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ABSTRACT 

Khasi Literature- completes 141 years this year, but no 

attempt has so far been made to investigate any aspect of its 
development. Occasional newspaper articles and radio talks both 

in English and Khasi have been there, but these are by definition 

skimpy and impressionistic. Hence the need for a systematic and 
serious appraisal. 

There are several difficulties in tracing the origin and 
development of Khasi Poetry. ~1any are insurmountable. The 
Christian Missionaries who first introduced education and litera­

ture in these hills left no trace of the dates when the first 
editions of their books came out; and most of the time, names of 

authors or composers have been excluded in subsequent editions. 
What are the ways opened to a research scholar then? I have 
triei to meet such problems as this in Chapter I of Part II. Apart 

from these problems, materials relevant to the subject are few and 

'far between. However, I have been Able to 1:mearth a sufficient 

body of evidence details of which are included in the bibliography 

2 

In this thesis, I have tried to show how .Khasi Poetry 

developed from one decade to another during the first 100 years of 
its history. I chose this subject because Khasi literature like 
most literatures started with poetry. The other forms appeared 

much later. I must Add that the thesis does not pretend to be a 
comprehensive history· -of K:-hasi __ J2oetry, but aims at exploring the 

- "" k--::-... 

major--tradi-tions.·- fv'iany recent Poets~-hf.l~Ve not been discussed 

because these poets do not stand for a new tradition, or because 
what they -s-tancl---fo-r--rs--suffi_c_iently exemplified in the other poets 

I have discussed. 

The history of Khasi poetry is to a great extent the 
histo-ry---o-f· the,t~tellectual development of the Khasi society. 

----Because literature is expected to reflect -and interpret life, a 
few questions arise. Who is a Khasi? Whence did his ancestors 
come? Is linguistic afinity any clue? The first chapter is 
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devoted primarily to anthropological questions such as these. 

The next problem in this study is to trace the beginnings 

of written poetry. So 9 who wasthe fi~st poet in the Khasi 

language? How far has this literature developed over the years, 

and whAt is its generr:il char::Jcter·? I have m8de An attempt to 

investigAte these areas also. Efforts have also been made to 
approAch the subject through movements, cultural and religious. 

The thesis is not about the development of ?oetry alone. 

In each chapter I have t tied to identify the are<1s of ~nglish and 

Biblical influences in the works of the Kh8si poets, the extent 

and nature of such influences, and when I felt the necessity I 

h.'3Ve 8lso exAmined the reA.sons for such influences. 

31st October, 1982. H. W Affi"!P HAI GN S TEN 
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THE KHASIS SOME ANTHROPOLOGICAL QUESTIONS 

1 

Be£o.ro emhaTking. on tJ.ue ~n inquiry, it i $ fl "tting to 

devote a few lines to the primary question which ... - com~s up 
. .. . ,; .. - . ;: ~ . 

whenever we study Kha si language and li teratur-~,, that is, where 

did the Khasis come from? 

Ethnographically, all the original inhabitants of the 

present Khasi Hills and Jaintia Hills districts of Meghalaya 

are Khasis. As years rolled by, these people came to .be known 

by the names of the region~they live in. Thus, we have the 

Pnars inhabiting the mainland of the Jaintia Hills district, 

the Khynriams the central part of Khasi Hills, the Bhois on the 

north, the Lyngngams in tne west, and the Wars in the· south of 

both the Khasi and the Jaintia Hills. All are Khasis. Stri9tly 

speaking onJ..y _the children of Khasi parents are Kh9sis, but the 

Khasi social custom is flexible enough to include within it 

children of Khasi mothers and non-Khasi fathers as Khasis, 

because according to the Khasi customary laws, the children 

belong to mothers and not to the fathers. 1 There are instances 

of even children of non-Khasi mothers.being regarded as Khasis. 

People who investigated the origins of clans in Khasi Hills have 

said that all those clans with 11Khar" as the prefix to them trace 

their orig_i_na~_ !lo~es. _to __ either the Brahmaputra or the Surma 

valley. A.s. Khongphai gives·a:n instance of the origin of three 

new Khasi cla.ns. He took the three dalllghters of Nohon Diengdoh 

1 AIR 1958, Assam, 128 Wilson Reade vr C.S. Booth. and 
others. 
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·pd P.l.\.snpalata, his wi.t'~, n.a,mely Bani, Rani and Sat.i, and writes 

1't.~e~e qa1Jgnt·~rs oannot oe Khasi ~ .tn thei,r Ute t,tme ~ not even 

:(or ~ear~ to come, \mless theY married Kt:icisis, lived as 'Khasis1 

fol,lowl).d Kna~ custom ••• 2 

For a person to be consiiC.~ted, a Kh,as,i presupposes the 

.followi,:ng - ( 1) Be llllJst marry :1_ Kh.asi girl; ( 2) he traces his 

descend~pce f'rurn t4~ mother' f side; (3) his Q.ress be like that 

Used b.y ot.h.et" I<hn.s.ts; (4) h~'.:: accepts the· Khasi ·way O'f life and 

cqstQrn$.; ( 5) he speaks one of th..e Kb:asi dialects; ( 6) he 

emorac.es Kna$1.: Pelig.i or.. r..t· n;::'l.Jg.ion.:t; pr.~fessed. by many Kha.3i. s, 

aoo ( ?) ne identi.f.ies .. r.J.msel:t: totallY as a Knasi~ There· are 

$.~Ve:ral Qlans a.mong the Kh::~$1 s which nav~ ass;imi'L~ted themse}.ves 

!t is not diffi.C·Ul t fior· th<? 
, .. ·. -· . .······ . 

wem.oer·s. o! $'lJCn clans to trace. theicr Q'r~n$ and to tell. others 

b,Qw tne.;i;.r anc.estors oame to tnt s. 1.an:d, ®d. where their original 

nomes w~.rea. It :Ls_ tb.:e -original home o>f the' original Khasi tribe 

W•h::Lch· most Kb..a.s:i. poet;s :tnclU.~ng ~o-s.o Tl:l~~· Hom.:twell Lyngdo:h and 

l?.rimro:se: G::;~tpncH\l,;p: b..av¢ e~e·rciqed thet.r _i.:mag:i:n;l:ti.on:·s;. upon. 

Thes:e· b.tlls. are n(.Dt the ori.gj,.nal homes· o.f the Knasis· •. 

E.ve.:r?y K b:asi. t.el:t 5, that tas ancestors. came from. some o:the.r land 

wb.ere: th,ey lived, fo·li.' generati©n$ ,in a sort of a paraxfis·f~o. Khasf. 

po.~,t:a:: _s;pe·ak -Q.f th.e> sg.t.tij~ c>·r go.lden age .. , This was; a:rrd .t . .s:. use~·& 

w:h:en a Khas;t <.Uvtne. speak.s~ or prays to. Go·u. Homi.well. LyngQ.oh 

wro·t.e~ that the: fore.:-J}are:rrts of· t.he Khas±s. reac:hed th~rs;e; hills 



through Nowgong, Lumding and Haflong "which lie beyond the 

Kupli river. n3 

3 

If Khasi language and culture have any similarity to those 

of the people in the eastern part of Assam, a conclusion can be 

drawn th,gt those and the KhasL~ belonged to the same race, but 

the difference between them d,Jes not warrant such conclusion. The 

Khasis first settled in J aintia Hills and in course of time many 

of them moved westward to the present Khasi Hills. In Jaintia 

Hills, elderly persons and divines speak of "Sohphoh Lynrum" as 

their homeland. 11 Sohp~oh11 means Khasi pearsp while "Lynrum" 

ramshackle. Literally the phrase means that in that original 

home there grew plenty of Khasi pears or pynus granulata. This 

name is more symbolic than literaL It stands for a group of 

families that lived together in the same land till they 

multiplied and spread to other parts of the world, and the Khasi 

tribe is but one of those symbolic pears from the same tree. The 

extensive use of symbols in Khasi folk songs ::md speeches lends 

credence to this postulation. Primrose Gatphoh refers to this 

place in "U Sier Lapalang 11 when he sings of the attempt of t.hat 

allegorical stag to trace the original home of the Khasi s: nAnd 

thence he followed. to Sohphoh Lynrum/Mark trace which is clear 

and great in numbers." 4 

Poet_SQsQ_ '+ham devotes one whole poem "Ka Meirilung" to 

anthropological questions. He seems to have gone through the 

3nJinglamphrang 11 P Ka Niain Khasi ( 1937 end d. 1970), 
p. 11. 

4u Sier Lapalang, st. ix. 



Darwinian theory of the descent of man from an .ape when he asks 

whether the .ancestors of the Khasi race came from the dens of 

tigers or bears or any other animal. Other questions he poses 

in the poem are: Were the ancestors savages? Were they 

man-eaters? Tham reflects on the .gncient culture and political 

system, the erecting of memorial stones, the construction of 

meeting and resting places, the digging of lakes and ponds and 

concludes that they must have_come over here from some civilized 

area. 

That homeland is spoken of as lying far away from these 

hills. It took the Khasi ancestors twelve years to reach here. 

This calculation of the length of the journey is recorded by 

Soso Tham who enquires: 

And ye, o babes of morning bright, 
Ye kites, ye crows, here throw some light. 
Whi.:;..e fast you fly around the earth, 
Where can be our first home and hearth? 
If I can fly R.S fast as ye, 
From here upto twelve years' journey. 5 

Where could that home be? Could it be somewhere near 

Cambodia or Siam? Those states lie f.gr east of the Khasiland. 

P.R.T. Gurdon maintained that the people came "from the east 

and not from the west". 6 It is yet to be examined by experience 

whether or not it took people twelve years to travel from 

Cambodia to Kupli in those days. The significance of the phrase 

"Sohphoh Lynn.JID 11 deserves further inquiry. Most western scholars 

agree that their ancestors were the .Aryans. If the .Aryans were 

to be regarded As the fore-parents of the Khasis too, the names 

5 "Ka Meirilung", st. 1 "Ki Sngi Banim U Hynniew Tre2." 
( 1936). 

6T he K hasi s, ( 1904) , p. 4. 



of seven AryBn branches cor-responded Well to the 11 Hynniew Trep" 

or seven Huts of the Khasis. These branches were ( 1) the Indians, 

(2} the Persians, ( 3) the Slavs, (4) the Teutons, (5) the Greeks, 

( 6) the Kelts and ( 7) the RomBnf,. These . branches lived L1 the 

southern steppes of Russia befoJ e they moved to different parts 

of the world~ In their moveme·tt, the Indians 9 and Persia.ns moved 

. eastwardo 7 Could the Khasi t cibe b? a sub-branch of either the 

IndLms or the Persians? T'.:e old Persian coins discovered some 

15 years ago. in Jowai ler.d credence. to the social intercourse 

between the Persians an·'. the Khasis, but the history of Money 

tells· us th:::~t coins re~)laced barter system Bt a much latel' ~~ate 

than the history of the tribeo The Aryans themselves came to 

India around 2000 B.C. 8 They could not therefore be the fore­

fathers of the Kh,gsi s. 

Hom~ well Lyngdoh strong~.y refute's any cttempt to regard the 

Khasis··as ·one of the· Aryan-branches of people bec.~use the 

appear8nce 9 · Gh~ language·· an:d the religious practi .~es of the Kb.asi s 

do not sup.._.)'ort ·.such argumento Moreover he cl&ims that the Khasi·s 

were older than the Aryans in age and thRt they were found iri the 

PUnjab; in· South .America "and even in New Zealando 9 Lyngdoh draws · 

his conclusion from 'such books as the flindu_§_xogamY ( 1929) by 

Karandikar ,gnd the B hagabR:t whici.l referred to the Kb.aS.t s 8S the -- ---~,;;...;.-~ 

people of ancient India. 

