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Abstract
West Bengal, one of the eastern states of India has the oldest museum in the country apart from housing probably the highest number of museums in India. These museums are showcases of the rich cultural heritage of the country and its development during prehistoric and historical times, artistic and innovative skills of the people, colonial connections and national sentiments. In spite of such a glory and apparent prosperity, the museums in the state are facing a number of problems. It is revealed that many of the museums exist only in name being seldom visited by the common people barring a few connoisseur and researchers. These are run by individual effort and financial support leaving little scope for proper maintenance of objects through appropriate methods of conservation and display. The state neither has a definite policy for the museums, nor does it have any up-to-date data on the number of the museums in the state. It may be said that there is an apathetic attitude and lack of awareness on the both sides of the state and the people residing there. This situation leads to the virtual death of museums when it fails to run its business. What are the reasons behind this situation in which so many museums exist but cannot function up to expectation? How can the interest or involvement with the museums be inspired or inculcated or at least be generated within the people in general? The present paper attempts to find an answer to these questions touching the frames of Foucauldian concept of power and cultural heterotrophy. The discussion deals with numbers, distribution and typology of museums in the state, their historical development and the factors that have contributed to the development of museums in the state, the multifarious roles museums perform and people’s engagement with museums. By way of this discussion, the paper tends to focus on how people conceive of museum and how the cultural artifacts of museum become a site for anthropological study of ontology of culture. The paper ends with a pragmatic note suggesting a museum-policy for the state.
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Introduction

est Bengal has had a pioneering role in the history of the museum movement in India. The first museum in the W country was set up in this state. Besides this pioneering historical importance, West Bengal probably houses the highest concentration of museums in the country estimated to be approximately twenty-five percent of the total number of museums in India. Government of West Bengal1 has provided us with a list of museums which possess a touristic merit. Amar Rupasi Bangla,2 a magazine devotes an entire number to the descriptive ac-

cc Copyright 2018 by Bandyopadhyay S. This is an open-access article distributed under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0), count of the museums in West Bengal. The contributors to this volume comprise of journalists, scholars, popular essayists who wanted to focus on the popular image of varieties of museums as a site for visit. Santra3 basically presented an outline description of museums in West Bengal. Banerjee’s work mainly deals with the quantitative information on the number, growth and types of museums. Two other works on museums are directories of museums in the state. Chakrabarti’s5 directory of West Bengal museums contains quite an exhaustive information on 136 museums. This directory also lists the National Parks and sanctuaries as museums. However, the present study does not include these

parks and sanctuaries in the list of museums. Moreover, the names and number of museums vary in the different lists since there is no central agency to draw up a comprehensive list. This indicates a kind of problem with the identification of museums. This problem has been addressed in the present paper when it attempts to find answer as to why such a problem has cropped up. Initially, a question arises as to why, despite the presence of quite a good number of museums, the state has no comprehensive list of these institutions? The lists available do not match with each other in names and numbers of museums. Some of the names of museums mentioned in one list have not been mentioned in another list. Such a situation is certainly an indication of the problem of identification of museum and points to a lack of proper interest or attention to museums in general. Therefore, we need to know how variegated the idea or image of museum in West Bengal is and the manner in which people feel and show interest and involvement in museums. The typology of the museum will give us an understanding of the variegated nature of a set-up or institution called museum. The present paper also shows the historical development of museums and their types in the state. It tries to identify the factors that have contributed to the development of museums in West Bengal and also casts light on the multifarious roles the museums perform. Nigam6 (10) has cited four factors behind the growth of museums in India. The present paper argues that nationalism has been another important factor in the development of museums in the country. For a better comprehension of the feeling and involvement of people with museums, a questionnaire survey has been conducted among a section of post-graduate students. The study is basically exploratory and descriptive in nature. However, on the basis of the data collected thus far, the present study makes observations and draws inferences that have theoretical as well as practical underpinning for future museum research. The study tries to show how the development of museums is related to issues of identity, spatial and chronological distribution. Museums have been studied ‘as symbols of power, heritage, and identity in a variety of national 7 7 and institutional contexts’ (907).7 Dianina7 has contributed to this understanding through her study on Russian museums. The three main conceptual frameworks that she thinks fit the Russian scenario quite well are national identity, public culture, and the museum as text.Cummins8 (51) writes on the role of museums on Caribbean islands ‘In this sense, the museum acknowledges and legitimizes Caribbean culture, unveiling to the masses what was once a hidden past. In this way, museum serves a number of roles in a region where popular culture has for centuries remained alienated from officialdom. At this time when a Pan-Caribbean political ideology remains in its infancy, regional museum may do more to help the Caribbean community to adjust to a far-reaching social, economic, political and cultural transformation’. It also comes up with some observations on the present state of affairs and suggestions for working out a museum policy for the state.

