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1.  Premise of the Research: 

There are some problems in the way colonial encounters and the resultant ‘cultural trauma’ have 

been theorized, which needs to be supplemented with the idea of what I call the ‘polycolonial’: 

a) The first problem – the usual ‘mononational’ understanding of colonialism: 

• A first problem in theorisations on colonialism is that the colonial encounter, and the 

resultant ‘cultural trauma’, is often seen as rather mononational, with the colonial history 

of a particular colonised nation being primarily ascribed to a single master colonising 

nation, e.g. England for South Asia, and especially Bengal.  

• This is obviously factually wrong, and there were more than one colonial power at work, 

and Bengal was colonised not by the English alone but by the Portuguese (1500-1632; in 

some parts of South Asia till 1961), the Dutch (1625-1825), the Danish (1698-1857), and 

the French (1673-1950) , while the British colonial era begins in 1757 and its cultural 

enterprises only by the 1830s (though they were in Bengal by the 1650s). Besides the 

Germans, Italians, and travellers from other European nations, including Poland, also 

played major roles in South Asia’s tryst with colonial modernity from the 14th to the 20th 

century. It is this plural experience of cultural encounter that I call the 'polycolonial'. 

b) The second problem – colonial encounters understood mostly in Manichaean terms: 

• A second problem in theorisations on colonialism is that the colonial encounter and the 

epistemic violence caused by colonial ideological activities is usually seen in negative 

and Manichaean terms, while actually the 'cultural trauma' generated through polycolonial 

encounters proved to be rather productive in the South Asian context. 

• The phenomenon of polycoloniality in South Asia was majorly experienced through 

exercises in translation and publication -- to begin with of Christian liturgical or theological 

treatises but soon of secular and Indic texts too -- into diverse modern Indian languages, 

leading to the very genesis of the now rich multilingual print cultures of South Asia, as also 

in the setting up of educational institutions. 

• My research looks at educational, publicational and translatorial enterprises under the 

Portuguese, Danish, and German players of the polycolonial game, leading to the 

establishment of print industries in South Asia, particularly in Bengali, but also in the 

Devanagari, Tamil and Malayalam languages/scripts. 
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b) The third problem – disconnect with globalization or transnational imperialism: 

• A third problem in most theorisations on colonialism is that if the objective of doing history 

is to appropriate its lessons to understand the present, attempts to view erstwhile 

coloniality in monologic or Manichaean terms prove useless in theorising contemporary 

neo-imperialism or globalisation, wherein one encounters a continuously implicated 

hybridisation in a transnational and multinational world order. 

• The ‘polycolonial’ case – that in South Asia there were multiple rather than single colonial 

presences, and that these powers, far from repressing and suppressing native articulation, 

could actually be credited for its very beginnings – can also be aimed to generate an 

alternate model of viewing imperialism, and the ‘cultural trauma’ produced therefrom, 

from a collaborative transnational perspective, which would help theorise our 

contemporary states of multinational capitalism, globalisation and new-imperialism better.  

• Additionally, in its critique of the often mono-national understanding of the colonial 

experience that much of traditional postcolonial theory proposes, a focus on the 

'polycolonial' opens an examination of transnational transactions under imperialism.  

2.  Areas Covered in the Research: 

a)  Early ‘Modern’ European Travellers to Bengal (and South Asia) and their writings:  

• The first European to arrive in Bengal was the Italian, John of Montecorvino (1247-1328), 

who travelled up the east coast of India from Mylapore (near today’s Chennai) to Bengal, 

and wrote letters about the same in December 1291 or early 1292 (probably the earliest 

written account on India by a ‘modern’ European). 

