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Abstract 
The Kumbhakar community of West Bengal holds a 

unique socio-cultural place. They blend functional 

craft, fine art, and sacred rituals. Traditionally, the 

caste system categorizes them within the 

Navashakha framework. This framework represents 

the nine primary artisan guilds of Bengal. However, 

a dual relationship fundamentally shapes their 

identity. They have a material connection to the 

alluvial soil of the Ganges River. They also have a 

spiritual connection to regional creation myths. 

This paper provides a structural analysis of 

Kumbhakar customs, traditions, and mythological 

origins in West Bengal. It examines their classical 

gotra systems. These lineages are predominantly 

Alambayana and Kashyapa. The paper also details 

their specific lifecycle rituals (Samskaras), religious 

pantheon, and funerary customs. Furthermore, it 

evaluates their modern socio-political position. This 

includes their administrative classification under the 

Other Backward Classes (OBC) category in West 

Bengal. 

This study utilizes historical ethnographic data 

alongside contemporary secondary literature. It 

shows how the community maintains ritual and 

cultural continuity. At the same time, they navigate 

modern state-level affirmative action and changing 

industrial landscapes. 
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I. Introduction 
Traditional society in West Bengal 

balances functional use and sacred art. Artisan 

guilds play a key role in this system. Among these 

guilds, the Kumbhakar community holds a distinct 

position. The name comes from the Sanskrit word 

Kumbha, which means earthen pot, and Kara, which 

means maker. Locally, people call them Kumar or 

Kore. Within the historical caste hierarchy of 

Bengal, society recognizes them as a clean Shudra 

caste (Sat-Sudra). Because of this status, all upper 

tiers of Hindu society accept their water and ritual 

vessels for religious purposes. 

Kumbhakar artisans perform a wide range 

of tasks. They fashion the humble bhar, which is the 

common clay tea cup of Kolkata. They also make 

the ghat, which is a sacred ritual pot. Additionally, 

they sculpt monumental clay idols for Durga Puja. 

Through these tasks, the artisans turn raw Bengal 

earth into sacred objects. 

However, modern socio-economic 

pressures have severely hurt traditional pottery. 

Plastic and metal alternatives have reduced the 

demand for clay items. In response to these shifts, 

the legal status of the community has changed 

through government action. The state has integrated 

the community into the Other Backward Classes 

(OBC) framework. This paper explores the dual 

identity of the Kumbhakar. They are a repository of 

ancient craftsmanship. At the same time, they are 

active participants in modern constitutional 

affirmative action systems in West Bengal. 

 

II. Framework of the Study 
2.1 Statement of Objectives 

The primary objectives of this study are structured 

as follows: 

• To Document Mythological and 

Historical Origins: To systematically map 

the scriptural, Puranic, and local folk 

narratives. These stories define the socio-

cultural identity of the Kumbhakar in 

Bengal. 

• To Analyze Kinship and Lineage 

Systems: To investigate how caste 

endogamy and gotra exogamy operate 

within the community today. This objective 

focuses on dominant lineages like 

Alambayana and Kashyapa. 

• To Record Lifecycle and Craft Rituals: 

To comprehensively document community-

specific Samskaras. This focus emphasizes 

the sacred art of idol-making (Chakkhu 

Daan) and funerary customs (Antyesti). 
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• To Evaluate Socio-Political Status: To 

assess the legal transition of the community 

into the OBC category in West Bengal. It 

also analyzes the impact of this status on 

economic mobility and craft survival. 

 

2.2 Methodology 

This paper is entirely conceptual and analytical. It is 

based strictly on the collection and evaluation of 

secondary data. No primary data collection, 

empirical field surveys, or direct field studies 

were conducted for this research. 

The structural insights presented in this paper are 

synthesized through three secondary research 

channels: 

• Textual and Scriptural Analysis: The 

study examines translated primary Sanskrit 

and medieval Bengali texts. These include 

the Brahma Vaivarta Purana, 

Brihaddharma Purana, and regional 

Mangal-Kavyas. These texts help 

contextualize the historical roots of the 

Navashakha caste framework. 

• Archival and Census Review: The 

research evaluates historical colonial-era 

records, regional census monographs, and 

older anthropological surveys of Bengal. 

These materials help trace lineages, gotra 

systems, and sub-caste migrations. 

• Contemporary Literature Synthesis: The 

paper reviews modern sociological 

journals, state government policy updates, 

backward classes welfare reports, and 

published documentation on West Bengal's 

artisan clusters (such as Kumartuli, Ghurni, 

and Bishnupur). 