The second level of inquiry which is more surgical and invasive in nature delve in the issues of the inter-relationship among the numbers of museums and their nature of distribution, typology of museums, apathy or neglect, kind of involvement, role of museums vis-à-vis state. Actually, the museum as a knowledge domain was developed in relation to power. Foucault9 (2) writes: ‘The history of knowledge domains connected with social practices – excluding the primacy of a definitely given subject of knowledge, etc.’

Now this game of power is well understood through discourse. By discourse, Foucault9 did not mean only the linguistic trope, but it included ‘an ordered set of polemical and strategic facts’ (3). The number, typology, distribution and origin of museums bear testimony to show how the ‘strategic facts’ were materializing an embedded power. All the time the primacy of definitive knowledge domain was not important because many a time that remained much sublime affecting the design of the power dynamics. Thus conceptualised, we may expect an understanding of the dialectics of the present state of affairs with museums of West Bengal. This dialectic has however been addressed by Guha-Thakurta10 as form of ‘binaries’ or ‘paradox’ that she assumed to lie at the heart of museum in colonial Bengal. According to her, the crux of the binaries exist in a tension between the two images of museum one shows the museum as a pedagogical project and the other reveal its popular role in entertainment. To approach this relation from a different angle that revolves round the conflicting nature of practices that have given rise to so many museums have been performed. On the one hand, simultaneously breeding negligence and apathy. The entire project is linked to knowledge-power axis that is still at play in a different guise like many of the colonial appendages carried by us to the post-colonial regime. Commenting on the Indian Museum, the first general museum set up by the colonial masters in the Indian sub-continent, Chatterjee11 (6) pointed to the knowledge reproducing mechanism that the museum embodied.

‘…the massive Indian Museum was built to house “collections illustrative of Indian Archaeology and of the several branches of Natural history”. The museum soon became the nucleus for an entire campus devoted to the pursuit of colonial knowledge.’

This knowledge-power could have borne better food for the common people for the good of whom all institutions should run in a democracy like India, a country who has with all her strength and zeal struggled out of the colonial fetters. But this did not happen because of an imperfect negotiation between different poles in heterotrophic field of culture sired by uneven power relations. These poles are difficult to grasp through clear cut categories since they are interspersed, complex and extended by multiple genealogies. They may be constituted of scholarly or lay, pedagogical or amusement, elitist and popular culture. Under this cultural logic of heterotrophy where cultural meaning is fed to masses lies the root of ignorance, apathy or neglect. Guha-Thakurta10 (47) rightly commented:

‘Throughout its early history, the museums in India would remain locked in the specialist gaze of the scholar and collector, never opening itself to the wondering gaze of the lay spectator.’

What is apparently untold here, is the role of knowledge as power apparatus which is still at play and leads to a crippling state of museum at present. All through the following discussion we shall try to touch upon this game of power linked with knowl-

edge and embodied through museum.

The study is based on both primary and secondary sources of data. It has followed a definite method for the collection of data which has been arranged and analysed in the way outlined above.

Methodology

The present study has been based mainly on secondary sources. The secondary sources are the published report, print magazines, books and websites. For gaining an understanding of the people’s interest in museum and their level of involvement in and awareness about museums, a questionnaire has been used to collect primary data from 60 (46% male and 54% female) post graduate (PG) level students of humanities (Bengali language with special paper of folklore) and social science (Anthropology) (Appendix 2). Students of the disciplines mentioned above are expected to possess a fair level of interest in museum since their subject of study has a fringe connection with museum. A complete enumeration has been made as all the students present in the class were asked to mark their response to the questions in the printed questionnaire handed over to them. The data collection has been done in March-April, 2018. The sample has been taken from the students who happen to interact with the present author in their regular or seminar classes. The questionnaire schedule had been distributed among the students to elicit their response in a written, documented form.

The author has been nurturing an interest in anthropological study of museums for long, which is, in turn, a result of his engagement with a number of museums as a voluntary worker, member of the Management Committee of a state government museum and member of the Academic Committee of a central government-aided museum. The technical understanding of a museum has also been gained through a formal certificate level training on Museology conducted by the Indian Museum, Government of India. At present, the author is also a member of the University Centre of Adivasi Studies and Tribal Museum. However, the seed of this paper was sown by way of an informal talk in a workshop organised by IGRMS, Bhopal (largest open air museum in the world), which the author attended in January, 2017. Through formal and informal conversations and academic exchanges, it became obvious as to how the knowledge gap exists with regard to museums of West Bengal.

