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Abstract: The Kalikapurana is a Sakta Upapurana having significant link to Kamarupa, the 

region generally defined as the ‘earliest kingdom of Assam’.  The text is an invaluable source for 

the history writing of early Brahmaputra Valley. The writing of modern history of Assam, like 

many other parts of India, began in the colonial period as a part of their administrative need.  

The search for indigenous histories of early India started in the 18
th

 century. In that process, the 

Kalikapurana was translated and published for the first time in the late 18
th

 century by a British 

Civilian, W.C. Blaquiere. The common European view of ‘having no historical value of the early 

Sanskrit literature’ is reflected in treating this text in the 20
th

 century work A History of Assam 

by E.A. Gait. However, this approach seems to have changed along with the nationalist history 

writings. This paper intends to study the use of the Kalikapurana in writing history of early 

Brahmaputra valley in the colonial discourse. 
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Introduction 

The Kalikapurana is a Sakta Upapurana having a significant link to Kamarupa. Although, if 

historically determined, the region is not a solid entity; rather a fluid process of configuration, 

Kamarupa is generally defined as the ‘earliest kingdom of Assam’, or the ‘ancient past of 

Assam’.
i
 The geography of Kamarupa extended upto major portion of the Brahmaputra Valley, 

specially the present Lower Assam, Central Assam and some parts of Upper Assam. The text 
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celebrates the power of the divine feminine in her various manifestations centering round the 

goddess Kamakhya or Kalika. Due to the fluid nature of the Puranic texts, as some portions are 

interpolated later on, the definite date of the composition of the Kalikapurana is difficult to fix. 

However, on the basis of the content the period of composition of the text can be placed between 

the 10
th

 -11
th

 centuries CE and from the elaborate descriptions of hills, rivers and places it can be 

stated that it was composed or at least the composer(s) of the text was familiar with the 

topography of the Brahmaputra valley.  It is significant enough that the information mentioned in 

the text is corroborated by the inscriptions of early period discovered in various places of present 

Assam. King Naraka, described in the inscriptions of ancient Assam as forefather of different 

ruling dynasties of Assam, found detailed discussion in the Kalikapuran. Thus, it shows the 

strength of the text as an important document for the construction of the history of early history 

of Assam. Especially, on the basis of its context of composition, different aspects of the society, 

religion and polity of the early Brahmaputra valley can be studied. 

Sources and Approaches 

The search for indigenous histories of early India started in the 18
th

 century by the colonial 

officials as a part of their administrative need. In that venture of ‘discovering India’s past’, a 

portion of the Kalikapurana was translated and published in the late 18
th

 century by a British 

Civilian, W. C. Blaquiere.  Blaquiere’s paper was the earliest work published, as per the present 

state of knowledge of the researcher, related to the text. From its discovery the text has been 

variously used to understand the history and culture of India. In the 19
th

 century, history of 

Assam encompassing both the past and present, began to write by the educated Assamese elites 

starting with Haliram Dhekial Phukan (1829), followed by Gunabhiram Barua (1884) and 

finally, it was Edward Gait’s A History of Assam ushered in a new tradition of history writing in 
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English in Assam.  When the Ahom past drew great attention in their writings, the early history 

of the Brahmaputra valley was dealt the in few pages. Soon after the publication of Edward 

Gait’s work A History of Assam, the nationalist writers showed their discontentment to it, for not 

giving adequate importance to the early period of Assam history which resulted in the 

establishment of Kamarupa Anusandhan Samiti in 1912. It was through the journals of 

Kamarupa Anusandhan Samiti and publication of works e.g. Kamarupa Sasanavali by Padma 

Nath Bhattacharyya and Early History of Kamarupa by Kanak Lal Barua, the pre-Ahom period 

of the Brahmaputra valley was emphasized and it was dealt with full length. In these two trends 

of history writing the approach in using the Kalikapurana as source of historical construction 

also changed. The present paper intends to study the use of the Kalikapurana in writing history 

of early Brahmaputra valley in the colonial discourse.  

For the study the researcher has used the works containing reference to the Kalikapurana 

published from late 18
th 

century up to the mid-20
th

 century. These works have been used as the 

primary source for the study. The secondary sources used are the works done on the 

historiography of early Assam. In all these works the approaches of history writing of Assam 

have been discussed in great analytical vigor. Jae Eun Shin in her recent article published in the 

journal Puravritta (2016) ‘Searching for Kamarupa: Historiography of the Early Brahmaputra 

Valley in the Colonial and post-Colonial period’ deals with different approaches of writing the 

history of early Assam from. However, not a single work done on the different approaches in 

using the Kalikapurana as a source for historical construction has been observed. Keeping in 

mind about the gap an attempt has been made in this present paper.  
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Colonial Discourse 

So far as the study on the Kalikapurana is concerned, it was in the late 18
th

 century the attention 

of the European scholars was attracted to the text by W. C. Blaquiere’s work published in the 

Asiatic Researches (1799), a periodical of the Asiatic Society of Bengal in which the initial 

research and seminal papers of the British scholars were published, entitled ‘The rudhiradhyaya 

or Sanguinary chapter: Translated from the Calica Purana’.
ii
 W. C. Blaquiere was a Civilian 

during the Governor-General Lord Cornawallis (1786-93) and as the title of the work indicates 

he translated the rudhiradhhyaya or the sanguinary chapter of the Kalikapurana into English. 

