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Introduction  

 

 

Fig.1. Ganga Ghat, Begusarai 

 

y©c«|ªq¥¬br©ª{ªt z©pĔp¢ h~zª¦z© ªtcz² ò{©pP Ê 

t©¦O h©t² p¢ zª¦z©tO v©ª¦ a®v©zª{ z©zð©tz̧ Ë Î Ë1 

 

From time immemorial the river Ganga has displayed an extraordinary capacity to sustain human 

life, define social organization and facilitate state formation. As the river nurtured the material life of 

the people who lived along its banks, these riparian communities reciprocated by vividly imagining 

and portraying the river in scripture, art and architecture as early as the first millennium BC, if not 

                                                            
1 Ganga Stotram, O Devi Bhagirathi Gange! You are the one who bestow us with joy and happiness. The highest significance 

of your pious and holy waters is glorified in the Vedas, I therefore plead you for your divine knowledge, who should always 

guide me to choose the righteous and the truth. O dear Gange! I bow my head in your lotus feet and beseech you for your 

kind guidance, to always protect me from the worthlessness of maya. Protect me always. Nupur Choudhary (Translation). 
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before. Through the process of representation in art and letters the Ganga came to forge a common 

bond among diverse people who found themselves members of a community based not merely on 

the exploitation of its material bounty but on shared cultural perceptions generated by their 

veneration of the river. A host of economic, political and cultural factors contributed to the 

emergence of the Ganga as the river par excellence, and the word Ganga became a generic term for 

a river in the Indian subcontinent. In myths and legends, the Ganga was perceived as a manifestation 

of the celestial body on earth and as one which could transport oneôs soul to heaven. The notion of 

the Ganga as purifier who washes away all sins became deeply rooted among Hindus of all classes. 

Its sanctity was beyond question for most Hindus and gradually a pilgrimage to the river for the 

purposes of ritual ablution became one of the most common ways to purify oneself from 

accumulated sins.  

 

A description follows on how the pilgrimage to the river evolved and became more popular over the 

course of time. That the Ganga was a holy river for a majority of their subjects was not unknown to 

the Muslim rulers who came to dominate a large part of the Indian subcontinent in the thirteenth 

century. As a result, many of these Muslim rulers also connected themselves with the river and its 

water in various ways. Some made it a habit to drink water from the Ganga alone, even though they 

were stationed far away from its banks. Others used its waters during the coronation ceremony. 

These attachments on the part of these Muslim rulers with the river might not have sprung from 

religious sentiments but they were certainly aware of the political meanings of such acts of 

association with the river.2  

 

The association with the Ganga exceeds its narrative quality from time to time and from location to 

location. Begusarai is a district which stretches further east of Patna and was initially a sub-divisional 

part of Munger; this also involves the geographical inclusion of places like Darbhanga, Samastipur 

and Saharsa which were a part of its collective historicity. In this part of mapping the Ganga in 

Begusarai we are also going to discuss the many tangents which emerge along the ancient past of 

Begusarai. In Chapter 1 we will look at how historicity of Begusarai was created over a period of 

                                                            
2 Richard M Eaton, ñTemple Desecration and Indo-Muslim States,ò in Beyond Turk and Hindu: Rethinking religious 

identities in Islamicate South Asia, ed. David Gilmartin and Bruce B. Lawrence (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 

2000), 246ï81. 
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time, both through archaeological and oral specifications. Here we are going to discuss the role of 

river Ganga in the formulation of the historicity of the space and its making. Historically, Begusarai 

includes in its ambit a wider part of the Mithila region of Bihar which makes the language of the 

region Maithili. Itôs location on the banks of river Ganga makes the place both culturally and 

historically enriching. The district of Begusarai, which till the 1971 Census was a part of Munger 

district as one of its sub-divisions, was elevated to the status of a district on 2nd October, 1972. 

Earlier it was the north-western subdivision of Munger district lying on the left bank of the Ganga. 

Begusarai is the chief town and the headquarters of the district. In earlier times, situated half way 

through the Bazaar of this town was an inn (sarai) from which the town presumably derives its name. 

The district is situated in the central Bihar region and is surrounded on the north by Samastipur 

district, on the south by Munger and Lakhisarai districts, on the east again by the districts of Munger 

and Khagaria and on the west by the districts of Samastipur and Patna. Chapter 2 discusses the 

various aspects of ritual performance in Simariya including the Kalpavas mela, Ardha Kumbha, 

Ganga snana and the Kartik Purnima fair. Ritual performance is a very important aspect of this 

research and hence we talk about the importance of Mithila, and Begusarai as an important land of 

Tantra traditions. Chapter 3 outlines the art and cultural life of Bihar which owes greatly to the 

contribution of the Ganga and the traditional mornings centred around the river. The cultural and 

artistic space of Bihar has played a highly influential role in the making of the Indian cultural milieu. 

Traditions and their observance play a major part in the making of Biharôs cultural scene, followed by 

the many contributions of local folk music, theatre, performances and artistic abilities. In this section 

we are going to look at the various traditions revolving around the Mithila praxis of Begusarai. The 

cultural history of Begusarai draws its history from current Darbhanga (a major Mithila hub), 

Samastipur and Munger. 

