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TilE NORTH·EASTERN REGION of Rajasthan-the districts of Alwar
and Bharat pur-is notable for its concentration of folk epics and
ballads. Unfort unately, this a rea has been neglected by folklore
scholarship which has genera lly concentra ted on Marw·ar and
Mewar , and to some exten t Harauti. Even such a well known
folklorist as Devila l Samar deals with Raj asthan only up to Shekha­
wati and o mits mention of the eas tern districts in his Folk
Entertainments in R.Yasthan (1979). Bu t whereas in western
Raj asthan th ere are few and scatt ered singers of oral epics, nearly all
the commu nit ies in Alwar and Bharatpur distri cts have th eir
characte rist ic narra tives. I have been involved in documen tation
which helped in listing a dozen epics of th e Hindujogis; the Muslim
j ogis (an apparemly contradictory group) . also sing epics like
Gopicbe nd-B hurtriheri and Pand un ka kada; the .chamars. recite
J har Peer; and fro m the Meo singers so far I have been able to collect
14 oral narrat ives, most of wh ich have a dominantly historical
content an d a highly political orientation.

Mewat, as th e land the Meos is called , is spread over the states of
Raj asthan , Haryana and Uttar Prad esh. Most of Mewat is in Alwar ,
covering th e teh sils of Tijara, Alwar, Laxmangarh and Kishangar h;
pa rt of it is included in the Bharatpur teh sils of Deeg, Nagar, and
Kam an ; a part lies in the Gurgaon tehsils of Nuh and Ferozepur
J hirka; and a bit extends to Cha rta lehsil in Uttar Pradesh.

Approximately 400 ,000 Meos live in Mewat, an area of 7,910
squ are kilom etres according 10 the 1971 census, in which they
constitute the dominant community. The Meos are also (h.e ~ost

interesting co mmunity of the are~, and possess a f~scmatmg
composite cul ture. .Al tho ugh they profess Islam , having been
conve rte d in stages over the med ieval pe riod (12th - 16th century),
ethnographers like Crooke, Sherring and Russell refer to the ~trong
Hindu compo nent s of their tradi tion : their folkJor~ which atl~bUleS
their origin CO Arjuna. Krishna and Rama; their c~ lebrauon of
Hin du festivals like HoH and Dussehra: th eir marriage customs
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which combine the nikah with Hindu ceremonies; their mixed
names such as Fateh Singh, and so on.

Thus the Meos as a community have a distin ct identity, dif­
feren tia ting them from both Hindus and Muslims. A strong.social
structure verticall y divided in to several pals and exogamous gotras
with a high degree of internal decision-making and self-regulation
throu gh the auspices of a panchayat has cha rac terized the Meos for
some centuries. Besides, a living and vital genealog ical and oral
tradition cements the strong ties that bind the community.

The oral tradition of Mewat , like the co mmunity to which it
belongs, is quite dist inct from th e dominant tradition of Rajasthan.
The oral literature of the Marwar and Mewar cultural zones focusses
primarily on legendary and devotion al themes. The Meo, on the
other hand. seems to have a strong aversion to romantic themes and
a propensity towards historical subj ects. Thus, pe rceived history is a
strong component of Mewat's oral tradition .

The contrast between Mea and non-Meo traditions becomes
evident on examining the other alternative tradition perpetuated in
the same area, but sustained by a different audience and transmitted
by the jogis. The latter, perhaps becau se o f the religious nature of
their role in Hindu society. sing epics with devotional and Puranic
themes'. From Onkarnath and Indernath I have heard Gopichand­
Bbsrtrihsri; Bhagwan Nath sings of th e exploits of Nihalde; and
from the Muslimjogis in Alwar such as Dinan ath can be heard the
oral epies called Shivji ka byavla and Narsiji ka bhiir2 . Gorakhnath is
a central figure in jogi epics and his characteristic qualit y is his abilitr
to grant boo ns'.

Elsewh ere in Rajasthan folk epics centre a round the exploits of
Pabuji, Gogaji , and T ej aji, heroes who have been deified ' . Pabu ,
Goga and Deva Narayan. as has been pointed out. were insignificant
persons who achieved prominence only in folk o ral memory' .
T hemes both epic and Puranic with devotional co nt ent form the core
of folk epics such as Shivji ka byav'la, the numerous variations of the
Mah~bharata. the lars of Krishn a.Rukmini, Revenu-Mendoderi and
GoplChand-Bharrrihari. Romantic folk epics and ballads such as
M~mal, Heer-Ranjha and Dhola-Maru are extremely popular but,
as In the heroic epics, the supernatural clement fr equently prevails".
In the Alha-Udal story, sorcerers and witches are often mentioned.
using battle magic and th e m ohini manrra'. In Nala-Damayanri
Nala, born of a mother exiled in a forest . is married to Gajrnotin who
uses magic to reunite him with h is fath er. Likewise in Dhola-Maru
obstacles are magi cally overcome". Simila r exploits characte rize the
52 acts of bravery extolled in th e folk e pic Nihskie"; a nd in epics on
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Sari, spirits of the dead are show n to wield power over hum an
beings . T he degree of poetic imagination and literary symbolism is
exteremely hi gh in thes e folk epics an d ballads. The atmosphere
crea ted is of an age of chivalry, the protago nists arc larger than life,
their acts incredible !",