• But since his writings are not substantial, greater focus is put on another Italian, Ludovico 

di Varthema (1470-1517), who came to Bengal a couple of centuries later, and wrote an 

elaborate travelogue about his visit – The Itinerary of Ludovico di Varthema of Bologna 

from 1502 to 1508 (1510), trans. John Winter Jones (1863), reprinted New Delhi: Asian 

Educational Services, 1997 – in Italian in 1510, and translated into Latin in 1511, in German 

in 1515, in Spanish in 1520, in French in 1556, in Dutch in 1563, and in English in 1577. 

• Many European travellers came to South Asia between these two figures, and wrote 

travelogues, and though none of them, presumably, came to Bengal, they are also taken up 

for study in this research, viz.: 

• Marco Polo (1254-1324), in Book III of The Travels of Marco Polo (1298-1299), describes 

the journey of through the southern Indian coast around 1292; 

• The Spanish Jordanus Catalani’s Mirabilia (1329-1338, probably the earliest full-length 

‘modern’ European travelogue on India), describes his experiences on the Indian west 

coast from Baluchistan to Cochin; 

• Odoric of Pordenone (b. 1286), whose travels (along with his companion, James of 

Ireland, the first person from the British Isles to set foot in India) from West Asia to 

Thane (near today’s Mumbai) and to Quilon and Mylapore, and then to East Asia 

around the 1320s, is documented in his The Travels of Friar Odoric: 14th Century Journal 

of the Blessed Odoric of Pordenone; 
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• The first Englishman to have apparently travelled to and written about India is Sir John 

Mandeville, whose The Travels of Sir John Mandeville (1357-1371) includes accounts of 

his travels to India in Chapters XVIII and XIX, though his authenticity is often doubted.  

• Niccolo de Conti (1395-1469), who travelled from the west to the east coast through 

central south India, from Gujarat and Cochin to Madras through Vijayanagar, etc., and 

wrote his travelogue in Latin (1444, pub. 1492), which was readily translated into major 

European languages, including English. 

• The Russian traveller Afanasy Nikitin (d. 1472), who visited northern and northwestern 

India between 1466 and 1472, which he chronicled in his travelogue A Journey beyond 

the Three Seas (published posthumously 1489). 

• The German travellers Heinrich von Poser (1599-1661) and Johann-Albrecht von 

Mandelsloh (1616-1644), who visited India in the early 17th century and documented 

the same in their writings, etc. 

b)  The History of the Colonial Rule of non-British European Powers in Bengal:  

• The Portuguese arrived through the maritime route in south-western India in 1498, first 

made contact with Bengal in 1512-13, were able to conquer parts of Bengal by 1518, 

established diplomatic relations with the Sultan of Bengal by 1521, got formal permission 

from the Sultan to establish two colonies at Chittagong and Satgaon in 1536-37, got 

permission from the Mughal Emperor Akbar to establish their main colony in Hooghly in 

1578, from where they got defeated and ousted by the later Mughal Emperor Shahjahan 

on September 13, 1632, ending their 114 year-rule over certain parts of Bengal (though 

they continued to rule some other parts of South Asia till as late as 1961). 

• The first Dutchman to pass through Bengal was the merchant and historian Jan Huyghen 

Van Linschoten in 1589, but the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC), or the Dutch 

East India Company, was set up only in 1602, and the Netherlands had its first South Asian 

colony in Masulipatnam in southern India in 1605. In 1622, the Dutch sent its first maritime 

expedition to Bengal and in 1625, VOC established a settlement at Chinsurah, and also at 

Baranagore, in what would soon become north Calcutta. After the ouster of the 

Portuguese from Hooghly in 1632, the Dutch obtained a permission from Shahjahan to set 

up a colony there, and though Baranagore was ceded to the British in 1795, the Dutch 

colony of Hooghly-Chinsurah survived until May 7, 1825, when they ceded it to the British 

in lieu of the island of Sumatra, through the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of London, 1824. 