Chapter 4 deals with the saktah traditions of Ugratara Temple at Mahishi, situated 15 km away from 

the district headquarters of Saharsa, which is famous for its ancient temple dedicated to Goddess 

Ugra Tara. Locals worship the deity as Bashishtharadhita Tara, who was worshipped by the saint 

Bashishtha, thereby associating the place with the Ramayana period. Ugra Tara Sthan is also believed 

to be a Shakti Peetha as, according to legends, the right eye of Goddess Sati had fallen here. The 

language and literary traditions of the region are also discussed here. 
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Chapter 1 

Riverine Historicity of Begusarai  

 

 

(Begusarai District Map. Source: RCD, Govt. of Bihar) 

 

In the Ganga plain the bounty that the river bestowed upon the people made it an object of worship and 

its water became the symbol of holiness. As a result the river attracted an increasingly large number of 

pilgrims who sought spiritual, moral and material salvation.  

Begusarai district lies on the left bank of river Ganga and is located at latitudes 25.15N & 25.45N and 

longitudes 85.45E & 86.36E. It was established formally in 1870. Begusarai town is located at 25.42°N 



 
 

5 
 

86.13°E. It has an average elevation of 41 metres (134 feet). Begusarai lies in the middle of the 

mid Ganga plain and generally has low lying terrain with South to South Easterly slope.  Begusarai is 

basically divided into three flood plains namely 1) Ganga Flood Plain 2) Burhi Gandak Flood plain 3) 

Kareha-Bagmati Flood Plain.  

The etymology of the place comes from two words óbegumô plus ósaraiô which makes it Begusarai. It is 

believed that the queen/ begum would often visit the banks of river Ganga in Simariya to participate in 

ritualistic traditions which were (and still are) popular in Begusarai. The location of the town on the 

banks of river Ganga is testimony to this historic connect with the river. The wider Mithila region 

around Begusarai gave rise to the popular usage of the Maithili language. 

The district of Begusarai, which till the 1971 Census was a part of Munger district as one of its sub-

divisions, was elevated to the status of a district on 2nd October, 1972. Earlier it was the north-western 

subdivision of Munger district lying on the left of the Ganga. Begusarai is the chief town and the 

headquarters of the district. Earlier, there was said to be an inn (sarai) half way through the Bazaar in 

this town, from which the town presumably derived its name. The district is situated in the central Bihar 

region and is surrounded on the north by Samastipur district, on the south by Munger and Lakhisarai 

districts, on the east again by the districts of Munger and Khagaria and on the west by the districts of 

Samastipur and Patna. 

There was practically no historical knowledge of the remote past of Begusarai district until recently. The 

two newly discovered Pala inscriptions at Nawlagarh (discovered by Prof. R.K. Chaudhary of G.D. 

College, Begusarai, according to the District Gazetteer of Munger) and some rare images of the Pala 

period at Jaimangalgarh point to the existence of Pala rule in Begusarai district also.  

The Nawlagarh inscription no. 1 throws considerable light on Pala history in North Bihar . 

Nawlagarh inscription no. 1 also throws light on the Krmila Visaya of Begusarai. The forgotten city of 

Krmila is located in the district of Lakhisarai, Bihar State. Lakhisarai is surrounded by the modern 

districts of Bihar, i.e. Munger, Jamui, Sheikhpura, Begusarai and Patna. The area around 72 square 

kilometres of the city has a large number of historical monuments, particularly Buddhist Stupas and 

Brahmanical temples. Beglar and Cunningham explored the area and reported the antiquity of the region 

in the 19th century. They identified the existence of Buddhist Stupas and Brahmanical temples in the 

area.  
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In the 1950s and 1960s, D.C. Sircar and subsequently R.K Choudhary visited the region and reported a 

few inscriptions of the early medieval period. An extensive exploration conducted by Dr. Anil Kumar 

revealed many interesting facts hitherto undisclosed about the early medieval historiography. There are 

more than sixty big mounds of various sizes which are lying unexcavated between Valgudar and 

Daitabandh in Lakhisarai district of Bihar. During the Gupta period, the present state of Bihar was 

divided into two administrative centres, known as Shrinagara-bhukti and Tira-bhukti. The former, 

Shrinagara-bhukti, comprised of three visayas, Gaya, Rajagriha and Krmila respectively. The name 

Krmila among these visayas got its origin from the nearby river Krmikala which is no other than the 

river Kiul of present day Bihar. The early reference to this river is mentioned in Buddhist texts, 

Anguttara Nikaya and Moghyevagga in which this river is called Krmikala. Kiul is one of the most 

important rivers of southern Bihar.  

Recent exploration has yielded six image inscriptions and more than a 100 Buddhist as well as 

Brahmanical sculptures. Stylistic analysis of these sculptures suggests early medieval dates, and 

different phases of construction activities. The whole area falls in approximately 72 square kilometres, 

which has more than sixty mounds, around fifty ponds and three lakes. A few brick structures over the 

mounds are exposed as a result of natural calamities or due to encroachments by local people. An overall 

survey of the area, and deciphering of the discovered inscriptions, suggests the existence here of a large 

religious and administrative centre of early medieval eastern India.  