· 7L.P. Smith, _English Lang'~}§&~ (London: Oxford Univer.si ty 
Pres~,. 1966), ppa66-67. 

-8 . . . 
R.C. MaJumdar,. Ancient India (CaJ~cutta 1964), PPo29, i19 .. 

·9Ka. Niam Khas:i;.;· pp. x-vii-xix. · 
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There is, however, no conclusiive proof of this. R.C. Majumdar 

referred to the Khasi warriors as· one of the 11 famous Tribes 11 in 

ancient India; the other tribes were the Abhiras; Mallas, Andhras, 

Vaidehas, and Megadhas. Recording one event about the Khasis, he 

. writes to say that in 1287 the Khasias invaded Nepal from the east 

and devastated the country. 10 

To the east of Nepal lie the modern Sikkim, Bhutan, 

Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Nagaland and Meghalaya. This view 

corroborates the myth that the Khasis were once warriors who subdued 

many kingdoms, but it dves not offer a clue to the original homes 

of the Khasi s. Majumdar hAs nowhere mentioned whether the Khasi s 

occupied all the Hills east of Nepal or that they made their way 

there through Kamarupa. The question is an open one~ 

3 

P.R.T. Gurdon and Peter Schmidt who have attempted tracing 

the family to which the Khasi language belongs assert that it is a 

branch of the Mon-Khmer group of lFmguage. E. Kunt, who has macie 

a comparative study" -of the Khasi .gnd Mon-Khmer languages, finds 

many words in them which carry the same meaning. In his Bei trage 

zur Sprachenkunde Hinterindiens ( 1889) he selects many such words 

in support of his findings. 11 The following . .\:able of similar 

words provides interesting information: 

10
Majumdar, ~ £i1., p.353. 

11
Reported by Gurdon in his The Khasis, p. 201'-'·•. 

.· .... _. .. :. 
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_.,_______.....,~ ···--=--· ____ _.... ___ ~-------· ----
English Khasi Mon Khmer Palaung 

______ .,.:.;;.»_~....._...;.....__ ...,.-

year snem snam 
lightning lei lib. l: li 
stone m::M tC 1 ma•.v maw 
water um em 
pond pung ping 
rice l~h8W sekao 
dog ksew hsao 
tiger k.hla kla 
bird ( ka) sim kc:Jtsim hsim 
cr::J.b" (k::J) tham ktam 
WOm8:h briew brou 
child khun· kun 
eye khmat~ mat mF.lt 
hand kti9 ti te 

It is in.teresti:'·'g to note that Palailllg 17 sekaorr and "hsao 11 

are similar to. the fOUnds in Jaintia nsakho 11 and "ksaw", 

r2specti vely, also 1"em;' to r.amn as spoken by the war-Jaintias. In 

the above fourtee:L'1 words 9 the tally of similarity between Khasi 

and Mon is six, Khasi-Khrner five, Khasi-Palaung five. If more 

words than those are simi iar in soU:L'ld and meaning the findings of 

Kunt should satisfy a scholar at least ::Jbout the origin of the 

Khasi language~ But there is :::Jn interesting similarity between 

Khasi and Burmese too o The use of rlU 11 for male is found in both 

o the l:::Jnguages eo g. U Nu~ U Th::Jnt (Burmese) and U No, U Tan (Khasi), 

Eeng (Burmese) and Iing (Khasi) o Th:i.s was the influence of 

Burmese when the Khas~- s sojourned in their land on tl1e way back to 

their lost paradise on eartho I:l. the use of morpheme 11 la" to 

indicate A.ction in the Past time the l8nguage bears some similarity 

with the morpheme "1e" in Nepali. 12 

12It is perhaps by co-incidence, but a comparative study 
of the sentence structure of the two languages by competent 
linguists may reveal an interesting result. 



One may hazard saying that when the Khasis were defeated 

in wars, they were driven eastward till they mixed with the people 

of Cambodia and Siamo It was in their effort to return to their 

par.gdi se that they trekked b.gck.wa.rd and finally reached the 

present hill fastnesses., A Kha~_;i still laments the loss of that 

paradise on earth in his songs and prayers. 

The paradise of which the Khasis speak has been spoken of 

as never again to be witnesoed on this eartho The fore-fathers of 

the British also spoke of ~uch a paradise which they believed to 

be somewhere in centra] Asia in which their ancestors dwelt five 

or six thousand years ago "in pastoral and poetic simplicity and 

plenty." 13 Coincidentally, such was the nature of the original_ 

homeland of the Kh::~si s as sung by the poets. There are differences 

too. The Khasis speak of that golden age as the age of righteous­

ness~ when God spoke directly ~o man as he spcke to the Jewish 

patriArchs like Noah~ Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and the prophets. More 

than that, t!.J.e members of both the animal and the plant kingdoms 

were able -';o speak to man in t 11e same language. The bull, the 

raven, and the bird could converse with man even as the serpent 

spoke to Eve, and God in the garden of Eden; and as a donkey spoke 

to prophet·. Balaarn, 14 and that too in one language understood by 

the whole world. Such is the traditional account of the world of 

the Khasis when it was young. If we accept the Bible as both 

historical record and an infallible word of God9 ;,..;e have in it the 

time when the world was divided into nations and tongues. That 

1LJ was 4226 years ago~ -

-------~--~~~-----~-

13smith, .QQ ill· 
14 nNurnbersu c ho 22, J2ngli sh Bible. 
15.'Genesisn ch. 11~ ~gl_.t..§.hBibl_g. 
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The above account corresponds well with the oral tra.d.i tion 

of the Khasis as handed from one generation to ru1other down to the 

present time. It also meets the contention of Homi well Lyngdoh 

th:=tt the Khasis have been on this earth over 4000 years ago. 

The quest will however be incomplete without examining two 

popular legends of the Khasis. 

4 

'rwo legends are :=tssociated with the origin of the Kha.si s; 

one of which is repeated more to God in prayer and sacrifice than 

to man. 

The legend says, in the biginning God created sixteen 

families in heaven. These, were allowed to come down to this earth 

to cultivate every day and to return to heaven at night when the 

dayr s work •:vas over. They climbed up and dO'.;n according to timing 

appointed by the Creator through a. bridge on top of the 

Sohpetbneng peak joining heaven :=tnd earth. In course of time, seven 

of these f8milies sinned against God and cut the bridge down to 

ensure that they did not see his face any more. Ever since that 

day,.m:=tn was subjected to pain and death. The· cause of the fall 

was U Ksuid or the Tempter who took the form of a Raven to tempt 

God's ambassador, the bull, to deliver a perverted message to man. 

The message God commanded for delivery was to tell mankind to boil 

for his meal only a handful of rice in the morning -and a h::mdful 

in the evening, and to live healthily and long. The bull forgot 

the text of the message 8nd delivered th8.t of U Ksuid and asked 

man to boil one seer of rice in the morning and one seer in the 
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evening, to suffer and eventw~lly die. Man did so. As time p8ssed, 

God saw 8ll that had happened to man and took his ambassador to 

tr:1.sk.. He took his golden rod ::1nd knocked down all the teeth of the 

bull in the upper jaw, and also struck him on the right side. The 

bull lost his upper teeth, and bore the empty space on his side 

since then. God in his royal Anger c,glled for the Raven, and dyed 

her feathers with a soot from an earthen pot. Since that time 811 

ravens in Khasiland wear blAck. feathers. ~1ost Khasi children till 

this day utter a triplet condemning the RAven.* 

Most Khasi s believe th8t they are descendants of the Seven 

Huts. Homiwell Lyngdoh hAs examined the possibility of linking 

the "Seventt with the seven ancient Indian Rishis. He referred to 

VasisthBla· Bnd K:=tsyapR~ Though "KasYAPAn sounds like· ttthe f8ther 

of the Kh8sis 11 no proof of the Assumption is available. Indian 

·literatures do not lend any clue to it. Moreover, those were the 

AryAn Rishis (wisemen). 16 Because of practical difficulties 

perhaps, Soso Tham reg:=trded the seven huts Rs mere symbol or 

11pharshi syllok" 17 which could not be taken as proof of the origin 

of the tribe. 

Another legeJ?i speaks of a great flood in the world ::~.s the 

CBuse of the Brri val of the KhBsis to their present homel;:md. 

Gurdon writes: 

*K8 tyng8b ka thok i 'u Blei 
Ka shah tah du khiew ranei 
Peit ka iong kumtei! 

1 ~a Niam Khasi, p. Xx 

17~"Ki Symboh Ksiar", Ki Sngi Barim U Hynniew Trep. 



It was on the occasion of this great flood, ~he legend 
runs, that the Kh:=tsi lost the art of writing, ~-~-Yi£ 
his book whilst he was swimming at the time of this 18 flood, whereas the Bengali managed to preserve his. 

1 1 

The B.ccount points out north 8.S the direction from which the Khasis 

migrated into these hills. The very reference to a Bengali in the 

passage indicates thAt the flood mentioned to Gurdon by a story­

teller WBS of 8 recent origin. The legendAry flood spoken of by 

the Khasi s was far older in time than thFLt one. An opinion may be 

formed thAt this gre8t flood occurred some 6oOO years ago, thAt is, 

before the AryAns spread to other parts of the world. 

The two lengends referred to above, call for a close 

examin8tion. The first speaks of the FLncestors of the Khasis as 

coming from r:tbove (na sha jrong), me8ning heF.lven; the second one 

associAtes the arriVAl of the Khasi s with the flood. W hie h *'he.gven" 

and which 11 flood 11 were these? 

The popular ide8 of "heaven" was where the hills a.nd the 

sky seem to meet in the horizon. So the peaks and mounta.ins could 

as well be heaven for the purpose of this legend. A KhBsi who is 

not so much influenced by education still spea.k s of the moon, stars, 

and the sun as h.:lVing been fixed by the Gre:=ttor in heaven. In this 

context the Makashang (Himalayas) could be regarded :=ts the heaven; 

mount Ar ..... rat also a heBven. The origin8l home of the Khasis which 

was heaven or ~ jrong to them is therefore the high mount8ins. It 

might be the Himalayas, the Armenian rBnge, Kashmir, RussiF.l or 

CentrR.l Asi~. Wherever thBt place was, one thing should not be lost 

sight of. The Khasis speak of this world as Ka Iingbasa or an Inn to 

18P. R. T. Gurdon, The Kh:gsi s, p. 10. 



12 

live in for a while. They believe that their eternal home lies 

somewhere beyond the blue. They call it Ka Iing U Blei which means 

exactly the Kuriakon of the Greek, the Lord's House. There are 

indeed certain similarities between the ancient Greek. and the 

Khasis. Both believed in the divine origin of the soul, and that 

when the man accomplishes his duty on earth he dies, but his soul 

is immortal and returns to God. Thus they speak of a righteous and 

upright man; but the soul of the sinner goes to hell. Hell also has 

as many as nine floors; the worst sinner reaches the ninth floor or 

circle below. 19- Like the Gree~who believed in the existence of the 

Supreme Zeus, 20 the Khasi s too believe that above all deities they 

worship in their respective villages, U Blei Nongthaw or God the 

creator reigns supreme. 

The Greeks believed in sign from God, As Priam in Book XIV 

of Iliad believes the Eagle to be .a sign from God; the Khasis read 

the signs in all objects-- including lime container and the 

intestines of the fowl. Both the Greeks and the Khasis burnt their 

dead and did n0t leave it to decay openly for that is a crime. 

