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In his foreword to Bernard Cohn’s 
magisterial book Colonialism and its 
forms of knowledge, Nicholas Dirks 
commented that for the British, in 
India, “Language was to be mastered 
to issue commands and to collect 
information.” Bengal was the province 
where the British imperial project 
started to take shape after 1757, and 
the Fort William College was set up by 
Lord Wellesley in 1800, to train young 
British administrators in the languages 
of command. The Fort William College 
was fundamentally important in the 
evolution of the Bengali language, which 
led to the Bengal Renaissance of the 
nineteenth century, and contributed to 
the extraordinary political and literary 
revolution that defines Bengali culture 
to this day. 

There is an important ideal that 
Wellesley had in mind when he set 
up the College, that has now been 
forgotten – “To maintain and uphold 
the Christian religion in this quarter of 
the globe.” All professors and lecturers 
had to swear an oath that they would 
not teach anything contrary to the 
Christian faith. It is not surprising 
then, that the Sahibs at the College 
were either devout Christians or 
missionaries or both. The most famous 
example of such a Sahib would be the 
Baptist missionary of Serampore, 
William Carey, known to posterity as 
“The Father of Modern Missions.” Carey 
was appointed the head of the Bengali 
language department at Fort William 
College in 1801. He soon found that 
though Bengali was the language of 
Calcutta and its hinterlands, it was a 
neglected language in the curriculum. 
Sisir Kumar Das in his book Sahibs 
and Munshis, documents the relentless 
battle Carey had to fight to keep Bengali 
language education on an equal footing 
with Hindustani and Farsi at the Fort 
William College between 1801 and 1830. 
When questioned about the efficacy 
of learning Bengali, Carey answered, 
“Were it properly cultivated, it would 
be deserving a place among those 
which are accounted the most elegant 
and expressive.” Carey, as the head of 
the Bengali language department at 
Fort William College, needed Indian 
teachers. He also needed to solve the 
problem of a lack of primers that the 
young civilians at the College could use 
to learn Bengali.

Missionaries, from Carey and 
the Serampore Baptists onwards, 

understood the importance of 
cultivating Bengali, the language of 
the milieu they inhabited. For the 
Serampore Baptists, this led to a huge 
project of learning Indian languages, 
beginning with Sanskrit and Bengali. 
They began the work of writing new 
grammars to facilitate translations 
and cultivated close ties with Indian 
intellectuals. To disseminate this 
knowledge widely, Carey’s associate, 
the printer William Ward, set up a 
printing press at Serampore. The most 
important technician at this press was 
Panchanan Karmakar, who had assisted 
the British typographer Charles Wilkins 
in creating the first wooden Bengali 
typeface in 1778, to print the first 
Bengali grammar by Nathaniel Brassey 
Halhed. Karmakar had been lured away 
to Serampore by Carey and Ward, and 
he created another Bengali typeface for 
Carey’s Bengali translation of the New 
Testament in 1801. 

This is where an interesting 
collaboration emerges between the 

Serampore Baptist Mission and the 
Fort William College. If we consult 
Brajendranath Bandopadhyay’s list 
of pundits and munshis employed as 
Bengali language instructors at Fort 
William College, it becomes very clear 
that all of them were hired as a result 
of Carey’s recommendations, and they 
cultivated close connections with the 
Serampore Baptist Mission in return. 
Carey, in his roles both as an educator 
and as a missionary, needed competent 
linguists and translators who could 
help in the collection, translation and 
interpretation of classical Sanskrit 
and Bengali texts, which could be 
then printed and disseminated widely. 
His wide circle of acquaintances and 
associates at Fort William’s Bengali 
department solved his problems.

In this early flowering of the Bengali 
language in the print medium, we 
find the names of pioneering authors 
of Bengali texts like Mrityunjaya 
Bidyalankar, Ramram Basu, Goloknath 
Sharma, Tarinicharan Mitra, 

Chandicharan Munshi, Rajiblochan 
Mukhopadhyay, Ramkishore 
Tarkachuramani, Mohanprasad 
Thakur, Haraprasad Roy, and 
Kashinath Tarkapanchanan, employed 
at Fort William College under Carey’s 
supervision and a part of his patronage 
network. Among these authors, 
Mrityunjaya Bidyalankar’s translation 
from the Sanskrit of the Thirty-two 
Thrones (Battrish Singhasan) and 
his Beneficial Advices (Hitopadesha), 
Ramram Basu’s Garland of Alphabets 
(Lipi Mala) and The History of 
Pratapaditya (Pratapaditya Charitra), 
Chandicharan Munshi’s Bengali 
translation of the Farsi The Parrot’s 
Tale (Tooti Nama), and Rajiblochan 
Mukhopadhyay’s The History of 
Maharaja Krishnachandra Ray of 
Nadia (Maharaj Krishnachandra 
Rayasya Charitram) are important 
documents. 