Previous research had also revealed many archaeological sites in this region. The following are some 

of the important sites in this region: Nongarh, Rampur, Garhi, Brindavan, Ghosi-Kundi, Bichwe, Neri, 

Kiul, Hasanpur, Jainagar, Jalappa Sthan, Ramsir, Arma, Pokhrama, Uren, Balgudar, Chowki, Rajaouna 

etc. The sources are vast and varied in nature. The bulk of the source material in this mapping is mainly 

drawn from the archaeological and literary sources. Reports from the Archaeological Survey of India, 

excavation reports and research papers, journals and other archaeological reports, and the Gazetteer 

were studied thoroughly. In addition to archaeological evidences and Indian and foreign literary sources, 

geographical, geological and other information have also been used for understanding the various facets 

of the subject under review.  

The study of literary sources sometimes raised doubts about the chronological sequence whereas the 

archaeological evidences by themselves are insufficient. Hence, more intensive and extensive research 

had to be carried out, largely by corroborating the archaeological sources with the literary sources. 



 
 

7 
 

Ancient literature throws interesting light on social and economic factors of the region. It traces out the 

commercial knowledge of the people of those days. Archaeological sources include seals, ceramics, and 

other remains, materials of art and culture, besides architectural findings. It has the durability which, 

under certain favourable conditions, can be preserved remarkably well. The works of early scholars are 

also taken into consideration. The material and data collected from the direct sources and the 

information gathered from the previous scholars were studied with care and their results summarized in 

this report.  

The Krimila and surrounding mound is one of the key but less explored regions of Bihar State. 

Nevertheless, one can visualize the importance of this region based on the available material brought to 

light in the pre-independence era by explorers. The antiquarian remains of Lakhisarai region had 

drawn attention of British scholars like Beglar, Buchanan and Cunningham in the late nineteenth 

century. They conducted preliminary survey of the area and identified stupa and temples at Valgudar, 

Rajaona, Chowki and Jaynagar. These are the names of modern villages and are within the municipal 

area of the town, and fall within a radius of 15 square kilometres. A. Cunningham surveyed the area first 

in 1871 and again visited it in 1879ï80. Beglar surveyed the whole area in 1871ï72. According to 

Cunninghamôs report, a large town or city existed here at the confluence of river Kiul, old Ganges and 

Haruhar. It extended from Rajaona southwards up to Jaynagar along the western bank of river Kiul, a 

distance of nearly 6 kilometres and had a width of 1.5 kilometres. Cunningham identified óLo-inni-loô as 

Rajaona mentioned by óHuan-t-sangô. óHuan-t-sangô in his travel account mentions that he visited this 

place, where he saw a Buddhist monastery and stupa erected by Ashoka in third century BC and a large 

lake, 5 miles in circuit, to the north of the stupa. Cunningham identified this stupa and monastery. In the 

recent course of exploration by various scholars, efforts are ongoing to identify the limits of this 

significant lost or forgotten city of early medieval eastern India. 

The Nawlagarh inscription no. 2 shows that there was a Buddhist Vihara at Nawlagarh. The 

Nawlagarh inscriptions belong to the reign of Vigrahpala II or Vigrahpala III. By the time of Rampala, 

the empire of the Palas had definitely broken into pieces. Up to the end of Vigrahpala IIIôs reign, Mithila 

and consequently Begusarai District was included in the Pala dominion. It is difficult to say how long 

the Palas continued to rule in this region. Nanyadeva of the Karnata dynasty began his rule in 1094 A.D. 

and his dynasty ruled over that area for a long period. There has been a certain amount of research 
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regarding the antiquities at Nawlagarh and Jaimangalgarh which shows that this area played a very 

important part particularly in the early Pala period.  

Nawlagarh, 25 kms. north-west of Begusarai, is surrounded from all sides by fortification with gates and 

a canal on the western side. There are a number of mounds. Some excavations were carried out and 

some fine sculptural remains in black stone, big earthen jars, broken pieces of ancient pots, small beads 

and earthen seals, one silver coin and a broken Vishnu image with an inscription on the pedestal and 

other terracotta have been found. The date of the Vishnu image has been determined sometime in the 

latter half of the eleventh century A.D. 

Jaimangalgarh, 20 kms. north of Begusarai town, is still an important religious centre and on every 

Tuesday and Saturday hundreds of people assemble here to worship the goddess Jaimangala. 

Surrounded on all sides by a moat and then by a lake known as Kabar Tal, the area with high mounds 

presents a picturesque site. There was a patch of jungle which has been cleared and the Kabar lake 

drained out for reclaiming the submerged lands. Many mounds have been levelled and the area is being 

used for agricultural purposes. Ordinary agricultural ploughing has led to the discovery of ancient 

bricks, clay balls, remains of old structures and a brick wall. An inscribed gold plaque was said to have 

been found but it is now missing. On the north-eastern side there are distinct mounds called Daitaha Dih. 

These mounds are still preserved. 

