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ABSTRACT: The Charans and Bhats were the castes, which enjoyed great respectability and exercised great influence
in the courts of princely States of Rajputana. The specialty of these castes was that, they were devoted to the literary
pursuits. In receiving gifts and composing poems and reciting genealogy, they were near to the Brahmans and in
drinking wine, worshipping Shakti and participating in war, they resembled Rajputs.’ Through their writings, we know
about the glorious deeds and dynastic histories of various Rajput houses and families.
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I. INTRODUCTION

It was they who wrote the various Khyats, Vaartas, Raaso and Vanshavalis and because of their writings many new
facts have come to light. Though sometimes, their accounts are exaggerated, yet they are of vital importance in the
determination of facts and dates about the chronological order of events. “The works of the native bard”, observes Anil
Chandra Banerji %, “afford many valuable data in facts, incidents, religious opinions and traits of manners; many of
which, being carelessly introduced are thence to be regarded as the least suspicious kind of historical evidence.”’

The Charans rank as the genealogists of Rajput families and are divided into three large endogamous groups *:-

(1) Maru (ii) Kachela  (iii) Tiwaria. The first two are named after the places of their subsequent settlement. Those
living in Marwar are called Maru Charans and those who settled in Kutch are known by the name of Kachela Charans.
While the Tiwarias are named after the section of the Srimali Brahmans from whom they sprung. [1,2,3]

They are the followers of Shakti religious sect and usually follow the manners and customs of Rajputs. They receive
gifts and largess from the Rajputs on all feasts and marriages (even today) and held extensive lands and villages granted
to them under udak or rent-free tenures.

Charans trace their ancestry to the epic age, where they figure in association with a host of other classes — the Bhats, the
Magadhas, the Soots, the Nuts etc. who performed various religious duties at the royal court, on festive and joyful
occasions or at coronations.” They sang the glories of the ancestors of the ruling dynasties.

There are several legends, associated with the origin of Charans. One states that they were created by the Almighty God
himself.’ The legend, passed on from generation to generation, describing them to be born by Lord Shiva. It is said that
Lord Shiva, was once, very much disturbed and upset, because His holy ox (Nandi) felt great difficulties in the
pastures because of the fear of a lion, which was a pet animal of goddess Parvati. Lord Shiva first created the Bhat to
safeguard His ox, but the guard could not prevent the lion from terrorizing the ox of the Lord. Enraged by the audacity
of the lion and the failure of the Bhat, the Lord created another guard - this time the Charan, and ordered him to take
His holy ox to the pastures. The new guard, before taking the ox to the pastures, praised goddess Parvati through words
and verses; which made her happy and satisfied. Pacified and satisfied by the verses of the guard, the goddess assured
him that her lion would never cause any harm to the ox henceforward and blessed him that “since he had pleased her
(goddess Parvati) by his politeness and poetic talents, therefore his children and family members would become
proficient in the art of poetry and verse-writing, without any efforts of their own.” And from that day, the legend goes
on, because that guard took the holy ox to the pastures for grazing (called charaai and charaana in Hindi), that guard
and his family members came to be known as Charans. And this is why they worship Shakti and consider themselves as
bards, poets and genealogists. In the words of Sir John Malcolm,® “Mahadeva first created Bhats[4,5,6] to attend to his
lion and bull; but these would not prevent the former from killing the latter, which was a source of infinite vexation and
trouble, so it compelled Mahadeva to create new ones. He therefore formed the Charan, equally devout as the Bhat, but
of bolder spirit, and gave him in charge of those favourite animals. From that period, no bull was ever killed by the
lion.” “These classes,” he further says” rank as the genealogists of proud and ignorant chiefs..... It is to them that the
proudest Rajput looks for solace in adversity, and for increased joy and exultation in prosperity. “John Wilson ’
believed that the Charans got their name from the feeding and rearing of cattle.
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Another sacred book considers Charans as having God like characteristics since they are well-versed in the art of poetry
and are able to write verses on the spot and at the moment.® Maitreyi Muni told Vidur in the Shrimad Bhagvat Purana
that “those who are scholars are equal to Gods, and as such, there are eight supernatural entities, who/which are equal
to Gods or which have Godly element in them.” These, according to Maitreyi Muni, were : (i) Vibudha (ii) Pitra (iii)
Asur (iv) Gandharva and Apsaras (v) Yaksha and Rakshas (vi) Bhoot, Pret and Pishach (vii) Siddha, Vidyadhar and
Charans (viii) and Kinnars.