• The first Frenchmen to have come to Bengal were the travellers Vincent Le Blanc, who 

reportedly visited Satgaon in 1575, and François Pyrard de Laval, who passed through 

Chittagong in 1607. Colonially speaking, the French could first set up trading posts in Surat 

in western India, through La Compagnie française des Indes orientales, or the French East 

India Company, only in 1668, arrived in Bengal in 1673, obtained the required permission 

from the Nawab of Bengal in 1674 to settle in Chandernagore, which they formally set up 

as a colony in 1688, which they administered till May 2, 1950. 

• The Danes started their trading activities in India when King Christian IV of Denmark 

founded the Dansk Østindisk Kompagni, the Danish East India Company, in 1616, set up 

their first colony in Tranquebar in southern India in 1620, obtained a limited trading permit 
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from the Nawab of Bengal in 1673, and another limited permit from the Mughal Emperor 

to set up a factory in Gondalpara in 1698, but never got the formal permission to set up a 

colony, and were merely allowed in 1755 by the Nawab of Bengal to settle in Serampore, 

which they built and administered as if it were a colony. In 1845, this demi-colony of 

Serampore was ceded by the Danish to the British, though they held on to the Nicobar 

Islands in the Bay of Bengal till October 1868, when they sold them to the British. 

c)  The history of non-British ‘western’ educational institutions in Bengal:  

• Probably the most important impact that the Portuguese contact has left on Bengal is in 

the field of education, with the first brush of Bengalis with ‘western’ education happening 

at the Convent and College of St. Paul that were established in Bandel in 1599. 

• The Bandel church continued its education mission and throughout the next three 

centuries established branches of Don Bosco School, Auxilium Convent, and St. Paul’s 

School – some of the state’s best known educational centres – in different parts of Bengal. 

• The first ‘western’ university in Asia was established in the Danish demi-colony of 

Serampore in 1818, when William Carey established the Serampore College. The college 

was built on seven acres of land gifted by the Danish Government, and King Frederick VI of 

Denmark, through a Royal Charter on 23 February 1827, empowered the college to 

formally confer degrees, making it the oldest ‘university’ in Asia. 

• Though some colonial higher educational institutions in and around Calcutta are older than 

Serampore College, or are of similar antiquity – The Calcutta Madrassa (1781), Fort William 

College (1800), Hooghly College (1812), Hindu College (1817), Bishop’s College (1820), 

Sanskrit College (1826) – they were either not open to the general public or not formally 

authorised to confer degrees in the current sense of the term. Serampore College became 

a full-fledged university in 1827, much before the establishment of the University of 

Calcutta (1857) by the British. 

d)  The history of printing in Bengal (and South Asia):  

• While in this research, I focus primarily on Bengal, it should be noted that the history of the 

printing press in the rest of South Asia is somewhat older than that in Bengal – with 

printing presses being set up: 

• in 1556 in Portuguese Goa, 

• in 1569 in the then Portuguese and soon to be Danish Tranquebar, 

• in 1578 and 1579 in the then Portuguese and soon to be Dutch Quilon and Cochin 

respectively, 

• in 1674 in British (till recently Dutch and Portuguese, respectively) Surat and Bombay, 

• in 1675 in Portuguese Ambalakad, 

• in 1712 in Danish Tranquebar, under German supervision, 

• in the 1750s in French Pondicherry to be transferred in 1756 to British Madras. 

• It is only the 1770s type foundry in Dutch Chinsurah that led to the first press in British 

Calcutta in 1779, and thereafter the 1800 press in neighbouring Danish Serampore, Bengal 

thus being a rather late starter in printing. 
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• Bengali printing, however, happened before that in Europe – in France, Germany and 

Portugal, with Bengali typefaces used in print often: 

• The first such instance was the work of the French Jesuits Jean de Fontenay, Guy 

Tachard, Etienne Noel, and Claude de Beze, who published in 1692 from Paris the book 

Observations physiques et mathematiques pour servir à l’histoire naturelle, which 

represented the Bengali alphabet. 