 

 

Fig.2. Jaimangalgarh Temple, Begusarai 
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(Begusarai District Map- Kabar Tal and relevant areas marked) 

 

The origin of the temple of goddess Jaimangala is believed to be very ancient. Some very fine black 

stone images of Varaha, Badrinarain, Ganga, Shiva Parvati, and an artistic column in black stone have 

also been found. All these indicate that Jaimangalgarh, like Nawlagarh, was also an important centre 

during the Pala period. The theory that Jaimangalgarh was the centre of Sakticult during the Pala period 

has also been advanced. The Pandas of Jaimangalgarh had been granted rent-free land which they held 

during the Hindu and Muslim periods. The Pandas are in possession of three sanads dated 1794 A.D.3 

Not only was Jaimangalgarh allowed to remain revenue free but the government gave an annual grant 

for the purpose of feeding monkeys and keeping alight a lamp which was to be kept burning day and 

                                                            
3 Shailesh Kumar Sinha. Dharohar. Bihar State Government (2007). 16 
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night in the temple. In 1852, on the discovery that the obligations were not being fulfilled, the grant was 

stopped. 

 

 

Fig.3. An evening on the Ghats of Begusarai 

 

Not much is known separately about Begusarai district besides the latest discoveries mentioned above 

and the history of this district is almost merged with the history of its parent district Munger. During the 

Mutiny of 1857, the tranquillity of the district was not broken, largely owing to the prompt measures 

taken by the administration. The role of Begusarai in the freedom movement has been very important 

and deserves much more than a passing reference. The people of the district did not carry on an isolated 

stir, but as part of the general movement in India. The people of the district faithfully followed the 

different phases of the national independence movement with great enthusiasm and determination. 
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Chapter 2 

The Living Ritualistic Tradi tion(s) of Simariya  

 

ñRitual is a type of critical juncture wherein some pair of opposing social or cultural forces 

comes together. Examples include the ritual integration of belief and behaviour, tradition and 

change, order and chaos, the individual and the group, subjectivity and objectivity, nature and 

culture, the real and the imaginative idealò.4 

 

Rituals can be loosely regarded as a deep web of structuralized, albeit not necessarily religious, 

components. Theories on rituals are embedded in experiential avenues and the methodologies 

that one uses to study ritual(s) offer a critical purview of understanding historical traditions and 

mythical accounts. Ethnography and participant observation with theoretical underpinnings 

offers a gamut of interesting case studies and ideas about ritual traditions and its usage in both 

secular and religious terms. Inquiry into a larger discourse of social sciences and other fields 

enable scholars of different fields to provide important impetus to the understanding of rituals 

based on differing context(s) though rituals in any situation are largely seen as a practical 

element which necessitates the oral and/or written into praxis. It is this praxis or the opportunity 

of physical expression that has made scholars of religious studies write about rituals' association 

with religion, and philosophers to take an existential oeuvre on phenomenology and existential 

trajectories.5 Anthropology tries to substantiate its work on field-based case scenarios and use 

participant methodology to provide raw accounts of experiences rather than theoretical 

meanderings.   

                                                            
 

4 Catherine M. bell, 1992. Ritual theory, ritual practice, 16 
5 Gaurav Shrestha. Rituals and Mediating Space/s An eclectic approach: An anecdotal (re)search for festivals in Kathmandu 

Valley. The Annual Kathmandu Conference on Nepal and Himalayas (Social Science Baha, Kathmandu). 
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Simariya (which lies along the banks of river Ganga) comes within the Begusarai district of Bihar 

and is almost 40 minutes away from Begusarai town. Simariya becomes an integral part of the 

intangible heritage in regards to ritualistic performance and the living traditions of the place. The 

recognised Simariya mela or the Kalpavas Mela is celebrated in the month of Kartik Purnima 

(October- November) and has an interwoven narrative with the Ganga. The religious Kumbha 

Mela is seen as the biggest event of faith in the world. If we look at Vedic literature, Kumbha is 

organized at four places in the country: Prayagraj (Allahabad), Haridwar, Ujjain and 

Nashik. Everyone knows that Kumbha is organized at these places at regular intervals. However, 

another argument given is that Kumbha was held at 12 places in the country during the Vedic 

period, but now Kumbha is organized in only 4 of these places. Thus, the Ardha Kumbha held at 

Simariya in Begusarai district of Bihar is said to be the beginning of the restoration of the 8 

Kumbha festivals which have disappeared. It is believed that the Kalpavas fair started on the banks 

of the Ganga in Simariya since the time of King Videha (Janak). During Kalpavas, devotees stay 

on the river bank for a month by making a foliage cottage and bathing in the Ganga every 

morning.   

The border of Mithila encompasses Simariya and hence the place shares an intertwined narrative 

with the tales of Mithila. The Ganga is still central to religious faith for the people of Mithila. Even 

today, the Kalpasthali and Moksha Dham of Mithila residents is Simariya. King Janak (Videha) is 

said to have done Kalpavas here in the last stages of his life and given up his life here. Mundila 

scholar Mandana Mishra and his scholar wife Bharti, who was said to have trounced 

Shankaracharya in debate, got salvation here. Kavivar Vidyapati also attained Kalpavas and 

salvation here. Following the example of such religious beliefs, a large number of people come to 

Simariya Dham to undertake Kalpavas for one month. 

