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Bengali Folk-Ballads From Mymensingh
Dr. Dusan Zbavitel

L

Mahuya

The ballad of Mahuya, the beautiful foster-daughter of the Gypsies, and
young Zamindar Naderchand, is, as regards its plot, one of the most attractive
examples of the folk-epics of Mymensingh...

Mahuya, the daughter of a Brahmin from Kanchanpur, was stolen and
kidnapped, as a six-month-old baby, by Homra, the chief of a Gypsy band.
Mahuya grows up into a beautiful girl and her ‘father’ Homra has taught her
the arts which are the means of livelihood of the whole band-singing, dancing
and rope-walking. Present at one of their performances is Naderchand, the
son of the Zamindar from Bamankanda. Young Naderchand at once falls in
love with Mahuya and she reciprocates his feelings...

He finds her, at last, in the mountain camp of the Gypsies. Mahuya, sick
with vain desire, recovers at once, but a new obstacle arises between them—
Homra, who does not want to give up his ‘daughter’. He sends Mahuya to
kill Naderchand sleeping outside on the bank of the river. Mahuya pretends
to obey his order, but she does not kill her lover. Instead, both of them
decide to run away and they manage to escape, for the moment, the wrath of
the revengeful Gypsy...

The only real hero of the ballad, in the proper sense of the word, is
Mahuya, the girl. She is beautiful, first of all—that is what she has in common
with the heroines of other ballads, as well as of the classical stories of
ancient Indian (and not only Indian) literature. She is brave, not losing hope,
though she is depressed after the departure of the Gypsies from
Bamankanda, or after the presumed death of Naderchand in the river; even
unavoidable death she faces with courage and with no lamentation. She is
also clever and resourceful, is able to find a way out of every difficulty and
a solution to every situation...

Her pure character and the strength of her love, which neither traditional
morality, religious prejudice nor social convention can weaken, makes her so
deeply human that she can and must become an ideal.

Naderchand prefers love to his caste, he leaves his home and wealth

D
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consciously and voluntarily. With this, however, he exhausts all his claim to
‘heroship’. The author concentrated too many ‘ideal features in Mahuya
and raised her too high above her surroundings, to be able to save enough
of the listeners’ sympathies for another character in his story. It is apparent
also from the external description of individual figures which we have already
mentioned; and it comes out particularly clearly in the role the poet gave to
the rest of the cast : Naderchand is a devoted lover of Mahuya, Palanka is a
true friend of the same Mahuya. All these and other figures are centred
around Mahuya and depicted in their relation to her. Even the negative
characters in the ballad (the merchant, the hermit) are nothing but a foil for
Mahuya ’s nobility.

The whole ballad is composed in a simple, melodic payar, with assonances
and one and two-syllabic rhymes. When reading the verses, we cannot
avoid feeling a certain crudeness, as compared with the verses of classical
Bengali epics. The form is definitely not the main point of this, nor, indeed, of
any of the ballads.

IL

Maluya

The ballad of the beautiful Maluya is one of the longest folk-compositions
from Mymensingh.The name of its author is not known. D. C. Sen thinks that
it is because of the anti-Muslim character of the ballad, the author of which
could lay himself open to persecution by the Muslim rulers.

The young farmer Chand Binod, living with his mother, is obliged to sell
all his small property, after a bad year, and look for other sources of income.
Being a skilful hunter of falcons, he decides to earn some money by hunting.
His journey comes to its end in the village of Araliya, where he falls asleep,
one afternoon, at the ghat. Here he is discovered by Maluya, the daughter of
the rich farmer Hiradhar and sister of five brothers, who falls in love with
Chand, who is equally enchanted by her beauty. Both of them meet again,
next day, and Chand Binod comes as a guest to Hiradhar’s house. Though
superior to Hiradhar by caste, Chand knows that he has no chance to win
the daughter of the rich man. He is right, the match-maker sent by Chand’s
mother is turned away, as many others before him, because Hiadhar hopes
for a better bridegroom for his only daughter. Chand leaves his home to earn
money by hunting, and when he returns a rich man, Hiradhar himself sends
his proposal. This first part of the ballad concludes with a long description
of Chand’s marriage to Maluya and their return to the house of Chand. The
happiness of the young couple does not last long.

Compared with Mahuya, the story of Maluya has not the same thrill of
excitement, but it has many positive points of another kind. First of all, it is
more realistic and typical in its selection of theme and episodes, being an
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eloquent accusation of the cruelty of the caste system, on the one hand, and
the atrocities of the Muslim ruling class, on the other. In the former aspect, it
is a direct continuation, in a way, of the Ramayana story, as far as Sita’s trial
after her rescue from Lanka is concerned. But where Sita was supported and
helped by the gods to prove her unstained virtue/which cannot happen in
the real life/, Maluya has to die, unable to get rid of suspicions in any other
way/which, I am afraid, could actually have happened/. Thus we are fully
justified here in speaking of a fendency, stressed by the fact that it is given
in the form of a vivid and touching love-story...

This, of course, does not result from any anti Muslim feelings on the part
of the folk-poet; as rightly stressed by D. C. Sen, religious bias cannot be
attributed to the folk-ballads from Eastern Bengal. It is only an expression of
the opposition of poor Bengali people towards oppressors and tyrants.

