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The Second Covid Year, Calcutta and
Durga Pujo … Reflections
- Aayudh Pramanik – XI A –

I am quite certain no one is born into this world thinking “I will see a pandemic in this lifetime,
before I am one with the earth again.” After COVID-19 introduced itself into our lives, rather
rudely I should say, everything as we used to know it, has changed. No stone has been left
unturned in this battle to overpower the virus. Masks have become just another familiar body
part now; we often don’t realise it’s there after having worn it for a while, and also, as it was
inevitably fated, they have turned into fashion statements. Its role has been growing
increasingly similar to the role of spectacles in our lives and yet ironically, both of them always
seem to be at loggerheads when worn together, the poor wearer caught in the crossfire.
Zoom has, of its own accord, rescinded the responsibilities of the classroom and taken it upon
itself to replace them. It’s perhaps too early to say whether it has been successful in that
measure on an objective basis, albeit speaking subjectively, I would say it has been a colossal
dereliction as concerns fulfilment of its promises. I myself struggle to focus on everything that
is going on the other side of the monotonous computer screen, needless to say millions of
others feel the same way, professors of education included! The entire education system of
my own country is in a shambles. The solutions that authorities in question are coming up with,
seem to be holding daggers at each other’s throats, in close embrace. Education, is of course
still a speeding train, but at what price, because it seems to me that this train can’t make space
for those who don’t have access to the internet and is insouciantly mowing down the careers
of students at an alarming rate. Who will reimburse the affected? Who will recompense them
for the damages caused? I don’t see any hands going up.
That gets one thinking, especially Kolkatans, what happens to the Durga Puja this year? Cases
in numbers have barely begun stabilizing, dropping even, and the vaccination process is

Sharadiya

Deepavali

progressing smoothly. Gatherings in huge numbers certainly would be unadvisable,
especially when things are slightly looking up, right? However, what is the alternative then?
How do you enjoy a festival, one that is rather important to the Kolkatans, or even host it
for that matter, taking gatherings out of the equation? Rules and restraints won’t be of
much help, given the civic sense of the citizens here who would hardly need one-eighth of
the carrot before deciding to lunge at it, despite it dangling from a traffic signal in the
middle of a street with vehicles who are racing against the clock with no regard for
anybody’s lives whatsoever; if you have driven on the streets of Kolkata, you would know
how stressful and dangerous it can get.
Would we have to celebrate the arrival of Bengal’s feminist symbol to her beloved city,
sitting behind screens? Sounds unacceptable to me. We can’t possibly do without the
gamut of rice lights, in various colours, draping the streets, or roaming the pandals that add
their own unique touch to the idol. We can’t do without the infamous ‘Dhunuchi Naach’
performed by people with insanely flexible wrists. How do you capture the glamour of the
city in its entirety during the festival on a small screen? Last time I checked, you cannot
shop together with friends online and then compare who got the better saree, unless of
course someone comes up with an app for that. The answer, I suppose, will only come to us
with time and we can only cross our fingers and hope that after almost two years of being
caged within our rooms, sanitisers being the only perfumes we get to use, we finally are
able to breathe in the essence of the city having donned its grandest festive attire.
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HOMECOMING
- Swanik Choudhury – VI A -

The demon’s rule, she vowed she’d end,
And end she did, with might and strength;
And brought peace on Earth, on every face,
To every species, to every race.
She is power supreme, blessed by the Gods,
Blessed was she, blessed she was;
For Earth, she made a living place,
Joy she brought on every face.
The lion she rides, a lion so brave,
Her war-cry rings out, a cry of craze.
The moral she has, the karma she carries:
The lion is proof of the dharma she carries.
Though powerful outside, and fiery beneath;
Below all those layers of anger unleashed,
Is a golden heart, which knows there’s a way for a will
She exists. She was. She is, and she will.
And as the roads, fill with joy aloud,
People cheer and say, “Look!”
“She’s come to relieve us of our pain!
Maa Durga’s come home once again!”
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A PANDEMIC, DURGA PUJA AND ITS BEAT
BEARERS
- Himank More – IX C -