Priam seeks the dead body of Hector to be disposed of according to 

the Grecian customs, Antigone defies the order of Creon, the Theban 

King, and ceremoniously disposes of her brother's dead body. 

Politically also, there were times in Greece when the 

people elected their kings as the Khasis elected their rulers from time 

immemorial. In the heroic ages the Greek king exercised his 

royalty 'over willing subjects', and himself was both 'a general 

p. 10. 

19Sib Charan Roy, Ka Niam-Ki-::-_Khasi ( 1919, 3rd ed. 1966), 

20cf. Homer, Iliad. 
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2"' and a judge, and had control over religion'. 1 For all this 

similarity of beliefs and practices, however, the Greeks and the 

Khasi s are two unmistakably different races. 

I therefore propose to retur·n to the seven families which 

the Khasis regard as their ancestr,rs who first carne to the Khasi 

world. It was possible that they speak of that part of the world 

which has both day and night in one diurnal revolution of the 

earth. The rnairt clue is the flood. The greatest flood ever 

recorded in any book occurred in the time of Noah, in 2349 B.C. 

It took waters nearly one year to recede to the seas. The belief 

in 'pastoral and poetic simplicity and plenty' in which the seven 

huts lived could be supported by the profession of Noah after the 

flood. Noah "began to be an husbandman, and he planted a vineyard" 

recorded Moses. 22 Though there were three pa~rs of persons taken 

by Noah into the Ark, there wer~ not seven families which escaped 

death. The Bible tells us that all the four families lived in 

peace because God blessed them and spoke to them directly as there 

was not any body else through whom he spoke. As years rolled by, 

the top of· Ararat could be the heaven referred to by the Khasis. The 

seven families were the grr:md children of Noah from Japhet. They 

were Gomer, Magog, Midai, J avan, Tubal. Meshech and Tiras. They 

were seven, and were born after the flood, about 1998 B.C. 

Incidentally, there is little account of the grand children of 

Japhet in the Bible, though it records the activities of those who 

:-:A 
'--'Aristotle, ~i tics; trans. Benjamin Jowett (New York: 

Carlton House, n.d), p. 158. 
22"Genesis 11 , 4: 1-20. 
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lived in the west namely the children of Shem and of Ham. The Bible 

also speaks of Japhet' s children as the fathers of the gentiles: 

By these were the isles of the gentiles divided in 
their lRnd; every one after his tongue 9 after the~r 
families, in their nAtions.23 

It is not impossible also to think that the Rajput kings 

descended from Japhet, and through a process of evolution and 

corruption Japhet became 'Rajput' simply; and Gomer Khmer. The 

~'.Sohphoh Lynrum 1 which has been considered to be a symbolic phrase 

stands for the seven sons of Japhet and their descendants. That 

original home is, therefore, in the Central Asia, from which the 

children of J aphet moved eastward, leaving no other record about 

their abode except that they are said to have lived in the 'isles' 

beyond the sea. 24 

When the eastern plains were under water for long, the hills 

running from Garo Hills to Burma and as far away as Cambodia and 

Siam could appear as i'fi)lands. In their search ,f.or fortune the 

first Khasi s moved from place to place, and finally reached their 

final abode. rn any case, they have been here all this time. 

2 3I bid • , 1 o : 5 
4-

2 "Jeremiah" 25: 22, cf. 1 Psalms 1 72: 10. 



PART I THE MILIEU 



CHAPTER - I 

THE SOCIO-POLITICAL BACKGROUND 

1 

In this chapter we shall look at the sociological contexts of 

Khasi literature. Much of the information about the early stages of 

Khasi literature has to be dE"~rived f~om the records left by the 

British and other foreign w.ci ters. The land was ruled by the 

traditional rulers known as syiem, lYngdoh and sordar who enjoyed 

complete independence i.n their respective states or ~o Jaintia 

Hills was ruled by a powerful SJ::iem. 

The Khasis came in contact with the British when the 

eFstwhile East India Company expanded its business in the Indian 

sub-continent and annexed Bengal and Assam one after the other. 

This company had a free hand iL its own affairs in· this part of the 

world because the British Government was no-t tb.eh9 interested in 

political expansion or in protecting the company! s trade in India. 

The "Company had therefore to defend its factories with sepoys on 

its own pay. At first the "Company was wisely careful to avoid 

quarrels with Indian princes 1 and. had no terrj_ to rial ambition. 111 

1G.M. Trevelyan, E~li sh $ocial Hi stor_Y, (Bombay~ Orient 
Longmans Limited, rpt. 19 ) , pp~ 215-216o Tb.e Company was 
incorporated in 1600 with the 11power of legislation among its 
own servants overseas, .gnd by implication the power of making 
peace and war beyond the Cape of Good Hopeo .n Robert B. Eckles 
and Richard W. Hale j_n their Britain : Her Peo.12les and the 
Commonwealth ( 1954) write that the· Company lost control over 
its own soldiers in 1870, and depri.ved "of all power to rule .•• 
Eventually, the Company wound up its business and in 1874 was~ 
dissolved." 
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The first terri tory -;'traversed by an official of the company" was 

Jaintia Hills. Tb.at was in 1824 when David Scott "entered into an 

agreement with_ the Jainti8 Rajan to the effect of permitting the 

compp.ny' s forces to march from Sylhet to Burma through the Jaintia 

Hills. 2 The c.qreful- nature of the.; Company 1 s dealings with the 

local ·rulers continued for a few years and in 1826 when Scott met 

-Ti-rot· Singh9 · Syie_m of the Nortgk t1law state 9 the latter agreed to 

permit Scott 11 to rent some l;:n··d in th'e Brahmaputra valley. It Allen 

writes and adds: 

This chief_ :ln,~uced the inb.abi_tants of tb._e states 
'" to authorise ·the c.Jnstruction of a road across the 

hillso Bi.mgal_:ows Were erected at Nongkhlao 9 the work 
was pushed on t:·:ider the supervision of Lieutenants 
Bedingfield and Burl ton9 and for a time nothing could 
exceed the harmony of the relations between the Khasis 
.:md their visitors. The savage is however, alike 
treM.C herous and suspicious 9 and a chance remark let 
fall by a chaprasi, threatening the hillm,en with 
taxa~~on9 3

is said to have be_en the spark tha.t fired 
the .nne. 

- - The it spark" Allen refers to was -the :Ailglo-Kh8si --war ·which--

started: in· '1829 and lasted till '1833. 
. - . . . 

Allen ~ecords::urt was 

impossibie i:or a people 9 di vid~( as· they we:re 9 --to of':fer any- se-rious 

oppositi'on -to our troops~: and· in January 1833 the last of the --
--- -·-- . -- --· - . . . . . . : - ·4-- ... 

irnp~rt'ar}t seirris,- Tee:rut Singh9 tendered his ·submission."· · These 

·incidents lwve- been r-eflected in 8 p18-y 9 U Tirot · Sin&h- by-· 1/ic-tor 
·- . 

G. Bareh9 and in various- poems by rnodern poets~ But both the 

dramatist and the poets use- thei-r imagination so ·much tha·:~· theY 

-----'-----~---------~----~~·~~----
2B.C. Allen, Gazetteer of th.e Khasi & J8intia Hills,, 

GarQJY:~,ls, Lu§..9.-~ .• t.,.!:Y.J.J,9;r1905) ~- ·_p~42> . . . - . ~ . 

)Ibid.· 
4' . -· . -
Ibld.,- pp.43-44. __ 
Ja.intia Hil1s was annexed by the British only in 1835. 
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present Tirot Singh as a symbol of patriotism rather than a 
I 

concrete historical personality. They take liberty with the facts 

when they raise the position of Monbhut from cha~rasi into mynt[i, 

as Bareh and Dlosingh Lyn'gdoh do. 

·'· i In this chapter, I propo9e to record only some important 

events during 1841-1940 that contribute to the understanding of 

the literature of the period. 

The important centre of foreign activities in:these hills 

was Sohra ( Cherrapunji) • The Company had its office and military 

establishment there, and such being its position, Sohra became 

also the birth-place of Khasi literature. By 1841, the rulers of 

the Khasi principalities were peaceful; but the people of Jaintia 

Hills rebelled against the Company in 1860-61 0ri the house-tax 

issue. The Anglo-Jaintia War prompted the crown to take over5 the 

administration of the Khasi and Jaintia affairs from the Company 

in 1858. On the 23rd January 1862 the Jaintias rebelled again, 

"and it was not till November 1863 that the last of the insurgents 

had surrendered.116, Ever since then, none of the rulers disturbed 

the aw~inistration in these hills. These events too have been 

reflected in the literature of this century. 

Sohra was not a convenient place for the Government to 

house its various offices. In June 1864 it decided to shift the 

district headquarters to Shillong. The shifting of offices which 

5By virtue of the Proclamation of Queen Victoria. in 
November 1858. 

6Allen, ~~-it.,~ p.5? 
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was started in 1866 was completed by 1867. Jeebon Roy 7 who was 

associated with the process of shifting wrote this: 

Following the Jaintia War, the English 
Govel.·nment felt that the headquarters should be 
shifted to a more central ;lace, equidistant 
north, south, east and we s-;; and another reason 
was because of the e~'{.(;e.,ssLie rainfall in 
Gherrapunjee. 8 

The shifting of the headquarters told heavily upon the economic 

life of the Sohra area, ::1.nd t'·.e sentiments of the peOple living 

in the area were summed -np by way of allusion eighty years later 

by Soso Tham who queried: jSh.isien ka long ka Persyntiew/Hadien 

balei ki kiar ki briew~'9 D. Ropmay observed that the shifting of 

the headquarters made 3hillong 11 a dirty place of all kinds of 

people where drink and ga:nbling were the chief evils. n 10 This 

decision was followed by another. In 1874 the Government created 

a new province, namelys tr.e Assam and East Bengal Province, and 

Sh.i-llong became the capital of the provinc!=. 

By this time, the following villages in the Khasi Hills 

were brought under the direct contro·l of the British Government, 

and were r'egarded as the' "British Areas": Byrorig, Jyrngam, 
.... _.;. •• ,_ •• ~ •) :_:-.• ... ; ._, -- • • ••• ' •• ; .' .. , < ••• 1. ... :. • • '--• '· , •• ' ' ~ l ' ' I ,._ :.' !• ' ',\ ·--~ '• .' f • • ' 

Lai tkro h, Laitlyngkot, L}rngkad:ing,! Mawbeh, "Larkhar, Mawmluh, 
:- ~ ' ~ ':'• "' ..... - . . . .. . 

- .·:' :_ .;. 

7jeebon· Roy ( 1838-1903) was the first Khasi to start his 
career as Interpreter and ended it as magistrateo He was an 
influential na.·tive and had played an important role in the deve­
lopment of Kl1asi language and literature. 

' 811Ka Ri Khasi bad Synteng" ( 1899 trans. by K. Singh) 
Cf~ A Collection of Writings ( 1979), p. xxi. 

9nu Lyoh0
9 Ki Sngi Barim U Hynriiew TreQ. (19}6)~ 11. 3-4. 

"When once it was a Paradi_se, /Why all men shun it in this wise." 
... 

