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Abstract

Birbhum, located in the cultural landscape of Rarh Bengal, represents a
distinctive confluence of indigenous traditions, rural life, ecological resources,

craftsmanship and changing economic practices. This study, titled “Clay,

Craft and Struggle for Livelihood: The Traditional Evolution of Folk Arts and
Rural Economic Transformation in Birbhum,” examines the historical
development, aesthetic characteristics and socio-economic significance of the
district’s folk and handicraft traditions. It seeks to understand folk art not
merely as a form of cultural expression but also as an important component of
rural livelihood and economic adaptation.

The study focuses on major craft traditions associated with Birbhum,
including Dhokra metal craft, particularly around Dariyapur and adjoining
areas; Nakshi Kantha and embroidery traditions associated with Nanur,
Labpur and neighbouring regions, Santiniketan leather craft; terracotta; and
bamboo and wood crafts. It explores the relationship between locally available
raw materials, traditional techniques, inherited artisanal knowledge and the
aesthetic vocabulary of folk production. Particular attention is given to motifs
derived from nature, rural life, religious beliefs and everyday experiences,
which transform utilitarian objects into culturally meaningful artistic forms.

The research further investigates the relationship between handicrafts
and the agrarian economy of rural Birbhum. In an economy characterized by
seasonal  agricultural employment, handicrafts often function as
supplementary or alternative sources of livelihood. The study examines the
role of household-based production, cottage industries and Self-Help Groups
(SHGs) in generating employment, particularly for women, strengthening
financial participation and creating opportunities for collective production
and marketing. It also considers the challenges faced by artisans, including
rising raw-material costs, limited market access, dependence on
intermediaries, fluctuating demand and inadequate valuation of artisanal
labour.
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Another significant dimension of the study is the relationship between
folk crafts, fairs and tourism. Events such as the Poush Mela and Joydev-
Kenduli Mela provide important platforms for artisans to display and sell their
products while connecting local craft traditions with wider regional and tourist
markets. The expansion of tourism and contemporary forms of marketing has
consequently contributed to the transformation of folk art from primarily local-
use production into market-oriented cultural commodities.

The study argues that the evolution of Birbhum’s folk arts reflects a
continuous negotiation between tradition and modernity, cultural identity and
market demand, artistic expression and economic survival. The sustainability
of these traditions therefore depends not only on preserving traditional
techniques but also on ensuring fair remuneration, strengthening artisan-led
market networks, encouraging skill transmission across generations and
integrating traditional crafts with contemporary opportunities without
compromising their cultural identity. Ultimately, the folk arts of Birbhum
emerge as a form of living cultural heritage in which the soil of Rarh, the
creativity of its people and their struggle for livelihood converge to create a
distinctive cultural and economic landscape.
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“The western part consists of undulating beds of laterite resting on a rock basis, and

covered with small scrub jungle.”
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“Brass and bell-metal wares of an ordinary description are made in many villages.”®

TS FIFHCG A G2 @32 AqHIf FRfSfes Awa-sfaa o <= 2@ —

“Some artisans mainly women are involved in production of handicraft items.”
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economy.

Page 438 of 452


https://tirj.org.in/tirj
https://tirj.org.in/tirj/issue/archive

Trisangam International Refereed Journal (TIRJ)

OPEN ACCESS A4 Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Research Journal on Language, Literature & Culture

IF 8.111

Volume - vi, Issue — iv, October 2026, TIRJ/ October 2026/article - 50
Website: https://tirj.org.in/tirj, Page No. 435 - 452
Published issue link: https://tirj.org.in/tirj/issue/archive

GF R SR rifre | SR AF, Ae7d ¢ IS Serad e s AffieR R[fey wem
afsey qER | 2T 1, S A FoTH BT «FQ I C! A @R T e O 8o fifen T
Cfa A Wy e e ffie 211 Tofiie @2 Ao TRl I8, gfed 1G9 JEAe afede |
TERFT Gy @ TH-TEF RGN BT 2T ICTRA —

“Kantha stitch craft is considered as one of the primitive folk arts of undivided

Bengal.”*

e

L -~ S 0
SN o f o0 e it

am e ifos ; Fhiiem AgEeTs @ qw —

A G S P
“Tol-?nef
ANf 8 7
=

T e vm

QIS

TS

i g

Page 439 of 452


https://tirj.org.in/tirj
https://tirj.org.in/tirj/issue/archive

Trisangam International Refereed Journal (TIRJ)

OPEN ACCESS A4 Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Research Journal on Language, Literature & Culture
Volume - vi, Issue — iv, October 2026, TIRJ/ October 2026/article - 50
IF 8.111 Website: https://tirj.org.in/tirj, Page No. 435 - 452
¢ Published issue link: https://tirj.org.in/tirj/issue/archive
o MY G 7
o  Tififes weemae

g3 @bwrelm Ty SelEe SRl 9 IR W HAREel ¢ ETMER @SiF; #if FTe A
GFEFR Ere I IACO AIE; TF GRT ¢ TIAoR deT RO THFS O A | FIEHEE
TeMEfefes M 8 QTR A T& FAIF 230 AR —

“Kantha art form is a community-based traditional needle work.””
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“67% of respondents sell their artwork through middlemen.”
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“In West Bengal, Santiniketan gharana of Kantha stitch was shaped as village art by

Hindu and Muslim women of Birbhum and Purba Bardhaman districts.”
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“The kantha stitch artisans look to retain their culture through distinguished artworks
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“The products are largely marketed by independent artisans through Govt. initiated

haats, fair, and exhibitions at the local, regional, and national levels.”™
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“It is a good sign not only in economy of a nation but it has a high social values.
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“These phenomena nurtured the essence of women empowerment in rural Benga
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