One limitation is that the data is not always available with regard to the year of establishment of a particular museum. In the present classification on the types of museums, some amount of overlapping exits. Here, I have considered the principal collections in the museum for categorizing them. As there is no comprehensive list available with the government, the present author has tried to explore the available documentary sources. In fact, the author has not come across any comprehensive text that can give a fairly rounded picture of the museums in West Bengal. However, the Directory of West Bengal Museum has fairly presented a compendium of basic information of 136 museums housed in the state of West Bengal.

Discussion

Museums: From ‘Wonder House’ to ‘House of Collections’

The museum is called jadughar (wonder house) in Bengali. Though literarily jadu means magic and ghar means house, the aspect of wonder is more pertinent to the gross visitors of museum. This use of the word jadughar for museum is also reflective of its image to the public perception. This hits at the very base of the intended goals of establishing such institution by the British government. For them, it was a house of collected, classified and stored knowledge facilitating understanding of ‘native’ in a better way that would help the colonial administration. The initial collections were basically of objects of natural science that comprised of geological, zoological and botanical specimens. Archaeology as major collection and object of display took the stage later in the early twentieth century. The question is whether the past is looked as ‘wonder’ at which there is something to be amazed at. This way of looking differentiated the popular lay ‘seeing’ from scientific ‘observation’ that was aimed at by the British founders. This was the nature of cultural understanding with which the Indian gaze made itself distinct from the western ‘positive’ look. The empire presented before the common people a magnificent set up to be seen, amazed at. They never attempted to make it a participatory project for the commons in the same vein as they kept their form of government non-participatory. So, at the very root, we notice the factors that led to an apathy and neglect as a pervasive phenomenon among the majority. It never came to be identified with the majority, thus its power has been sacrificed to the authority.

Now, the word sangrahashala (house of collections) has replaced jadughar in a number of places. It might have meant that museum goes beyond than creating mere wonder. Its sangraha (collections) could have enriched the nation culturally. But, things did not change automatically with the change of name. Still the main image of museum is identified with archaeology. Its role for the educated people is primarily educational. The natural science connections of museum is still manifest in the enlistment of the National Parks and sanctuaries in the directory of museum.5 The government has taken lesser initiative to make the museum participatory or more meaningful to the common people. In the remote corners of numerous rural museums, the group of people who played instrumental role in setting up those museums and their maintenance remained cloistered in an elitist way in a dedicated manner.

Museums: Number and Distribution

In West Bengal, there is a wide variety of organizations known as museums. It ranges from large copious building of heritage calling to the very humble porch of the house that has been donated benevolently at times by a zealous and ardent collector. The following table 1 presents the number of museums in the state as mentioned

in different reports or publications.

Table 1. Number of Museums in West Bengal

Sl. Source Year No.

1. 1 1975 52 Government of West Bengal

2. 12 n.d. 146 Sachitra Sangbad Kagaj 3. Santra 2002 52 4. 4 2006 82 Banerjee 5. 5 2011 136 Chakraborty 6. 13 2013 77 Agrawal 7. Present Study 2018 154

Here apart from the independent museum organizations, the departmental or institutional collections have been included in the list if these are separately managed or identified as a museum (Appendix 1). Besides these, there are a number of individual collectors who have preserved their collections under the name of museum. The number of such individual collections is not less than fifty. Baidya mentioned about as many as seventy rural museums besides private holdings in the state. So in West Bengal, we have more than two hundred potential museum organizations. These organizations however are not evenly distributed in the state. The following table 2 provides a view of their distribution.

Table 2. Total Number of Museums in the State of West Bengal. (*When the Earlier Studies were Done, the District was Undivided and Known as Midnapore District.During Present Study the District has been Divided into Purba Medinipore and Paschim Medinipore Districts.There were 15 Museums in Undivided Medinipur District)