• A second Bengali alphabet was included in a Latin work Aurenk Szeb, by the German 

Georg Jacob Kehr, printed at Leipzig in 1725, which displayed the Bengali numerals from 

1 to 11, the Bengali consonants, and the Bengali transliteration of the German name 

Sergeant Wolfgang Meyer. 

• Further, a “Hindustani grammar”, published by Joshua Ketelaer from Leiden in 1743, as 

part of the Miscellane Oriental, and Johann Friedrich Fritz’s Orientalischer und 

occidentalischer Sprachmeister, printed in Leipzig in 1748, also displayed the whole 

Bengali alphabet. 

• The first grammar of Bengali which is also the oldest extant printed book on the Bengali 

language is a Portuguese creation: Manoel da Assumpçam’s Vocabolario em idioma 

Bengalla e Portuguez, dividido em duas partes – a book in two sections, first a brief 

grammar of Bengali and then a Bengali-Portuguese bilingual dictionary – written 

between 1734 and 1742 and published from Lisbon in 1743, in the Roman script.  

• Bengali printing started in Bengal through the setting up of a type foundry in Dutch 

Chinsurah, and the later establishment of Serampore Press in Danish Serampore, printed in 

August 1800 the first full-length book in Bengali prose in the Bengali script, Mathew 

Rachita Mission Samachar, a translation of the Gospel of Mathew, also started bringing out 

the first Bengali monthly magazine Dig-Darshan, and from 31 May 1818, the first Bengali 

newspaper, Samachar Darpan. 

• The publishing activities of the Danish institution may well be credited to have given fillip 

to the print revolution in the whole of South Asia, as, in 25 years, the press published 

books in an astounding 47 different languages in 18 different scripts. 

3.  New Area explored during this Secondment: 

The Polish connection to ‘polycoloniality’ in South Asia: The secondment under report was 

utilised to trace instances of Polish presence in South Asia, especially in the 15th and 16th century, 

and its contribution to the ‘polycolonial’ matrix. Some important figures in this regard are:  

• Gaspar da Gama or Gaspar of the Indies (1444-c.1510), a Polish Jew from Poznań, who was the 

naval commander of the Sultan of Bijapur in south-west India, and was already stationed in 

Goa when Vasco da Gama arrived in 1498, and who went and met him, went with him to 

Portugal, and became part of several subsequent voyages as an interpreter. 

• Erazm Kretkowski (1508-1558), Krzysztof Pawłowski (d. 1603), who gave the first Polish 

description of India in a letter dated November 20, 1596, Paweł Palczowski from Palczowice 

(1570-1609), who all visited India in the 16th century, and wrote or discussed about the same. 

• Polish Orientalists like Stanisław Grochowski (1542-1612) who translated classical Indian texts. 
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4.  Objectives of the research and their relevance to the Spectress Project : 

• The research seeks to document how interactions with diverse European nations, in what I 

have called a ‘polycolonial’ context, and the resultant proliferation of educational 

opportunities and publication in print proved extremely productive for Bengali language and 

literature as we understand them today, as indeed for the whole of South Asia, rather than 

the commonsense victimology of ‘cultural trauma’ from the colonial encounter being seen as 

a bitter saga of non-hybridising and unidirectional exploitation. 

• The other objective of the research is to set the agenda for a more other-regarding, 

hospitable, transnational cosmopolitical cultural politics, which is aimed at exploring alternate 

models of ‘sovereignty’, rather than the jingoistic and nationalistic, binary us-them paradigm 

and the notion of a monologic singular master that may have governed academic criticism of 

colonialism for long, in the form of ‘postcolonialism’, but which seems redundant in today’s 

world, where glocalising modes of hybridisation in a multinational context have become the 

very basis of contemporary new-imperialism. 

• This dual objective of the current research, which I pursued during my secondment at Kraków, 

thus perfectly dovetails with the two key phrases of the Spectress project – ‘cultural trauma’ 

and ‘re-establishing solid sovereignties’. 

 

 

 