II. DISCUSSION

Still another view is that those who praised their lords, or their patrons, through their poems, ballads, and their writings
were called Charans, because they tried to spread the glory of their patrons, in all the four directions and thereby
motivated the society to do good to everyone.’ Thus to glorify their lords and their families, they started keeping and
singing genealogies of their patrons. As far as their original home-land is concerned it has been mentioned that they
used to live in the Himalayas in ancient times and from there they migrated to other parts, when the Himalayas became
over populated.'® They are also said to have migrated from the Gangetic Plains'' towards the Deccan with their Rajput
Chiefs, when the latter were over-whelmed by foreign inroads and when their internal dissensions, during the great
Mahabharata war, compelled them to leave their original habitation.[7,8,9]

The sacred position of the Charans has been depicted at many places in the Valmiki Ramayana.'? Similarly, in the
Mahabharat,13 it has been mentioned that, “when the Gods saw the super-human work of the construction of bridge over
the sea, at the time of the invasion of Lanka, by Lord Rama, then impressed by this majestic scene, the gods came there
along with sages, siddhas and Charans and worshipped Lord Rama by sprinkling upon Him the holy water of various
rivers.”

Still another legend believes that some Rajputs, in order to escape the wrath of the sage Parshuram, disguised
themselves as bards and later came to be known as Charans.'* Thus by the above examples, it becomes quite clear that
Charans and their sacred position has been mentioned in many works of ancient India and they were not mere
‘wandering mendicants’ as was thought by Lt. Col. Sutherland " in the 19" century.[34,35]

Sir John Malcolm,'® however believed that when the Rajputs migrated from the banks of the Ganges to Rajputana, their
Brahman priests did not accompany them and hence the class of Charans arose and supplied their place; one section
became their bards and genealogists and the other became merchants who traveled with the large convoys of goods.

The Charans were originally traders who supplied horses to the Rajputs and soon became intimate with them, because
of their poetic talents.'” They became esteemed and faithful companions of the Rajputs and shared their Amal (opium)
and half of their loaves in adverse situations and received their extravagant bounty in times of prosperity.'® Besides
being the bards of the Rajput chiefs, they frequently helped them and their families in times of distress and the histories
of the Marwar and Jaisalmer ruling families record more than one instance of their having saved the heirs to the gaddi
i.e. throne from destruction. And they were such faithful companions of the Rajputs, that in times of distress, the
Rajputs used to leave their family members in the homes of their family Charans, and no enemy Rajput king had the
courage and the guts to touch those members, since the Charans[31,32,33] were considered at par with Brahmans and
cow, and none had the courage to offend the sacred person, who was a bard and a genealogist too.'® Their chief power
was derived from the superstition that it was a certain ruin to shed their blood, or that of any of their family, or to cause
it to be shed. “A few years back,” observed Bishop Heber” in 1824-25,”it was usual for merchants or travelers going
through [10,11,12]Malwa and Guzerat (sic) to hire a Charan to protect them; and the sanctity of his name was generally
sufficient. If robbers appeared, he stepped forward waving his long white garments and denouncing in verse ,infamy
and disgrace on all who should injure travelers under the protection of the holy minstrel of Shiva. If this failed he
stabbed himself with his dagger, generally in the left arm, declaring that his blood was on their heads; and if all failed,
he was bound in honour to stab himself to the heart, a catastrophe of which there was little danger, since the violent
death of such a person was enough to devote the whole land to barrenness, and all who occasioned it, to an everlasting
abode in padalon.” They used this superstition to enforce the payment of debts to themselves or to those for whom they
have stood security, by threatening to wound themselves if the debt was not paid.”' The bond of a Charan, thus, was
often preferred to that of a wealthy banker. Their reputation had grown to such an extent that their words were
considered as surety, in the business-deals, between different parties.”> And if some one turned away from his words,
then that Charan, who stood as surety, used to give dharna alongwith other members of his clan, on the doors of that
person, and in this way forced him to respect his words. To pressurize the people, to accept their demands they used to
torture themselves as well as their family members by inflicting wounds upon their bodies, by keeping indefinite
hunger-strikes, by committing suicides in various ways (such as by immolating themselves or their family members, or
by jumping from some building or by the blow of a sword or dragger upon their necks or stomach). Since their position
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was at par with Brahmans and cow, both dear [28,29,30]and respectable to the Rajputs, therefore everybody, feared that
they would be charged of brahma-hatya or gau-hatya (i.e. the murder of a Brahman or that of cow) and the sin would
rest on their heads, if anything went wrong with that Charan or with his family. “Their sacred character”, remarks Col.
Tod,” overawes the law-less Rajput chief, and even the savage Kali and Bheel, and the plundering Sahra of the desert,
[13,14,15]dread the anathema of these singular races, who conduct the caravan through the wildest and most desolate
regions.”