      A lot has been written since the notion of ritual  first emerged as a formal term in the 19th 

century6. What seems to be enterprising is the growing intersections of the fieldôs dynamic 

progression in which they operate and the innumerable contributions made by people to this 

discursive domain. Mircea Eliade, perhaps the most pivotal figure on religion and the study of 

myth, has offered incipient insights on the primacy of understanding religious mythology and 

symbolic activities. For Eliade, the human expression and the idea of sacred is furthered 

                                                            
6Ibid, 14 
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through rituals where ómyth attempts to narrate sacred historyô7 and sacred history for Eliade is 

elucidated via rituals that re-enacts mythic tales of primordial ages, gods, heroes or ancestors 

creating cosmos. Therefore, the idea of performing rituals is that of acknowledging the 

traditional and telling a story which undoubtedly requires rituals.    

While Victor Turner in his first book Schism and Continuity in an African Society (1957) 

attempts at understanding the daily rituals as a form of ósocial dramaô through which we get an 

understanding of the role of rituals and its mechanism for perpetually generating a sense of unity 

regardless of what religion offers or has to offer. According to Turner, ritual action helps one 

envision social structures as dynamic entities that are not static. Rituals according to his studies 

offer a process that provide social equilibrium and further offers society opportunities to redefine 

and reinvent itself. 

Understanding ritual actions and theory in retrospect provides an impetus for social scientists to 

understand and study the social dimension of society, and in many instances rituals more often 

are associated in concomitance with religion in some way. The priority of ritual practices has also 

pushed many scholars to offer a comparative articulation of ambiguous methodologies used in 

Sociology, Anthropology, History and so on. Rituals in isolation are void and historiographies of 

mythical accounts have provided us crucial information about ritual integrity and its value to the 

realm of social relationships. Therefore, one is left in a critical intersection of trying to visualize a 

plethora of facets as to how rituals function in a society, their symbolic significance and their 

mediation in contemporary times, which possess both archaic ramifications and modern 

approaches to use, understand and continue their importance for festivals and traditions alike. 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
7Mircea Eliade, and Willard R. Trask. The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. New York: Harcourt, Brace & 

World, 1959, 99 
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2.1. Kalpavas Mela 

 

 

Fig.4. The entrance and view of the Kartik Kalpavas Mela, Simariya 

 

The fair or festival of Kalpavas is supposedly one of the biggest religious fairs of Asia Minor.8 

Lying in the ambit of Mithila province, the festival is auspicious for its inhabitants and hence 

the month is referred to as ómasaô and the devotee as ómasiô.9 The place Mokama where 

Simariya is located lies on the northern banks of the Ganga and most of the devotees live there 

for a month in make-shift huts and other kinds of tents. According to Hindu oral narratives and 

                                                            
8  Subodh Kumar Nandan. Bihar Ke Mele. Prabhat Publications, Bihar 2012. 93  
9 Ibid. 93 
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beliefs, during the month of kartik (October), if someone decides to live on the banks of the 

river Ganga for a month and takes a daily bath in it for 30 days (specifically when the sun is in 

the northern hemisphere or utarayan), they might attain moksha in this lifetime.  

 

Fig.4a. View of Simariya Ghat 

 

It is also believed that Raja Parikshit  had to visit and stay here on the banks of the Ganga for a month 

to get rid of his snake-imposed sin, the precise reason why mostly people from Nepal and other 

provinces of Mithila come here to follow the rituals. Parikshit was a Kuru king who reigned during the 

Middle Vedic period (12th-9th centuries BCE).10 Along with his son and successor Janamejaya, he 

played a decisive role in the consolidation of the Kuru state, the arrangement of Vedic hymns into 

                                                            
10 Michael Witzel (1989), Tracing the Vedic dialects in Dialectes dans les litteratures Indo-Aryennes ed. Caillat, Paris, 97ï

265. 
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collections, and the development of the orthodox srauta ritual, transforming the Kuru realm into the 

dominant political and cultural centre of northern Iron Age India. 11 

He also appears as a prominent figure in later legends and traditions. According to the Mahabharata and 

the Purana, he succeeded his great uncle Yudhishthira to the throne of Hastinapur. The Bhagavata 

Purana (1.8.9) states that the son of Drona, Ashwatthama had prepared a Brahmastra (a powerful 

weapon created by Brahma) to kill King Parikshit while he was in the womb of his mother, Uttara, as a 

revenge against the Pandavas for killing his relatives (especially his father) in the Kurukshetra war. 

Uttara was terrified by the powerful rays of the weapon and, worried about her child, she prayed to her 

uncle-in-law, Krishna, for help. Krishna pacified her and protected the child in the womb from the 

deadly weapon and thus saved his life. Parikshit was thus born to Uttara and later was enthroned as the 

heir to the Pandavas at Hastinapura.  

