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Bengall New Year, 1399

Special Supplement, April 14, 1992

| Everyday Use of Bengali Calend_ar
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Symbolic of Identity, And Necessary Too

LL over the world many
peoples welcome the
advent of the New Year

in a happy and festive mood.
They big goodbye o the old
year and usher in the new
hoping that the latter will be
better and happier In every
respect than the former

The manner of observing
the New Year's Day is, hpw
ever, different in different so
cteties, largely because of Lhe
differences in cultural, socto
logical ard environmental pat
terns. But, not with standing
the differences in the outward
rituals and forms, a lundamen
tal unity is everywhere ob
scrved. It is the spirit of start-
ing a new cycle of life after
fidding farewell to an old one

Throughout the Wesicrn
would the New Years Day Is
observed on the [irst ol
January. In Bangladesh, too,
many in the urban areas ob-
serve the first of January as the
English New Year's Day. But is
is mosily !imiled o Lhe mem
bers ol the educaled upper and
upper middle class and is by
no Means a major occaston in
our national context

The matter, however. is dif

ferent when we consider the
advent of the Bengall New
Year The first of Baishakh, the

first day of the [irst month of
the Bengali calendar, provides
a truly festtve occasion for the
entire Bengali nation. [t is ob
served by all classes of people
enthusiastically, in the rural as
well as the urban arcas.

The observance of the
Bengali New Year has a long
heritage enriched by colourful
folk rites and traditions. In the
primitive days {tl was con
nected with the wvegetation
cult. Baishakh, the first month
of the Bengali year Is in the
summer season, the [irst of
Bajishakh falling on or about
the 14th April of the Gregorian
calendar :
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By Kabir Chowdhury

The primary concern ol the
peasants, the vast rural popu-
lation of this agricultural land
was, understandably, the pros.
pect of the crops. So some
rites which grew up al one
time in connection with the
observance of the Bengali New
Year's Day were concerned
with propitiating the defties of
the clouds and the rains in
arder 10 ensure a good harvest
in the ensuing year.

But with the passage of time
those rites underwent consid-
erable changes. Today the ob
servance of the Bengali New
Year has acquired a new char-
acter and a special symbolic
significance.

During the latter half of the
19th century when the spirit
of renaissance and the rise of
Bengalli nationalism were
clearly perceptible, the obser
vance of the Bengali New Year
came to symbolize the rational-
istic urges of the people of this
region. During the earlfer half
ol the 20th century it acquired
an unmistakable anti-imperial-
isl overtone

After the partition of ‘the
subcontinent in 1947, during
the days of the Pakistani neo
colonial rule, the observance of
the Bengalli New Year in the
then East Pakistan was pri
marily an expression of the
cultural independence and
separale cultural identity of
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... provides the people
with an occasion
to assert their
commitment to
Bengali nationalism.

the people of this region

Now, after 1971, in today's
independent and sovereign
Bangladesh the Bengali New
Year is observed all over the
ecountry as a national holiday in
a gay, festive atmosphere, full
of many kinds of merrymaking,
where both the young and the
old joyously participate. It also
provides the people with a
special occasion to assert their
commitment to Bengali na-
tionalism.

The Radio and the
Television broadcasl special
programmes and the national
daflies bring out special sup-
plements welcoming the ad
vent of the Bengall new year
Various social and cultural or-
ganisations hold literary con-
tests, poetry recitals, musical
soirees and sports compeli-
tions.

For several decades now the
musical session starting at
day-break In the Ramna
Garden under a banyan tree
organised by Chhayanaul on
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the 1st of Baishakh has be-
come an integral past of Lhe
Bengall New Year's Day cele-
brations in Dhaka, the capital
of Bangladesh. Thousands ol
men, women and children, in
cluding marry foreigners,
gather there and enjoy beth
choral and solo songs ren-
dercd by both sentor well
known and comparatively less-
known young artists of the
country for three to four hours
at a stretch.

