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“Crossing of the ‘Donkhya Pass’ 18,600 ft above sea level” Sketch of S.C. Das made by A.C. Chowdhury from a photograph The Royal Geographical Society, London
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Home-Grown Tibetologist: Examining the Role,
Scholarship and Subjectivity of Sarat Chandra Das in
Late-19th Century Bengal

This talk, which is part of my work-in-progress monograph on Tibet and its interlocutors in
colonial Bengal, assesses the life, role and career of Sarat Chandra Das of Chittagong, the
first Bengali Tibetologist. | will begin the talk by discussing my monograph project and
pitching my main arguments regarding the ways in which Tibet featured within the re-
making of a new sacred and scholarly landscape of Buddhism in late-19™ and early-20t™
century Bengal and how this process, in turn, was premised on a range of local interlocutors,
both Bengali as well as Tibetan.

Thereafter, | shall examine Das’s crucial position as a native Bengali stakeholder within the
fashioning of this Bengal-Tibet story and underscore the variety of subject positions Das
inhabited—from a British imperial agent who voluntarily inserted himself into the Tibet
agenda and undertook two expeditions, in 1879 and 1881-82, to the roof of the world, to a
collector of Tibetan and Sanskrit manuscripts and to the person credited with the
compilation of an Anglo-Tibetan dictionary. In particular, | will be looking at the checkered
and mired history of the production of Das’s 1902 book Journey to Lhasa and Central Tibet,
the layers of colonial censorship that Das’s own scholarship underwent, and William
Woodville Rockhill’s (often) heavy-handed reordering and editing of Das’s travelogues. | will
also be discussing how Das ended up ‘producing’ a range of images (both photographs and
paintings) of Tibet from the British imperial periphery of Darjeeling and how he (along with
his colonial supervisors and Bengali associates) inaugurated the new ‘science’ of Tibetology
in the colony through the Buddhist Text Society that he founded in 1892.
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