Number of Museums* District Earlier Studies1,10 Present Study

Kolkata 61 6 Howrah 6 7 Hoogli 5 7 South 24 PGS 14 17 North 24 PGS 5 4 Nadia 4 5 Burdwan 4 3 Murshidabad 3 3 Birbhum 6 7 PaschimMedinipur 8 PurbaMedinipur 9 Bankura 2 2 Puruliya 4 4 Maldah 4 5 Darjeeling 7 8 Jalpaiguri 1 1 Coochbehar 1 4 South Dinajpur 4 4 North Dinajpur Nil Nil Aliporeduar Nil Nil Total 146 154 Table 2 shows that the major concentration of museums is found in and around Kolkata. Out of a total of 154 museums 84 are in Kolkata and its adjoining three districts of North and South 24 Paraganas and Howrah. This accounts for more than 54% of total museums in the state. Kolkata, the capital of the district, has only 36.6% of the total museums in the state. Therefore it can be said that the educational background or awareness has a special significance. This regional or territorial dominance is linked with the cultural dominance that Kolkata exerts in the sphere of Bengali culture. Kolkata was a colonial city. The British ruler set up their capital first in Kolkata. The scientific (including archaeological) enquiries started by the institutions like the Asiatic Society had their foundation in this city. The first university in the country was established here, too. Apart from this, Kolkata was once the economic capital with a number of industries along the river Ganges and the headquarter of several business houses. This economic background facilitated the concentration of intellectuals and educated people who had pioneering role in shaping the Bengali mind and culture. With this, the historical circumstances play a crucial role in generating awareness on the necessity of museum. As a consequence, we find a greater number of museums in the more urbanised districts of the state. On the other hand, the regions like Bankura, Puruliya, Paschim Medinipur, Bankura where rich assemblages of archaeological objects have been unearthed, possess a smaller number of museums. Therefore, it is a matter of awareness and not the availability of artifacts or objects that fosters the development of museum in a place. Over the years, the growth is urban centric. This can be linked to the intellectual alacrity. The places like Bankura, Puruliya, Paschim Medinipur where regularly new reports on the archaeological findings are seen in the media, register little effort in museumization of these objects.

Typology of Museums

Typology of the museums reflect how varied roles museums play. Nigam writes that museums may be classified in two ways: from administrative points of view or according to the nature of their main collections. The “administrative points” category of classification includes (1.) National Museum, (2.) Provincial Regional Museum, (3.) Local Authority Museum, (4.) University Museum, (5.) Private Museum administrated by board of trustees, (6.) Society Museum, (7.) Corporate Museum, (8.) Museum of Business organizations. Museums attached with different institutes or research bodies may be included within this category. Another classification emerged on the basis of “nature of collections”.6 It runs – (1.) art, (2.) history, (3.) prehistory, (4.) folk art, (5.) site museum, (6.) Personalia, (7.) natural history, (8.) science, (9.) military, (10.) health, etc. In the present study, an attempt has been made to classify the museums on the basis of major collections in a particular museum. Chakrabarti made a classification of museums of West Bengal into following types: (1)General (2) Art (3)Archaeology (4) History (5)National Parks (6) Sanctuaries (7) Botanical Gardens (8) Zoological Gardens (9) Science (10) Specialised Museums. Among these types, Archaeology museums scores the highest ( 24.26%).

In the present classification as shown in the table below (Table 3), museums attached with national parks and sanctuaries,

and science museums have been included under a single categorical label nomenclatured as Science Museum. On the other hand, The art museums has been classified into three types constituting art, folk art (folklore) and folk art along with archaeology since my intention is to focus on the major collections of the museums and to bring the main character of the museum into focus. The type titled History museum has been presented under two sub-types in the following table which includes biographical and departmental museum. Such divisions will help one to comprehend better how we present history through our museums. In West Bengal there are quite a large number of biographical museums such as the museums named after Tagore, Gandhi, Netaji, Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay or Moulana Abul Kalam Azad. They are a part of the research organizations set up in the name of the great souls. Again, the departmental museums like Police museum, Jute museum etc., depict the history of that particular department. Within this category, private museums shaped through individual collections may also be included because in West Bengal this is probably one of the major categories. However, the list of museums given in the directory mentioned above is not an exhaustive one as it does not contain the names of many such private museums.

Table 3. Categories of Museums in the state (Based on the Data Available from 143 Museums)

Category Number Per cent

Archeological objects 48 33.37 Biographical 15 10.49 Folklore and Folk Art 11 7.69 Science 21 14.69 Departmental 25 17.48 Art 10 6.99 Folk art and Archaeology 7 4.9 Ethnographic 4 2.8 Misc 2 1.4