A special feature of the
Bengali new year's day celebra-
tions is a ceremony called the
Haal -Khata, the ritualistic
opening of new books of ac-
counts by business firms and
trade organisations. on this oc-
casion guests are graciously
entertained with traditional
swecimeats by the proprietors
who seck the parsonage and
blessings of the former for the
succcss of their ventures dur-
ing Lthe new year.

| must also refer to the fairs
that are traditionally held on
this day. One finds displayed in
these [airs a variety ol cotlage
industry cts, various
and household utensils, things
made ol clay, cane, coir, bam-
boo, copper, brass, conch-shall
etc. The fairs are a major
source of attraction for Lhe
youngslers as well as the
housewives.

In the rural arcas, in addi-
tion to the [airs, games like ha-
du-du and football [cature
prominently as an important
past of the New Year's Day cel-
ebrations. as do folk songs.

This year the first of
Baishakh, 1933, has come into
our lives with a new appeal, a
new sense of urge and a
feeling of [resh dedication. We
must uphold at any cost the
values that inspired us during
our Liberation War in 1971. We
mus!l uproot from the mind of
our people and the soil of our
land the virus of fundamental-
ism. We must not allow reli-
gion to be exploited in political
matters by anybody or any
group, and we must take an
undaunted stand against ter-
rorism and every fascist ideol-
ogy and practice. We must
honestly endeavour to fanish
from over thoughts and our
action all that is old, outworn,
uscless and ineffective, all that
is hypocritical and [alse.

So, come everybody, ring in 1

the new .., ring in the true,

Kabir Chowdhury is a Professor
al the Department of English,
University of Dhaka

POUSH MELA (left) is the fair of

Dr. Anisuzzaman interviewed by Nazme Sabina

IGHT blooms as the
L night fades away, the
sun shines with
brightness. Yes, a new h
year, 1399, comes to our life.
But we are, to be con-
firmed when the Bengali cal-
endar was introduced.
"Two views are usually put
forward on the origin of

Bengall calendar”, said Dr
Anisuzzaman, Professor,
Department of Bangla,
Untversity of Dhaka.

"It was introduced some-
time during the reign of Sultan
Alaunddin Hussain Shah in
Bengal, i.c. in the 16th century
A.D. There doesn’'t seem to be

sufficient evidence in favour of

this view. The [acts remain,
however, that there was a gen-
eral awakening in Bengal
which dragged pecple to make
an attempt for introducing
Bengal's own calendar during
Hussain Shahi rule.”
Anisuzzaman went on o
say, the other and more popu-
lar view is that the Bengall cal-
endar was introduced during
the reign of Emperor Akbar,
when Raja Todarmoll put for-
ward revenue reforms in

"It was felt that the [preface
of the] new solar calendar
would be helpful for revenue
collection and the like. So,
Hizri calendar, i.e. lunar calen-
dar of that time was trans-
formed for making a new
Bengali calendar.”

He explained that in Bengal,
several calendars were simul-
taneo in vogue. The 'Saka’
year ﬁmnne g::ral’!y used.
But there also existed local
calendars, such as the 'Moghi’
year, which was exclusively
used in Chittagong area,
“Tripuraabda’, in the small
kingdom of Tripura.

Relating to existence of dif-
[erent calendars, Dr Zaman
said that during the early days
of East India Company's rule in
Bengal, for official notjfication,
more than one calendar was
used, but, sometimes, they
used as many as seven dates in
accordance with seven differ-
ent calendars.

This implies that the peo-
ple were used to follow several

calendars perhaps depending

winter season which marks the festive
mood of the rural people at the
completion c;f a plentiful winter harvest.
The festival of new rice or Nabanna is
celebrated with great fervour. The
harvest and the abundance of various
agricultural products give a new lease
of life to the average farmer of our

country.

