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OUR FAR-FLUNG CORRESPONDENTS

HOMER IN INDIA

Tke oral cpics of Rafasthan.

BY WILLIAM DALRYMFLE

S'rxmun years ago, I moved to the In-
dian state of Rajasthan to begin wark
on a book. Bruce Chatwin was then my
hero, and biswidow, Elizabeth, had told
me about a remote fortress in the desert
where Bruce had written his great study
of restlessness, “The Songlines.” Rohet
Garh was built in the early seventeenth
century by a Rajput chicftain who had

been given the land by the local maha-
raja as a reward for bravery on the
battleficld. It was surrounded by a high,
battlemented wall that faced out over a
lake. In the moming, light would stream
into the bedroom through cusped arches,
and reflections from the lake would rip-
ple across the ceiling beams, There were
egrets nesting on an island in the lake,
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and peacocks in the trees at its side.

Though Rohet Garh was relatively
close to the capital, New Delbi—only
nine hours' drive to the west—it existed
in an utterly different world, almost ina
ditferent century. In Delhi, the small
Indian middle class among whom 1
lived inhabired a fragile aspirational
bubble. On every side, new suburbs were

springing up, on land that only a few
ycars ago was billowing winter wheat. As
you drove down the Jaipur Highway,
however, cars and trucks gave way to
camel and bullock carts, denim to dusty
cotton dhatis, The farther you went, the
drier it got, so that the color began to
drain away from the landscape but for
the occasional flash of a red sari: awoman

winding her way to the village well.

Robet Garhwas the home of a thakur—
a Rajasthani gentleman kndowner, Se-
cluded in his ousis in the Thar Desat, he
had preserved the quict, ordard way ¢ f like
he had inherited from his forebears, a way
of life notwholly dissimilar to thatenjoyed
by those reclusive tsarist landlords immor-
talized by Chekhov and Turgenev. To
enter the gares of Robet Garh was to walk
inta 4 world familiar from “A Month in
the Country” or “Sketches trom a Flunters
Album.” Lapdogs carecred over croquet
lawns. Long-widowed grandmothers and
great-aunts held court from far-flung
dowager wings. Unmarried daughters
would blush into their sills while their fa-
ther loudly discussed their suitors. Every-
one dressed for dinner.

Mokan Bhapa, with bis wife and his son, performing in front of the sacred phad. Photegraph by Raglm Rai.

Only the formightly expedition into
“town” would break the daily routine. The
entire fimily, along with lipdogs, Labra-
dors, and a full complement of servants,
would pileinto the family jeep. Then they
would set off; over the scrubland, to the
house in Jodhpur, There the great-aunts
wuuld be whedled to their rival temples,
the unmarried daughters and visiting
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vicees would buy new sasis, and the boys
would stock up on cartridges for their
sand-grouse and partridge shoats, Thakur
Sahib would visit his bank manager, and
his club. I would remain in the old fort,
and [ used o velish the sofitude. From my
dlesk, the descrrserub was flac and dry, and
its very harshness concentrated the minc.
In the following weeks, the pages of the
new manuscript began to pile up.

Rajasthan was 1 profinindly conserva-
live state, cven by the standards of Tndia,
one of the most conservative countrics in
the world. During the Raj, around two-
fifths of Indias vast landmass remained
under the nominal control of its indige-
nous princely nulers, and much of this ter-
ritory lay in Rajasthan, where semi-feudal
rule had effectively continued up to 1971,
when Indim Gandhi finally abolished the
maharajas,

The absence of any avert forms of co-
lonial Beitish intrusion meant that many
aspects of medicval Indian society had re-
mained intact. On the one hand, this
meant that the grip of the old landlords—
like Thalcur Sahib—1vas stronger here
than elsewhere; cases of ritual widow-
burning, or sai, were not unknown. On
the other hand, castes of nomadic musi-
cians, miniaturists and muralists, jugglers
and acrobats, basds and mimes were still
practicing their skills. Every prominent
landholding family in the Rajput caste, [
discovered, inherited a family of oral ge-
ncalogists, musicians, and praise singers,
who cclebrated the family's lineage and
deeds. It was considered a disgmce if these
minstrels were forced by neglect to for-
mally “divorce” their patrons. Then they
would break the strings of their instru-
ments and bury them in front of their pa-
ron’s house, cutting the family off from
the accumulated centuries of ancestral
songs, stories, and traditions. It was the
oral equivalent of a library or a family ar-
chive being burned to cinders,