It would be superfluous to quote once more the way in which the evil
consequences of the Hindu caste system are treated, to support our opinion.
It is sufficient to note at the beginning of the ballad the rather unusual
importance given to the description of the poverty of Chand Binod and
other village people, to understand that the standpoint of our poet is that of
a social critic, of a man concerned with the sufferings of the people to whom
he himself belongs.

1.

Chandrabati

This is a relatively short ballad, composed, according to the concluding
colophon, by Nayan Chand Ghosh. It centres around the story of the unhappy
love of Chandrabati, the daughter of Bansi Das, a poet and Siva’s devoted
follower; both of them are historical personalities, but information about
them, especially about Chandrabati, which have come down to us, are
hopelessly mixed up with obvious legends and other folk fantasies.

Since her childhood, Chandrabati has known Jayananda from the
neighbouring village who comes to help her to pick flowers for her father’s
sacrifice. They fall in love with each other. Jayananda sends her a letter
asking her to be his wife and his parents try to arrange the marriage through
a match-maker. Bansi Das is a poor man, in spite of his high caste and poetic
fame, and gladly accepts the offer. Preparations are being made for the
marriage. With no introduction, the second part of the ballad confronts us
with aradically changed situation : Jayananda has fallen in love with a Muslim
girl, married her and given up his religion, caste and Chandrabati. She is
deeply hurt and decides to devote the rest of her life to the god Siva. Her
father advises her to compose a Bengali Ramayan. After some time, Jaya
nanda sends a letter asking for forgiveness and a meeting, even if it should
be only a meeting to say farewell. Chandrabati refuses to see him and when
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Jayananda comes, she is in the temple in yogic meditation. In vain he entreats
her to come out and see him for the last time. Her meditation over, she leaves
the temple; there is a letter saying good-bye on the door and the dead body
of the young man in the river. The ballad concludes with the following
colophon : “Smiles and tears are like a dream, sings Nayan Chand/it is difficult
to communicate to others the sufferings of one’s own heart.”

Both parts of the ballad have an energetic exposition, without any
introduction, informing the listener of the individual persons or the situation;
the poet confronts the listener with a fully developed conflict (in the first
part, the love of the young couple, and the betrayal of Jayananda in the
second) and the necessary explanation comes later. Such a poetic procedure
is uncommon in folk-poetry.

Also the author’s knowledge of human psychology seems to be deeper
than that of other folk-poets from Mymensingh; he certainly was no primitive
type of poet!...

J\Y
Dewan Bhabna

This ballad is relatively short, due not only to the simplicity of the story, but
also to the author’s art of condensation.

The heroine of the ballad is Sunai whose father died, leaving his wife and
daughter in poverty. She is beautiful, even at the age of ten, and to secure a
good bridegroom for her, the mother goes to live with her at the house of her,
brother Bhatuk, a village Brahmin. One day the girl meets Madhab, the son
of a rich Zamindar, at the ghat. They fall in love with each other, exchange
love-letters carried by sunai’s friend Salla and everything points to an early,
happy marriage. But Sunai is also seen by the wicked Baghra, a spy of the
Muslim Dewan Bhabna, who is thus informed about the beautiful girl.
Prompted by the Dewan, Baghra promises the poor Brahmin Bhatuk a rich
reward and plans with him the abduction of Sunai. She gets wind of it,
however, and sends a message to Madhab asking him to take her away from
the uncle’s house as quickly as possible. Then, when going to fetch water,
she is abducted by the Dewan’s men; but their boat is seen by Madhab, who
defeats the abductors and takes Sunai with him to marry her. The Dewan
takes his revenge; he imprisons Madhab’s father and lets him go only after
Madhab gives himself up. The father-in-law tells Sunai that she could rescue
her husband by offering herself to the Dewan. She obeys, goes to the palace,
makes the Dewan give Madhab his freedom, but then commits suicide by
taking poison.

The main characteristic of this ballad is its intimate lyricism, its lyrical
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elements predominating, in a qualitative way, over the epic. It is apparent in
the very construction of the composition.

V.
Kanka O Lila

The long ballad of Karka and Lila mentions four authors, in the colophons,
and resembles, in a way, the ballad of Chandrabati.

Kanka is the son of a poor Brahmin. As a baby, he lost both his parents and
was adopted by a Chanda 1 couple. But they, too, die very soon and Karka is
adopted again by the Brahmin Garga, who gives him a good education.
Garga’s daughter Lila is very fond of Kanka and, later on, they fall in love
with each other. Kanka is well versed in Hindu scriptures, but a Muslim saint
adoring the Hindu-Muslim deity Satya-Pir causes a change of heart and the
boy composes a song in praise of Satya-Pir. His composition becomes famous
all over the country, but the local Brahmin community hates Karnka and
succeeds in inciting Garga against him. The old Brahmin believes the slander
that Kanka has seduced Lila, and poisons his food. Lila who has seen it
asks Karnka to leave their house; the poisoned food is eaten by a cow which
dies, making Garga guilty of a great sin. In a dream, Karnka sees the saint
Chaitanya and goes to join him. Too late Garga comes to his senses and his
disciples in vain try to find Kanka and to bring him back; people say he was
drowned. Lila is nuable to bear her sufferings. When, at last, Karika comes
back, Lila is dead and Garga leaves his home.
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