Rudhiradhyaya is the chapter in the Kalikapurana which contains descriptions of offering 

sacrifices of humans and animals to the goddess.
iii

 In the letter to the Secretary of the Society as 

he wrote in the beginning ‘The sacrifice of humans and other victims, and the sacrificial rites 

celebrated by the Hindus having been represented to me as a subject of curious investigation, 

which from a comparison with ceremonies used in familiar occasions, by other ancient nations, 

might perhaps be interesting, as well as to the Society, as to the learned in Europe, I procured the 

Calica Puran…To effect this purpose, I translated the Rudhiradhyaya or sanguinary chapter, 

which treats of human, as well as of other sacrifices, in which blood is fled.’
iv

 This letter 

indicates his motivation behind translating the chapter as the practice of sacrifices was a ‘subject 

of curious investigation’ which might be ‘interesting’ for the ‘learned Europeans’. Thus, it 

reflects the British colonial perception towards Indian people and society.   This text was used as 

a representative of the barbaric and illogical mindset of Indians, compared to learned and 

progressive minds of Europeans and also because of this reason Blaquiere selected this particular 

chapter for translation. 
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The historians have remained reluctant for a long time to accept the Puranas as a valid and 

reliable source of historical information. Those European scholars who began to write about the 

Puranas from the mid-nineteenth century treated these texts as repositories of fantastic tales 

about gods and demons which contaminated the seriousness of Vedic religion.
v
 Horace Hayman 

Wilson’s translation of the Vishnu Purana
vi
contains a long preface which may be considered to 

be the first systematic and scholarly statement on the Puranic literature. Wilson in the preface to 

his work the Vishnupurana published in 1840 gives a brief analysis of the Kalikapurana and 

characterizes it as a Sakta text ‘dedicated to recommend the worship of the bride of Siva, in one 

or her other in her manifold forms’.
vii

 Thus, in the study of Wilson the Kalikapurana is 

represented as a religious-ritualistic text and in this way in both of the above-mentioned works 

the text is not discussed relating to the history of early Assam. 

So far as the writing of history in Assam is concerned, keeping record of the events and writing 

about the past was not an unfamiliar activity in pre-colonial Assam, known as buranji, and that 

tradition continued in the nineteenth century. At the same time, the new Assamese elites also 

began to write about the past in a new style using various sources and encircling both past and 

present. The works of Haliram Dhekial Phukan and Gunabhiram Barua belong to this category. 

Haliram Dhekial Phukan’s Assam Buranji (in Bengali) published in 1829 mentions the 

Kalikapurana in regards to the rituals performed in the Kamakhya temple, introduced by 

Krishnaram Nyayabagisha. The author prescribes the readers to go through the text along with 

the Yogini Tantra to know about the hills of the region. Thus, though the author is aware of the 

text he did not used it in understanding the early history of Assam. Likewise, Gunabhiram Barua 

in his Asam Buranji, published in 1884, mentions different stories from Epics, Puranas mixed 

with popular lore, while narrating early period of Assam. However, he points out to the 
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uncertainties with use of the Puranic stories as historical facts by saying, ‘it is difficult to 

understand to what extent the Puranic records are authentic.’
viii

 

The publication of Edward Gait’s A History of Assam published in 1905 (second edition in 1926) 

heralded a new tradition of history writing in Assam. Gait’s work, encompasses both past and 

present, was divided into 23 chapters starting with prehistoric times down to the growth of tea 

industry. So far as sources are concerned, Gait made use of the vernacular historical sources, 

buranjis, coin and inscriptions. However, for the period from the prehistory to the 12
th

 century 

AD, Gait briefly spelled out in two chapters, in his words, due to ‘dearth of early records’
ix

 and 

argued that prior to the Ahom rule some scattered information can be gleaned from a few ancient 

inscriptions and from the observations of the Chinese traveler, but beyond this nothing definite is 

known.
x
 Thus, he negates the importance of Kalikapurana as a source of historical information. 

Regarding the early history of Assam Gait says that ‘our only information consists of some 

dubious and fragmentary references to Mahabharata, and in the Puranas and the Tantras and 

similar records. The stories culled from the latter sources cannot of course be dignified with the 

name of history’.
xi

 That Gait was aware of the text of the Kalikapurana is evident from the 

introduction of his book where he mentions ‘with the assistance of Indian friends, a careful 

search was made for all references to Assam in ancient Hindu writings such as the Jogini Tantra, 

Kalika Purana and the Mahabharata.’ He mentions Ghataka, Naraka Asura and Ban Asur 

among the prehistoric and traditional rulers of the mythological period and their capital cities of 

Pragjyotishpur and Sonitpur with reference to the Kalikapurana but concludes by saying that ‘it 

is impossible to say if they are genuine, and if so, who the kings were and where they reigned; 

and to refer to the length would be a waste of time and space.
xii

 Thus, he completely negates the 

historical value of the Kalikapurana and its use in constructing the history of early Assam. In 
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contrast to the Kalikapurana the information provided by the Si-yu-ki of the Chinese pilgrim 

Hiuen Tsang who visited in the 7
th

 century is called ‘authentic’ regarding ancient Kamarupa. 