 

By aggregating and cross-referencing these existing 

secondary sources, this paper constructs a 

descriptive, structural model of the community's 

contemporary socio-cultural standing. 

 

2.3 Literature Review 

Existing scholarship on the Kumbhakar community 

can be organized into four major themes based on 

secondary accounts. 

1. Scriptural Foundations and the Creation of 

Caste Boundaries Medieval Puranic literature 

provides the first theological framework for the 

community. Textual studies of the Brahma Vaivarta 

Purana show that the Kumbhakars belong to the 

Navashakha (Dey, 2021). This group consists of 

nine clean artisan lineages born from the divine 

architect Vishwakarma and the celestial nymph 

Ghritachi. 

The Brihaddharma Purana reinforces this position. 

It sets up a hierarchical ranking among non-Brahmin 

artisan guilds in Bengal. It designates potters as Sat-

Shudra (Sutradhar, 2024). This status grants them 

the ritual purity required to produce clay objects for 

upper-caste religious ceremonies. These scriptural 

frameworks show the historical ideals of caste 

hierarchy. However, they provide limited insight 

into everyday kinship practices and internal 

diversity. 

2. Colonial Taxonomy and the Cultural 

Continuity of Clay In the late nineteenth century, 

scholarly attention shifted toward colonial 

administration and material history. Risley (1891) 

documented the Kumbhakars as a highly organized, 

endogamous caste. He showed that strict regional 

customary laws governed the community. 

Later archaeological and historical research 

expanded this view. Sinha (1969) mapped the 

ancient roots of ceramic cultures across the 

subcontinent. He established pottery as one of 

India's oldest material traditions. Saraswati (1979) 

argued that pottery-making cultures serve as a core 

structural pillar of Indian civilization. These trades 

function as living repositories of regional heritage 

and cosmological worldviews. Together, these 

works highlight the long-term continuity of the 

craft. However, colonial classifications often 

presented artisan castes as static and uniform. 

3. Spatial Dynamics, Globalization, and 

Economic Duality Recent scholarship highlights 

the economic transformation of Kumbhakar work. 

This is especially true in urban artisan hubs where 

traditional pottery has shifted toward specialized 

idol-making. Chakraborty (2025) examines 

Kumartuli from a socio-spatial perspective. The 

study shows how hereditary caste identity, ritual 

obligations, and severe urban space constraints 

intersect in everyday clay sculpting. 

Paul and Das (2021) document the globalization of 

Kumartuli's craft economy. They demonstrate how 

local clay artisans adapt their production lines to 

meet festival demands from non-resident Indian 

diaspora communities. 

At the same time, critical economic analyses 

underscore the precarious conditions of these 

artisans. Mukhopadhyay (2023) argues that 

traditional craft workers exist within highly informal 

labor regimes. These regimes feature unstable 

incomes and a lack of intellectual property 

safeguards for their designs. Ray and Das (2017) 

highlight severe survival crises among rural potters 

in districts like North 24 Parganas. Cheap industrial 
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plastic alternatives and rising costs of fuel and clay 

push younger generations to abandon the hereditary 

craft. This literature reveals a sharp duality. Global 

visibility for select urban clusters coexists with 

domestic economic insecurity for rural potters. 

4. Legal Reclassification and Institutional 

Protections State policy has actively reshaped the 

political identity of traditional potter sub-castes. The 

Government of West Bengal formally incorporated 

specific Kumbhakar-related communities into the 

state's List of Other Backward Classes (OBC) 

(Backward Classes Welfare Department, 2012). 

This extension provides reservation benefits. These 

benefits include a 7% quota in higher education and 

public employment. 

This intervention marks a significant transition. An 

identity once governed by medieval religious texts is 

now renegotiated as a modern legal category. This 

category aims to facilitate upward social mobility 

and reduce economic vulnerability. However, policy 

documents focus largely on criteria for inclusion. 

They offer limited engagement with how legal 

protection interacts with ritual continuity and 

lineage-based identities. 

Establishing the Research Gap Synthesizing these 

bodies of scholarship reveals a notable gap. 

Historical accounts focus heavily on theological 

foundations and caste hierarchies (Dey, 2021; 

Risley, 1891; Sutradhar, 2024). In contrast, 

contemporary economic studies focus on 

globalization, market competition, and informal 

labor (Ray & Das, 2017; Chakraborty, 2025). Legal 

documents address reservation status but seldom 

explore how these measures intersect with inherited 

ritual obligations and gotra-based kinship systems. 