Table 3 presents a breakdown of the categories of museums in West Bengal. The categories have been formulated by the present author on consideration of the principal collections of a museum. In fact, the categories are mixed since sometimes the content of the museum (e.g. archaeological, folk art, etc.,) has been considered and at other times the public or official identity of the museum (departmental, science, etc.) has been acknowledged. It may give an appearance of juxtaposition of categories. The main character of the museum has been kept as the focal point. The department of science may have a museum of its own, which may be a departmental museum as well as a science museum. However, by departmental museum, jute museum, police museum, postal museum have been referred to. One advantage of such classification is that it presents the varied nature of museums in the state. Archaeology is still the main content to which the image of museum is mostly associated. The departmental museums serve a focused interest. This type of museum includes soil museum, theatre museum, jute museum, port museum, railway museum, coin museum, safety equipment museums and so on, besides museums of the department of anthropology, botany, geology, zoology etc. The table is also reflective of our nature of concern about museumiza- 14,15 tion. The folk art objects is fast declining. It has been a concern among a section of heritage activists to do something to preserve these vanishing relics of past life. It also hints at what should constitute the major components of museum objects in our common practice. We find the archaeological/historical, art, folklore and biographical records as the major contents that feed the popular view of museum “objects”. The predominance of archaeological museums reminds us of Shanks and Tilley’s writing that museums are still considered ‘…the main institutional connection between archaeology as a profession and discipline, and wider society’16(68). A survey on American adults reveals that 88% of the population under study had visited museums interpreting archaeological materials.17 A lot has changed in museums over the last two decades after their remark,18 but in West Bengal the image of museum is predominantly ‘archaeological’.

The archaeological objects found in a region may be linked to the pride of the place. However, the objects found in a region have been transported to the capital for the state or national level museums. This transportation is basically a power game through which a ‘distantiation’ is made with the local people. The knowledge of archaeology could have been an important tool in people’s empowerment by which they might have been able to articulate their cultural right over a region. However, this process has been resisted with the emerging consciousness about the local history. This can be counted as a negotiation between the local and the global in a world that started to strategically pay heed to the plural voices. The 1980s can be taken as the most fruitful decade for the local history. The local or district museums have come in maximum number during this period in West Bengal.

Dates of Establishment

Most of the early museums were archaeological and founded either as a byproduct of antiquarian research or to promote social 19,20 betterment through access to works of art and science. The seeds of museums on Indian soil were sown for the first time in Kolkata as early as 1784 with the establishment of The Asiatic Society. Soon after that the foundation of the Indian Museum was laid in 1814. That the colonial rulers were keen on conservation of natural and cultural history of the country was evident from the setting of some of the important institutions that also housed the potential museum within it. The Botanical Garden, Carey Museum, Agri-Horticulture Society are examples of such enterprises. In spite of their pioneering efforts, the actual growth of museums in terms of their number, variety and sophistication took place after independence. Regarding the date of establishment of a particular museum the problem of proper documentation arises. Often we find more than one claim on the date of establishment. In some places, one cannot mention a fixed date or year of establishment. However, the dates we have, reflect that the most active years have been the four decades after the independence. During this period the museums not only grew in numbers but their interests were also more varied. Many local museums developed, preserving the objects piled up by the enthusiastic collectors who usually did not have any formal training in the discipline. These local museums

were very often personal collections. Typologically these were mostly archaeology and folklore museums. This growth of the museum might be linked with a renewed interest on the local history. This would help in building of an identity of the region being an ancient area of human settlement. It would bestow much pride on the place and help in reformulating a history from within the land itself–a spatial version of subalternity.

The museums were being set up in growing numbers well into the 21st century right from the closing decade of the last century. It has been mentioned that there was a shift in identity of museums and an increasing corporatization started taking place.21 Mathur18 also subscribed to the view that this shift appears to have been completed in the beginning of the 21st century. Moreover, there was growing public interest in museums and greater visibility of this institution with newer dimensions of activities.16 This increased visibility is quite reflective of a cultural trend of exhibitionist practices hyped through advertisement and media. If we analyze the roles of museums at present in the state, the point will be clear.

Nigam6 (9) mentions that there are five functions of museums. The functions are: (1.) Collection, (2.) Preservation, (3.) Interpretation, (4.) Education, (5.) Co-operation. It cannot be denied that the first four functions are more or less universal for all museums although with varying sophistication and magnitude. A museum in the interior part of rural Bengal may not quite reasonably be taken as active as that of a large museum in the capital. By ‘active’, a regular schedule of work with the collections by the designated staffs and presence of visitors have been meant. However these smaller museums have amassed an enviable corpus of manuscripts, archaeological objects and folk art objects which are invaluable sources of materials for reconstructing the cultural past of the people of the region. Besides these, the museums are seen to engage in other activities as is clear from the case of Gurusaday Museum. In the last one year the museum has organised the following events.

1. Seminar on folk art and heritage in collaboration with other government and non-government agencies like An S.I., Kol kata Society for Asian Studies, Loukik.

2. It is organizing workshops and hands on training programmes with financial assistance from Department of Tex tiles.

3. It is holding a folk festival focusing on the north-east with financial assistance from Indira Gandhi Rashtriya Manav (IGRMS), Bhopal. In this event, folk art objects are sold in the fair that is running on its premises.