10 ( CHBP 2nd Ed. 1975), p? 25. 
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Mawp\tnk.yrtiang, Mawthang, Sohk.yllung, Marbisu, Myrdon, Mynte~g, 
' ~ I • • 

Nongbah, Nongjri, Nongkroh; Nonglai t~ Nongln.ng, Nonglyngki(;; n~ _ 

Nongpo h,. Nongriangsi, Nongriat, Nongs.hlui t, Nongthymrn8.i, Ramdai t, 

Sai tsohpen, Sinai, Sin::~.i Mawshynrut, Sohbar, Tmar, Tynring; . . . 
- 1 1 
Tynrong, Tyrna and Umniuh. 

The powers of the Khasi rulers had been curtailed gradually; 

Kynpham Singh writes that by.1867 a general form of agreement w::~.s 

prescribed, and the opportunity was taken to insert a cl8.use whereby 

the British 11 created rights for themselves over mineral and waste­

land." The status of tha Chiefs was further lowered by subjecting 

them to the "orders and control of the Deputy Commissioner" of the 

Kh~si and Jaintia Hills. 12 This was recorded by B.C. Allen as well. 

He wrote: 

The rulers of the petty states in the Kha'si 
Hil-.s are empowered to +:ry criminal cases in which 
only their subjects are concerned, and which are 
not punish::~.ble under the Indian Penal Code with 
imprisonment for five years or some severer penalty,· 
All o·chel' cases are referred to the Deputy 
Commissioner. 13 

The Deputy Commissioner was given powers to a.ward severer penalty, 

but "capital sentences and sentences for a term of seven years' 

imprisonment a.nd upwards required however, the confirmation of the 

Chi f ·c . . n 14 e ommlssloner. 

------~--..--·: .. ~~---~---- ----~,.._...._ __ _ 
11 A Collection of Writings ( 1978), p. Xiv. 

12B.C. Allen, Gazetteer of the Khasi & Jaintia Hills, 
G_aro Hills, ~ushai Hills ( 1905 rpt. 1980) p. 100. 

13Ibid. 

14J}lid. 
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2 

Before coming to the later developments,. it would perhaps 

be proper to place on record the events in the Nongkhlaw and the 

Sohra states which figured promin8ntly in the press of th·e period. 

The Sohra state was ruled for a long time by Ram Singh. He 

passed away on the 3rd April 1875. The myntris and the elders of 

the state. chose Bor Singh to be their next ruler; but as Sib 

Charan Roy records "when. Bor Singh refused to nenoonce Christianity P 

the twelve clans and the elders elected Hajon Manik as the Syiem." 15 

According to the practice in most Khasi statesp a Christian could 

not become Syiem as the office required the syiem to perform 

sacrifices whenever necessary.. The syiems had a three-fold function 

like the old Druids of England: to rulep to judge and to perform 

religious duties. The account o::: Sib Charan Roy was corroborat.ed by 

D. Ropmay in 1940. 16 The rejection of the highest office of the 
'' Sohra state by Bor Singh worried the Christian missionaries greatly. 

Hugh Roberts, Thomas Jerman Jones and John Roberts confered with 
< 

Bor Singh and even asked him to revise his opinion and to consider 

the loss he would suffer personally by rejecting the office. Because 

of the popularity of Bor Singh and his rfjection of the high officep 

it took the missionaries one year to admit him into full Church 

membership. 

One year laterp a section of the people of Nongkhlaw were 

working actively to replace Kine Singh in the office of the Syiem 

15u Nongphira. November 1903p p.40. 
16K.a Centena!'.J: Historl, ka Bal~:qg_Presbyterian ( 1941), p.27. 



21 

on the ground that he embraced Christianity like Bor Singh. The 

Reverend Griffith Hughes was worried about it,. and held several 

discussions with him about the possible loss he would suffer by 

becoming a Christian. The reply the syiem gave was that he could· 

never sacrifice'~he Kingdom of heqven for the Nongkhlaw state4n 17 

A pertinent question & c.ri tic would ask is: why did the 

missionaries worry so much abr_:ut the conversion of a ruler ir1to 

Christianity when their mis.s:LOn was to win more souls to their 

re"ligion? Available recor~is fail to offer an answer, and the 

question remains open. : .. iormally, the rulers of bigger states like 

the Sohra, tv1ylliem, Kt\yrim 9 Nongkhl8.',J and Nongstoin were powerful, 

and the conversion of rulers could have been welcomed because 

native converts would be assured of protection from persecution 

18 at homes which was a regular feature in those days. The main 

reason was t,1e fear of the missionari.es lest a c:ivil war break out 

among the Khasis. themselves over the conversion of their rulers. 

Indeed the si t:uation in the Nongkhlaw state was tense for some 

months till a r2ferendu1n decided that a Christian also could hold 

the office of the Syiem~ 

Another political event which engaged the minds of the 

Go~rnment, the Church and the leaders of .oublic opinion WA.s the 
·~ ~ ,._ 

civil war of Sohra in which many people sustained injuri<~s, and a 

few lost their lives. It was the last civil war among the Khasis. 

---~~--------~·-~ 

17Go Angell Jones, !S.§. Htstor.Y Ka B;;J.lan_g Presbyterian, 
(1966), Po15o 

18Religious persecution was alluded to in the poetry of 
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It bred hatred in the Vvhole ·state which developed also into a 

religious hatred because the Presbyterians and the Catholics took 

sides in· the internal affairs of the state. The flare-up originated 

in the method of electing the successor to Hajon J.Vlanik in the office 

of the syiem of the state. Hajon ·lV1anik passed away on the 24th May 

1901. There were only two contestants, Chandra Singh and Roba Sing 

who belonged to the same rulir.g cian. The WE!.r started immediately 

after the government appointed Roba Singh Acting Syiem. The method 

was criticised by a section of the people~ as according to ancient 

practice 9 the syiem was to be elected by the myntris. ~.mong those 

who criticised the people of Sohra for their division was a poet, 

Nelson Dkhar9 who mourned in "A! Shnong Sohra" ~0! Sohra Village)~ 

They came to one durbar and pleaded one-sided9 

They came to another but were divided9 
Their syiem they failed to elect~ others gave them one 
And indirectly took their fees for th'qction. 

(translated) • 

Upon a complaint lodged by the supporters of Chandra Sing, Henry 

Cotton, the Chief Commissioner, ordered the dismissal of Roba Singt• 

and the holding of election. The Catholic missionaries supported 
. ~ :. ' 

Chandra Sing· while the Presbyterian missionaries led by John 

Roberts sided with Roba Sing who won the support of·the majority of 

people. The argument of Chandra Sing that the syiem should be 

elected by an electoral college composing of 12 myntries and 41 

representative elders was later found correct by A.N. Dentith, 

19c. Becker, History ~f the Catholic Mission in North-East 
India (trans. G. Stadler and s. Karotemprel, 1980), "Discord and 
quarrels arose among the inhabitants and developed into revolt and 
clashes. Several people fell victim to these troubles ••• the 
missionary and the Catholics were on the side of the legitimate 
successor who however, was·defeatedn, p.204. 
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the new Deputy Commissioner who on the 14th February 1919 ordered 

that. the Syiem would not be elected by the people as was done in the 

election of Roba Singo By this order the electoral rights of the 

people were restoredo With the e}-_ception of this bitter event, the 

land was peaceful. 

3 

·The years 1913 to 19i.Jf saw a vigorous movement in India for 

getting what was popularly 1.z:nown as Home Rule. But public opinion 

in the Khasiland was not ·.·ipe yet for independence of any natureo 

There were reaso~1s for + ~leir keepi.ng almost silent for many year so 

There were people amcug the Khasis \vho held the view that any 

refo.;.~m in the constitution of IndLl should not affect them becauser 

they believed, as Sib Charan Roy did that, 

It was improper a~1 wrong for us ~he citizens 
of thP. Kh..asi statt:s ·so dema.Ed for Home Rule from others 
when we have our own powers from time immemorial till 
today .• ". And i.f on the contrary we go and demand from 
the Gc_:-- ··.-::::::.;~1ent or L~om the Governor General of India to 
get thE~ Home Hule 9 it means that we sell OW:'selves to 

· beco:rc; British raj or a.r(?1.S like the J a_i_ntia. Land. 20 

From th5_s opinion which was expressed .tn 1931 it is clear that the 

Khasi leac_ers were divided on the national isst'.eo 

The Khas.is felt involved directly in the national affairs 

during the first World War which troke in 1914c The tact with 

which Lord Hai'dinge handled the Indian p::'oblem yielded dj.vidend for 

the Crowno The whole count:cy stood by England at the time of 

crisis. Even Mohondac. Karamchand Gandhi supported the Government 

whole-heartedly: 

20u N~~~~, Septembf .. r 193~, pp.3-8. 



So far as help by Indians was concerned, only 
men like l'llahatma Gandhi might have assisted in the 
war on moral basis for altruistic ends. The general 
body of Indians gave the unexpected in the war efforts 
with a view to be awa.rded in the form of political 
advancement, if not emancipation.21 

24 

'l'hough other Indians fougbttn the war as early as 1915P the 

Khasis were involved only by the end of 1916 when they knew that 

the Imperial government decidP.d to raise· 20m young men from their 

land. The response was encouraging; 700 came out from the Jaintia 

Hills alone. In April 1917 a batch of 1000 strong left Shillong 

for Mesopotamia, 22 among whom was Primrose Garfield Gatphoh, a 

young man who would later distinguish himself as a prominent Khasi 

poet and prose writer. Gatphoh recalls this in three chapters o:t; 

his Ki Umjer Ksiar ( 1941) in which he gives and account of his 

experiences in .the war service. While the· war23 was escalating, 

negotiations among Indian leaders to steer the Home Rule movement 

went on. 

In the mean time, the Government of India Act, 1919 came 

into force to provide for increasing the association of the Indians 

in the Indian administration, and "for gradual development of self-

governing institutions, with a view to the progressive realisation 

21 R.N. Aggarwala, National Movement and Constitutional 
Development of India, (Delhi: Metropoli ta'l Book Co c=P"). Ltd. 
r·ev. ed. 1"969, pp. 76"-71. 

22G. Angell Jones, ~i§tory Jong Ka Balang (Shillong: 
Kha si Jaintia Presbyterian Synod, 1966), p.182. 

23The war had an adverse effect on the Catholic Mission 
in the Hills as all came from countries at war with Britain. The 
missionaries left Shillong on the 9th July 1915. 
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of responsj_ble government :;_n British India as an integral part of 

the Empireo n 24 Though Assam had five representatives in the 

Central Legislative Assembly, no Khasi leader was included in it. 

It was only when. the dyardlY wap introduced in Assam on the 1st 

April 1921 that the Khasi s in tr.e Bri tj_gh areas felt involved 

directly in the national poli t.".cal life., The first election in 

these htlls und.E~r the Act of 1919 was held in 1921, and only one 

representative -vvas allotted for the whole districte J. J o M. 

Nichols-Roy won the electi ·)n25 to the Legislative Council of the 

Governoro 

Along with the. ;ons-'-ci tutional change in the province, the 

Imperial goverrF11ent extended se1reral Acts to the British areas of 

the cLi.strict, and the steps it took exposed the urban people to a 

new form of admi.!.Jist:ca<~i_ono Of tr~ose Acts applied in these hills 

mention rna:, be made of the !-.!19:: w._§leyt-[j..fj·iY_,.:E,P 1910 (September 

1922), 
26 

the lnQ.d:aR]J2S~QJltP:~- T.aiL 4Y:t,9 1922 (September 1923) and the 

!E.ill-..e_J,L.Mq,·b;; ___ L~:-L~k9~=fic:~(9 ·191~- (November 1928) o The dates of 

applicatior :i_ncL-t.cate the changE' .in th·9 social li.fe of the Khasis. 