While I'was staying at Rohet, I heard
about what seemed to be the most re-
markuble survival of all: the existence of
several orally transmitted epic poems. Un-
like the ancient epics of Europe—the
lliad, the Odyssey, Beowulf, and the Ni-
belungenlied (the basis of Wagner's “Ring
Cycle”}—which were now the province
only of academics and literature classes,
the epics of Rajasthan were still very much
alive. They were preserved by a caste of
wandering fhopas—shamans and bards—

who tavelled from village to village, stag-
ing performances.

“lhe Mrapa is 1 normal villager unil
the ged Pabuji comes to him,” one of the
aunts explained. “Then he has great
power, People: bring him the possessed,
and Pubuiji cures them.”

“How?" Lasked.

“Sometimes the bhopa just says a man-
tra over thern. e tries to make the spirit
sprak—to reveal who he is. But,” she
added ominously, “sometimes he has to
bt the possessed person with his rods, or
cut him and draw blood.”

One afternoon, during a long walk
through the desert, I meta bhopa. He was
very old and dressed in a tatty white kurta-
dhoti. He had a catamet in his left eye, and
he parted his great fan of beard outward
at the center of his chin. This man worked
as a village exorcist, bur 1 had heard that
there were still many other dégpas, out in
the wild places of the deser, whose job it
was to recite the great epics, some of them
many thousands of stanzas long. They
were the men [ wanted to meet.

In the summer of 1933, a young IHar-
vard clussicist named Milman Parry
caught a ship to Yugoslavia. Parry set off
on his mavels intending to prove in the
ficld a brilliant theory he had dreamed up
when he was a student in Paris: that
Homer’s works, the foundation upon
which ull subsequent European literature
rested, must have originally been oral
poems, and that they contained certain re-
curring formulas that he thought were a
product of traditions of oral transmission,
Hebelieved that to study Homer properly
you had first to understand how oral po-
ctry worked, and that Yugoslavia was the
placein Europe where such muditions had
best survived.

On and off for the next two years,
Party toured the cafés of the Balkans. One
of his assistants, Albert Lord, deseribed

the approach they adopted:

The best method of finding singers was to
visit a Turkish caffce house, and make enqui-
rics there. This is the center for the peasant
on the market day, and the scene of enter-
tainment during the evening of the month of
Ramazan. We found such a place on a side
street, dropped in, and ordered coffee. Lying
ona bench not far from us was a Turk smok-
ing a cigarette in an angique silver “cigarluk™
(cigarerte holder). .., He knew of singers.
The best, he said, was a certain Avdo
Mededovic, a peasant farmer who lived an
hour away. How old is he? Sixty, sixty-five,
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Does he know how 1o read or write? Ne zima,
bratet (No, beather!) , .,

Finally Avdo came, and he sang for us akd
Salif’s favorite of the taking of Bagdadin the
davs of Sultan Selim, We listened with in-
vreasing inrerest to this short homely farmer,
whuose throat was disfigured by a large goiter.
He sar cross-legzed on a beneh, sawing the
gusle, swayimg in chythm with the music, . .,

The next few days were a revelation. Av-
Jo’s sones were longer and finer than any we
ad heard before, e could prolong one for
days, and some of them reached ffteen or
sixteen thousand lines,

What Parry found in the months that
followed exceeded all his hopes. By the
time he returned to America, in Septem-
ber, 1935, be had collected no fower than
twelve thousand five hundred epics and
other songs—tales of the grear Serbian de-
feat by the Ottomans at Kosovo, of the
deeds of long-dead Balkan heroes—and
bhad accurmulated a ton of aluminum re-
cording disks,

Party, once described as “the Danwin
of aral literature,” died shortly afterward,
inashooting accident, at the age of thirty-
three; but his work revolutionized under-
standing of the Greek classics. Yet even
while Parry was ar work the oral tradition
was beginning to die out in the cities and
the more developed parts of Yugoslavia.
Since then, it has all but disappeared as a
living institution.

