bobbin, 
once filled with Maslin thread, is inserted into a maku (wooden shuttle), specially crafted to pass through 
the warp threads on a loom. The shuttle loaded with the bobbin allows the weaver to interlace the weft 
yarn across the warp threads, gradually creating the lightweight, airy, and exquisitely fine Maslin fabric.

Women in the household unwind the threads, soak them in water, and often do this as a form of 
recreation. After unwinding, the threads are soaked in water, then mar deba (beaten or softened). To temper 
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the threads, they are mixed with water and chaler guri (rice starch). The Maslin shuto (Muslin thread) is 
spun separately, using charki (a spinning wheel). The process also involves shuto bhatnor kol (thread winding 
machine) and chapal (a device used for thread processing). Once the threads are wound and made into 
small noli (spools), they are transferred to a small chorki (another type of spinning wheel) before being 
shaped into rolls using a drum (a rolling device). In villages, specific people are engaged in this work.

The cost of setting up a loom is around 5,000 BDT, while a full-frame setup costs between 10,000 
and 12,000 BDT and lasts a lifetime. Proper maintenance of the maku (shuttle) is necessary. This entire 
process is considered handloom weaving because the sarees are woven entirely by hand. It takes around 30 
days to complete a single saree, and the design depends on the complexity of the work.

Several local terms are associated with the weaving process:

•	Taat (loom, the primary structure where fabric is woven)
•	Boo (the movement of the shuttle during weaving)
•	Sana (threads used in the weaving process)
•	Maku (shuttle used for weaving)
•	Mera (a process in which the thread is arranged cross-sectionally for weaving)
•	Shuto Bhatnor Kol (thread winding machine)
•	Chapal (a device used for thread processing)
•	Noli (spools onto which threads are wound)
•	Chorki (a smaller spinning wheel used before final rolling)
•	Drum (a rolling device used for shaping fabric rolls)
•	Moti Kata (a technique used in the weaving process)
•	Haatol (handle related to handloom weaving)
•	Tepon Dangi (the direction in which the warp threads are set)
•	Tol Dara (a specific weaving method)

In fabric weaving, several essential tools and terms are central to the process. The ‘Pati’ is the area 
for rolling fabric, while the ‘Guti’ functions as a rolling mechanism. At the heart of the operation is the 
‘Taat’ or loom, where the fabric is woven. The ‘Boo’ refers to shuttle movement, and ‘Sana’ denotes the 
threads used. The ‘Maku’ is the specific shuttle for weaving, and ‘Mera’ is the process of arranging threads 
crosswise. Key tools include the ‘Shuto Bhatnor Kol’ for winding, ‘Chapal’ for processing, and ‘Chorki’ 
for spinning. The ‘Noli’ holds wound threads, and a ‘Drum’ shapes the final fabric rolls. Additional terms 
like ‘Moti Kata’ and ‘Haatol’ further enrich the weaving vocabulary of Maslin.

The poem in the pandal, which begins with the phrase ‘Sudhu achombitebhore’ (Only in an unexpected 
dawn), suggests a moment of surprise or renewal. Shiuli flowers, also known as night jasmine, bloom in 
the early morning, symbolizing beauty and purity. Their appearance in the “untouched light” represents a 
fresh start and the arrival of new insights or feelings. The act of kneeling in silent prayer conveys reverence 
and humility, suggesting a connection to nature and spirituality. The mention that “the soil feels alive” 
emphasizes the earth’s vibrancy, indicating a profound energy in the natural world during these tranquil 
moments and underscoring a sense of sacredness.

Inside the vibrant pandal, artisans known as tanntis worked in harmony, each skillfully operating 
their Taant (weaving machines) to create exquisite Maslin Shari. The rhythmic sound of the machines 
filled the air, a testament to their dedication and craftsmanship. Adjacent to this bustling scene stood a 
magnificent giant door, meticulously crafted and symbolically placed.

In the center of the pandal stands a striking British flag, dislocated and disrupted, signifying colonial 
displacement. This door represents the historical struggle of the Indigo Rebellion, a significant event in 
which local farmers and weavers fought against oppressive practices. In the aftermath of this rebellion, 
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the revival of Maslin Sari weaving became a beacon of hope, illustrating how artisans reclaimed their 
skills and heritage. Beneath this, a seated weaver alternately and meticulously crafts a Muslin saree during 
the five days of Puja. This highlights the need to restore Bengal’s golden era, urging society to protect, 
nurture, and promote the legacy of Muslin. Like a mother – delicate yet resilient – Muslin symbolizes 
both softness and strength. Through their craft, these weavers demonstrated resilience and conveyed a 
powerful message: despite the hardships and injustices of the past, they emerged stronger, determined to 
overcome future challenges. The Maslin Sari thus became more than just a textile; it evolved into a rich 
symbol of victory over adversity and the triumph of hope in the face of darkness.

Inside the vibrant pandal, artisans harmoniously operate their Taant (weaving machines), crafting 
exquisite Maslin Saris. As visitors enter, they are greeted by an innovative depiction of the goddess, 
symbolizing the eternal struggle against evil. Draped in the rich cultural symbolism of Durga, the idol’s 
captivating presence is magnified by her ten hands, each representing her formidable power and ability 
to combat various challenges. In this unique interpretation, she holds a charka and maku. The idol’s color 
palette, primarily shades of ‘sada’ (white) and ‘nil’ (indigo), adds depth to her figure. While Durga is 
traditionally depicted in vibrant colors, this deliberate choice reflects the complexity of emotions and 
experiences in today’s world. The light hues symbolize purity, hope, and the triumph of good over evil, 
while the indigo evokes introspection and depth, echoing the dark times many face. This combination 
challenges viewers to find beauty in struggle and encourages contemplation on the ongoing battle 
between light and darkness.