An Act wh:\.ch elderly people still remember was the ~al Municipal 

A£!~ 1884 which was extended to Shillong in 1921 for the smooth 

24 PPreamble 11 of the Goverr:.ment of India Act, 1919. 
25R.adhon Singh Lyngdoh- Nor::gbrl~- r'1 Gov~r~--~nt and ?oli tics 

in Meghalaya 1v, disso GoUo ·J975 9 FPo 93-94o Tho:Jgh the Bill was 
passed by the House, thP G . .:Jvernor gave ·us assent to it only in 
1927 when Nichols-Roy p.i."es.sed for that before he joined the 
Mirlistry. 

26F5.gures wi tr.J.n paJ:entheLes indicate the years of 
application, ·It was -1. substJ.tute for the Be.!_l.,K_9...;"\. Nunicirill:_A,ct~ 
1876, which was extended to [''hilJ.ong in ~913 9 vide Notification 
No o ,3163 dt o 1 7. 9. 1913 o 



administration of Shillong. Prior to this year the government 

nominated well-known personalities including officials to the 

Board. 27 The process of nomination continued for several years 

26 

afterward; but in this year, Shi.llong witnessed the first 

election to the Shillong Municipal Board also. Ever since then, 
' 

election became part of the rate-payers' life from time to time. 

Excepting that exigencies and public opinion demanded otherwise, 

eiections to the Board were held every three years. 
-

The year 

1921 could, therefore, be :cegarded as the beginning of modern· 

democracy in these hill.c~ .• 

Because the Indian leaders were not satisfied with the 

reforms as embodied in the 1919 Act, the Imperial Government 

appointed a cornrnissi.on to study the demands. Sir John Simon was 

the Chairman of the new cornrnissiono National leaders resented 

the exclusion of Indians from t,1e Commission. Some members of 

the Commission reached Shillong in 1919, and various views were 

expressed before it, but those could be summed up into two: the 

one which favoured.reform and the other which was against any 

reform in the Khasi Hills. The debate over the future of these 

hills continued for years. 

Three years before the Commission reached Shillong, another 

election was held. This time, the name of Macdonald Kongor 

appeared prominently along with that of Sibnath D::1tta, a Bengali 

because they contested for the lone seat, but Nichols-Roy was 

again electede 0 

27c. Becker, History of the Cathol~c Missions in North­
East India ( Transo G. Stadler and S. Karotemprel, 1980"), p. 173. 



One interesting point to note here was the fact that 

prominent Assamese leaders of the period did not want the hill 

areas to be part of, or included in, Assam. Kanak Lal Barua, 

27 

for instance, pleaded before the Commission that the hills areas 

11 should be administered by the Governor acting as Agent to the 

Governor General. in Council and the cost of administration should 

be borne by the Central Government. 11 One prominent Bengali 

leader, Promode Dutta who wc: .. s not constant in his views, also 

subsc.ribed to this view.· It may be noted here that while the 

Congress boycotted the c·imon Commission, J. J., M. Nichols-Roy did 

participate in the depcsition before it. The Commission submitted 

its report in 1930, and on its recommendations, the future of these 

hills till 1948 was almo.st uncertain. But it formed the basis for 

another legilsation, the Government of India Act, 1935. 

The -~ct came into force _ffimediately, but it was extended 

into the Provinces, including Assam only on the 1st April 1937, the 

year which witnessed a political awareness among t~e Khasis. In 

1936 prepar<:-1tion for the election WA.s made briskly in Assam. In 

August and in December of the same year, leaders of public opinion 

in the British.areas of both Khasi and Jaintia Hills presented a 

1 Memorial' to the Secretary of State for India protesting against 

the _proposed inclusion of their areas within the new reforms, 

because thP.y feared that they would lose their "customary 

individual and communal rights to privBte and common lands. 1128 The 

memorial was forwarded to the Government of India. only on the 8th 

February 1937 for the views of both Assam and India. The then 

2Bpara 2 of the' 'Memorial' dated the 18th August, and 
28th December 1 6. 
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Divisional Commissioner, t-'lr. G.D. Walker, however, perceived clearly 

the existence of what he dubbed as 11 a vocal fewrr who were in favour 

of the Reforms. And he was right, for, on the 28th November 1936 

some leaders in the Khasi Hills moved a.petition to the Governor 

pleading that direction be issued to the Returning Officer of the 

Shillong General Urban Constituency to debar persons from the 

non..:.Bri tish areas to contest j_n the elections to the provincial 

Assembly. They claimed further that they had men fit enough to 

represent them in the Council. The 'Memorial' was signed by 

Kanonoy Roy and Holipshon Roy of the Nongjri village ~n the border 

area. There was, therefore, a clear lack of aims and purposes in 

the political and social leadership of the period. Otherwise, as 

the above facts show, the hill areas of Assam would have become a 

separate province under the new reforms. 

The IGperial Government appeared to be somewhat worried about 

the peculiar position of the Khasi states that a small district 

like the Khasi Hills had both government areas and traditional 

republics. Before the passing of the Government of India Act 1935 

three Viceroys visited Shillong. Lord. Chelmsford visited it on the 

30th October 1920; Lord Reading on the 4th January 1926. Each was 

received by the leaders of the British areas as well as by the 

Syiems. Each time, the natives reminded the government of the 

position of these hills. Indeed, they were very careful to demand 

that any new reforms should not be allowed to affect them. The 

visit which inspired literary personalities was that of Earl 

Willingdon (decorated with P .c., GMSI, GCM, OBE) on the· 3rd October 

1933. His reply to the reception accorded him was rep~oduced by 
• 1 

local periodicals. Amo.ng other things, he said: 



There is no place within our Indian Empire 
where wider diversity is found in the uplands of 
Assam, where the Siems and princely houses of the 
Khasis represents, perhaps the oldest, and 
certainly one of the most interesting of the 
ancient tribal migrations. It is a proof of the 
stamina and virility and competence o.f your people 
that, when greater empires in the East and West 
have throughout the ages come and gone, you still 
maintain in your pleasant hills the freedom of 
your small Republics, based on the ancient ways 
and tenets of your race. 
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Though the reply was aimed at pleasing or taming the sYiems 

it was one of the ideas which moved Soso Tham to sing about the 

ancient days of the Khasis in his ~i Sngi Barim U Hynniew Trep. In 

an introductory note he writes: rrwhen I study his words critically, 

I feel that the land shall flourish once more if we are brave, 

manly and skillful like the ancient. II Tham's alludes to this . . . 
when he opens "Ki Symboh Ksiar'' with "Around the world for light we 

swing;/Of native light we know nothing". He returns to the event 

·in other s.tanzas as well, and the yearning for the past is clear in 

this complet also; "And once again the woods shall wake/ Again the 

rocks their silence break." 

The people aaw Assam's promotion from the Chief 

Commissioner's province to that of the Lt. Governor and finally to 

the Governor's province during these years; but because of the lack 

of the sense of direction and united effort, the Government 

proceeded with the reform measures. The first election after the 

application of the 1935 Act was held in 1937. The Khasi and 

Ja.intia Hills District was divided into three constituencies, one 

for women, two for ~en. The Reverend J.J.M. Nichols-Roy was 

elected from the Shillong Urban Constituency, the Reverend Lowell 
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Gatphoh from Jow3i 9 while Miss Mavis Dunn from the women constituency. 

The electi0n W8 s confined only to the British areas. · These three 

representatives 9 it was found 9 were not united in their political 

approach. While Nichols~Roy was .-1nce convinced that the hills should 

be kept outside Assam and advocat 2d for that within and without the 

Assembly 9
29 Lowell Gatphoh plea~ed in the Assembly itself for the 

inclusion of the district wi thJn As same 

The traditional rulers too organised themselves into a 

federation, known as the F\~deration of the Khasi States with the help 

of leading personalities of the pex·j_od. The fate of the Kha si states 

hung in the balance witn a lot of confusion and discontent. 

In the mean time 9 the World'War II broke out·in 1939. The 

Congress ministries in India, including Assam resigned. The Premier 

of Assam in that year was Gopinath Bordoloi. With the event, 

Nichols-Roy also ceased to be minister. He left India for the States 

only to return after the war. A large number of people from these 

hills volunteered to help in whatever capacities they could in the 

war. One reason for the positive response to the war from this 

region was the fact that Japan joined it against the British Allies 

and bombed l\'lanipur and Naga Hills. The Government found it difficult 

to deploy such a large number of volunteers immediately because, as a 

communiqu~ from the Governor's Secretariat dated the 11th September 

1939 says: 

·------· ---.-......--·---~---~~---~-~-
29He was one of the authors and founders of the 

Federation of Khasi Native States, 3nd of the Constitution 
Making Durbar of the Khasis. His popularity saw him a member 
of the Assembly till he p?ssed awqy. 



••• Time, however, is needed before it will 
be possible to assess the .manifold needs which the 
resources of the Empire will be called upon to 
fulfil, and His Excellency hopes that all who have 
offered their services will wait in patience till we -~ 
know more clearly wh8.t form Assam's contribution 
should take. 
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While the whole of the Kh~tsi and Jaintia Hills were behind 

the government in this war, Sib Charan Roy gave the Germans moral 

support. This would be evider.t from a perus8l of his writings 

during the period, especially in his monthly, U Nongpynim. On the 

.other hand, the members of the Kha si Literary and Cultural 

Organisation known as 11 K '· Seng Jingtipn in their organ gave open 

support to the Governme~1t. It declar~d: 

••• We as an organizRtion hereby express that 
we are· prepared to render any help we can so that the 
use of force against small nations without listening 
to right and reason shall disappear forthwith from the 
face of the earth. 30 · · 

Every war in which a whole nation is involved brings miseries 

to the people. The first World We.r WA.s fought far away from India's 

border and did not hA.ve much impact on the social life of the people 

as had the second one. The second war hatl its impact on the Khasis 

as well. Bece.use of the decreased number of cultivators during the 

war,_ rice production fell short, and the price of essential 

commodities like rice, salt, sugar shot up. The Government was. 

fully aware of this, and, as a preventive measure, issued a 

communique warning profiteers of action under the Defence of India 

Ordinance, 1939. 

30T. Cajee, Ka §.Y,ngkhong Jingtip, vol. II, No~4, p.74. 
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The people se.w B. Large number of soldiers moving towards the 

eB.stern side, c,qrnping in theL':' hmd to meet the. thre,qt .of Japa.n and 

of the. INA of Subh8s ChFtndrA Bose. It WA.s a period when the number 

of prostitutes 8hd gamblers increased in Shillong. The evils of the 

period were reflected by Peace ·i.oy Pariat in his play, 
.· . 31 

Ka Shangkhawiah JY. Rang (The Snare for Men). 

Over this period some advanced Khasi states lik~ Mylliem and 

Kyriem took steps to raise revenue by introducing the State Land Tax. 

The Khasis were not happy with it. Taking the judgement dated the 

29th August 1874 of the Deputy Commissioner as weapon, Sib Charan . 

Roy warned that the people should be careful to see that it was not 

32 right and legal to pay such tax. This .in effect indicates that 

the traditional rulers were no·i:; free to do whatever they thought 

best even in those semi-independent states without the approval of 

the Br.]_ tish Government. 

The ~esentment against the increased number of non-Khasi 

traders in Shillong was first aired in writing during this period. 

Wri te·s U Lu:rshc:d. in October 1924: 

Wherever we turn today we see only the act~vities 
of an outsider, all trading activities coming from 
outside are in his hands, . from clothes to the smallest 
articles. Even those produced locally are in his rrands; 
so all nooks and corners are full of outsiders, he 
sucks all the honey and leaves us only a comb. 