In India, however, an even more elab-
orate tradition had managed to survive,
relatively intact. An anthropologist friend
had told me how he once met a travelling

e,

storyteller ina village in southern India.
The bard knew the Mahabharata—Indin's
cuivalent of the fliad, the Ocdyssey, and
the Bible, all rolled into one. The epic is
the story of the rivalry of two sets of
princely cousins whose enmity culiminates
in an Armageddon-like war on the
bactlefield of Kurukshetr at its heart lies
the Bhagavad Gita, for many [ linduism’s
most profound and holy text, a dialogue,
on the cve of battle, between the god
Krishna and one of the princely heroes
about duty, illusion, and reality.

With its hundred thousand sfofas
(stanizas), the Mahabharata was more
than six times the length of the Bible, My
friend bad asked the bard how he could
possibly remember it. The minstrel re-
plied that each stanza was written on a
pebble in his mind. He simply had to re-
call the order of the pebbles and “read”
from one after another.

India’s population may not be particu-
larly literate—the Jiteracy rate is sixty per
cent—but it remains surprisingly erudite
culturally, 1s Wendy Doniger, an Amer-
ican Sanskrit scholar, has pointed out.
Anthony Lane noted in this magazine in
2001, in the afrermath of the attacks on
the United States, that the people of New
York again and again compared what had
happened to them to films: “It was like
‘Independence Day' ™ “Tt was like ‘Die
Hard'”; “No, Die Mard 2." " In contrast,
when the tsunami struck at the end of
2004, Indians were able to reach for a
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more sustaming marrative than disaster
movies: the eatastrophic calamitics and
floods that fill the Mahabharata and the
Hindu tradition in general. As Doniger
puts it, “The myths pick up the picees
where philosophy throws up its hands.
The great myths may help survivors to
think through this unthinkable catastro-
phe, to make a kind of sense by analogy.”

While the Mahabharata is today the
most famous of the Indian epics, it was
originally only one of a large number.
During the Mogul period, for example,
one of the most popular was the Muslim
epie Dustan-i Amir Harmza, or the Story
of Hamza, The brave and chivalrous
Harrzs, the paternal uncle of the Prophet,
journeys from Traq to Sri Lanka, via
Mecea, Tangiers, and Byzantium, on the
way falling in love with various beautiful
Pessian and Greek princesses, and all the
while avoiding the traps Jaid for him by
his terrible foe, the dastardly magician
Zumurrud Shah.

Over the centuries, the factual under-
pinning of the story was covered in layers
of fantastic subplots and a cast of draguns,
piants, and sorcerers—-in one of its most
popular forms, the tmle encompassed three
hundred and sixty stories. Today, how-
ever, while children in Persia, Pakistan,
and parts of India may be acquainted with
some episodes, the Story of Hameza as a
whole no longer really exists as an oral
epic. There are fears that the Mahabha-
rata and other Hindu epics could share
that fate in the twenty-first century, sur-
viving in written or recorded forms only.

Given all this, it secemed extraordinary
to find in modem Rajasthan performers
who were still the guardians of an entire
self~contained oral culture. Apart from
anything else, I longed to know how the
Phopas, wha were always simple villag-
ers—ploughmen, cowherds, and so on—
and often illiterate, could remember such
colossal quantitics of verse. Recently, hav-
ing moved back to Delhi after an absence
of ten years, [ decided to go in search of
the bhopaswho had preserved thisancient
tradition. It would, I felt, be a lirde like
meeting Homer in the flesh,

