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SEC Study Report Chandraketugarh

On the 4th of February 2023 we visited the ancient archaeological site and
museum of Chandraketugarh as part of our SEC or Skill Enhancement course
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on Museums and Archives. Chandraketugarh is one of the most talked about
sites in historical circles not only because of its antiquity but also because it is
shrouded in mystery. Around 50 km north-east of Kolkata near the tiny
village of Berchampa lies the 2,300 year old site of Chandraketugarh. It was
once an important hub of international maritime trade and today it has a
museum built near the site depicting largely collections of Dilip Kumar Maity,
a retired school teacher and amateur archaeologist. From the early years of the
20th century, the antiquarian remains from the Chandraketugarh site were
gradually brought to light. In 1906 Tarak Nath Das and some other
inhabitants of the area petitioned the government to explore the site. A. H.
Longhurst of the Archaeological Survey of India visited the place in 1907 and
described it as of little interest. Rakhal Das Banerji - the man who discovered
the ruins of Mohenjo-daro also made a visit in 1909 and reported on some of
the finds. His thoughts were published in the Bengal monthly Basumoti in
1920. The article generated interest and between 1956-57 and 1967-68 the
Ashutosh Museum of the University of Calcutta carried out excavations at five
different sites of Chandraketugarh and made some important findings. The
stratigraphy of the ancient site was found to be as follows:

Period I : Pre Maurya - ¢. 600-300 BCE
Period II : Maurya - c. 300 - 185 BCE
Period III : Shunga - c. 185 BCE - 50 CE
Period IV: Kushana - c. 50-300 CE
Period V : Gupta - c. 300-500 CE
Period VI : Post-Gupta c. 500-750 CE
Period VII : Pala-Sena - c. 750-1250 CE

In early historic times Chandraketugarh was connected to the Ganga by the
Vidyadhari river, and must have been an important centre for trade and
possibly also a political centre. It can perhaps be identified with the
Gangaridae of Graeco-Roman accounts which suggests that the site had
indirect if not direct relations with Rome and other ancient civilizations. The
name Chandraketugarh comes from a local legend of a medieval king of this
name. On the morning of 4th February 2023 we set out early in the morning
from college in a rented bus to visit the ancient and enigmatic site of
Chandraketugarh. We finished our breakfast during the bus journey and
within hours reached our destination. We first went to the site known as
Khana-Mihirer Dhipi which is an ancient temple complex probably belonging
to the Gupta period. The local population of the place is aware of the legends
that go around it, but any empathetic steps taken by them for the conservation
and protection of the site are completely absent. After lunch we decided to



visit the Chandraketugarh museum which houses a rich collection of artefacts
excavated from the ancient site. This museum was established in 2016 and is
doing a commendable job in preserving the history and heritage of
Chandraketugarh. The museum is open from 10.30 to 4.30 everyday of the
week except Mondays hence one hss to plan their visit accordingly.
Chandraketugarh is well known for its historic terracotta objects. It was
undoubtedly one of the important centres of terracotta craft. Inamul Haque
has given a detailed account and catalogue of 963 terracottas found at
Chandraketugarh the most memorable among which are the panchachuda
figures - a woman with five weapons as hairpins. The Mithuna motif is
common in the terracotta plaques. Additionally there are figures of yakshas
and yakshis in the museum.According to Haque these mass produced
terracottas were not the work of rural craftsmen making images for a village
market. They were products of an urban milieu catering to an urban clientele.
They are not only important as representatives of crafts and aesthetics of their
time but also offer useful information on aspects of social life and religious
practice. Apart from the terracottas the museum also houses a large number of
punch-marked coins and coins of the Kushana and Gupta periods. Other finds
include northern black polished ware (NBPW) and idols, toys, claypots and
beads that mesmerize the museum visitor. However photography inside the
museum is prohibited and hence we had to take copius notes of the artefacts
we saw inside.

Chandraketugarh remains an enigmatic and important site within the
archaeo-geographic context of coastal Bengal.It raises more questions, both
conceptual and specific, than what it can provide answers to, unless excavated
more extensively using a multi-disciplinary approach. Our visit to this
important historical site and museum was both educational and enjoyable.
Chandraketugarh is sometimes referred to as the Harappa of Bengal. The
historical site deserves more attention and conservation than it at present
enjoys. The state government of West Bengal has turned the area into a
heritage zone and the Heritage Commission’s move towards getting UNESCO
certification for Chandraketugarh has ensured the protection of its
2,500-year-old past. Yet more needs to be done towards protecting and
popularizing this historic site. We express our gratitude to our college and
teachers for taking us to this enigmatic place. . The memory of this historic trip
shall remain etched in my memory for ever.