The resounding beats of Dhak that drum up a festive storm in Bengal during Durga Puja was
silenced by COVID-19. The Dhak, atypical to Bengal, has its roots deep in the cultural ethos of the
people. It is considered a symbol of purity as it has the capability of driving evil away. Ironically
the pandemic drove the Dhakis, the agents of positivity, into deep financial darkness, none
engaging them.
Social distancing laws, travel restrictions and the fear of the deadly virus restricted the Dhakis
from performing publicly. Each Dhaki is alleged to have suffered an average loss of 50,000 to
1,00,000.
Playing the Dhak rhythmically and continuously is on its way of becoming a lost art and is only
restricted to a small pocket of artisans who act for the rest of the year as farm help and manage
to earn roughly between 5,000 and 10,000 a month. Though a deep-rooted Bengali custom, their
scope is restricted to the streets.
Bablu Das, a seasonal Dhaki from East Burdwan’s Kalna, depended on his seasonal Dhaki earnings
to fund his children’s education. The pandemic put a pause to it. Several of his fellow Dhakis were
driven to a near-starvation state due to lack of earning opportunities. To add their woe, several
perished due to the virus, unable to have secured medical care.
2021 is relatively more promising as troupes are gearing up for the festivities with masks, gloves
and sanitizers. But this unique form of art and celebration is soon to be forgotten as Dhakis
encourage their next generation to take up other more sustaining vocations.
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DARKNESS TO LIGHT
- Riddhiman Shaw & Dhrishit Dasgupta – VIII E

Darkness to light symbolizes the end of chaos and the onset of justice. Diwali is a festival that
depicts the culmination of darkness, depicting chaos, by the lighting of lanterns. On this day, Kali
puja is celebrated across Bengal, Odissa, Assam. Kali Puja is a festival originating from India
dedicated to the Hindu Goddess Maa Kali, an incarnation of Maa Durga. Kali Puja is
characteristically celebrated by painting the dark canvas of the sky with colorful splashes of light
in the form of fireworks.
The story begins when Maa Durga, angered by the corruption of the human race took upon herself
a form as horrible as death itself to wipe out the entire human race. This form of terror was Maa
Kali. She was not going to stop till humanity was annihilated. All the Gods and the humans who
were not massacred prayed to Lord Shiva, the God of the Gods, to stop the raging storm that is,
Maa Kali. Lord Shiva was petrified at the thought of facing Maa Kali but nevertheless he smiled
since he had a brilliant idea. He lay on the path of Maa Kali who ruthlessly kept slaying anyone and
everyone standing in her way. Maa Kali, blinded by her rage, did not see Lord Shiva lying on the
ground. When she stepped on his body, she instantly realized that she was trampling her husband
and hung her tongue in embarrassment. This scene was captured by the sculptors all over India to
depict Maa Kali. Some devotees also fast from the crack of dawn to the end of the puja.
Diwali or Kali Puja is a very important festival to the people of India. It signifies the end to a reign
of terror and a new beginning towards a brighter future. Maa Kali, though a goddess painted in
black depicts a festival of light. It conveys that even the most hopeless of conditions have a bright
side to them. It shows that even in the most critical of situations, there is always a beacon of light
and if we keep our hopes and beliefs, then we will eventually see the beacon of light at the edge of
the horizon.
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MY VERSION OF DURGA PUJA
- Aditya Mandal – XII B -