The Mea trad ition also has its share of folk epics based on
epic-Puranic lore. A primary example is the Pandun ka kada, a
Mewati version of the Mahabhara ta. This narrative incorporates the
origin myth of th e Meos, and its con stituent, the Pandun ki
janampatri, traces Meo ge nealogy to Arju na . The supernatural plays
a prominent ro le in this folk epic-Bhima slap 105 kichakas ;
Arjuna uses the lakhandani bana (bow) obtained fro m Indra to wi n
the Kurukshetra war; and fro m a single drop of Sha lya's blood, it is
said, a hundred Shalyas can be reborn. Pandun ka kada confirms the
stro ng component of Hindu lore in the Meo tradition . Cer tain
counter-myths, however, arc gaining hold on the Meos suggesting
their origin from Arabia. Among the new narratives, growing in
popularity with the new generation of bards, a re Behram Badshah,
Shamsher Pathan andJaitunJodhya . T he growing currency of th ese
works point at the changing perception of identity within the
community.

Nevertheless, the major component of Meo oral tradition derives
from non-religious and historical themes. This genre of Mewati
narratives is representative of the culture in genera l, for it is
characterized by a realistic as opposed to a supernatural treatmen t of
events and personalities. These narratives also suggest the existence
of a strong and well developed social structure. The q uestion of the
nature of an oral tradition , thus , draws one to a complex network of
interrelations. Not only are the questions of who sings what. to
whom, and in what contex t important; the interplay of factors
relating to social structure. historical development and culture also
need to be studied .

The Mea oral tra dition is transmitted by a hereditary specialist
group called the Mirasis. They are distinct from the ~Ieo Jigas or
genealogists who possess en ormous material in their pothis. It is not
qu ite correct to term the Mirasis bards Dr folk singers, they are so
much more-simultaneously entertainers. story-teners. historians
and tradition susta iners who play an indispensable role at all
life-cycle ceremonies. In part icular the older generation o~ Mirasis
possess a vast bu t unfortunately fad ing knowledge of oral literature
com mitted to memory in th e form of dohas or f~ur:lined rhymed
verse. These are sung in a style called doha dham: WIth alternat~n~
long explanatory comment, accompanied by the Instruments ChI-
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kara, Bhapan g, Dholak and harmonium. The dohas might be as
many as to constitute a narrative or bhat , tho ugh sometimes only a
few dohas can be found with a pa rt icular Mirasi on a certain subject.
Mirasis have a well established client or j;yman system, for each
Mirasi is linked, like the J agas, to one of th e gotras; and performs
exclusively in villages of th at gatta.

The divergent nature of Mewat's oral tradition is a consequence
not only of the fact that it is purely a folk, an d not a cour t, tr ad ition
but a lso of its poli tical ecology an d d irection o f h istorical de velop­
ment. The proximi ty of Mewat to Delhi led to this 'gate' being
incessantly soug ht by its neigh bou rs. Mughal and British forces from
Delhi, as also the Chauhans, Ahirs, Kachhawah as, Pathans, J ats and
Marathas made consta nt incursions. T he JIIughals were able to bring
Mewat under direct rule after many ce nturies of conflict. Later the
weakening of the cen tral empire hel ped the establi shment of a
Raj put state by the Narukas" . Bu t even after the esta blish men t of a
stable state the struggle of th e Meos cont inued . This historical
experience is very important to understand why there is a substantial
secular and historical component in the Meo oral tradition. Basically
the Meo oral tradition evolved as the tradition of a people in constant
antagonism with both the central an d regional powers of Alwar and
Bharatpur. In the bhet or narratives sung by th e Mirasis there is thus
a strong cultural motif of ind ependence, which is also found in Meo
ritual. custom. social practice and visual art.

In the Meo oral trad ition one frequen tly finds a h istorical event at
the core of a saga. This is not to claim that oral narratives have the
status of history. for certain limitation s are inhe rent in the very
contex t of the narrator. As j ust me ntio ned, Mirasis sing for a certain
pa l. T he ir living is dependent on th eir occ u pa tio n, hence the
practice of extolling dan, from which arises a process of historical
selection.

Perhaps the oldest ma terial in the Mira si repertoire is th e Palan ki
.an~havaJi. It describes the twelve pals and half palakra of th e Mens,
~racmg th e hneage of each. The Vsnshsva li is particu la rly sigmficant
In the contex t of theories of Mea origin and conversion to Islam. Fi\'e
of th e Meo pals are known as 'Yad uvansh i' kshatriyas, said to have
been led by Knshna. Some writers have suggested th at th is claIm IS

merly .a way of ach ieving a higher status , yet it is signi ficant to n.ote
that history records that following the defeat of Kunwarpala, Rat of
T ha ngarh , by :llohammed Ghori in 1196. "t he lords of the
Ya~uvanshi Rajpm s left tha t area. and scattered in th e Mewat
r~g1on . It is these J adon Bhatti Rajputs of Bayans sett led in
Koh payah of Mewar who are regarded as the p ro l'\enitors of the
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Meos and th e Khanzadas!", Evidentl y some sense of historical
chrono logy is co nveyed th rough dohas or couplets and also in the
ustad's training. Thus, I have found hig hly dubiou s the assertion
made by some ana lysts th at such tradition al sources do not exhi bit a
sense of time l 3