Poet Soso Tham alluded to this when he sang that 11 The Comb 

remains, honey is dry~ /Oh God our Maker, hear us cry. 11 

31 The work was published only in 1919 by R.J,. Khongwir. 

3Zu Nongpynim, October. 1936, pp.12-13-. 



ChAPTER - II 

RELIGION M~D RELIGIOUS THOUGHTS 

1 

Religion and religious thoughts and controversies h::~ve played 

an important role in the grovvth of the literature of 811 nFJtions. 

Regligion certainly influenceC: the Kha.si Society and its literature 

during 1841 - 1940. In this chapter, I propose to discuss religious 

influences on Khasi life ani. literature. 

Prior to the adv<.;nt of Hinduism and Christianity the Kh::1.sis 

believed in the exist~nce of gods and goddesses to whom they prayed 

A.nd offered sacrj_fices wj_th goats~ chickens or whatever the deities 

asked of them through signso The relation of those deities has been 

explained by Rabon Singh who writes~ 

In the Khasi relj_gion which is called 
Ka Khein ka Bi shar (The religion of accounting 
and judging) there is one goddess 9 the law­
giver irorn whom they asked for more gods and 
goddesses who v-1ould support the spirits of the 
firs·c mr1ternal uncle, fi-'st moth.er and first 
father of each clan and family and the house­
hold gods - thR.t too _unless this goddess 
ordered they could not get themo So they tried 
to convince this goddess in their accounting 
as to get many other gods to support them better 
~d to effect more of goodness in the accounting 
religion. 1 

Rabon Singh has not explained the relations of God the Creator 

with the Goddess the Ruler, It appears on the other hand, that the 

Khasis worsl1ip many dej_ties lj.ke the Hinduso Foreign ::~.uthors A.nd 

1Ka Ki tab Niarn Kheip. ( !950) ~ pp. 1- ii. 



Christian writers have observed that K ha sis religion is Animism. Some 

saw it as an ancestor worship~ some others as nature worship, and some 

as divine worshipo Taking wh8t he had seen of the worship in several 

villages, the Reverend To Rodborn~ accepted that all the four defini­

tions are applicable to the Khas '· :celigion., 2 Alexander B. Lish who 

worked 8t Sohra during 1832 ·· 1 38 saw this p;3Iltheistic conception of 

God as arising out of ignoran·;eo In one of his letters he sRid that 

he "felt sorry for the ignor·:mce and the old belief into which the 

people have sunk" .. 3 The p.'.'oblem of understanding the faith of the 

Khasis continued to engr ··:= the mind of religious thinkers. Homiv;ell 

Lyngdoh explaim:~d that !_n the Khasi tradition, God is regarded as the 

mother, ;:md he is gLlerally called Goddess; "the reason, it appears, 

is because a. Kha.si traces his clan from a woman. 114 

· Sib Charan Roy reflects upon the pluralistic concepi:;ion of 

God. He 8.sserts like Moses th:1:c there. is no god but God. the Creator. 

This God is Omnipotent, Omnipresent, Omniscient, and is present 

within man. He cannot change his form, has no sex~ and never grows 

old. He is all powerful, and Him only should man fear and worship. 

He does not need any sacrifice from the ~ortals. Roy is very clear 

in his conceptj_on of God9 and claims that he represents the Old faith 

of the Khasis as he learnt it from the ancestors. 5 Roy discourages 

~, Rodbornen U Kha..si ( 1979), p.135. 
· 3Quoted by D~ Ro~m~~;- in Ka Centenary History Ka B_a~~ 

e_r~~t.~.EJ..an ( 1940) , p o 2. 
4H., Lyngdohg ~a Ni2ID Kl}.asi ( 1937), p. 6. 

5s.,c .. Roy, IS_a.~Niam-:~i..-:-I5~-i ( 1919), pp.i, ii-21. ·rn his 
last days Roy was under tne influence of a new faith which he 
defended stronglyo I shall come into it in this chapter. 
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the re.::..ding of the Bible, the ~~ and the Mahabharata by people who 

could not understand things fo:r themselves because he does not want 

them to confuse their own religion vJi th the new ones. 

In the seventeenth centur~·', the ruler of the Jaintia empire 

introdv.ced Hinduim in Nartiang, h.is summer capital, while the Bra.hmins 

from Dacca introduced it at Sha:La . .;i..n Khasi Hills in the early yeR.rs of 

the 19th century, 6 
but it cou.J.d not spread to other villages in the 

land. The Kha.sis worshipped God and other deities according to the 

. old customs, appeasing th·~ gods and goddesses with sacrifices despite 

the effort of Sib Charan ~~oy to explain that god does not need 

sacrifice. 

Sacrifices were offered to the deities .according to occasion. 

For instance, the people of the Khyrim state offered chicken and 

she-g~at to god, pi'gs and cows to th.eir ancestors, a cock to the 

Shillong god and so on. These sA.Cl'ifices were in the form of prayer 

for blessings and thanksgiv~ng~ On some other occassions, a Khasi 

did not offer S::J.crifices unless he ascertained the causes, especially 

of ills which befell men or the society as a whole. On the other hAnd 

the Khasi s believed that all ills .... _ eli seases included -- ar·e effects 

of certain C8useso The cause of any disease was the anger and 

displeasure of one of those gods o.i.'' goddesses. The cause was 

diagnosed by divines through the signs, believed to be revealed by 

God, in eggs or the intestines of the sacrificials.. As soon R.S the 

ca.se was a.scerta.ined, sacrifices were offered to appease the deity. 
,; 

They did not believe iD. mediGal tr":?R.tment .because it might increase 

6Rodborne, QQ. f..il., p ~ 140. 
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the anger of the deities further and aggravate the condition of the 

patient. Rabon Singh is corr.ect in recording that the people 

worshipped many deities? because each cla.n worshipped its own god, 

and each vill,qge hr~.d a village detty. • 

2 

This trr~di tional faith .. came into conflict with the teaching 

of the Christian missionaries6 The first to renounce such belief in 

the divine n.":~.ture of disease was Thom8.s Jones I. A test case wa.s th8.t 

of Jonkha of Sohr:01. who s· . .lffered for a long time without relief from 

the perform.qnce of the religious ceremonies to local gods. Writes G. 

Angell Jones: 

. Not long after this, Jonkha was serious, but 
his rel8.tives did not allow the missionary to 
administer medicine, they must offer sacrifices 
8.CCcl~ding. to the trAdi tivn, but after reading the 
signs in m2ny chickens and ma.ny baskets of eggs, 
there wa.s ·no sign to prove that the disease would 
retre.'=l.t, ~nd it became more serious instead. So 
finally, through necessity, the missionary was 
allowed to try his medj_cine, And behold he was made 
whole. 7 

. 
The effqrts of the Welsh, and the German Christian 

missionAries to educate the natives of the need for cleanliness And 

of the use of medicines did not find A. fertile soil in the heart of 

the natives. They believed that small-pox should not be cured 

becA.use it is A. deity called commonly 8.S ''Ki Ram Thakur". Beckers 

writes: 

7Ka Iit~tpp_y J~ng Ka Balang ( 1966), p.10. 



According to the pagan supersitition, 
for ex;:unple, small pox is considered as a 
speci8.l deity 8.mong the Syntengs. If a family 
member contracts this diseA.se the relatives 
rejoice over it and consider it as a great sign 
of honouro Parents carry their children to 
victims of small pox in order to be kissed by 
the goddess which means, to ba exposed to 
infection.8 
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The search for more gods thP.n God the Creator, according 

to poet Soso Tham h:=1:ppened much later in the history of the Khasis. 

The people needed those deities after they hAd fallen from their 

glory by breaking God's covenant and seeking wealth and pleasure. In 

"U Lyoh" Them says~ 

And evil thoughts which none can count 
VIi thin i"l:::tn 1 s heart a pl!:lce they found. 
Are All these shadows gods' really? 
The Queen of Bees, 0 where is she? 
And nights and dAys he'll seek blindly, 
Goddess of we:=tl th, wher' er she be, 

( st.xiii) 

Tham does not regard those new found deities 8.s 1 gods', to 

him those will one dr-1y ler-1d mA.n to hell. 9 This has been the under­

st:mding of "R.ru (possibly, Roberts Evans) when he sings of the 

Khasiland a.s .g. plA.ce where sin, sat.gn ::md ki ksuid ki khrei (evil 

spirits) reigned supreme for a long time. 10 This is a Christian 

interpretAtion of the KhA.si f.gi th which .~lso has gained currency over 

a long period. 

8
Becker, Q£. £ii., p.258. While it is true that the 

J aintiFl.s reg.qrd pox as ki blai (gods), it is not a femFile as Becker 
reported for when they refer to the pox :=JS disease, they call it 
y fli,£W.g thylJ-~ "U" signifies masculinity. 

9nu Lyoh11 , t xv;1· s • .... • 
10 nKa Ktien Jingstad", sts. 2, 5. 

0 



ChristiAn missionaries started their work in the Khasi Hills 

as early as 1813 with the arrival of Krishna Chandra Pal at PandUA. 

from C.qlcutt:1.. P:OJ.l w.qs sent to the Khasi Hills by the Baptist mission 

heRded by the Reverend William C8.rey. This first Christian mission 

concentrated its efforts mostly in the Sohra and Shella areas. It 

closed its work here in 1838 with the departure of Alexander B. Lish 

·for Calcutta. The Welsh Calvinistic Methodist Mission (later 

P resbyteriHn Mission) started its work in these hills in 1841. By 

this time, some natives had already understood the message of 

Christianity. The Vlelsh P resbyteri:=m I'1ission established itself 

firmly in these hills for nearly fifty years till the 27th February 

1890 when Otto Hopfenrnueller and Angelus Muenzloher reached Shillong. 

They were the first Roman Catholic missionaries to come and work in 

the Kh8.si :=md Jainti.q Hills. This mission is known in history as the 

Sllvatorian Mission. The first Catholic to have made occasional visits 

to Shillong was the Reverend Father Broi. That was in 1876. He c~e 

to Ftdrninister Church Sacraments to Catholics serving in the Defence 

t=~.nd other government departments. 

L8.i tkynsew its Headqu.-=1.rters. 