4. It is organizing exhibitions on special occasions like Durga Puja or the like.

The museum also runs certificate courses on fieldwork methodology. It may be directly linked with their museum business, but in their view it will popularize their museum to the public. Another event that goes on regularly in a vacant hall of the museum is a drawing class run by a private agency at a nominal remuneration. This ensures a huge gathering of children with their guardians every weekend and makes the people aware of the presence of the museum. In the syllabus of the B.Sc. (Anthropology) of Calcutta University, there is a compulsory museum visit course. M.A./M.Sc museology students of Calcutta and Rabindra Bharati Universities are required to work in a museum as an intern for a stipulated period as part of their curriculum. The museum offers the students necessary assistance in this regard. This way the museum often becomes what Garioan22 calls a ‘performative cultural instrument’ working at the levels of perception, autobiography, interdisciplinary services, and institution.

Factors Behind Origins and Growth

Prevalence Nigam6 (10) writes that there are four factors responsible for the origin and growth of the museum movement in India. These are:

i. Enthusiastic leadership given by the British Civil servants in India at that time who saw the utility of museums in their own country.

ii. A whole hearted support given by the rulers of the native states, who were equally interested in collecting objects of art and culture.

iii. The collections of the learned and philanthropic societies helped in forming the nucleus of big museums.

iv. The establishment of Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) whose officers considerably strengthened the movement by opening the site museum, distributing the collections to other museums and interpreting the findings.

Nationalism as a moving force behind the establishment of museums can be seen in the story of Akshay Kumar Maitra and the ‘Barendra Anusandhan Samiti’ in 1910. Akshay Kumar got help from Sarat Chandra Roy and Ramaprasad Chandra. He was the first ‘Director’ of the Samiti. In 1919, the Samiti had its own building in Rajshahi. After Independence the museum of the Samiti was taken over by the Rajshahi University, Bangladesh. Akshay Kumar continued to take part in the national movement. His motive was to collect the archaeological evidence to write the history of Bengal. He took part in the movement with Subhas Chandra Bose, one of the great leaders of the Indian freedom struggle to force the British Government to dismantle the Holwell monument which was a symbol of the nefarious design of the foreign rulers to malign history. Another great name in this regard was Gurusaday Dutta, a former I.C.S. and founder of Bratachari Movement. Gurusaday was an ardent collector and promoter of folk art and craft of Bengal. He wrote:

“ The introduction of folk songs and folk dances into our schools and universities will not only affect musical life of Bengal; it will tend also to arouse that love of country and that pride of race the absence of which we now so much deplore. The same remarks apply, although to a somewhat lesser degree, to the indigenous art traditions of Bengal in the sphere of architecture, sculpture and painting.

And what I have said of Bengal applies with equal force to the various other races with distinctive art languages of their own that form the component units of the great Indian nation and that have contributed the products

of their own distinctive race-genius to the common culture of India.”23(10-11).

Gurusaday founded ‘Palli Sampad Raksha Samiti’ (society for the protection of village arts) in 1931 to collect and preserve the rich folk art tradition of Bengal. In 1940 he laid the foundation of ‘Bratachari Gram’ where he planned to set up a large educational institution and a Sangrahabari (museum). However he died before the plans were materialised. He chose a name for his museum–‘Bratachari Sangrahasala’. In 1958, 17 years after his death ‘Bengal Bratachari Society’ took possession of his 2326 collections and formed a museum named after him.24 Mukherjee25 has shown how the the nationalist consciousness has proved instrumental in the growth of local museums during the pre-Independence period.

Sometimes, the zeal for preserving family history acts as a motivating force behind the establishment of a museum. Sabarna Sangrahashala26 in Kolkata and Subhendu Mohan De Sangrahashala27 in East Burdwan are two cases in point. These two are private museums and are housed in their palatial ancestral houses. The Sabarna family was once the Zamindar of Kolkata and surrounding areas and they leased three villages to East India Company in 1698. The metropolitan city of Kolkata was grown from these three villages. The De family was also a landed gentry in Barsul village near the historical town of Burdwan. Enthusiastic members of the present generation have taken initiative so that the heritage is not lost into the abyss of oblivion. However, this interest was lacking among the larger section of the people.