’Pm were several full-fledged Rajas-
thani epic poems that the Ahopas per-
formed, but two were especially popular.
One told the tale of the deeds, feuds, life,
death, and avenging of Pabuji, a semi-di-
vine warrior and incamate god who died
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profecting a goddess’s catle aguinst de-
monic rustlers. The other—{our times its
size, much more ambitions, and with
similarities to both the Hiad and “"Once
Upon a Time in the West™—was the tale
of a humble cattle herder named Suwai
Bhoj, of the Bagravat clan; he eloped with
an incarnate poddess, who had taken the
form of a beautiful young wife of an ¢l
derly Rajput raja, and so sparked a mon-
umental caste war, This ultimaely led o
the bloody death of Sawai Bhoj and
rwenty-two of his twenty-three broth-
ers—deaths that were avenged, Sicilian
style, by Sawai Bhoj's son, Dev Narayan,
the fegend's hero, Both epics—like the
Dastan-i Amir Humza and the Maha-
bharaz—seemed to be based on a kernel
of historical truth and revolved around
figures who may once have lived, before
the mythological process began to elabo-
rate their stores and tum them into gods.
Sigmificantly, the divinity of bath figures
is not usually accepted by the Hindu
pricstly caste, the Brahmins, and the gods'
pricsts and blopar are drawn from amung
villagers of the lower castes.

According ro the Rohet aunts, the Dev
Narayan epic—which, recited in full,
could take almost a month of eight-hour,
nightlong performances—iad been writ-
ten down only some thirty years ago. The
person wha did this was a distant neigh-
bor and friend of the aunts, an elderly but
{eisty-sounding Rajasthani rani (or prin-
cess) named Laxmi Kumar Chundimwar.
I discovered that Laxmi Chundawat was
still living in Jaipur, and we arranged to
meet there, in her family’s town house.

[ found the old Iady sitting on a cane
chair on the veranda of an inner courr-

ard. She was a poised and intelligent oc-

togenarian, whose fine bones were ob-
scured by thick librarian glasses, which
perched heavily on her nose and gave her
cxpression a rather owlish gleam. She
told me that she had been bom in the
family palace at Deogarh, from which
her father had ruled a huge semi-desert
principality. The purdah system—the
seclusion of women—still operated then
as much for Hindu aristocratic women as
for Muslim ones, but in 1957 the Rani
had shocked her family by emerging
from the zanana and standing for the
Rajasthan Assembly.

“The area where the story of Dev Na-
rayan was set wus in my father's princ-
pality and in my own constituency,” she

saicl. Tt was during bier tine in the assero-
bly that she became interested in the

epic, but she also became increasingly
fearful thar it was under threat from tele-

vision and the cinema, “When [ realized
that the epic about him was beginning 1o

die out,” she added, “I determined to do |

something about it.”

In the carly nincteen-seventies, the |

Rani began inquiring if any of the local
bhopas still knew the entire sags by heast.
Many knew the mtines, she discovered,
and some knew parts in detuil, but none
seemed to know the endre story. Eventu-

ally, however, she was directed w avillage |

near Jaipur where an old gray-bearded
hepn named Lakshminarayan lived. She
persuaded him to come to her house,
along with another bhepa (“to encourage
hir"), while she went to Delhi and bought
a tape recorder,

“He came to stay with me for ten or
twelve weeks,” she said. “He used ro sing
and I used to write. We did nothing clse
exeept this, six or seven hours at a time. It
is astonishing that any individual could
remembersucha longwork. In my printed
edition, it takes six hundred and twenty-
six pages.

“The bhopa told me he was only four
years old when his father began to teach
him to learn it by heart,” the Rani con-
tinued. “Every day, he had to learn ten
or twenty lines by rote. His father gave
him buffalo milk so that his memory
would improve.

“Anyway,” she added, “Tve armanged a
performance of the Pabuji epic for you to~
night. Mohan Bhopa is coming here at
seven. So you can ask him all about it
then.”

That night, when I retumed to Rani
Chundawar’s mansion, the courtyard
had been transformed. Lamps had been
hung around the arches, amid tangling
bougainvillea. Thin white martresses had
been laid out on the ground, along with
round silk bolsters to lean on, and at the
end of the cloister, stretched between
two poles, a long painted hanging had
been unfurled.

1t was like a fresco transferred to tex-
tile: a vibrant, apparently chaotic seven-
teen-foot-long panorama of medieval
Indiz—women, horses, peacocks, carts,
archers, battles, washermen and fisher-
men, kings and queens, huge gray cle-
phants and herds of white cows, many-
armed demons and blue-skinned gods,
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allarranged around the centeal outsized
figures ot Pabuji, his magnificent hiack
mare, and his four brothers-in~arms.
This, 1 knew, must be the phad.