These are not only best examples 
of early Bengali prose but also 
represent developments in Indian 
modes of translation-theory and an 
Indian historiography. Brajendranath 
called Mrityunjaya Bidyalankar the 
first “conscious artist” of the Bengali 
language. These literary works, used 
widely as pedagogical aids in Bengal at 
least until the 1870s, were all initially 
published at the Serampore Mission 
Press. In thirty years, only briefly 
interrupted by the great fire of 1812, 
the Serampore Mission Press printed 
over two hundred thousand books 
in more than forty Indian languages, 
including Bengali. Among these were 
the first printed versions of Krittibas’s 
Ramayana in five volumes and Kashiram 
Das’s Mahabharata in four volumes in 
1802. Sajanikanta Das commented that 
all future Bengali versions of either 
the Ramayana or Mahabharata were 
modelled on the Serampore editions.  

The missionaries inaugurated the 
great age of print revolution in India 
and helped to create a Bengali public 
sphere where British policies were 
debated by Indians. This first period 
of the vernacular public sphere began 
with Rammohan Roy’s debates with the 
Serampore Baptists between 1815-1820 
and continued up to the ban on Sati in 
1829. Many of the important teachers 
and officials at the Fort William College 
figured prominently in public sphere 
debates between 1810 and 1830. For 
example, Mrityunjaya Bidyalankar, 
who left Fort William College in 1816 to 
become the head pundit at the Calcutta 
Supreme Court, was a leading critic 

of the Sati ritual. It was his written 
opinion in 1817, to the Chief Justice of 
the Sadar Dewani Adalat at Calcutta, 
that can be considered the first protest 
against this inhuman ritual by an 
Indian intellectual. His opinion is also 
the unacknowledged inspiration for 
the much more widely remembered 
pamphlets against Sati written by 
Rammohan Roy, published in 1818 and 
1820.  

Michael Madhusudan Dutta, 
Christian convert and one of the 
greatest innovators of poetic form, 
rhythm and meter in the Bengali 
language, began his linguistic 
experiments after a long and 
frustrating period of writing in 
English. His inventions include the 
epic Meghnad Badh Kabya, a retelling 
of the Krittibasi Ramayana in the 
mode of Milton’s Paradise Lost; the 
Bengali sonnet or Chaturdashpadi; 
as well as the Amitrakshar Chhanda, 
based on the iambic pentameter in 
blank verse. In his sonnet Banga 
Bhasha (The Bengali Language), 
he eulogized the splendid riches of 
one’s Matri-bhasha, mother tongue. 
Bengali, to Madhusudan, contained 
all the Bibidha Ratan characteristic of 
a highly developed language. It was a 
bejewelled net that could capture all 
human emotions and experiences and 
express their many varied registers 
in a multitude of literary forms. The 
evolution of Bengali from its older 
crude prose form of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth century, to the 
highly sophisticated modern version 
that Madhusudan praised and that we 
are familiar with, happened within a 
span of barely half a century. It was a 
process that undeniably started at Fort 
William College. We therefore should 
not forget the role of visionaries like 
William Carey, who saw the potential 
of Bengali language, and fostered 
the network of Indian linguists and 
teachers who first shaped the modern 
Bengali language into its written 
forms, before it was refined further by 
Indian polymaths like Ishwarchandra 
Bidyasagar, Bankimchandra, 
Rabindranath, Mir Mosharraf Hossein 
and Abdul Karim Sahitya Bisharad. 

Our pride and our hope, Ò†gv‡`i Mie, 
†gv‡`i AvkvÓ, our Bangla Bhasha, owes 
a great debt to Bengal’s forgotten 
Christian missionaries.
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William Carey and his pundit Mrityunjaya Bidyalankar. 
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Abdul Karim Sahitya Bisharad passed 
away in 1953, just a year after the 
historic language movement. That 
same year, he gave his final speech on 
Radio Pakistan in Dacca, providing an 
overview of the core of Punthi Sahitya, 
which had been the focus of his lifelong 
endeavours.

He provided a clear definition of 
Punthi Sahitya and the different types 
it encompassed. According to him, 
Punthi Sahitya referred to the literature 
that was not influenced by Western 
culture, and it was a shared heritage of 
both the Hindus and Muslims. However, 
the two communities had different 
approaches in their contributions to 
this literary tradition.