There is limited integrated analysis that connects 

ancient ritual identity, hereditary lineage structures, 

everyday craft practice, and contemporary economic 

survival. 

Contribution of the Present Study This article 

seeks to bridge this fragmentation. It offers a holistic 

examination of the Kumbhakar community of West 

Bengal. It connects scriptural origins, colonial 

taxonomies, economic transformations, and legal 

reclassification. The study argues that contemporary 

clay artisans simultaneously inhabit three 

intersecting identities. They are sacred creators 

grounded in Puranic heritage. They are precarious 

laborers embedded in informal craft economies. 

Finally, they are members of a legally recognized 

backward class. This study contributes a unified 

understanding of how traditional craft communities 

negotiate survival, dignity, and economic mobility 

in the twenty-first century. 

 

2.4 Scope and Limitations 

Scope 

The spatial scope of this research covers the 

geopolitical borders of West Bengal. The study 

synthesizes literature surrounding famous pottery 

and sculpting clusters. These include neighborhoods 

in Kolkata, Nadia, Bankura, Hooghly, and Purba 

Medinipur. Culturally, the scope examines the link 

between ancestral lineage (gotra), craft technology 

like the potter's wheel, and regional religious rituals. 

 

Limitations 

• Absence of Primary Data: Because this 

research is based strictly on secondary data, 

it lacks direct field testimonies, real-time 

interviews, or quantitative household 

income surveys. 

• Data Aging and Inconsistencies: The 

analysis is dependent on the accuracy, 

boundaries, and potential biases of 

published reports and historical texts. Some 

regional changes may not yet be recorded 

in the secondary literature. 

• Geographical Generalization: West 

Bengal has significant ecological and 

dialectal variations. Because of this, certain 

localized rituals practiced by remote sub-

clans in North Bengal or the western tribal 

borders may be underrepresented in 

broader secondary records. 

• Gender-Biased Data Foundations: Some 

ethnographic studies report that women 

traditionally did not operate the potter's 

wheel because of local ritual beliefs. 

However, these practices differ across 

regions and have changed in many places 

over time. Consequently, historical 

literature focuses heavily on male 

patriarchs. This results in limited secondary 

data regarding the specific socio-economic 

contributions of women in the community. 

3. Socio-Mythological Origins of the Kumbhakar 

The traditional origin of the Kumbhakar community 

in West Bengal is described in Puranic literature and 

local oral traditions. These accounts explain the 

community's cultural identity, religious beliefs, and 

symbolic heritage rather than its historical origin. 

They combine cosmic genealogy with practical 

necessity and reflect the community's traditional 

worldview. The following discussion presents these 

traditions as recorded in religious texts and oral 

folklore. They should be understood as traditional 

belief systems rather than verified historical 

accounts. 
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3.1 The Puranic Genesis (Navashakha Lineage) 

According to the Brahma Vaivarta Purana and the 

Brihaddharma Purana, the Kumbhakars are 

included among the Navashakha artisan groups. 

These texts present the traditional religious 

understanding of the community's origin. According 

to these texts, the Kumbhakar are classified under 

the Navashakha. This term translates to the "nine 

branches" or primary artisan guilds. 

According to Puranic tradition, the Navashakha 

artisan groups originated from the divine union of 

Lord Vishwakarma, the celestial architect, and 

Ghritachi, a celestial nymph (Apsara). Their 

children became the ancestors of the nine distinct 

professional guilds that sustained rural Bengal: 

• Gopa (or Sadgop): Milkmen and dairy 

farmers. 

• Mali (or Malakar): Florists, flower 

garland makers, and pith artists. 

• Taili (or Teli): Oil pressers and oil 

merchants. 

• Tanti: Weavers and textile manufacturing 

artisans. 

• Modak (or Mayra): Confectioners and 

traditional sweet makers. 

• Baruji (or Barujibi): Betel-leaf (paan) 

cultivators and traders. 

• Kulala (or Kumbhakar): Potters and clay 

sculpting artisans. 

• Karmakar: Blacksmiths and primary 

ironworkers. 

• Napit: Barbers and vital lifecycle ritual 

assistants. 

The Purana further narrates that the ancestor of the 

Kumbhakars received the sacred potter's wheel as a 

divine gift. Because of this divine origin, Hindu 

theology recognizes the act of pottery as an 

inherited cosmic duty (Dharma). Within this 

traditional framework, turning clay is not viewed as 

mere manual labor, but as an earthly reflection of 

cosmic creation. 