In the backdrop, the intricate taant (traditional weaving) serves as a reminder of the community’s rich 
heritage and reinforces the theme of resilience. It illustrates the strength and unity of the people, weaving 
together stories of cultural pride amid modern challenges.

Triumph Over Darkness: A Modern Tribute to Durga)

As visitors gaze upon this modern depiction of the goddess, they are reminded that courage can 
appear in the most unconventional forms (fig.8). The idol is not merely a representation of a mythological 
figure; it reflects the collective spirit of society, showing that overcoming darkness requires unity, hope, 
and resilience. This artistic expression transcends traditional boundaries, merging past and present. It 
emphasizes that while hardships are part of life, they also pave the way for enlightenment and growth. 
As this year’s Durga Puja theme illustrates, the battle against evil is a shared journey that lights the path 
toward a brighter future, resonating with all who witness it.

At the end of the pandal, this white cloth symbolizes purity against all odds. Woven by skilled artisans, 
it tells a beautiful story of hope, representing the light at the end of the tunnel (fig 9).

Concluding Remarks
According to the artist behind this remarkable thematic representation, when a single para 

(neighborhood) welcomes nearly 4 million people, all seeking to take away a message from the experience, 
it becomes a significant event for society. The Durga Puja at the center of this gathering is not merely 
about Akalbodhan– the autumnal worship of Goddess Durga – or just a ritualistic practice. Instead, 
it has evolved into a universal form, extending beyond religious boundaries to become a grand social 
and cultural phenomenon. In the context of the para, where traditional neighborhood structures are 
gradually dissolving, individuals and groups continue to work to preserve and reimagine community 
life around such collective activities. The Durga Puja festival plays a crucial role in this, bringing people 
together and reinforcing a sense of unity. During this time, the entire community actively participates, 
contributing in various ways, making the celebration not just a festivity but a reflection of collective 
spirit and shared cultural identity. The artist emphasized that this theme represents the evolving nature 
of community life in contemporary society.
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The Indigo Revolt (Nil Bidroha) was a historic uprising in which people navigated extreme crises, 
resisting oppression and injustice. If we metaphorically view the COVID-19 pandemic as a modern Nil 
period, humanity has once again endured immense struggles – emotional, mental, economic, health-
related, and personal losses. However, just as people found resilience during colonial oppression, the Durga 
Puja pandal conceptually represents this endurance and the potential for transformation. At the entrance, 
a tunnel installation signifies the crisis period, illustrating how, in times of hardship, people are brought 
closer together by limited space, which can lead to differences in opinion, conflicts, and struggles. Yet, if 
individuals focus on their collective strength, respect diverse viewpoints, and engage in open dialogue 
despite discomfort, they can generate new ideas. Through unity and resourcefulness, this process leads to 
Sada, symbolizing light and enlightenment, ultimately resulting in progress and positive outcomes.

An ethnographic observation of the associated stalls and vendors reveals that many individuals, 
especially those from distant villages, depend heavily on Durga Puja for their seasonal livelihood. Post-
COVID changes in consumer behavior, concerns about hygiene, widespread financial instability, loss 
of employment, and personal bereavements have significantly reduced their expected earnings. These 
struggles reflect a broader climate of uncertainty and distress, demonstrating a continuity of suffering 
that transcends time.

This contemporary experience parallels the historical context of the Indigo Revolt, which was 
marked by exploitation, cruelty, and collective grief. Just as the oppressed peasants of the past hoped 
for liberation and a better future, present-day communities continue to face economic hardships with 
similar aspirations. In this sense, Durga Puja serves as a socio-cultural space of resilience – bringing 
people together, fostering solidarity, and offering a symbolic “light at the end of the tunnel.”

Although the pandal presents a grand and highly organized spectacle, it also evokes nostalgic memories 
of traditional Durga Pujas rooted in community participation and shared emotions. Amid changing 
forms and contemporary revivals, visitors continue to long for those intimate, collective experiences of 
childhood Pujas. Thus, the festival not only reflects ongoing social transformations but also becomes a 
medium through which people acknowledge present crises, accept change, and continue to search for 
hope amid uncertainty.
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Pictures

Fig. 1 - Through the Indigo Tunnel: From Crisis to Cooperation.

Fig. 2 - Two types of ‘Karpash’, one is named as 
‘phutiKarpash’, and ‘Nil’, which is termed as ‘indigo’.

Fig. 3 (below) - Steps of Indigo dye and Maslin.

Fig. 4 - The Symbolism of Queen Victoria's Statue in the 
Pandal.

Fig. 5 - A visual journey through history: Stunning hand-painted 
panels immortalize the Indigo Rebellion
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Fig. 6 - A jacket that embodies the harshness Fig. 7 - A beacon of hope

Fig. 8 (left) - Triumph Over Darkness: A Modern 
Tribute to Durga.

Fig. 9 (below)- Finally, the win and the message of 
enlightenment.

fig. 10 - Layouts of the pandal.


