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Life and Personality of
Bankim Chandra

@ankim Chandra was the youngest of three sons of Durgasundari Devi
and Jadav Chandra Chattopadhyaya. He was born in Kanthalapara, near
Kolkata, on 26" June 1838. Jadav Chandra was a Deputy Magistrate and
a man of culture. Sanjeev Chandra, one of Bankim’s elder brothers, was
a renowned writer, specially remembered for his fascinating travelogue,
Palamoun.

After a rigorous schooling in a convent school in Medinipur till July
1856, Bankim entered the Calcutta Presidency College to study law. In 1857,
he took the very first entrance examination held by Calcutta University,
clearing it in the first division. He appeared for the BA examination in
1858 but failed to clear one out of six papers — Bengali! Both he and
Jadunath Basu were awarded the degree, however, as the first graduates of
the University after being given seven grace marks each in Bengali. The
examiner was Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar.

After his studies, Bankim Chandra served the government as Deputy
Magistrate and Deputy Collector and showed considerable proficiency in
his work in spite of his periodic conflicts with the bureaucracy.

According to the custom in his time, he was married to a
five-year-old girl when he himself was eleven. A decade later, one year
after the death of his first wife, he married Rajlakshmi Devi, who became
his true life partner.

Bankim’s first novel, Rajmohans Wife (1864), was in English. His
first novel in Bengali, Durgesh Nandani, was published in 1865. Some of
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his other masterpieces are Kapal Kundala, Mrinalini, Devi Chaudharani
and Ananda Math. Throughout his writing career, Bankim contributed
excellent articles to various newspapers and magazines. His work covered
many subjects — politics, economics, social sciences, religion, philosophy
and popular science.

In 1891, Bankim took premature retirement from service on health
reasons and devoted the rest of his life mainly to the study of religious
subjects. He died on 8" April 1894 at the age of fifty-six.

Paying tribute to Bankim Chandra, Tagore said that he did not write
for fame... but to express the noblest and the most beautiful thoughts of
a cultured mind in the finest of words.

+



Introduction to Bankim Chandra’s
Krishna Charitra

é; r1 Aurobindo had called Bankim Chandra a rishi.

In 1882, Reverend Hastie, a Scottish missionary, began to publish
severe criticisms on Hinduism in 7he Statesman. Bankim decided to
challenge his accusations. Under the pseudonym of Ram Chandra,
he replied with vigour to the missionary’s charges in the columns of
the same paper. Until then, Bankim had made his name as a literary stylist.
But from that time onwards, he turned more and more into a spiritual
thinker. He devoted the last years of his life to examining the essence of
religion and putting them in writing.

Sri Krishna is an enormous Indian icon for more than three thousand
years. He represents love, devotion, wisdom and beauty. Bankim Chandra
eagerly took up the study of Sri Krishna in India’s vast cosmology. Bankim
Chandra’s Krishna Charitra is the longest and the most famous of his works
in this category.

Krishna Charitra is a wonderful classic and a great work that
showcases intense erudition. While translating, however, I have left out
certain portions, some small and some large, of that wonderful effort, as
I felt that, for the readers I have in mind, they would be too lengthy and
obscure.

Bankim Chandra has been exceedingly thorough in his undertaking.
He discusses roots of words at length to seek out their real meanings,
compares statements by Sanskrit scholars, declares his own judgements
on them, and reflects on philosophical concepts. He does all this to



16 ® Krishna Charitra

defend his thesis. Moreover, he simultaneously deals with the difficult
task of convincing a large readership of 19th century Bengal, immersed
in Krishna-bhakti, of the validity of his search for Sri Krishna, the real
person, hidden behind centuries of myths and legends.

As it should be, Bankim explains his methodology in detail in Section
I of his book. Here, he also discusses the sources of his research material.
Section I is divided into seventeen chapters. I have specifically chosen
to cut short this part (rephrased as Section I in this book) to reduce the
overload of data which, I reiterate, a genuine thesis would need, but
would be of little interest to the common readers. The other chapters of
the book (from Section II to Section VII), however, have been translated
in greater detail.

Then, in the course of his work, Bankim Chandra has often expressed
his exasperation with the European people. These outbursts, however, are
quite irrelevant after six decades of India’s independence. So, most of such
passages have also been omitted.

Itissaid that makinga translation is like serving two masters at the same
time. Languages do differ in their grammatical and syntactical structures.
And, a translator must meet the demands of the receiving language, while
remaining true to the source language. I dare to think that I have not made
many compromises. The primary purpose of my effort is to present to the
readers a specimen of Bankim’s robust power of reasoning and to show
what truth he found about his beloved deity. A comprehensive review of
Bankim Chandra’s Krishna Charitraby Rabindranath Tagore (in translation)
and a few of my short notes have been attached to the present work to put
the study in the right perspective.

A longer English translation of Bankim’s Krishna Charitra (stretching
up to 371 pages), done by Pradip Bhattacharya in 1991 and published
by The M P Birla Foundation under the series ‘Classics of the East,
is recommended for readers who would love to have the thesis with all
its details.
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The Purpose of My Work

@e majority of Hindus in India and almost all Hindus in Bengal
believe that Sri Krishna is an avatar of God. In the province of Bengal,
the worship of Krishna is widespread. Here, he is worshipped in the
village temples and in the villagers’ homes. Almost every month has a day
reserved for his festival. There are ceremonies and Krishna-processions.
There are singing of psalms and recitation of his name over and over again.
People’s clothing have the name of Krishna printed on them and people’s
bodies are anointed with his mark. Many Bengalis do not start even the
writing of a note or a letter without super-scribing the page with his name.
Beggars utter his name to receive alms. Even our pet birds are taught to
sing, “Radhpe Krishna, Radhe Krishna!” Krishna has a pervading presence

in our province and indeed in our country.

If Bengalis really believe that Krishna is God incarnate, then there
is no doubt that being immersed in Krishna-consciousness is the best
way to promote Dharma. What can be more virtuous for a human
being than remembering His glory with every breath? But, what is
such believers’ idea of God? How do they accept that their god was a
butter-stealer as a baby and a womaniser in his youth and as an adult
had deceived men like Dronacharya? Critics of Hinduism say that such
unscientific approach to religion has only made the followers of Hinduism
undependable and dishonest as a race. I have yet to come across a Bengali
who has tried to refute these accusations.

As I myself am deeply devoted to Krishna, I took it upon myself
to get acquainted with the true nature of my deity. I have studied the
Puranas and the Itihasas in detail. As a result, I have found that a lot of
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what is commonly known about Krishna is false. What is hidden under
the make-believe stories of my God is something absolutely pure, refined
and magnificent. I have come to know that such an ideal character as Sri
Krishna has no parallel in human history. To explain how I have come
to this conclusion is one of the two objectives of my present work. The
second objective is to show why he is rated as the greatest of the great
Indian heroes.