 

 

Fig.5. Sage Sukhdeva narrating the story of Krishna to Raja Parikshit, National Museum, New Delhi 

                                                            
11 Michael Witzel, "Early Sanskritization. Origins and development of the Kuru State". B. Kölver (ed.), Recht, Staat und 

Verwaltung im klassischen Indien. The state, the Law, and Administration in Classical India. München : R. Oldenbourg 

1997, 27-52 
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Fig.6. Swami Chitadamanji  narrating the tales of Kalpavas to devotees 

 

One of the most interesting aspects of the Kalpavasiôs stay is that they plant a tulsi in front of their 

tent, sowing it with khada or the manure of cowsô waste. They worship the plant before each meal. 

This is an important part of their ritualistic performance. It is also observed that some devotees stay for 

a month without eating anything but just imbibing Gangajal or water.  

According to the old legends and tales, the name Simariya came into being due to two stories. One is 

that the place is related to the Mahabharata period and is associated with the death site of Karna and 

also where many important rishis or saints performed various ritualistic processions. The other tale, 

according to the Ramayana, is that Rishi Shringi spent the last days of his life on the ghats of Simariya 

and hence the name came into being.  

In Hindu mythology, Rishyasringa was a boy born with the horns of a deer. His father was Vibhandak 

Rishi, and his mother was a celestial paramour. According to another legend, from the slight protrusion 

of his forehead, he was believed to have been born of a doe. According to legend, his father was seduced 
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by the celestial danseuse Urvashi by order of Indra, the king of gods, who feared that the yogic powers 

gained from penance by the rishi could prove fatal to the very existence of the heavenly world. The 

father was seduced and out of his relation with the danseuse was born Rishyasringa. However, 

immediately after the child was born, Urvashi, after completing the duty she was sent for, left the young 

child and her lover and made her way back to the heavens. The incident left the father with extreme 

hatred towards women folk, and he raised the boy in a forest, isolated from society. The boy never saw 

any girls or women, and was not told of their existence. The tradition states that he was endowed with 

magical and miraculous powers. In the usual version of the story, at the time that the boy becomes a 

young man, the kingdom of Anga suffers from drought and famine. The king, Romapada, is told that 

this can only be alleviated by a Brahmin with the powers that come from observance of perfect chastity. 

The only person with such powers is Rishyasringa. He has to be brought to the city, and be persuaded to 

carry out the necessary ceremonies. Despite his fear of the power and anger of the boy's father, the king 

sends young women to introduce the boy into normal society. This was successfully done by Vaishali, 

Rishyasringa uses his powers, the kingdom receives bountiful rains and Rishyasringa marries Shanta. 

Much of the story is taken up by accounts of the feelings of the young man as he becomes aware of 

women for the first time.  In another version of the story, the forest in which the boy is brought up is part 

of Anga. The boy's upbringing without knowledge of women is in itself the cause of the troubles of the 

kingdom. The story can be found in both the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. According to 

the Ramayana, Ekashringa was the chief priest when king Dasharatha performed a yajna to beget 

progeny, and Rama, Bharata and the twins Lakshmana and Shatrughana were born. 

 

 

Fig.7. Devotees listening to the Katha (narration) 
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Another associated tale is that once, on her way to Ayodhya, Janaki (Sita) stopped at this 

Mithila border of Simariya to drink water and hence the name ritiya, followed by Simariya, 

came about.  

 

Fig.8. Shradhalus (devotees) cooking their meal for the day in the tent 

 

Figure. 9. The cremation grounds of Simariya 
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Fig.10. Devotees chanting the songs and tales of the festival 
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2.2. Ardha-Kumbh a Festival  

 

The Kumbha Melaôs popularity as a devotional congregation is currently limited to the main 

enshrinements of Allahabad (Prayag) Ujjain, Nasik and Haridwar. However in recent times (as claimed 

by Swami Chitadamanji Maharaj of Siddhashram), there is a revival in the organisation of Kumbha 

Mela in this region. Recently, the Ardha Kumbha was held here in 2011 in an attempt to re-establish 

the lost importance of the other 8 places where Kumbha was held according to the scriptures. Not only 

Ardha Kumbha but recently a Maha-Kumbha was also held here in November, 2017. 

 

Speaking about the origin of the Kumbha Mela, Swami Chitadamanji says, ñDroplets of the Amrit 

Kalash (holy nectar) which was derived from samudra manthan fell at 12 different places in the country 

and since then Kumbha Mela was held at these 12 places.ò12 The 12 places, apart from the four 

mentioned above, where Kumbha used to be organised, included Simariya Ghat in Begusarai district of 

Bihar, Kumbhakonam in Tamil Nadu, Jagannath Puri in Orissa, Gangasagar in Bengal, Guwahati in 

Assam, Dwarka in Gujarat and Kurukshetra in Haryana. Gradually the practice of organising Kumbha in 

these places was stopped.  

Simariya Ghat is believed to be the place where the óAmrit Kalashô obtained during the samudra 

manthan was placed. The iconic Mandrananchal Mountain, that was used to churn the ocean, is 

supposed to be located about 100 kms from Simariya Ghat. The belief goes that the mountain even has 

ótracesô of the scars of the churning rope (Vasuki, the king of the serpents became the churning rope) 

used during the samudra manthan.  