Next to it are Banabhatta’s Harshacharita and two inscriptions i.e. the Nidhanpur and Doobi are 

of unique importance.
xiii

 This dismissive attitude of the colonial writers towards the Sanskrit 

sources was quite common throughout the 19
th

 century and is reflected in the writing of 

Alexander Cunningham when he identified the geography with ‘modern Assam’ on the basis of 

‘Kia-mo-lo-po’ mentions in Hiuen Tsang’s account as he regarded foreign account as more 

reliable than the Sanskrit sources. Like many other colonial scholars, Gait accepted a particular 

range of sources which would fit to European value in the nineteenth century and degraded the 

value of all other materials. Therefore, it is not surprising that he took the account of Hiuen 

Tsang as the first authentic information regarding ancient Kamarupa and mentioned the Epic, 

Puranic and Tantric references to Kamarupa in a few words. In that context Gait did not consider 

the Kalikapurana as important source for construction of early history of the Brahmaputra 

valley.  

Nationalist Response 

After the colonial discovery of India’s past, the nationalist response to it is quite common in the 

historiography of India.  The writing of the history of Assam was not an exception to it. It is in 

the writings of Nationalist historians in the 20
th

 century the approach regarding the use of the 

Kalikapurana in historical construction seems to have changed. Gait has largely disappointed 

nationalists because of his lack of attention to the ancient past of Kamarupa which resulted in 

strong sense of pride in ancient past of Assam and in that endeavor, the an institution named 

‘Kamrup Anusandhan Samiti’ was formed in 1912 under the aegis of a group of Assamese 

scholars.
xiv

 The prime responsibility of this society was to expose the ‘golden past of Assam’ 
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through publication of the Journal of Assam Research Society. In the writings of this group of 

historians Kamarupa, known as the ancient kingdom of the Brahmaputra valley, began to occupy 

the first page of the history of Assam unanimously and its importance was emphasized. Padma 

Nath Bhattacharyya in his work Kamarupa Sasanavali published in 1931 connected the 

epigraphic record with the Epic and Puranic reference to Naraka, Bhagadatta and Vajradatta. 

Perhaps, Bhattacharyya was the first scholar in Assam who forged a new, but arbitrary link 

between the epigraphic accounts and textual references.
xv

 Another influential historian belongs to 

this category was Kanak Lal Barua who in his many research articles published in the Journal of 

Assam Research Society
xvi

and his book Early History of Kamarupa, published in 19 38 made 

profound use of the Kalikapurana while narrating early history of Assam. Their main concern 

was to find out a proper place for Assam in the mainstream Indian history and civilization and in 

this regard they used the Kalikapurana to show the ancient legacy of the region in the ‘pan-

Indian culture’.  The nationalist ethos prevailed in the early 20
th

 century culminated in a strong 

sense of historical pride in their glorious past. This formulation was adopted by later historians of 

the mid-twentieth century and even in some recent works.
xvii

 However, the literal use of the 

Kalikapurana in their writings has been criticized by modern day researchers. 

Conclusion 

The main conclusion to be drawn from the study of the use of the Kalikapurana in searching 

history of India in the colonial period is that the text was initially used as a device through which 

the colonial premise of ‘illogical’ and ‘barbaric’ India was justified. It was with that view a 

portion of the text, containing sanguinary practices, was translated into English and published to 

expose it to the ‘learned’ Europeans. Thus, the colonial perception of ‘oppressive East’ and 

‘progressive West’ seems to be justified. Subsequently, after establishing the colonial 
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government in the Brahmaputra valley the colonial administrator-historians tried to discover 

about Assam’s past and the most prominent outcome of this effort was Edward Gait’s A History 

of Assam. Gait in his work gives very few pages for history of early Assam due to ‘dearth of 

source’ and negates the role of the Kalikapurana in constructing history of early Assam saying it 

as ‘dubious’; in comparison to which he uses Hiuen Tsang’s account as much more reliable than 

the former. Gait’s indifferent attitude towards the Kalikapurana reflects again the colonial view 

of a-historical India’s past and that ancient India’s Sanskrit literature are having no historical 

significance. The writings of newly educated Assamese elite like Haliram Dhekial Phukan and 

Gunabhiram Barua were also not differ from the Colonial perception. The change in the 

approach is noticed along with the nationalist zeal and searching for glorious past of Assam in 

the works of the historians like Padma Nath Bhattacharyya and Kanak Lal Barua. The nationalist 

writers used the Kalikapurana as a valid source of information for constructing history of early 

Kamarupa and through this text made attempt to seek an intimate relation between Kamarupa 

and the rest of the country from a pan-Indian perspective. Thus, in the colonial discourse the 

Kalikapurana was used as symbol of ‘barbaric’ practices and not a valid source of for 

constructing history. 
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