 

3.2 The Legend of the Divine Nuptials (The Shiva 

Connection) 

Localized oral folklore (Lokachar) in West Bengal 

connects the community directly to Lord Shiva 

through an intimate myth. The legend takes place 

during the grand preparations for the wedding of 

Shiva and Goddess Parvati. The ceremonial water 

vessels (Kalasas or Ghats) were completely 

unavailable. These vessels were required for the 

Vedic marriage rites. At that time, the art of turning 

clay was still unknown to humanity. 

To resolve this crisis, according to local folklore, 

Lord Shiva created the first potter to prepare the 

ritual vessels required for his marriage to Goddess 

Parvati. He took a strand of his matted hair to create 

the first potter. In some regional variations, he 

wiped a bead of sweat from his brow instead. The 

legend further describes that different deities 

provided sacred tools to the first potter: 

• Lord Shiva provided his trident (Trishul) to 

serve as the turning staff (Shalaka). 

• Lord Vishnu granted his Sudarshana 

Chakra to become the potter's wheel 

(Chak). 

• Lord Brahma provided his sacred thread to 

cut the finished vessels from the wheel. 

This myth structurally validates the community's 

elevated spiritual position. It frames the potters as 

earthly extensions of the divine creation process. 

 

4. The Pantheon of the Kumbhakar: Sacred 

Deities and Cults 

The religious practices of the West Bengal 

Kumbhakar divide devotion between mainstream 

Hindu deities, ancestral creators, and their physical 

tools. 

 

4.1 The Prajapati Ideal 

In many parts of rural West Bengal, secondary 

accounts note that people respectfully address 

senior, master artisans by the honorary title of 

Prajapati or Kumar. In simple terms, Prajapati is 

another name for a creator god in ancient Indian 

mythology, often tied directly to Lord Brahma, the 

creator of the universe. The word Prajapati literally 

translates to "Lord of Creatures" or "Lord of 

Creation." 

In ancient Hindu theology, these creator deities were 

responsible for shaping life out of raw cosmic 

matter. The Kumbhakar community draws a direct 

parallel between this cosmic creation and their daily 

craft. Just as the creator god molded the universe, 

the potter takes a completely shapeless lump of mud 

and transforms it into structured, useful, or sacred 

forms. Because of this symbolic connection, master 

potters are culturally viewed as the living, earthly 

representatives of the divine creator. 

 

Lord Vishwakarma and the Cooling of the Kiln 

Lord Vishwakarma is the main God that artisans 

worship for their daily work. Every year in mid-

September (on the day of Bhadra Sankranti), the 

community celebrates Vishwakarma Puja. 

On this special day, the workshop completely 

changes into a holy place. Here is what the artisans 

do: 
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• Stop all work: All production stops 

completely, and they let the baking ovens 

(kilns) cool down. 

• Clean and bless the wheel: They rub the 

potter’s wheel with mustard oil and mark it 

with red vermilion (sindoor). 

• Gather the tools: They neatly place all 

their working tools at the feet of the Lord 

Vishwakarma idol. 

Finally, they pray to the God for three important 

things: 

1. To bless them with good hands and sharp 

skills for their work. 

2. To keep them safe from accidents in the 

workshop. 

3. To protect their clay pots from cracking 

when they are baked in the fire. 

 

4.3 The Deification of the Wheel (Chak Puja) 

In Kumbhakar culture, the tool itself operates as a 

living deity. The potter's wheel (Chak) is treated 

with absolute reverence. Artisans never step over it. 

Before beginning work each morning, they offer a 

brief salutation to the wheel. They light incense 

(Dhup) and offer fresh flowers. This ritual act 

establishes a meditative focus. It successfully 

transforms secular labor into a spiritual offering. 

 

5. Traditional Customs and Structural Lineage 

(Gotras) 

Despite changes in their modern socio-political 

standing, secondary data shows that the 

community's internal regulations remain deeply 

rooted in traditional ancestral lineages. This includes 

their marriage systems and kinship ties. 

5.1 Territorial Sub-Castes (Srenis) in West 

Bengal 

Available ethnographic and historical studies 

describe Barhiya, Chote, Maghaiya, and Radhi as 

regional divisions within the Kumbhakar 

community. However, their present-day distribution 

may vary across different districts of West Bengal. 

These divisions dictated social interactions and 

localized craft specializations: 

• Barhiya (or Barendra): This group traces 

its roots primarily to northern and eastern 

ancestral tracts. They are well known for 

heavy throwing work on the wheel. 

• Chote: This sub-caste is concentrated 

heavily in southwestern districts like 

Midnapore and parts of Hooghly. 