“The #bopus use the phad as part of
their performance,” the Rani had ex-
plained. “It's a very ancient tradition. If
you lvok at the paintings from the caves
in Central Asia, such as those at Dun-
huang, you'll see images of itinerant
manks and storytellers with the scrolls
they used then. The phads are the lase
survival of tha tradition. The Abgpas like
to say that the phad of Dev Narayan is so
full of bravery thar when you tell the tale
the grass gets burned around it.”

“The Rani told me that once the phad
was complete and the eyes of the hero
were painted in, neither the artist nor
the bopa regarded it as a picce of art.
Instead, it became a mobile temple: as
Pabuji’s devotees were semi-nomadic
herders, his temple—the phad—visired
the worshippers rather than the other
way around. It was believed that the
spirit of the god was now in residence,
and that henceforth the phadwas a ford
linking one world with the next, a
crossing place from the realm of the
human to the realm of the divine. The
bhopas treated the phad with the great-
est reverence, making daily offerings to
it, and passing it on to their child once
they became too old to perform. If it
got ripped or faded, they would take it
to the holy lake at Pushkar and decom-
mission it, or, as they put it, thanda
4arna—nake it cool, remove the power
of the deity—hefore consigning it to
the holy waters, rather like Excalibur
being returned to the lake, in the leg-
end of King Arthur,

At first, I didn't notice the Abopa and
his family, squatting in the shadows.
Mohan Bhopa was a tall, dark-skinned
man of about sixty, with a bristling gray
bandlebar mustache. He wore a long red
robe and a tightly tied red turban, He
was barefoot and there were bells at-
tached to his ankles. Beside Mohan was
his wife, Patasi, her face shrouded in a
red peaked veil. As Mohan supervised,
she swept the ground around the phad
and sprinkled it with water. Then she
prepared the wick of an oil lamp and
both of them ruised their palms in rever-
ence to the deity of the scroll.

Before long, Laxini Chundawat ar-
rived with her guests, and she gave the

signal for Mohan to begin. Hle picked up
his fiddle—an instrument called a ra-
wanhattha—as his wite held up the lamp
to illuminate the péad. Mohan played an
instrumental overture, then, accompa-
nicd by his son on the bolzk (a drum),
he began to sing in a voice full of solem-
nity and sadness. Every so often, as Pa-
tasi held up the lamp, he would stop,
point with his bow ro an illustration on
the phud, and then recite u line ot explan~
atory verse, all the while plucking ar the
string with his thumb.

At the end of each sfoka, Patasi would
step forward, fully veiled, and sing the
next stanza, before handing the song
back to her husband. As the story un-
folded, and the husband and wife passed
the siokas back und forth, the tempo in-
creased, and Mohan began to whirl and
dance, jiggling his hips and stumping his
feet 50 as to ring the bells, and shouting
out, “Aa-ha! Hai! Wa-hail”

During the performance, 1 asked an-
other guest, who understood Mewari,
one of the five major dialects of Raja-
sthan, if he could check Mohan Bho-
pa's rendition against 4 transcription by
John D. Smith, of Cambridge Univer-
sity, of a version performed in a different
part of Rajasthan in the nineteen-sev-
enties. Give or take a couple of turns of
phruse, the two versions were identical,
he said. And there was nothing home-
spun about Mohan Bhopa's langruage,
he added. Itwas delivered in a fine and
courtly diction.

In Yugoslavia, Milman Parry had
been excited by the way that his poets re-
composed and improvised their tales as
they recited them: each performance was
unicue. Yet, from what [ could gather of
the Rajasthani epics, they were regarded
as sacred works, their form relatively
fixed. Bhopas such as Mohan were barely
more free to tamper with the composi-
tions than, say, a Catholic pricst was free
to alter the words of consecration at the
holiest moment of the Mass. In this
sense, they were like Homer's epics, for
both the Tliad and the Odyssey invoke
the gods at the beginning.