The Sal vatori.an Mission made 
4 

The arriv8.1 of the CFttholic mission paved the W8.Y for the 

gre.qt religious controversy in the Khasil8.lld. On the one hand, non­

Christi:m writers .qssailed the alien fA.i th; on the other, the 

CA.tholic s attacked the Presbyterians and the· latter retaliated. The 

Catholic-Presbyterian controversy was i~tiated by a Catholic priest 

GebbR.rd Abele who criticised a biography of Martin Luther written by 

John Roberts ::J.S :OJ. sep::=trate chapter in the Khasi Fourth Reader. 11 

11 The copy kept .qt the British ~lli ssion, London, is one which 
C8me·out in 1895. 
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The controversy resulted in the publication in 1901 of Ka Jingim .P.?.:.q 

I~..]j.n_g,W,.J<;_Cl,i,~-~Sl})$ .... .U.J~1-.n. (the Life :::1.nd Teaching of !Ylartin Luther) 

by the Catholic IVIissiono It is also a biography from a Catholic 

viev.r-point. The work denounces Luther ~or defying the Orders of the 

Popeo Because the !leader,: was a ~;ext for the upper primary classes, 

Roberts withdrew the biography :(.n the subsequent edition of the book 

as a gesture of goodwilL Thf religious and dogmatic controversy has 

been recorded by Otto Hopfenmueller who" writes~ 

They attack.ed the Catholics as usual in 
their news paper ':lf Lthe] 5th June,, The Khasi 
title of the pap-!r is 11 0' Nongki t Khubor 11 ., They 
accused us of ac'.oring Mary, St. Peter, the 
saints and worsnipped holy pictures. They deny 
the perpetual virginity of Nary. It is impera.­
ti ve that we publish a Kha si paper or at least 
leaflet to answer their objections. 12 

On March 7, 1897, Hormu Rai Diengdoh entered into the contro­

versy as a t'1ird force., The jov-rnal lA.shed O""l both the Presbyterians 

and Catholics. Diengdoh was a converted Christian who returned to 

his old fFti. th.;. C., Becker writes of him: 

The Editor of this publication, without doubt, 
had some degree of learning and was well read person. 
He continually insisted and exhorted the Khasis to 
keep the religion of their fore-fatherse The columns 
of his were filled with expressions of hatred, ridi­
cule and slenderous expressions a."bout Christ, attacks 
on the books of the Old and the New Testament. The 
writings of modern philosophers provided him with 
plenty of subjects matter. The anti-Christian and 
atheistic papers of Europe and America carried their 
poisonous teachings even into tranquil reaches of the 
Kh::1si Hills. 13 1 

1 ~Report to tb.e Ludwig Mission Association dt. August 4, 
1890 published in Wl----2] s of tQ.e Pr9"Q.?-.&~ion of the Faith (Munich 
1890), No.6, p.424. The Paper the priests planned to publish made 
its first appearance in J anua:cy 1902. 

1 ~ecker, 9JlA· illo.? p,. 255 ff. 
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Becker found the first Catholic jounal U Nonp;ialam KatJlq_'h~lL.. 

(first published in January 1902) to be "a Good response to the 

nnwarranted attack of the Methodists" also against the Catholic 

Church. This organ could not survive long, and soon the Catholics 

were without 8. local medium to expl8.in their view-points on the issue 

raised by tb.e Presbyterians and the non-Christians. By the 1st 

September 1907, the Catholic Missionaries published a new jourll8.l, 

!,(a Iing ,E..b}:'j.__p_"t~ and they resumed their counter-attack on both the 

non-Christians and the Presbyterians. 

Newspapers served in those days more the causes of religious 

philosophy of their organizers than the needs of the reading public. 

The Presbyterian publications which catered to the need of the 

believers for rejoinders to the attacks of the other religious c~ps 

were ~a_Pat?.,.,l)..&_Kbristan (Est. 1897), and U Nongialam Khristan (Est. 

1902) • The two monthly journals added to the misery of the Catholic 

Mission greatly. Besides those, some native Christian leaders ca.me 

together into an organization known as "the Christians Volnnteer 

Movement" and sta.rted publishing another monthly, U Lurshai in April 

1910. One common feature of all these _papers was their concern for 

the development of Khasi language and literature. 

The religious controversy has been reflected in Khasi poetry 

14 as well a.s in several pieces of good prose. Roberts Evans who 

refrained from writing in prose on the controversial issue alludes 

to the new found ideas of the native writers thus: 

~----~--~-~~~~.~----------------
14Treatises on religion published during the period which 

seek to explain it from different points of views are: Jeebon Roy's 
~a Niam ~2~! (1899), Rabon Singh's Ka Kitab Niam Khein (1911), Sib 
Charan 'ROy• s Ka Niam-ki-Khasi ( 1919), and Homiwell Lyngdoh' s [0 .. J.-I:i;.am 
K.h&si ( 1937). 
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Hum8Jl klDwledge before Satan and Sin 
fues lose .:.ts "V?ays and force o 1 er them to win; 
Holy \'Tfsdom "~h.i.ch is the v.,rord of God 15 SR. tan 811d. Sin -eo her submit their sword. 

Though Hormu Rai Diengdoh championed the cause of the tradi~ 

tional fa.i th in his articles, he r,~blished other materials also in his 

journal. An example is 11 The lov(~ for Khasi Hills" by a poet who lends 

only his initials 11K.So-"• It 5 s a. poem of five stanzas which 

criticizes the p8nenthei stic : .. di th of the nati ves• The poet longs to 

see the corning of a day when the thoughts of the Khasis will be 

directed tow:=trds only one (,od. Stanzas 3 and 5 are translated below: 

But whA.t I long \ ery much, 
To drive all devils away 
Whom thou hast worshipped so long, 
All these years~ and months and days. 

0 I long fo-r the day to come! 
To enlighten you 0 Landg 
That God nl.one hereafter 
You ~hould worship forever. 

The natives who upheld their tractitional faith had re1:1sons to 

be critical ui thE: new religion9 th::~_t i.s ChristiBnity, for some priests 

;se.emed to.~ ha\ e spread a strange teBC hing which confused even the AA.tive 

·G.tu-i stians·.. The Catha lie Church on the· o·ther hand scandali.sed the 

Khasis by their view on marriage., Iilarriage ceremoni.es were perfonned 

by all .religions but what irked the native.s was the idea the leaders 

of the Catholic Church sold that m;::L~:>riA.ge could take p.lace in the same 

·clan,·. 'meaning that. a p.erson can marry .hi~s di.stanJ.:; blood relations., The 

Khasi reLigion regarded .such .q mar.riage· .as a ta.boo and the ·couple were 

rcj·ected .socJ.R:lly and religiously.. But the CR.tholic point of view on 

m.qrri-age prevR.iled.. As .recently A.s 193.9 the· following .li.ne.s fcnmd 

----------· .... ..J ~.-• ..._ .... - --..-.:-,·~-----

1511Ka- Ktien Jingstad", st. 14.. t 1'894) •. 



place in an important publication of the. Church. 

Of the taboo in marrying in the same clan, 
we all understand. The difficulty of making the 
Khasis understand is that as long as they belong 

' to the s:::~me clan, it iffiarriag·a/ is prohibited-­
it is a taboo. The oft repeated reason has been 
that the parties came from the same mother. This 
is true, but it is also true th8t all people in 
the world descended from the same parents, Adam 
and Eve.· We are all brothers and· sisters, hence 
no m.g_rriage can take pl8ce .gt any time. This is 
not ;:,n adequate law, and we are surprised that 
the Kh8si Catholics still regard it as a taboo, 
against the teaching of the Church.16 
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·This controversy has been reflected in a poem, "Ka Puriskam", (or 

Fable) by a.n anonymous writer. The poet tells that once upon ::1. time 

the Slin and the Moon were sister and brother. An evil idea occurred 

to the Moon th."'lt he wanted to marry his own sister, Sun. The Sun 

drove him out end poured ashes on his face. The poet concludes the 

poem with A. bitter attack on the te::1.ching of the Catholic priests 

and those who supported it, arraigning any body who dared break the 

custom thus: 

Such a devil like this one, 
The land does not need to own: 
On embracing new religion, 
He does not know his position. 

Soso Tham urges that 8 person who doe·s not uphold the clan system in 

the society should be declared an outcast, and be C8st away from home 

forever. 

These are the relations, and those 
Gf father's side, they knew the law; 
Taboo and Danger too they know, 
Lest.thunder strike and Tiger's eat; 
The law-breaker, the sorcerer 17 They shaved three lines and cast fore'. er. 
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The feeling of the Khasi religious leaders has been expressed 

by Sib Ch;::~_,..,...;....., ..; -n these words: 

·rt is forbidden to enter into matrimony 
V·Ti·thin the same cl;:m ~- t:,.ey reg8rd it as shong 
§~P~ -- that they sh£uld not live together nor 
should their bones L aft,~r cremationJ be kept 
in the sF~me cromlec; nor is it legal Tor them to 
inherit any thingo •• tt18 · 

WhAt Roy me:=mt is th8t such H couple should be rejected from the 

society and should have no r'.ght to any inherited P-roperty. 

Sib Char~:m Roy fig...tred prominently as a religious thinker 

:from 1919 onwardso Wi tr his entry into the controversy, the attack 

on both sides of the Cr,.i'"'istian Mission was resumed with full vigour. 

He was cri ti.cal of the attempts of the Christi8ns to effect ,q chr.1nge 

in the social life of the Khasis. His contempt of Christiani. ty took 

its firm roots in the controversy over a plot of land in Jaiaw 

between him and the Presbyteri,qr Church. The question wa.s decided 

by the L=~.w court in f,qvour of the Church. 19 Roy started writing on 

.religion fr·ui!: ·;sc 7 onwardo Besides a few treatis2s on Kh8 si religion 

he publishe( .. _ !J2£ngphi,r'.2,9 and lr,ter, U Nongpynim, where he questioned 

the authenticity of the Biblical :::~.ccount of the origin of m::::1n, and of 

the creation of the world" He did not believe that man ccm be 

redeemed by F~nother persond He assailed the doctrine of redemption 

through the suffering of Christo He wrote, "The House of God cannot 

be reached through sacrifice or through the expiation by anyone for 

-i~he sins (Jf .gnyoneo 11 Even in his personal letter Roy railed against 

the ChristiAn doctrine of redemption of man from sins by Christ.. In 

reply to a letter of. the Reverend Roberts Evans of the Presbyterian 

~----------~-----------------~------~~------1 ~_q !ihara [.~"~ ( 191S.J; ~0 23. 
1·9Politica1 Case No. 17 of 1907.· 
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Church, Roy sarcastically advised the missionary to "Learn of God 8.1.1.d 

"th t th 1120 do your duty righteously and in accordance w1 ru , ••• Roy's 

anti-Christian attitude led him to supporting the Nazis in his 

writings during the first world ware 

Inspi te of his strong faith in the Khasi traditional 

religian Sib Charan Roy changed his religious stance from 1928 

onwards. In thA.t year, one Dormi Pdah Ka Siej drew a large number of 

people to his temple at Sohsynnam. They believed in direct conversa­

tion of man with the angels, or the nine families the Khasis believed 

to be. still in heaven. All problems of man were answered by the 

spirits through the mouth of the Mediator and in this case, Mr. Dorm.i. 

Sib Charan Roy became an ardent disciple of Dormi. He believed thR.t 
I 

everyone who $POke on behalf of the spirits (or whose mouth was the 

medium through which the spirits spoke) is the man of God. Among the 

spirits who conversed with men and women in those years ( 1928-1940) 

were Ram ThA.kurs, Shri tin-tin Koina, Mistidian Koina, Lapubon, Lati 

Koina.o The people who assembled for the conversation with the divine 

fAmilies addressed God as Pablei. The arch Ram Thakur claimed that 

he "sat side by side with God 11 and was 3600 years of age in January 

1932. 21 Even after he had .found the new cult, the attack on· 

Christianity continued. 

So so Tham sa.w the new cult as devil worship. All those who 

spoke through men simply perverted them from the truth as preached 

by the leaders of Kh8.si relig.i,on or by the Christians. Tham 

~~-----------~=·---·-~--~~--~~-~----------~----~ 

Apri 

20 Letter dt. 3. 6. 1915 quoted by _R. s. Lyngdo h in U Kri tik, 
29, 1982. 

21u NongpJnlrQ. (Ed.) S.C. Roy, January 1932, p.17. 
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reflected the new cult in his poem (tU Rngiew" where he devoted five 

stanzas in .'=lttacking it and in censuring Sib Charan Roy and friends 

for accepting such 'lie'. Tham holds that the end for all those who 

·belonged to the faith is hell. Tham' s contention in those five 

stanzas can be p::1.raphrased as follows. 