Karim divided the course of this 
literature into some broad categories. 
He found that Muslims’ works of 
literature were diversified, whereas 
Hindus’ contributions were primarily 
religious. Hindus had tirelessly 
churned out such kavyas for centuries 
in the forms of Ramayana, Mahabharat, 
Shivayan and various Mangal Kavyas 
where the literary motifs were mostly 
aimed at depicting the deeds and 
magnanimity of deities to achieve 
Moksha or emancipation.  

Muslims also significantly 
participated in composing religious 
literature. They passionately exposited 

Islam’s lessons and beauty to the native 
people. He said most of these texts were 
translations from Arabic and Persian, 
though these verse-makers didn’t 
translate them literally, rather they 
imaginatively used various localized 
metaphors and attributes in their 
works. 

Karim posited that it was the 
Muslims who laid the foundation 
of the secular and romantic genre 
in Bengali literature. He said Daulat 
Kaji first anticipated this form, being 
a realist narrator. Such romantic 
literature often included translations 
from Arabic and Persian literary 
compositions, but the Bengali Muslim 
authors transformed these human 
stories into almost original through 
imagination and fantasy. Karim 
named a few famous medieval poets 
who wrote both secular and religious 
forms of literature, like Magon Thakur, 
Alaol, Abdul Hakim, Sabirid Khan, and 
so forth.

Besides the religious and secular-
romantic genres, Karim stated that the 
mystic and ethereal form was another 
characteristic of Punthi Sahitya. This 
form was greatly influenced by the 
Sufism of Iran, Vaishnavism of Bengal, 
and the literature of Hindu Yoga. He 
observed that this form of composite 
literature emphasised the inner mind 
that transcends boundaries. Most of the 
saints in this land did not place much 

significance on the ritualistic aspects 
of religion, but rather highlighted the 
inner state of religion. 

In the wake of Pakistan’s 
establishment, Abdul Karim’s lifelong 
pursuit of retrieving and deciphering 
the old specimens of Bengali literature 
was challenged by a section of Pakistani 
intellectuals striving to mold a version 
of Bengali language history that aligns 
with Pakistan’s state ideology.

An influential editor of that time 
mentioned that they would love to 
uphold the tradition of the Punthi 
Sahitya but with a selective approach. 
Only contents that reflected the 
virtue and heroism of Islam would be 
included as the heritage of Pakistan. 
He emphasised the need to sanitise 
the entire Punthi Sahitya heritage by 
purging it of Hindu elements, even at 
the cost of sacrificing the composite 
nature of Bengali literature.

The editor added that the influence 
of Vaishnavism among Bengali 
Muslims had been the root of their 
decadence. It isn’t clear what he 
meant by attributing Bengali Muslim 
‘decadence’ to Vaishnava influence.  
But one could imagine that he drew 
an assumption from Bankim Chandra 
Chattopadhyay, who – in his attempt to 
invent nationalism in India – had made 
an ideal type of Sree Krishna, aligned 
with heroism and statesmanship, 
unlike the (Gaudiya) Vaishnava version 

of Sree Krishna, who is depicted as 
more affectionate and lovable.

It’s interesting to note that the 
Pakistani editor employed the 
same logic as Bankim Chandra 
Chattopadhyay when trying to establish 
the literary roots of Pakistan. This 
editor sought to exclude the composite 
heritage of ancient Bengali literature, 
as nationalism often picks and chooses 
certain forms of inheritance to 

construct its legacy. 
The origin of Vaishnavism in 

Bengal is a contested topic. Pramatha 
Choudhury wrote in 1931 in the 
Monthly Prabasi that Vaishnavism 
in Bengal developed as a response 
to Islam in India and that the creed 
of Islam considerably influenced it. 
Arguably, Choudhury’s position is 
the opposite to that of the Pakistani 
editor, but jingoism leaves no room for 
multiple interpretations or opposing 
viewpoints. Thus, that brilliant editor 
attempted to disown the entire course 
of ancient Bengali literature while 
simultaneously narrowing the scope 
of Bengali literature into one selective 
channel.

Abdul Karim was well aware of the 
limitations of nationalistic thought 
in fashioning a ‘Pakistani language’. 
He had discovered many Punthis 
that made him confident to think 
differently. In 1950, just three years 
after the partition of Bengal, he wrote 
that a broader perspective was needed 
to discuss Bengali Punthis. It would be 
foolish to limit the scale. He argued 
that ‘as the aspects of knowledge 
are vast, similarly, literature doesn’t 
have borders. Racism is impossible in 
literature.’ 
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