Apathy, Ignorance and Natural Death: Life-Cycle Trajectory

The term apathy has a technical meaning in psychology and its degree is assessed clinically to determine the magnitude of a pathological state. In the present case, the term is used more in its literary sense as a state of indifference or lack of interest. This lack of interest creates no real concern for museums. The interest for museum can be understood by actual visit for some specific reason not linked to any service requirement like cleaning, repairing as requisitioned by the museum and/or taking some positive action towards establishing, maintaining or patronizing museums. Ignorance is the lack of information or knowledge about something. It often has its root in apathy. A museum dies naturally when it lacks support or patronization and suffers from a dearth of funds. A museum always needs a group of enthusiastic staff paid or voluntary and regular visitors. A private or public fund should be available for the museum for its sustenance. In contrast to the condition of natural death, the life of a museum may be cut short abruptly when the funding agency stops its support or any calamity happens to the museum. Such calamity includes war or vandalism that may cause irreparable damage to a museum.

A journalist while narrating his life experience of roaming through the museums of Kolkata opined that except a few highly visited places, the conditions of museums were grossly pitiable. He saw a damaged sculpture of Gandhiji who himself certified the artist for authentically depicting him, was kept in the open without any protective measure. A central government organization’s museum represented only by a few hazy charts and some chairs in a large room covered under thick film of dust. He concluded:

‘There are more so examples of such disdain (abogya) and neglect 28,29 (abohela)’. (13)

A doctoral research scholar of the Department of Museology, University of Calcutta told the present author about his appalling experiences of interactions with some museum officials and staff and his dismay at the sight of the museum objects being used as support to a photo frame and table. This was the sight 24 25 in a government museum of an erstwhile colonial town in West Bengal. This kind of lethargic attitude has also been pointed out by Hodges.30

Now if we turn to discuss on the findings of the survey conducted in the sample population mentioned earlier, the following trends emerge. It is revealed that very few students have never visited a museum (6.67%) in their life. 25% of them have visited a museum at least once in their life. Frequent visitors to museums are very few. Only 6.67% have visited a museum more than six times. This is also supported by the data which reveals that 53.3% of the students have not visited a museum in the last year. Only 3.33% among them have gone to a museum more than six times in past one year.

The museum is still a place where the most important reason to visit is to educate. 40% of the studied population says that they have visited a museum for educational purposes. For 20%, it is entertainment. 18.33% of them have responded saying that they would visit a museum if they had leisure time. However, a little above 20% remark that the museum visit is a favourite option for them. Their desire for visiting a museum is also reflected in their prioritizing the passing of time as a part of leisure/entertainment/favourite activities. For example, 33.3% of the students interviewed have museum visit as their first choice. The other choices include visiting a shopping mall, watching cinema in a hall, or visiting a zoological garden and park. Therefore, the majority of the students under present study (for whom museum visit is important so far as their disciplines of studies are concerned) do not have museum visit as the first item on their priority list.

During the awareness campaigns about museums, it has been revealed that all of the students in the present study could name at least one museum. 45% of them could name one museum instantly, 20% of the sample population could name two museums instantly. 13.3% of them would recall names of three museums of the state instantly. Only 10% of the studied population could name five or more than five museums located in the state. Their awareness about museums is again revealed when they are asked about specialised museums. The students were asked to name two types of museums–to name a folk art and a technology museum. 28.33% of the students surveyed could name perfectly a folk art museum of West Bengal; the same is the percentage of the students who could tell the correct name of a technology museum located in the state. The central government has recently stopped funding to Gurusaday Museum in the state. The news was quite well covered by the print and electronic media. The students under present

study were asked whether they could name the above mentioned museum that had recently come in the news. Only 8.33% of them replied correctly.

The data have been collected from the students who are expected to have a better level of engagement with the museum since they are to study anthropology or folklore in their curriculum. Moreover, they form for the highly educated section of the population. Therefore, one should expect a better level of awareness about museums from them. One may also think that the sample has been a bit biased and has covered a percentage above the average. Even if this critique is taken without any counter argument, it can be said that the general level of awareness about museums is still very poor among the educated section of the population. Either they lack interest or do not possess any special zeal to visit museums, or this in itself is an evidence of the reflection of a level of apathy in them towards the museum or issues related to the museum. They have a low level of knowledge about the museums in the state. A considerable percentage of students are completely ignorant about the presence of any museum in their surroundings or in the district. The government has also failed to formulate a rounded policy on museums so that they could be meaningfully linked to the lives of the people. Therefore, a policy must be present to account for a better role of the museums.