CHAITRA-SHANKRANTIR MELA
(right) Chaitra-Shankranti is the last
day of the month of Chaitra, marki

the end of the Be

ali year. Fairs ﬂ:ll.g

festivities used to fill up the environs of
rural Bengal in celebration of this day -

Dr. Anisuzzaman

on thefr locality, occupation or
education, which is also going
on now-a-days. As for example,
during the month of Ramzan,
we follow Hizri calendar.
About the Bengali months of
the year, Dr Anisuzzaman in-
formed The Daily Star, that the

names have persisted from the
‘Saka’ calendar although the
order ol the months are little
different from that of the pre-
sent, as ‘Saka’ starts from
‘Kartik', and, now, Bengall cal-
endar, from Baishakh.

It appears that Bengali cal-
endar was widely used for offi-
cial purposes such as revenue,
tax, court, from the beginning
of 19th century.
Simultaneously, the ‘Saka’ cal-
endar seems to have been bl
lowed almost till the end of
the 19th ecentury. The early
printed books in Bengali in-
cluding those of Raja Ram
Mohan Ray, Vidyasagar, and
the first book of Rabindranath
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Tagore had ‘Saka’ years as Lhe
publication dates

"What I'm Llrying to point
oul is that people were used to
having more than one calendar
before them. And gradually,
however, the Gregorian calen
dar predominated, though the
Bengall calendar remained in
use particularly in trade and
small businesses. This is evi
denced by wide use of
Halkhata, even now in differ-
ent seclors of our daily life,”
Anisuzzaman said.

With the rising time of
Bengalli culture and tradition,
English educated Bengalees
turned to Bengali calendar not
so much for everyday use but
more as a symbol of identity.

Raj Narayan Bose, a famous
Brahmin social leader known
as Anglo fop in young days,
claimed to have introduced ob-
servance of Bengali New Year
as a counterpart of that of
English New Year by educated
Bengalees f[rom the essence of
Bengalee nationalism, said Dr
ZAITarn.

About the emphasis of
Bengali New Year during pre-
Liberation period, he added,
"This is also true of our days in
East Bengal. Bengali New Year
came to be celebrated with a
greater fan fair after the
Language Movement of 1952
and we were more determined
to hold it with greater enthusi-
asm. We might not use Bengali
calendar everyday, but it was
something then, that we hold
with our heart and relate to it
as our national identity.”

We find several differences
between the Lraditional al-
manac (Panjika] and Bangla

Academy almanac. Relaling o
this issue, Dr Zaman sald, that
the Hengall calendar has been
reformed in Bangladesh re-
cently. the aim of which was to
simplify and make its use
casier.

This has, however, made a
difference In dates in the
Bengall calendar as used In
Bangladesh from that of tradi-
tional Bengall calendar. So,
daics vary between the two
leading to some confusion. But
one hopes that with the more
frequent use’ of the reformed
calendar, the conlusion will be
removed.

Bangladesh is an agro-based
countiry and pecasants used lo
follow the Bengall calendar for
their cultivation, harvesting,
marketing etc. So, in this
context, should we emphasize
on Bengali calendar for pian-
ning ?

"Though the planners hypo-
thetically interact English cal-
endar with Bengall for diller-
ent steps such as [ertilizer use,
market pricing, bul for proper
interaction with peasants and
others, they should have a
clear conception of Bengali
calendar. And also, this should
go lor planners of other sec-
lors.

Dr Anisuzzaman concluded,
I'm in favour of introducing
the Bengall calendar in every-
day life. And, we cannot give
up the Gregorian calendar in
the world we live in today. So,
like a bilingual person we may
be using both the calendars at
the same time, not neglecting
Bengali calendar which has a
vast implication in our socio-
economic context.”
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a significant day in the life of Bengall
businessmen for they consider it an
auspicious da ffnr closing the books of

0

accounts a r payi old debts.
(Taken from &zjiﬁnfl endar of

Bangladesh Tobacco Corporation))