• Maghaiya: These are migrant lineages 

from neighboring eastern zones. They 

integrated into the western border districts 

over time. 

• Radhi: These artisans inhabit the historic 

Rarh region. This region comprises 

Birbhum, Bankura, Burdwan, and parts of 

Murshidabad. They are famed for their 

structural clay modeling and architectural 

tiling skills. 

 

Table 1: Primary Gotras and Group Distribution within the West Bengal Kumbhakar Community 

Gotra (গ োত্র) 
Mythological/Spiritual 

Source 
Structural Prevalence & Role in West Bengal 

Alambayana 

(আলম্বায়ন) 
Sage Alambayana 

Commonly Reported: Available ethnographic and community-

based studies suggest that Alambayana is one of the frequently 

reported gotras among Kumbhakar families in districts such as 

Hooghly, Nadia, North and South 24 Parganas, and Purba 

Medinipur. However, comprehensive demographic data are not 

available. 

Kashyapa (কশ্যপ) 
Sage Kashyapa (The 

Universal Progenitor) 

Reported in several regions: This function as a universal root gotra. 

Sub-clans often adopt it when their specific ancestral lineages 

become obscured over time. It is also used during historic internal 

migrations. 

Shiva / 

Rudrabhansh 

(শশ্ব / রুদ্রবংশ্) 
Lord Shiva (Rudra) 

Sectarian Lineage: This traces directly to the divine wedding myth. 

It is reported among some idol-making families among clans that 

specialize exclusively in clay idol sculpting in specialized artisan 

neighbourhoods. 

Sandilya / 

Bharadwaj 

(শ্াশিলয / ভরদ্বাজ) 

Sages Sandilya / 

Bharadwaj 

Reported in specific localities: This is found in specific territorial 

sub-divisions. It denotes a historical association with prominent 

regional Brahmin families. These families provided ancestral ritual 

oversight. 
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Gotra (গ োত্র) 
Mythological/Spiritual 

Source 
Structural Prevalence & Role in West Bengal 

Alambayana 

(আলম্বায়ন) 
Sage Alambayana 

Commonly Reported: Available ethnographic and community-

based studies suggest that Alambayana is one of the frequently 

reported gotras among Kumbhakar families in districts such as 

Hooghly, Nadia, North and South 24 Parganas, and Purba 

Medinipur. However, comprehensive demographic data are not 

available. 

Kashyapa (কশ্যপ) 
Sage Kashyapa (The 

Universal Progenitor) 

Reported in several regions: This function as a universal root gotra. 

Sub-clans often adopt it when their specific ancestral lineages 

become obscured over time. It is also used during historic internal 

migrations. 

Shiva / 

Rudrabhansh 

(শশ্ব / রুদ্রবংশ্) 
Lord Shiva (Rudra) 

Sectarian Lineage: This traces directly to the divine wedding myth. 

It is reported among some idol-making families among clans that 

specialize exclusively in clay idol sculpting in specialized artisan 

neighbourhoods. 

Sandilya / 

Bharadwaj 

(শ্াশিলয / ভরদ্বাজ) 

Sages Sandilya / 

Bharadwaj 

Reported in specific localities: This is found in specific territorial 

sub-divisions. It denotes a historical association with prominent 

regional Brahmin families. These families provided ancestral ritual 

oversight. 

5.2 Kinship, Surnames, and Marital Dynamics 

Available literature suggests that the 

surname Pal is widely used among the Kumbhakar 

community in West Bengal. Other surnames such as 

Kumbhakar, Kumar, and Das are also found in 

different regions. Because surnames are uniform 

across thousands of families, the gotra serves as the 

critical regulatory mechanism for marriage 

selection. 

Ethnographic studies indicate that the 

Kumbhakar community traditionally follows caste 

endogamy and gotra exogamy in marriage. This 

means they marry only within the Kumbhakar fold. 

Traditionally, this practice is believed to preserve 

family knowledge and occupational continuity. 

They layer this practice with rigid gotra exogamy. 

Marriages between individuals sharing the same 

gotra (sa-gotra) are strictly forbidden. The 

community views these individuals as spiritual 

siblings. During the initial matchmaking process, 

the family priest (Purohit) verifies the ancestral 

gotras of both the bride and groom. This step 

ensures genealogical and spiritual divergence. 

