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The wood, straw and clay images drying in the Vrindaban sun.

There is something very ephemeral about sculpting the deities for the nine-day Hindu festi-
val in honor of the Divine Mother held annually in September or October called Navaratri. 
From the wooden skeletons covered with straw and mud to the polychrome paint and jew-
eled crowns, a transitory magic permeates the art. The intensity is felt upon entering the 
makeshift workshop that the craftsmen have constructed adjacent to the dusty road north of 
Vrindaban.  Not only is the workshop short-lived but also the life of these beautifully hand-
crafted works of art. 

In early September, Basudhamdas, his wife and craftsmen travel eighteen hours by train 
from their small village near Kolkata, to arrive in time to make over sixty statues for this 
year’s Navaratri Festival. They’ve brought their tools, various essential ornaments and over 
forty years of experience to create this celestial pantheon. Most of the statues are prepared 
on-order from the surrounding communities, although a few are produced for that “last-min-
ute priest” who eventually comes by.  The workshop is set up quickly by placing wooden 
poles in the ground to support a layered plastic roof then Basudhamdas and his team imme-
diately set to work.  

Small wooden stands are made and fitted with a main armature that forms the skeletal frame-
work for each piece. Each wooden frame is covered with straw, secured by string. Local 
earth is mixed with water to a proper consistency and the body of each god begins to take 
shape under the craftsmen’s skilled hands. The heads are created independently then put in 
place to dry outside in the warm autumn sun. Finally a thick layer of white paint is applied 
which provides a smooth surface for the ensuing brushwork. 



As multiple layers of paint are built up over many days, the deities slowly acquire the individual 
characteristics of their celestial counterparts.  Special attention is given to each face and this is 
where the finest work is accomplished. The stylized eyes with their transcendent gaze look far 
beyond the confines of the workshop. The full bow-shaped lips, about ready to mutter a mantra 
are painted with meticulous care.  Lastly the appropriate tilak is applied on each forehead with a 
delicate hand.  

Accompanying each deity is his or her companion animal vehicle or his or her chief nemesis. 
Equal attention is given to Durga’s lion, Ganesh’s mouse or Kartikeya’s peacock. Each set of 
gnarling teeth, every furry muzzle, and each feather is painstakingly painted in great detail. The 
multiple hands are adorned with the proper marks and symbols ready to hold the arsenal of divine 
accoutrements; swords, arrows, bows, and discs.

As the statues reach various stages of completion, the vastra or clothing begins to be added: a sari 
for Durga, a dhoti for Ganesh and a vest for Kartikeya. Synthetic hair is combed and lion’s mains 
are arranged, sashes are cut and blouses glued in place. Now the workshop is ablaze of color and 
glitter as the celestial weapons and regal jewelry ornament the host of devis, devas and asuras.

The hustle of the workshop is inter-
rupted when the first client arrives 
to collect his statue. The Goddess 
has been placed in a small room for 
inspection and the family is very 
pleased. Extreme care and caution 
are taken as the deity is carried to a 
waiting bicycle cart. The Goddess 
is secured with rope at the base and 
covered with plain cloth, while the 
first son is enlisted to ride with her 
in case the delicate figure topple 
over. Other patrons soon arrive to 
take delivery of a specific figure or 
an entire host of gods either to in-
stall at home or in a neighborhood 
shrine.

Countless temporary temples are set up 
throughout the village. A quick rickshaw ride 
reveals many such shrines under tents, in va-
cant shop fronts or nested between two build-
ings. It is the cause of much neighborhood 
excitement and pride. Altars are constructed 
from wooden planks or bricks then covered 
with beautifully decorated fabrics. Backdrops 
of every style are fashioned either from a 
simple cloth or an elaborate scene depicting 
mountains and streams. Although imperma-
nent, every effort is taken to create a pleasing 
setting for the arrival of the Goddess.





The arrival of the statue is met with much com-
motion in the community. Once in place the 
priest begins the ritual of inviting the deity to 
enter the statue and what moments before was 
simply a beautiful figure now becomes the deity 
herself. The purpose of a murti (the consecrated 
image) is to represent some fundamental aspect 
of the universe, which is not directly perceptible 
to the senses. The concept is to worship the invis-
ible through the visible.  People do not worship 
mere wood or stone but the Divine Essence that 
is invoked to enter the image by the utterances of 
mantras and performance of sacred rites.

For nine days the community is in service to 
these deities and perform early morning rituals 
and ceremonies lasting late into the night. The 
Goddess is the focus of all attention. In fact, 
all over India millions are performing similar 
functions of offering flowers, cooking special 
food and attending the Goddess.  Yet the way 
these prayers are executed is as diverse as the 
participants.  Hinduism, alone of all the major 
religions in the world, has no one right way; it 
is a religion of individuality.  “The focus and 
means of worship are many, but the process 
has a common thread.  It acknowledges one 
of the fundamental principles of Hinduism: 
God is a universal force indivisible and yet 
infinitely divisible, the one and the many, the 
perfect mixture of all facets of existence.”

cart, truck or rickshaw signifies her departure. The village boys beat drums, clang cymbals, and 
joyously call out Her name as they make their way to the river or nearby body of water. The 
scene is exuberant and called visragan, literally meaning, to consign into water. A last obeisance 
is made at the riverbank before the deities are loaded on a boat. The boys continue to sing as they 
cheerfully release the statue into the swirling waters where She quickly sinks and dissolves.  

The Hindu calendar is punctuated by similar festivals throughout the year, which are accompa-
nied with equally elaborate accouterments. And as always, the intense labors of the artisans are 
recognized in fleeting moments. “Its value lies solely in its creation and in the link it provides 
between the devotee and the deity.” (Huyler) Nonetheless, Basudhamdas will return next year to 
the same spot to set up his roadside shop and start all over again. 

The tenth day is yet another Hindu holiday 
called Dushera in praise of Lord Ram’s victory 
over evil. Although the Goddess is not ignored 
because the time has come to respectfully thank 
this Sacred Guest for Her visit and the privilege 
of worshipping Her. Moving Her to a waiting
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