“All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players; They have their
exits and entrances; and one man in his time plays many parts, his acts being seven
ages.”
These words from Shakespeare kept repeating themselves in my mind as we drove
through the Eastern Metropolitan bypass, on our way to the airport to drop off my
Uncle and Aunt who were departing for Bangalore. Durga Puja had ended. The second
age of my life was to end soon, and soon I would be the one being driven to the airport
to be carried away, beyond hills and plains, to formidable yet magnificent new places
of beauty and terror! It seems only a few days have passed since I encountered this
terrestrial sphere on a rainy August evening in 2004. Alas, Tempus Fugit!
A wave of conflicting emotions rushed through my mind as I reminisced about the
last ten days (or was it about the last seventeen years?). Mahalaya is the first day of
Durga Puja, also incidentally the only day every year when I willingly wake up at 4.00
am to listen to the ritual incantation of ‘Mahishasuramardini’ chanted in the sonorous
nasal tenor of the late Birendra Krishna Bhadra, and this year was no exception. My
mind wandered back over the crowded years to when I was nine years old and had
memorised a sizeable portion of ‘Mahishasuramardini’, an achievement of no mean
proportions, meant to be flaunted before relatives who graced our home on this
auspicious occasion! I tried to remember the words, in vain, for they were no longer
safely tucked away in a deep corner of my mind. They had gone, along with the
simplicity and innocence of the time, and had made way for other, perhaps more
important, things.
The real essence of Durga Puja begins from ‘Shashthi’, or the sixth day. Shashthi
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and Saptami (the seventh day) are almost entirely reserved for festivities, —
pandal-hopping, street food, the works! I remember I used to marvel every year at
the sheer volume of the crowd that used to gather at prominent pandals such as
those at Ekdalia,
Tridhara and Deshapriya Park. Here the superficial barriers and narrow glass walls
that humanity has fragmented itself with, broke down. God (at least Her idol) was
equal to all, and everybody, regardless of social status, caste, religion or gender, had
to undergo the same jostling and pushing in order to gain access to the pandal and
catch a fleeting glimpse of Maa Durga, ever so serene, divine and graceful, even as
she belligerently destroyed Mahishasur for his wrongdoings.
And almost all of it had been cancelled this year, courtesy the COVID-19 debacle.
Perhaps the only recognisable aspect of Durga Puja that had remained was the
Ashtami rituals, considered by many to be the ultimate proclamation of the victory
of Good over Evil. Some, however, may argue that there is no distinct perception of
either Good or Evil in the Hindu culture, for they are considered to be two sides of
the same coin, two facets of every living being’s personality (“Only who is unaffected
by Good or Evil, neither praising nor despising it, is fixed in perfect knowledge” Bhagavad Gita). At the core, Hinduism stresses the quintessentially pure nature of
every soul as so eloquently enunciated by Swami Vivekananda - “Each soul is
potentially divine. The goal is to manifest this divinity by controlling nature, external
and internal.” The Ashtami rituals focus actually on conjectural topics such as Karma
and the Greater Good as a driving force for everything that transpires; and this is
one of the most obscure yet spiritually enlightening lessons of Durga Puja.
The Nabami ‘Dhunuchi Naach’ (sadly also cancelled this year) is a grand farewell
ceremony for the Goddess. On the tenth and final day, Dashami, the idols of Maa
Durga from all pandals and households are immersed into the Ganges, signifying
Her departure from the mortal realm and Her return to Her Heavenly abode. On a
much deeper level, however, the act of immersion leaves the most poignant and
enduring lesson of all, that of transience and non-attachment. Everything is
fugacious, ephemeral, fleeting, transitory, and must come to an end someday,
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because nothing lasts forever. And it is this Great Truth that I must embrace today on
the threshold of a new beginning, as I leave behind Durga Puja, my home, my family,
my school, my city, my childhood and embark on a new journey! I am not sad because
it is over, but rather happy that it happened, for the timeless in me is aware of life’s
timelessness, and knows that yesterday is but today’s memory, and tomorrow is
today’s dream. The most important thing in life is to keep moving ahead, to let life
show me the way, and to just keep going because nothing is final or permanent.
“Charaiveti.” - Aitareya Upanishad
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