 

5.3 Discussion: Gotra, Ritual Identity and 

Change in Society 

The gotra system continues to play an 

important role in the Kumbhakar community, even 

in modern times. Today, many members of the 

community are educated and work in government 

jobs, business, and other professions. However, they 

still follow the rule of gotra exogamy while 

arranging marriages. This shows that social and 

cultural traditions have remained strong despite 

changes in occupation and lifestyle. 

The Alambayana gotra is commonly found 

among many Kumbhakar families in West Bengal. 

This may be due to long family traditions, regional 

settlement, and marriage practices followed over 

many generations. Since many families use the 

surname Pal, the gotra helps identify different 

family lineages and prevents marriage within the 

same lineage. In this way, the gotra is not only a 

family identity but also an important part of the 

community's social system. 

The inclusion of the Kumbhakar 

community in the Other Backward Classes (OBC) 

category has improved access to education, 

government jobs, and welfare schemes. However, 

this legal status has not replaced the community's 

traditional identity. Most families continue to follow 

their gotra, religious customs, and traditional rituals. 

This shows that legal identity and cultural identity 

can exist together. 

For the Kumbhakar community, pottery is 

more than a means of earning a living. It is closely 

linked with their religion, customs, and cultural 

heritage. Rituals such as Chak Puja, Chakkhu 

Daan, and the making of clay vessels for religious 

ceremonies give spiritual importance to their craft. 

Although many people have moved to other 

occupations, many families still continue these 

traditions. Others have adapted their traditional 

skills to new forms such as terracotta art, idol-
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making, studio pottery, and cultural tourism. This 

shows that the occupation has changed, but the 

cultural identity has remained. 

Overall, the Kumbhakar community shows 

how tradition and modern life can exist together. 

Their identity is shaped by their gotra, rituals, 

occupation, and OBC status. Together, these factors 

help the community preserve its cultural heritage 

while adapting to social and economic changes. 

 

6. The Ritual Cycle: Lifecycle Milestones and 

Sacred Artistry 

The lifecycle of a West Bengal Kumbhakar is 

punctuated by specific rituals (Samskaras). These 

milestones reinforce their relationship with their 

community and their unique medium of clay. 

 

6.1 Birth Customs and Rituals 

The arrival of a child involves traditional rites. 

These ceremonies seek protection from infant 

mortality. They also anchor the newborn into the 

community: 

• Sadh Bhakshan: This ceremony is held in 

the seventh or ninth month of pregnancy. 

Female elders feed the expectant mother 

her favorite dishes. They gift her new 

clothes and bless her for a safe delivery. 

• Ghat Shasthi (Sixth Day): The family 

invokes Maa Shasthi. She is the goddess of 

child protection. Crucially, they worship 

her through a highly decorated earthen pot 

filled with water. The family crafts this pot 

itself. They leave a small clay lamp, a pen, 

and paper beside the infant. They believe 

the deity writes the child's destiny on this 

night. 

• Ashauch Period & Ekusia (Twenty-First 

Day): The family observes a state of ritual 

impurity (Ashauch). During this time, 

members cannot perform standard pujas. 

On the twenty-first day, the Ekusia 

ceremony occurs. A traditional barber trims 

the nails of the mother and child. They take 

a ritual purification bath. After this, the 

family officially names the child. 

• Annaprashan: This ceremony marks the 

first consumption of solid food. This food 

is typically sweet rice pudding (payesh). It 

occurs in the sixth month for a boy. It 

occurs in the seventh month for a girl. This 

milestone signals the child's formal entry 

into the family's dietary and social 

structure. 

 

6.2 The Ritual of Chakkhu Daan 

The artistic and religious climax of Kumbhakar 

culture occurs on the morning of Mahalaya. This 

day marks the official commencement of Durga 

Puja. Master craftsmen perform Chakkhu Daan on 

this morning. This term means the giving of sight. 

This ritual takes place in famous artisan quarters 

like Kumartuli in North Kolkata and Ghurni in 

Krishnanagar. 

The artisan executes this sacred eye-painting in 

near-total silence. They maintain deep meditative 

focus. The craftsman uses a fine brush to paint the 

third eye and principal eyes of Goddess Durga. This 

ritual acts as a profound theological bridge. It is the 

exact moment the community transitions the 

physical idol from a basic structure of clay, straw, 

and husk. It becomes a vessel ready to receive 

divine consciousness (Prana Pratishtha). This elite 

skill is a sacred inheritance. It is passed down 

through strict oral and practical instruction. 