Mohan sang one of the most famous
episodes: the Story of the She-Camels.
This follows the wedding of Pabujis fa-
vorite nicce, Kelam, The wedding guests
give fabulous gifts: gold bangles, pearls,
and “a fine dress of best Deccany cloth to
wear,” carriages and gald pendants for
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Kelun's howses, herds of white cows and
“swayiniz clephants.” Then comes Pabu-
Ji's trn, Instead of producing a gift, he
makesavow. “I shall plunder the reddish-
brown she-camels,” he says, from Ra-
vitna, the demon king of Lanka, The
wedding guests all laugh, because no one
in Rajasthan has ever seen a camel, and
they are not quite sure whether such a
beast exists, Kelanvs husband is asked,
“What kind of wedding gift did Pabuji
give you?," and he replies:

Pabuji’s weddiog-pife wandees and geazes
i Lanka. Who knows whether it is like a hiil,

whe knows whether it is like a mountain, who

knows whether it has five heads or ten feer?

Bt be has given me a kind of animal thae [
have never scen,

After Mohan had sung for a couple of
hours, there was a break while the Rani's
wuests beaded off for dinner. T asked
Mohan whom he normally performed
for—the local landowners, perhaps? No,
he said, it was usually cowherds and his
fellow-villagers, Their motives, s he de-
scribed them, were less to hear the poctry
than to use him as a sort of supematural
veterinary service.

“People call me in whenever their ani-
mals fall sick,” he said. “Camels, sheep,
buffalo, cows—any of these. Pabuji is very
powertul at curing sickness in beasts, He
is also good at curing any child who is
possessed by a djinn.”

“So does Pabuji enter you while you
perform?”

“How can I do it unless the spirit
comes?” Mohan said. “You are cducared.
I am not, but I never torget the words,
thanks to Pabuji. As long as T invoke him
at the beginning, all will be well. Wher-
ever we: perform, the demons run away.
No ghosts, no spirits can withstand the
power of this story.”

Mohan smiled, and twirded the ends
of his mustache. “The pbadis the emple.
Even rolled up, it keeps evil influences at
buy,” he said. “The deity resides there,
asleep until I wake him with the dance.
Sometimes, when we recite the epic, to-
ward dawn the lamp glows white. It hap-
pens when we reach the crux of the
story—when Pabuji gives water to the
stolen cattle that he has saved, Then 1
can glimpse the future. Bue it's very rare
and happens only when we do a com-
plete performance”

IHe added, “The lampblack from the
lamp that glows in this way is very pow-

erful. Tt can be used to heal anything.”

Tt was the old primeval link between
storytellers and magie, the shaman and
the teller of rales, still intact in twenty-
first-century Rajasthan. “So you are as
much a healer, a curer of the sick, as a sto-
ryteller?” [ asked.

“Of course,” Mohan said. “Thanks to

Pabuit. It is he who cues, Not me.”

In the course of our conversation,
Mohan mentioned that the great fair of
Dev Narayan was currently taking place
in the hero's remote home village of Sawai
Bhoj, # hundred and fifty miles away in
the arid bacllands of the Bhilwara district.
Tomorrow was the last day. The roads
were not good and it was at least a seven-
hour drive, he said, but if 1 Ieft carly [
should be able to get there in time to sce
the biggest anoual gathering of Shopas in
all Rajasthan.

Crossing the scrub in a tx carly the
next morning, I looked out on a far drier
landscape than anything I had yet come
across: a white, sun-blasted planisphere of
desert plains and camel-thom, Qccasion-
ally, the emptiness was braken by cow-
herds in yellow turbans patiendy leading
their beasts through the dust, or a slow
convoy of nomads in camel carts, followed
by a phalarx of barking dogs.

On the potholed single-track road to
Sawai Bhoj, the driver and I began to
meet other pilgrims. Some were on foot
lonely figures trudging through the white
midnight of the desert. Other villagers
rode together in tractors, pulling trailers
full of women in deep-blue saris. Occa-
sionally, we would pass through a village
where we would see pilgrims taking their
rest in the shade of the wells beside the
temples. As we drove, the sertlements
grew poorer; the camel-thom closed in.

