
56

Orissa Review  *  April-May - 2009

Folk Elements in Sarala Mahabharata

Dr. Satyabrata Das
Dr. Lalit Kumar Lenka

Life, culture and heritage of a nation or a country
get invariably reflected in its folk literature. Folk
literature and the life of common man are intimately
related. They are like the two sides of a coin.
Oral folk culture is the other name of folk literature.
The stream of folk culture gets manifested in folk
literature. Literature, as such, is the best medium
through which cultural consciousness gets finer
and mature before it takes its verbal shape. With
the progress of the individual, culture and literature
also flourishes. The social life of man in community
and his consciousness pass from oral to oral till it
gets crystallized itself in a written verbal shape.
Literature, at no point of time, can alien itself from
the mainstream of social and cultural life of man.
Both life and literature enrich themselves and
remain complementary to each other. Folk
elements, as such, remain the main feeding channel
for the literary Pump House.

The present discourse is a modest attempt
at tracing the very cause of the massive popularity
of Sarala Mahabharata in Oriya and identifying
the role of folk element in it. It is loud and clear
that Sarala Mahabharata had had a telling effect
on the life-style of the Oriyas for centuries on end.
As the matter stands Sarala Mahabharata is not
a mere translation of the Sanskrit original. In more
than one ways it is a re-creation of the same. Sarala
has infused a new life and spirit into the Epic. And
this new life and spirit of Sarala Mahabharata
emanates from the typical Oriya background. Folk

tradition, life-style, belief, taste and behaviour of
Oriyas get into every cell and membrane of Sarala
Mahabharata. As the record stands there was
hardly anything in Oriya before Sarala to claim
itself as literature. The fact is amply established
from Sarala's profuse use of Oriya folk tales and
folk tradition.

The scope of an epic is vast. It seems Sarala
has made full use of his imagination and genius to
give the Mahabharata an exclusive treatment of
Oriya folk tales and tradition. In the process, all
aspects of Oriya life (social, cultural, religious,
political) get neatly reflected in Sarala
Mahabharata. More fascinating is the fact that
Sarala, at no point of the epic, has made any
attempt to violate the main story-line and the
schemata of the Sanskrit Mahabharata. He rather
brings about a unique artistic synthesis of the two.

We may examine a few angles to show the
effectiveness and brilliance of Sarala's
craftsmanship. As we notice, Sarala has drawn
heavily on the popular folk tradition in the
marriage rituals all through the epic. He gives an
elaborate account of such rituals like the matching
of horoscope, fixing of lagna, the anukula,
mangana, dosa-dosa ksyama (asking
forgiveness for any omission or commission). We
may take for example the grand royal wedding of
princess Uttara, the daughter of King Virata. In
the process we find the father of the bride (king
Virata) asking forgiveness (dosa-dosa Ksyama)
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to king Yudhisthira (the father/ guardian of the
groom). And the above high-profiled wedding
follows meticulously each and every step or ritual
of Oriya marriage.

Yet another example of Sarala's
innovativeness is manifested in the marriage of the
Sahada tree. This is an age-old Oriya custom
being practised seriously to ward off evil or
misfortune in case of a male who  loses his spouse
and wishes to marry again. Marrying a Sahada
tree was an indispensable ritual for every widower
in Orissa before going for the second or the third,
or the fourth (as the case may be) marriage to
reverse the bad luck. Sarala has made use of this
ritual in the wedding of King Dhritarashtra with
Gandhari. As they say, any match for
Dhritarashtra was fixed, the bride died before the
wedding. To ward off any further tragedy,
Dhritarashtra was advised to marry the Sahada
tree before going for his wedlock with Gandhari.
If we see a bit critically, we notice yet another
angle to it. The very first marriage of Dhritarashtra
to Sahada or Golaka tree (both are same) causes
complications that eventually leads to the
devastating Kurukshetra or Mahabharata War.

Similarly, the Oriya tradition prohibits
receiving any help or hospitality at the married
daughter's home. This is shown in the case of
Sarasa Jackal in Sarala Mahabharata. After giving
away its daughter in marriage the jackal leaves
the State without touching food or water. Such
tradition largely prevails even today across the
interior Orissa. We may reflect briefly upon two
such rituals that Sarala introduces in the marriage
institution in the Epic. First, the Dosa-dosa
Ksyama or the ritual of asking forgiveness, as the
Oriya tradition continues till to-day, the father or
the guardian of the bride asks forgiveness to the
father or guardian of the groom for any act of
omission or commission. Further, he apologizes
in advance (on behalf of the bride) to forgive her
in case she does anything wrong inadvertently. If
we look a little deep into this ritual, we see an
ocean of magnanimity and good sense that has

been contributing tremendously to the social and
family fabric, bond and cohesiveness for ages on
end. If at all our traditional marriage and family
institution have shown their resilience, it is for such
rituals that reinforce tolerance and humility.