 

6.3 Funerary Customs and Death Rituals 

(Antyesti) 

When a member of the community passes away, 

secondary sources state that the transition out of the 

earthly realm is managed with deep gravity. The 

process closely mirrors the cyclical nature of their 

clay craft: 

• Cremation (Mukhagni) [Day 1]: The 

family washes the body. They shroud it in 

new cotton cloth. Then, they carry it to the 

burning ghat on a bamboo bier. The eldest 

son performs Mukhagni by torching the 

pyre. This act returns the body's physical 

elements to fire and ash. 

• Aasthi Sanchayan [Day 3 or 4]: The 

family returns to the crematorium to 

carefully gather the unburned bone 

fragments (Aasthi). They place these 

fragments in a small clay pot. Finally, they 

immerse them in the holy waters of the 

Ganges or a regional river. 

• Habishanna & Mourning [Days 1 to 

12/15]: The immediate family observes a 

strict mourning window. This period 

traditionally lasts 12 to 15 days among 

West Bengal Kumbhakars. Mourners wear 

unstitched white cloth (Uttariya). They 

sleep on the floor on jute mats. They 

consume Habishanna. This is a bland, 

single-pot meal of boiled rice and clarified 

butter (ghee). It is prepared entirely without 

spices, oil, salt, or fish. 
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• Ghat Shradha & Kaman [Day before 

Shradha]: The male family members 

congregate at a riverbank or pond. A barber 

shaves their heads and trims their beards. 

He also cuts their nails. This act removes 

the physical manifestations of grief and 

impurity. After this, they take a ritual 

plunge into the water. 

• The Shradha Ceremony [Final Day of 

Mourning]: Guided by the family priest, 

the chief mourner offers Pindas. These are 

sacred balls of cooked rice, barley, and 

sesame seeds. They are offered to satisfy 

the departed soul. Crucially, state ritual 

mandates the use of unbaked, sun-dried 

clay plates and pots to hold these offerings. 

The raw clay signifies the pristine, 

uncorrupted state of nature. This ensures 

the soul unties its earthly knots. 

• Matsyamukhi [Day after Shradha]: The 

family hosts a grand feast for the extended 

kinship network and neighbors. The 

serving of fish (Matsya) breaks the 

vegetarian mourning restrictions. This final 

step signals the family's formal re-entry 

into normal social and economic life. 

 

7. The Modern Caste System: OBC Classification 

and Socio-Political Status 

The independent Indian state sought to address 

historical inequalities through affirmative action. 

Because of this, the classification of the Kumbhakar 

community underwent a significant transition. They 

moved from a traditional artisan guild to a legally 

recognized backward group under the modern 

reservation system. 

 

7.1 The Path to Affirmative Action 

The state government followed the 

recommendations of the Mandal Commission. They 

also followed successive state-level backward class 

commissions. As a result, the Kumhar/Kumbhakar 

community was officially integrated into the list of 

Other Backward Classes (OBC) in West Bengal. 

This state list integration provides eligible members 

with vital access to reserved seats. These seats are 

set aside in state government employment. They are 

also available in higher educational institutions. This 

framework acknowledges a critical reality. Potters 

enjoy ritual cleanliness (Sat-Sudra status). However, 

they have faced systematic educational and 

economic marginalization due to modern 

industrialization. 

 

7.2 The Impact of OBC Status on the Craft 

The inclusion of Kumbhakars as an OBC 

community reflects a structural shift in how the state 

views traditional artisans. The state no longer treats 

them solely as a relic of cultural heritage. Instead, 

the government recognizes the community as a 

modern working-class population. This population 

is heavily impacted by market disruptions. 

• Educational Mobility: OBC reservations 

have enabled the younger generation of 

Kumbhakars and Pals to transition away 

from the hot kiln. Many have successfully 

entered professional fields. These fields 

include engineering, medicine, 

administration, and information 

technology. 

• Socio-Political Mobilization: The legal 

designation has fostered greater collective 

bargaining power. Published studies 

indicate that artisan cooperatives in 

districts like Nadia and Bankura regularly 

leverage their collective voting blocks. 

They use their administrative status to 

secure government subsidies, Mudra loans, 

and modern processing facilities for 

electric potters' wheels. 

 

8. Artistic and Cultural Heritage of the 

Kumbhakar Community in West Bengal 

The Kumbhakar community has made significant 

contributions to the artistic and cultural heritage of 

West Bengal through pottery, idol-making, 

terracotta sculpture, and clay-based crafts. Over 

time, different regions of the state have developed 

distinctive traditions that reflect the creativity and 

technical skills of Kumbhakar artisans. Although 

these centres include artisans from diverse 

backgrounds, the Kumbhakar community has played 

an important role in preserving and developing these 

craft traditions. 