In this landscape, and in the ultra-
conservative socicty which clings to it,
caste can still define nor only what you
wear but where you live, what trade you
follow, whom you marry, even the color
you paint your house. Beneath Indias ap-
parent chaos lies a fairly rigid network of
thousands of minutely graduated castes
and subcastes. Everyone knows his place,
and what is expecred of him, This is one
reason that Rajasthan has proved rela-
tively unchanging and has succeeded in
preserving so many of its ancient rituals
and arts intact: if your father was a 4
then youwill probably be one, too. More-
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“Of course,” he said. “And not just my
fachee but my grandfather and his grand-
father, too. We have six hundred years of
traclition of reading the phad in my fam-
ily. When Lwas ten, T started playing the
dbolak. My father used to teach me one
story a day, then he would correct me as I
recited ir back. By the time 1 was sixteen,
I knew most ot the epic—and now my
children are learning,”

“But do you know the whole epicz” I
asked.

“No,” he replied. “T don't think anyone
does anymore—certainty not all the sro-
ries within the stodes. I only know seven
nights’ warth—and I don’t know any
bhopa who knows more. It's like the Ma-
habharata. No one knows the whole of
thar, either.”

“So do you think the phad can
survive?”

“Not the full vession,” he said. “That
has gone already. People are still inter-
ested, but they want to enjoy ather things,
too. There is competition from films and
TV, and these ugly DVDs—these are ru-
ining the urt.”

Lasked Bhero Ram what he could pos-
sibly do to hold out against such compe-
tition. He shrugged.

“I am always trying to improve my
singing,” he said. “And T try to putina
joke when people are getting sleepy.
Nothing Bollywoodish or vulgar, just
cnough ta grab attention in between
scenes. It's not easy for people to concen-
trate for eight hours—though in the vil-
lages, where there are no distractions, no
one ever gets up while I am performing.

“But you ask, will the pbad surviver”
he continued. “Yes, it has to, It is still at
the center of our life and our faith and
our religion.”

This, it seemed to me, was the key, and
the answer to the question of how it was
that the Rajasthani epics were still living
in a way that the Iliad and the other epics
of the West were not. The poems re-
mained religious rituals, and the &
were still receptacles for the messages of
the gods, able to penetrate the wall—in
India always a hiirly porous wall—be-
tween the divine and the mundane.

Moreover, the gods in question were
not impossibly distant and metmphysical
beings but deified locals with whomn the
herders could relate and who could un-
derstand their needs. The Gujars cer-
tainly took care to propitiate the great

“national” gods, Jike Shiva and Vishnu,
whom they understood s controlling the
continuation of the wider cosmos. For
everyday needs, however, they pruyed to
the less remote, less awesome figures of
their local herder pods and heroes who—
along with the almost numberless pan-
theon of sprites and godlings, tree spirits
and water nymphs that are worshipped
and propitiated in every Indian village—
know the things that the great gods can-
not: the till and soil of the local fields and
the sweet water of the wells, the needs
and thirsts of the cattle and the goats; and
they are believed to guard and regulate
the ebb and flow of daily life.

This also had to be the reason that the
Dastan-i Amir Hamza had died out: the
last great performer of this Muslim epic
passed away in Delhi in 1928. The Story
of Harnza was abways understood ro bean
entertainment, and so had died as fash-
ions changed. Butthe sfgpasand their re-
ligious rituals had survived as the needs
that they served remained: if your child
was sick or your wife unable to conceive,
you summoned the fbgpa.

“Will your children take on this tradi-
tion?” I asked Bhero Ram.

“Two of my three boys arc interested,”
he said. “They can see that T am very
satisfied with this life. When the gods are
asleep™—during the monsoon season—"1
stay at home and can do my farming, We
have cows and buffalo and goats. In the
other months, I travel with my phadwher-
ever I want, It's a good life.”

“The shadows were lengthening, and a
large crowd was already beginning to
gather. The cows had been given fodder,
and, crucially for herders in a desert land,
key episode and the climactic moment in
the Pabuji epic:

O Pabuiji, the cows’ lirde calves are

weeping;

the cows’ little calves are calling out to

Pabuji.. .. .

O Pabuji, may your name remain

immorral in the land;

O Pabuji, may your brave leading
warriors remain immortall

Bhero Ram's assistant had now ap-
peared with the furled pbad, and one of
Bhera's sons was standing by impa-~
tiently, holding his dbolak.

“Imustgo,” the dhgpasaid. “The per-
formance must begin at sunser.”

He paused, then added, “1 have a
long night ahead of me.” ¢
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