III. RESULTS

But whatever may be their origin, the Charans remained inextricably associated with various Rajput clans and were
treated with greatest respect and the highest Rajput ruler would stand up, when one of his class entered or left an
assembly.** They received tazim from the chiefs and when, at a social gathering, the kasumbha or bowl of liquid opium
was handed round, a Charan, if present, was always the first to receive it from the chief. Similarly, the Charan women
were also much respected and some were believed to possess the power to bring woe upon any person on whom their
curse may fall.”>The Charans were looked by the Rajputs to enshrine their heroic deeds in songs to be handed down to
the posterity. Their sarcastic references to a defeat in a battle or want of courage inflamed their passions. Many rulers,
who were insouciant in the administrative matters, or who cared more for their English masters and neglected their
masses, or who indulged themselves in a life of pleasure, or who sat on the royal throne after murdering their kiths and
kins, er6re sharply and openly rebuked, criticized and humiliated by the Charans and the Bhats, without any fear of the
throne.

Eminent historian G.N. Sharma *’ remarks that the Charan combined in himself the traits of a Brahman and that of a
Rajput; he had the literary inclination of the former and received gifts from his Rajput patron for composing songs of
heroic deeds of his ancestors. He resembled Rajput as a votary of Shakti (Hinglaj Mata being his kula-devi or family
deity), followed his other habits and engaged in war. During the wars, they displayed their chivalry and recited the
songs in praise of their patrons, to boost-up the morale of the soldiers.[25,26,27] The names of Charan Khemraj, Naru
Charan, Sandu, Ratan Mishran etc. are famous as martyrs for [16,17,18]the cause of their patrons.szhe Achaldas
Khinchi Ki Vachanika mentions the names of these Charans, who gave away their lives, while fighting against the
Turkish invaders.” If traditions are to be believed, a saintly Charan woman, mother of Baru Charan, helped Rana
Hammir from her own funds by supplying 500 horses to recover Chittor.™

Some of the Charan sects were styled as the pol-paats (poets of the door) of the different Rajput ruling races and thus
enjoyed special privileges and rights at marriage and birth ceremonies.” The Sodas were the pol-paats of the Maharana
of Mewar, the Rohariyas were the pol-paats of the Rathores of Marwar, Bikaner and Kishangarh and of the Kachwahas
of Jaipur and Alwar, the Adas were the pol-paats of the Deora sect of the Chauhan clan of Sirohi, and the Ratnus
were[19,20,21] the pol-paats of the Bhatis of Jaisalmer.*

IV. CONCLUSION

The Maru Charans were divided into 120 khaamps 3 or clans and in Marwar alone, out of these [22,23,24]120
khaamps, 53 were existent in the 19 century 3 and their number was around 20,000. 3
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