One of the most well-known centres is Kumartuli 

in Kolkata, where generations of artisans have 

specialized in making clay idols for Durga Puja 

and other religious festivals. The idols produced in 

Kumartuli are supplied throughout India and 

exported to many countries, making it an 

internationally recognised centre of traditional clay 

artistry. 

Another important centre is Ghurni in 

Krishnanagar, Nadia, which is famous for its 

realistic clay dolls and figurines. The artisans of 

Ghurni have received national and international 

recognition for their craftsmanship. Their work 

demonstrates the versatility of Kumbhakar artisans 

beyond ritual pottery and reflects the community's 

ability to adapt traditional skills to changing artistic 
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and commercial demands. A significant milestone 

was achieved on 27 March 2026, when the 

traditional Ghurni Clay Doll was granted 

Geographical Indication (GI) registration by the 

Geographical Indications Registry, Government of 

India. This recognition acknowledges the unique 

artistic heritage of Ghurni and provides legal 

protection to its traditional craft. 

In North 24 Parganas and several other districts of 

West Bengal, many Kumbhakar families continue to 

produce household pottery, ritual vessels, lamps, 

and other clay objects used in everyday life and 

religious ceremonies. These traditional occupations 

continue to support local cultural practices while 

preserving hereditary craft knowledge. 

The clay craftsmanship of Bankura, particularly the 

terracotta tradition associated with Bishnupur, 

represents another important aspect of the 

community's artistic heritage. Terracotta temples 

and decorative panels illustrate the high level of 

technical skill achieved by Bengal's clay artisans. 

The famous Bankura horse and other terracotta 

artworks have become enduring symbols of the 

state's folk art and cultural identity. 

Together, these centres demonstrate that the 

Kumbhakar community has contributed not only to 

traditional pottery but also to sculpture, idol-

making, terracotta architecture, and folk art. These 

artistic traditions continue to preserve the 

community's cultural identity while adapting to 

modern markets, tourism, and contemporary 

creative industries. 

 

9. Contemporary Challenges and Adaptive 

Continuity 

In the contemporary landscape of West Bengal, 

secondary economic data highlights that the 

Kumbhakar community faces an existential 

economic crisis. This crisis is driven by rapid 

industrialization. The proliferation of cheap, 

lightweight plastic containers has systematically 

displaced traditional clay kitchenware. Aluminum 

utensils and stainless steel cookware have also 

replaced them. This displacement impacts both rural 

and urban households alike. 

Despite these structural disruptions, the community 

has demonstrated considerable resilience through 

adaptive strategies. Academic literature reveals a 

structural bifurcation in their survival strategies. To 

mitigate these market disruptions, the community 

has adopted two distinct pathways of economic 

resilience: 

• Artistic Repositioning: This approach 

focuses entirely on high-value niche 

markets. Artisans transform traditional 

skills into studio pottery, structural 

terracotta art, and high-end interior design 

motifs. This shift is highly prominent 

across districts like Bankura and Purulia. 

• Industrial Scaling: This approach 

leverages localized manufacturing 

ecosystems in prominent urban and semi-

urban artisan hubs. These hubs include 

Kumartuli and Ghurni. It formalizes 

production to export traditional art and 

idols. 

Ghurni artisans are celebrated for highly realistic 

clay miniatures and lifelike statues. Meanwhile, 

Kumartuli successfully exports premium fiberglass 

and clay idols to international Bengali diaspora 

markets. These markets are located across North 

America, Europe, and the Middle East. This shift 

has enabled many artisans to transform traditional 

skills into export-oriented creative industries. 

 

10. Conclusion 

The Kumbhakar community of West Bengal 

presents important anthropological case study. It 

demonstrates how professional craft, rigid kinship 

lineages, and deep spiritual mythology can tightly 

intertwine. This combination has preserved a 

distinct identity over centuries. The inclusion of the 

Kumbhakar community in the OBC category 

reflects an important change in its social and 

economic position. It represents a legal 

acknowledgment of economic hardship paired with 

the active protection of unique cultural capital. 

The community maintains social and cultural 

continuity through the strict preservation of their 

gotra systems, such as Alambayana. They also 

achieve this through the precise execution of 

specialized lifecycle rituals. At the same time, they 

are successfully renegotiating their position within 

India's modern political and economic landscape. 

Ultimately, the story of Bengal's potters proves that 

ancient traditions do not have to disappear in a 

modern world. Instead, they can adapt, survive, and 

discover new global spaces to thrive. 
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