 

 

 

                                                            
12  Swami Chitadamanji, Simariya Ardha Kumbha Mela Patha. 2019. Audio recording of the talk. Nupur Choudhary. 
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Fig.11. The Gods and Asuras churn the Ocean of Milk,  

page from a dispersed Razmnama, c.1598-99. Fattu.16th Century 

 

 

Swami Maharaj further said that the Kumbha provides a platform to the seers to hold discussions and 

introspect on worldly problems. He has suggested that the government should try to revive the 

organisation of the Kumbha Mela at the other 8 places. The narrative of the Ardha Kumbha is believed 

to be contemporary but the legend is very old. It is interesting to note that mount Mandara is believed to 

be in Banka District of Bhagalpur (which we will talk about in the Munger division) and also the site for 

Jaina Tirthankar Vasupujyaôs place of enlightenment.    
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Fig.12. The Ghats of Simariya, during Ardha Kumbha 

 

Fig.13. Rishis and saints going for evening prayer on the banks of the Ganga 
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Fig.14. Early morning snana by a devotee on the banks of the Ganga 

 

Fig.15. An overhead shot of the Ardha Kumbha fair at Simariya  
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2.3.  Kartik Purnima Sn ana 

 

 

Fig.16. Early Morning Snana by devotees, Simariya 

 

The festival of Kartik Purnima  is celebrated with great enthusiasm throughout the country. The full 

moon of Kartik month is also known as Kartik Purnima, Tripuri Purnima or Ganga Snana. Karthik 

Purnima has religious and spiritual significance in Indian culture as bathing in the Ganga on this 

occasion is of great significance and is believed to free one from all sins. It is also known as Deepan 

Poornima. Kartik Purnima is celebrated as the Diwali of the gods. On this day, there are many religious 

events, bathing in the holy river, worship and rituals. In the twelve months of the year, Kartik month is 

considered to be the best for spiritual and physical energy accumulation. Ganga snana brings the fruits 

of the whole year, and Kartik Purnima gives people an opportunity to join the óDeepawali of the Godsô, 

whose light destroys the vengeful forms hidden within all creatures. The dates of Trayodashi, 

Chaturdashi and Poornima of this month have been labelled highly Pushkarni by the Puranas. According 

to the Skanda Purana, a person who bathes daily in the river during the Kartik month, and only bathes 

before sunrise on the above three dates, becomes a part of the ófull fruitô. In the scriptures, the 
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importance of bathing in the Ganga on the day of Kartik Purnima is very important. It is believed that 

bathing in the Ganga on this day gives the fruits of bathing in the Ganga throughout the year. On this 

day, bathing in holy rivers and undertaking pilgrimages brings special merit, eliminating sins. 

 

 

Fig.17. Procession by the Shakt followers of Shiva, also known as Aghoris, Simariya 

 

Brahma Sarovar, born in Pushkar, is also said to have descended on this day. On the occasion of Kartik 

Purnima, lakhs of pilgrims visit Pushkar, bathe in the holy Pushkar lake and worship at the temple of 

Lord Brahma and offer lamps. There is also a legend that on this day Lord Shiva killed the demon 

Tripurasura. Tripurasura had established his authority over Swarga Lok. Having meditated for a long 

time in Prayag, when Brahma appeared before him, Tripurasura asked him for the boon that he should 

not be killed by gods, women, men, creatures, animals, birds, or nocturnal creatures. With this boon, 

Tripurasura became immortal and started torturing the gods. All the gods together asked Brahma the 
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remedy for the end of this monster, which Brahma told them. The deities approached Lord Shankar and 

prayed to him to kill Tripurasura. Mahadev then decided to slay Tripurasura. He found the monster in all 

the three worlds. On the day of Kartik Purnima, Mahadev slaughtered Tripurasura as Ardhanarishvara 

during the Pradosh period. The gods were very happy with this and Lord Vishnu gave the name 

Tripurari to Shiva, which is one of the many names of Shiva. The same day the gods came to Shivlok, 

i.e. Kashi, and celebrated Diwali. On this day, the gods are said to celebrate Dev Deepavali in Kashi, 

which is a tradition that is special in Kashi. It is believed that by donating a lamp in Kashi on this day of 

the Kartik month, oneôs ancestors get freedom from the cycle of birth and rebirth.  

According to the Puranas, on this day, Lord Vishnu wore the Matsya avatar to protect the religion, and 

the Vedas. After Ashadh Shukla Ekadashi, Lord Vishnu awakened on Kartik Shukla Ekadashi from four 

months of his Yoganidra. Pleased with the awakening of Lord Vishnu's yogic sleep, all the Gods and 

Goddesses lit lamps on the full moon day by performing Maha arati of Lakshmi and Narayan. This day 

is the óDeepawali of the Godsô, so by donating lamps and fasting on this day, people also join the 

festival of the Gods, so that they may imbibe the divinity within them, that is, incorporate the virtues 

within, from Narayan to Narayan. This deepawali of the Gods inspires people to renounce devilish 

tendencies, and to assimilate virtues.  