The story of Sarasa Jackal who leaves his
State without touching food or water after giving
away his daughter in marriage is another case in
point. The simple story of the Jackal is a powerful
ethical indicator that kept the sanctity and
endurance of the marriage institution insulated
against any social encroachment or interference.
If we look at the discords in the present day
marriages, mostly the interferences of the bride's
family in the matter of the daughter and the son-
in-law spoil their peace and understanding. How
far-sighted and wise they were really in the long
long past that Sarala has rightly spotted and
incorporated.

The excellence of Sarala Mahabahrata lies
in its very core which is heavily stuffed with folk
lores and other such folk elements we just focused
on. It reflects widely and vividly the morals, ethics,
idioms, prejudices, mantra, tantra and various
other facets of the typical Oriya socio-cultural life.
We may explain this with a few examples like the
episode of Babana Bhuta and Sudraka Raula;
King Jama Gostha; Mayavati's tips to princess
Subhadra to mesmerize Prince Arjun; Haravati's
act of throwing Arjun into a deep well by the power
of mantra in order to win over his love. These
are the few examples of Mantra those were widely
prevalent in the then Oriya life and culture.

Similarly, transformation or taking on
another figure is a common technique Sarala
adapts while composing this great epic. We may
recall the phase of complete anonymity of the last
phase of Pandavas exile into the forest. During
that last phase, the Pandavas took different names
and served the court of the king Virata. Another
example is Arjun's possession of an arm from
Bhisma in disguise and in the episode of the beaten
Mahadeva, the lord takes on another look.
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Sarala presents very realistically various
rituals that were observed to fulfill wishes. We
may recall the Kamaksha Brata (Madhya Parva,
344) Chaitra Mangala Osha (Madhya
Parva,885), Akdashi Brata (Adya Parva, 26),
Vinayaka Brata (Vana Parva 100). Such
examples clearly indicate the customs and rituals
of Oriya society prevalent during 15th and 16th
centuries.

Sarala has incorporated many a wise
sayings popularly used in society of his time. For
example, in Adi Parva Sarala gives a couple of
such popular wise sayings:
1. Apara Lokara Indura Nohi Mari
Apara Tirtha Gale Huai Desantari (Adi Parva,
363)
(Too many people can't kill a mouse, and if one
visits too many pilgrimages one has to go beyond
one's country.)
2.  Mana Hi Janai Kete Achhi papa
Mata Hi Jane Putra Kai Bapa (Adi Parva, 446)
(Mind knows the patches of Sin, while mother
alone knows the father of her son.)
3. Jachila Kanya Je Jachilara Anna
Jehne upekshile Nasa Jai Dharma (Adi Parva,
496)
(This is unethical to ignore a bride or food that is
being offered to you.)
4.  Purva Kale Hade stiree Haranara Dose
Nasa Gale Yethi Bhala Bhala Purusa Raksase
(Madhya Parva, 189)
(Abduction of women have led to the destruction
of giant-like people in the past.)

The first example given above that "too
many people can't kill a mouse like too many
cooks spoil the broth in English" is still in vogue.
This has been used at several places in Sarala
Mahabharata. While Duryodhan pleads to learn
archery from Dronacharya while learning mace
fight from Balaram at the same time Arjun wishes
to refrain Duryodhan from this in a well-meaning

manner. At this point Sarala uses the first proverb.
The second proverb is used at a point when
Duryodhan asks mother Gandhari to tell him who
is his father after Bhima calls him "Golaka Putra"
in the open court. The third proverb is used when
Bhima marries Belavali (the demon princess, the
mother of Belala Sena). Sarala uses it again when
old king Yudhisthira is offered the hands of Suhani
for marriage. He too agrees to marry in the same
logic "that a bride or food offered must not be
ignored." The fourth proverb is used by Sarala to
warn the erring males who abduct helpless
women. The examples in his favour are many and
powerful.

As far as character portrayal is concerned
Sarala too incorporates  many popular features.
For example, Sakuni calls king Dhritarashtra " the
tiger in the Tulasi Jungle" for his blind approval of
Duryodhan's wishes and action. At the same time
king Dhritarashtra calls Sakuni " the cotton-faced
crow." Again, Bhanumati, the Queen of
Duryodhan disapproves of the wrong moves of
her husband and compares his action to  that of
Babana Bhuta's. Thus in Sarala's characterization
there are references to the popular beliefs and
practices.

While examining Sarala's creation we find
his Mahabharata studded with folk elements. This
stands testimony to the fact that the poet was
passionately attached to life and society around
him. In his epic we see a wonderful synthesis of
the great Indian tradition and a local folk tradition
without any compromise on the artistic front. The
varied and lively social life of Orissa has made
the epic more colorful and realistic. That explains
why critics compare Sarala Mahabharata with the
Authorised Version of the Bible.
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