. Mirasis, on the contra.", particularly the rigorously
trained ones of the o lde r generation, have a strong sense of history.
Old Abd ul emphatically asserted , in an interview, the deri vation of
the Meos from both the Rajputs and tribes such as the Meenas, and
claimed that conversion took place in stages, after Cheri's arrival.
assisted part icularly by Muslim saint s such as Ch ishti.

Darya Kh an is a rare ballad, infreq uentl y sung and known, but
extremely significant in the contex t of the theory of the origin of the
Moes from the Meen as, particularly since SLX Mea gotras are in
common with the Meenas. Darya Khan describes the childhood
marriage of Darya Kh an, a Meo boy, and Sasabadini, a Meena girl.
arranged by th eir fathers at th e court of Emperor Akbar. Differen ces
between the parents, however, arose and when Sasabadini came of
age, her gauna did not take place. T he ballad is seemingly romantic.
Like the Dhola-Maru story, we find the portrayal of a woman's grief,
her repeated messages to he r husband, and his subsequ ent capture
of her by force. But at the core of Darya Khan is th e historic battl e
between the Meos and th e Meenas, following which intermarriage
between the two was suspended.

Conflict is the cen tral theme in saga aft er saga. Saimaehand Panch
pahar ki ladai describe the brutal battles of the Meo chiefs with the
Mughal a rmies, ending in mutua l slaug hter. In th e tale of Dada
Bahad Emperor Akbar marries a Mevni, an act fiercely resented by
the Meo panchayae. The clan leade rs forthwith declare the girl's
hand in marriage to whoever can rescue her. The story details one
young Meo's clever rescue of the unfortunate queen from Akbar's
well guarded fort, their escape, the hero's subseque nt capture and
hanging. . .

The dohas of Akhey Singh Chowdhary high ligh t a Meo chief's
retal iation against Maharaj a Vinay Sing h of Alwar (1811- 1858) by.
destroying the entire stand ing bajra crop in his fields. Ghurchan
Meo Khan is a kind of Robin Hood story in the hero ic genre.
Ghurchari and Meo Kh an were two brothers who lived in the 19th
cen tury. T hey cut th e telegraph cables and threaten to sunde r th e
newly laid ra il tracks of Alwar, acts symbolic of the defiant stance of
the Meos towards authority. The narratives of Rajpal and Govind­
garh describe Mea opposition to revenue taxes and customs ?uues
and the mobilization of the Meo population in protest leadmg to
battles with th e armies of the Bharatpur and Alwar princely stat es



10 SHAlL MAYARAM

respectively. The saga of Nawab Shamsuddin Ahmed Baksh of
Ferozepur Jhirka, who was tried and hanged for the muder of the
British Commissioner of Gurgaon, Colonel Fraser, is also recited by
the Mirasis. And in Harsana ki bhiit we find that the Muslim driver is
able to dupe the British colonel sent on a mission to restore peace to
the riot-torn area.

Mewat is thus an instance of a strong counter-culture oral tradi­
tion. The Mirasis never composed panegyrics for the Alwar court.
On the contrary the narratives of this people-sustained oral tradition
are expressly hostile to central imperial tendencies as also to the
regional powers. Heroism is defined by the criterion of defiance of
authority, and acts which flout the legitimacy of state power.

It is difficult to agree with Jan Vansina who writes:

The history of segmentary societies willnot go so so far back into the past, will
be less accurately transmitted and will be almost exclusively based on genealo­
gies and family traditions in addition to which some lists concerning migrations ,
and some myths will also be found. But great difficulty will be encountered in
reconstructing the tribal history because the traditions will be so stereotyped as
to be almost meaningless. 14

Mewat is a test case for precisely the opposite, having not a state
tradition, but the tradition of a segmentary society, and yet an
extremely vigorous one. Here is no typically 'tribal' poetry which
scholars profess characterize segmentary societies which have not
achieved statehood. There is no romantic element as in Malay or
Gond poetry, no eloquent description of nature or tendency to
ponder over creation as in the Polynesian traditiorr'". .

Instead we find verse that is terse, yet narrative; themes that are
heroic and historical; epics that extol bravery but do not relate
fantastic happenings; and heroes that are idealized but whose acts
rarely. transcend the realm of the plausible. Both the style of
narration and the content of the bhet help to create an atmosphere
of protest, a highly political orientation, and a will to confront
authority. Little wonder that this was the frame for the continuous
hostility that characterized Meo relations with both state and empire,
t~e centuries of guerilla warfare. and the continuous severe Suppff;S~
sion both state and empire exerted to subdue the Meos. A history of
Mewat which does not use the oral tradition as a source cannot by
definition be a complete historical work at all. 0
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