Conclusion

The study, by way of presenting a more or less a comprehensive picture of the contemporary state of museums in West Bengal, tries to pose certain questions and offer a tentative explanation of the situation pertaining to these questions. The over-arching theoretical frame was devised in Foucauldian discourse of power and its strategies. One of these strategies was the heterotrophy of culture of the concerned sections of people who get the meaning of an institution as made apparent to them. This heterotrophic nature of culture created a contradiction or possibility of existence of polarities. This has been well surmised by Guha-Thakurta11 (82) when she writes: ‘Caught in the unresolved tensions between the scholarly and the popular, the museums as an institution fumbled, floundered, and turned increasingly inward.’ In fact the number, distribution and typology get linked to a strategic mechanism of power that tends to centrally control the institutional legitimacy and sustenance. The unease with numbers, lopsided distribution, diffused image of museum actually signposts of that subtle power game which is eager to avoid any clarity and consolidation. Therefore, we find museum concentrates more towards capital and its urban surroundings showing a spatial inclination towards power. The typology reflects an image that is more akin to the colonial image of museum. The emphasis on archaeology may also be connected with knowledge producing mechanism of the postmodern era. The mesmerizing imagination of past may be formed around the material relics classified under archaeology. Thus, the quintessential wonder image does fade totally. This is again quite evident from the dates of the establishment of the museums. We find that maximum number of museums was established during the second half of the twentieth century (Appendix 1), most of them came in the 1980s when the emergence of local history movement could be noticed in this part of the country. It had a potential to bring the local voices to the forefront. Same occurrence recurred during the period of national movement in the country. But ultimately, the negotiations of power ended unfavourably for these wayward voices. The authoritarian power retained their sway over the system by breeding apathy, ignorance and total neglect in a heterotrophic cultural milieu in which people prefer to get meaning from others and be oriented accordingly.

However, we must hold hope for betterment. A note towards the tentative path that we may take has been outlined at the end of this discussion.

In West Bengal we find that there are a good number of museums across the state. However, the Department of Information and Culture of the Government of West Bengal neither supplies any comprehensive list of museums found in the state nor any hint on the museum policy. But given the historical depth and geographical spread, museums in West Bengal perform a great many roles. For this, change has to be made in orientation as well as management. The following suggestions can be made in this regard.

i. A museum policy needs to be formulated keeping in mind the multifarious roles the museum could perform. Govern ment must specify its stance with regard to registration, finan cial assistance, management support or other logistic help. This would link museums with the socio-economic develop ment of the people.

ii. A participatory approach may be devised.

iii. Museums-small and large–should be linked with heritage tourism.

iv. As a part of the school and undergraduate level curriculum, museum visits may be made mandatory. It will definitely help to utilize the educational value of the museum to a greater extent.

We have to think about broadening the role of museums from an institution of preservation, conservation, education and interpretation to a more inclusive role of a performing body that would act as a cultural instrument with multiple functions in which it would go beyond the traditional roles of museum. The present study reveals certain things very clearly. All the respondents are unequivocal in stating that the government should not shake off its responsibilities in running of museums. It must extend financial and other supports to the museums. Another pertinent response of the individuals surveyed is that a museum visit should be made mandatory in their curriculum. Therefore, the role of museums in education should be fostered. In fact, it is revealed through the survey that the purpose of most of the respondents who visited museums was educational. Therefore it can be said that still the museum in the state retains an image primarily as an educational body. The Bonner’s study reflects that museum is basically a good support to teaching in anthropology.31 However, the concept of museum should be made more circumscribed one. The idea of living museums where each and every individual is a ‘conservator’ of heritage has a great relevance in this regard. There is every possibility to set up various types of museums–an eco-museum in Sundarban and/or Darjeeling, site museums in numerous histori-

cal or archaeological sites or in the district museums, local history and culture museums, and folk art museums in the places where the particular folk art has earned fame or may have a possibility to become known and popular. Museums will definitely be a site for education, interpretation, conservation, and participation. It will help to generate a living tradition through workshops and interactions. The identity of a region can be reflected in these museums. Local history projects that may link museums with the local people will generate a sense of belonging among the people. This instills a sense of local history that is based on more concrete evidence. Here people’s identity is enmeshed with memory. However, this potential role of museums is not being emphasised. The educated section of the population under present study opine that museums should be given due importance. They also want to emphasize on the greater role of museums in education. They want the government to take responsibility for museums. But it is seen that the educated population has very minimal knowledge about what is happening with museums. Their own participation in the museum or frequency of visits cuts a sorry figure. The inherent dialectics undermine the importance that museums possess. For this, we cannot justify that museums are a site for participation and recapitulation. Here, every individual has the potential to act as a curator. Here, ‘museumization’ is a complete project–not mourning in the graveyard, but a place where one can wholeheartedly and holistically welcome the new born while simultaneously being related to their ancestors.
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