 

The Kartik month is also considered to be the month of sadhana performed by Lord Kartikeya. That is 

why it was named Karthik month. According to Narada Purana, on Kartik Purnima, there is a law to set 

eyes on Kartikeya, to attain complete virtues and win over oneôs enemies. With Snana, Arghya, Tarpan, 

Japa-Tapa, Pujan, Kirtan and Donation performed on the full moon day, Lord Vishnu himself is said to 

cleanse such believers from sin. 

After bathing on the full moon day, listening to the story of Sri Satyanarayana, reciting the Gita, reciting 

Vishnu Sahastranam and chanting 'Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya', the faithful get the blessings of 

Vishnu by becoming sin-free. In order to please Lord Vishnu, on this day, under the sky, people light 

lamps near houses, temples, peepal trees and tulsi plants, and offer lamps to holy rivers like the Ganga. 
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Fig. 18. The ghats during Kartik Purnima 

 

Fig. 19. Religious heads during the festival 
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Chapter 3 

Art and Cultural Heritage  

 

The creative and cultural life of Bihar owes greatly to the imagining of the Ganga, a strong belief 

in its sacredness, and faith expressed through the traditional rituals at its banks. The cultural and 

artistic space of Bihar plays a very important role in the moorings of Indian culture. Traditions play a 

major role in the cultural climate of Bihar, with many contributions of local folk music, theatre, 

performances and artistic talent. In this section we look at the various traditions revolving around the 

Mithila praxis of Begusarai. The cultural history of Begusarai draws its history from current Darbhanga 

(a major Mithila hub), Samastipur and Munger.  

 

 

3.1. Art  Traditions  

 

There are several traditional styles of painting practiced in Bihar. One is Mithila painting , a style of 

Indian painting popular in the Mithila region of Bihar. Conventionally, painting was one of the skills 

that was passed down from generation to generation in the families of the Mithila region, mainly by 

women. Painting was usually done on walls during festivals, religious events, and other milestones of 

the life cycle, like birth, Upanayanam (the sacred thread ceremony), and marriage.13 Mithila painting 

was traditionally done on the freshly plastered mud walls of the hut. Today it is also done on cloth, 

handmade paper, and canvas. Famous Mithila painters have included Bharti Dayal, Mahasundari Devi, 

the late Ganga Devi, and Sita Devi. 

                                                            
13  Carolyn Brown Heinz, 2006, "Documenting the Image in Mithila Art", Visual Anthropology Review, Vol. 22, Issue 2, pp. 

5-33 
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Mithila painting is also known as Madhubani art. It mostly depicts human beings and their association 

and interaction with the natural world. The most common scenes illustrate deities 

like Krishna, Ram, Shiva, Durga, Lakshmi, and Saraswati from ancient epics. Natural objects like the 

sun, moon, and religious plants like tulsi are also widely painted, along with scenes from the royal court 

and social events like weddings. Generally no space is left empty.14 

 

 

Fig. 20. A wall representation of Mithila painting of Sita and Ram. Barheta Laheriyasarai, Darbhanga 

 

The perception of Ganga among the local communities, such as from Mithila, is also manifested in their 

paintings. Mithila paintings originated sometime during the early modern times in the mid-Ganga 

                                                            
14 Carolyn Brown Heinz, 2006, "Documenting the Image in Mithila Art", Visual Anthropology Review, Vol. 22, Issue 2, pp. 

5-33 
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basin.15 One of the well-known themes is that of Panihari, wherein a group of women is shown carrying 

water from the river in earthen pots. In popular perception, Mithila was the birthplace of Sita of the epic 

Ramayana. Over centuries, the people of Mithila have retained their old traditions of art. Traditionally, 

Madhubani paintings are made on the eve of certain rituals and marriage ceremonies. Vidyapati refers to 

this art form (his contributions are referred to in the section on language) in his Purusa-Pariksha, where 

he mentions two artists, Sasi and Muladeva, who specialized in images with two deer on one side and 

portraits of a princess and a prince on the other. Possibly, the love of Krishna and Radha also influenced 

the Madhubani painting style after the sixteenth century.    

 

 

Fig. 21 

                                                            
15 Vipul Singh, Speaking Rivers: Environmental History of Mid-Ganga Flood Country, 1540-1885. Primus Books: New 

Delhi. 71. 
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Fig. 22 

 

Fig. 23 
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Figs. 21, 22 & 23. (joined together below) We see a clear depiction of Gangavataran and the current 

situation of the Ganga in the modern world. The painting is a metaphor for the world to realise that if 

we prayed so hard to get the Ganga on this earth, why are we now destroying it? The artist of this 

painting is Shiva Kashyap, the first woman who brought the Mithila painting to textiles. Barheta 

Laheriasarai, Darbhanga 

 

 

 

Fig. 24. Artist Shiva Kashyap. Barheta Laheriasarai, Darbhanga 



 
 

34 
 

 

Fig. 25 

 

Fig. 26 

Figs. 25 & 26. Mithila artists at work with nibs and colour, the use of which has been approved by many 

traditional artists 