Tham s.qys that when the spirits like Shri tin-tin, Mistid.Lm, 

Ram Thakur, LApubon, Lati Koina Bmong numerous others came down to 

sing and· speak through mart, the wo-ods in So hsynnam moved as if there 

were storm. This is, according to him, the breath of Satan. What 

these spirits did is pervert the mind of man in order that his soul 

reaches Hell finally. In stanza xii he alludes directly to Sib Ch:=trRn 

Roy .and friends who lived at Umsohsun, Shillong, and the poet warns 

that a day may came when king cobra will swallow the worshippers 

l . 22 a ~ ve. 

In so far as the acceptability of the various Christi8Il deno­

minations in Kh::tsi Hills9 I prefer to let Fr. Thaddeus Hoffman, a 

Catholic priest spea~. He· adrni ts that the 11Methodist form of 

Chri.stiani ty is far more confortable and easy than our Catholicism•" 

Hoffman noted that the Presbyteria.n evangelists took money for their 

medicines Against an 11 inducement 1' by the Catholic missionaries who 

offered free medicines 23 and inspi te of that Catholicism did not 

progress fA.st. The Catholic missionAries had to struggle against 

m::1.ny odds, because their teachings were rather stranger to the nA.tive, 

than those of the Welsh mi ssion8.ries. Moreoyer, the Welsh 

c-~~~ult ceased to ha.;;-,;;J::ers with the death of 
Dormi, its founder. 

23secker, Op. cit., pp. 212, 213, 248. 
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missionaries groomed the natives right from 1849 for shouldering the 

responsibility of administering the Church ~ffairs themselves where~s 

the C~tholic priests did not do this. The Welsh missiona.ries never 

tried to convert people without making them understand th~t religion 

is not A.n opportunity for ma.teri:'ll advancement. The Catholic 

missionar.l:es did the conversion themselves for many years. Even a.s 

late ~s 1922 the conversion work was in the hands of the missionaries. 

This is evident from an 'Address' of the Catholics in these hills to 

Mgr. Pisani on his visit to Shillong. The 'Address' said among other 

things that it was not possible to announce the good news of 

S:=ilvation to the Khasis for lack of apostolic labourers. 24 

Over and above the controversy discussed in the foregoing 

paragraph the Welsh Presbyterian Church had a controversy in its own 

house. This arose from the spiritual revival in the Church. The 

people at large viewed it as a strange event. The revival started on 

the 5th March 1905. The Church leaders were divided on it, though an 

event of such nature is fully backed by the scripture. 25 John 

Roberts and many others were conservative and were not willing to 

accept it as the visit of God. Among the native Christians who were 

sceptical a.bout the nature of the revival was Mondon Bareh tham 

working as Lecturer at the Theological College, Sohra. Bareh later 

confessed with new light: 

-=<=-=-" -=--- '*'-a--r··-*'·~-------... --=~------
24The Catholic Herald of India, January 25, 1922. 

25The Book of Joel, Ch. 2, and the Acts Ch. 2. 



The writer of these words was very much 
against the dance which was associated with 
this reviyal, but having seen the nest of 
God dancing at Lai ttyra, he forgot his 
CF.~.pa.ci ty of fault-finding and remembered only 
about the gcmcing of the host of God in 
heaven ••• 2 
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The crux of the controversy lies in the 11 dance"; because 

all men, women, young and old, even children danced in the church 

while services were being held. The Reverend E.H. Williams recorded 

the prayer of one Church elder at Shangpung which alluded to the 

internal controversy. The prayer reads: 110 Lord, grant the missiona­

ries wisdom to enable them to guide us in such a time as this. They 

might think th8.t we are mad, but we are full of the new wine of the 

Holy Spirit.n27 The conservative attitude of John Roberts and others 

towards this religious revival did not last long. Along with Mondon 

Bareh·, he too changed his mind. Morkha Joseph recalls this. controver­

sY in the Presbyterian Church in his poem "Ka Jinghia.r U Mynsiem Ha 

Ri Khasi 11 ( TheComing of the Spirit in Khasiland). 

The glory of Assembly shine 
And teachers too with us, 
Th;2 sparkling crown of Assembly 
Is D:Jctor John Roberts. 

In the eight stanza Joseph states the reasons for the 

controversy. It arises, he says, because the nature of the revival, 

is not like the 11 ReviVF.).l in Wales. 11 Somehow, as days passed by, all 

the Christi:ms belonging to the Presbyterian Church prayed· for the 

power of the Holy Spirit. This change of mind later, has been summed 

up by Joseph in the 99th ·stanza: 

~----------~·-~---------------~~~ 
26A report on the Revival at Laittyra, reproduced in the 

£..el11.enarx .. Jfl.sto.ry]:_SL Bala.ng Presbyteriau, p. 94. 

2 7 I ~i d. , p. 1 0 7. 



0 God, pour out thy own spirit 
And stay with us longer, 
And show the horn of salvation 
From Calvary's river.28 
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From whA.t h;gs been discussed, it can now be established th.:tt religion 

and religious thoughts are important in the study of the development 

of Khasi literature. Thoug~ the controversies are not of much 

significance politically and culturally, they we~e the prime causes 

for self-expression. 

------------~~·~-~--
28r propose to return to Jo~eph in a separate chapter. 



CHAPTER III 

EDUCATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

Khasi Literature has grown to its present stature through 

education. Prior to the introduction of modern education, written 

poetry was unthinkable. In the present chapter, I propose to survey 

the impact o.f education on Khasi culture and society. 

Th.e history of formal education in the Khasi society dates 

from the eariy years of the nineteenth century. It was the Brahmins 

of Bengal who first opened a school at Shala and taught people reading 

and writing •.. The Reverend T. Rodborne who has collected information 

about the school writes that it was intended purely to spread Hinduism. 

The Hindus were, therefore, the first missionaries who made an attempt 

to educate the Khasis. The Hindu missionaries chose Bengali and 

Sanskrit as the medium of instruction. Though they could not extend 

their activities to other villages, their efforts had an impact on the 

life of the people who availed themselves of the facilities of lea.rn­

ing available to th~m. This is borne out by the fact that all the 

documents prepared and signed in those days, including the treaties of 

1829 between the East Iqdia Company and the Khasi chiefs were written 

in the old Bengali script. 1 Apart from this fact, quite a good number 

of families in the ·Shala area still keep images of Hindu deities and 

worship those. . .. 

Regular schools were however opened first in 1832 at Mavvmluh, 

r1Iawsin-M.i and Sohra by a Baptist rriissionary, Alexander B. Lish who was 

1T. Rodborne, 1[ Khasi ( 1979), pp.140-141. 
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sent to the K~~siland by the SerAmpo~e B8ptist Mission headed by the 

Reverend Willi.'3JI1 Carey. There were "thirty six pupils who ::~.ttended 

classes regul;::)_rly 112 in those three schools. Considering the fact that 

the Khasis were sceptical about education in those daysg this number 

is considerable. \Wnfortunately, the schools were closed in 1838 with 

the closure of the Serampore mission in these hills. The reason for 

the closure, r:~.ccording to Wilson Reade, was the amalgarnA.tion of the 

Ser:=@pore mission with the AmericAn Baptist mission in thA.t yeA.r. 3 

The new mission was not interested in the Khasis any more. Lish had 

worked h8.rd and taught his pupils through the Bengali medium. His ovm 

mission hA.s not left records of appreciation of his work. The tribute 

to Lish' s part in spreading education among the Khasis comes from 

G. Angell Jones, a. Presbyterian missionary who, while placing on 

record the speed with which Thomas Jones acquired the knovJledge of 

Kh::~.si la.ngu;::!.ge writes that the latter "was assisted by two young men, 

Duwan Ra.i and Jungkha who were taught upto a certain standard by 

Alexander B. Lish, when he was staying at Sohra for a few years. 

Alexander Lish had. to return to Calcutta without seeing the visible 

fruit of his labour, but what he had sown, Thomas Jones now reR:ped. 114 

Thomas Jones was the first Welsh Calvinistic Methodist 
•' 

missionary to reach Khasi Hills. He arrived at Sohra on the 22nd 

June 1841. He was hosted by Captain Thomas Herbert Lewin of the East 

India Company in the mili ta.ry c:=unp at Sai tsohpen. Jones'S main 

2n. Ropmay, Ka Centena.~_History Ka Balang .t"resbfte_rian 
( 1940), p. 2. I shall refer to tus work as simply CHBP ater_. . 

I shall 

3;£p~.' p. 60. 
4G •. A. Jones, Ka History lgng Ka Balang ( 1966), 
refer to this work as simply KHB later. 

p.8. 
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mission was to preach Christianity among the Khasis, but he realized 

quickly that preaching alone would be useless unless the people could 

confirm what they heard through reading and understand the message 

themselves~ Accordingly1 he organ.i.sed teaching in the military camp. 

At the end of about six months or- so, he was satisfied that Larshai, 

Nising and Jom were qu~lified to teach young childreno In 1842 he 

opened three schools one each :.1t Mawsmai, Mawrnluh and Sohra and posted 

the young men thereo These a:ce the villages where Alexander B .. Lish 

had schools till 1838. Instead of continuing with the Bengali script, 

Jones introduced the Rom2r. script it for accuracy and simplicity" as 

Wilson Reade puts it., 5 Uut of Jones's experiment in the military camp 

CAme out the first Khasi primer, and the primer made him, a.s D., Ropm::ty 

prc:poses, "the father of the Khasi Alphabet and the founder of a 

permanent foundation of Khasi literature., n 6 

The ~irst to be attracterl_ by Jones's experiment were men., Men, 

young and old, became interested in learning., They rallied round the 

missionary anc. observed him writing and heard him speaking Khasi. 

Jidor Singh, the .§Yiem of Nongkh7.aw was impressed by the knowledge of 

the Khasis who received their education from the missionaries 11 and 

later deputed his officials to learn from the Christian friends at 

·Sohrao In later years, this chief invited the mission to open schools 

in his hima (or state)., 7 This attitude of Jidor Singh encouraged the 

progress of education in tha Nongkhlaw state in later ye:::'!_rs. 

5~, p.,61. 

~biq .. , p.,5., 

7Ibido' p8 66., 
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Jones had some ather quA.lificatians which drew men around him. 

He brought with him his carpenter's tools and started using them in 

the construction of his residential quarters. Till his arrival, the 

n.gtives were accustomed with their traditional tools like d8.as and 

AXes a.lone, They were ha.ppy to see the new art of cutting logs and 

canverting those into pla.nks. D. Ropmay writes this: 

The wonder of the people knew no bounds 
when they saw the carpenter's tools of the 
missionary, especially his saw. They never saw 
such taols in their life time. About 50 ta 100 
spectators rallied round the missianary as he 
sawed Llog""iJ And said several times, "how could 
he?" but when he L.nished, they jumped, dAnced 
and shouted in excitement like children.8 

The companionship of those friends inspired the missionary to talk to 

·them on education and the benefits it brought to men. Janes was an 

enterprising person with a high sense of economy. He taught the 

people of Sohra how to burn lime with coal instead of firewood,9 as 

caal was available abundMtly in the southern belt of the ltand. The 

new method of burning lime has been fallowed by the Kha.sis since. 

Jones's days. 

Jones worked a.lone for nearly seven months. His burden was 

relieved greatly by the arrival at Sohra on the 2nd J:=muary 1842 of 

William Lewis and his wife. The new missionaries too ler~.rnt the Khasi 

lr::mgooge in a few months' time. It was no longer difficult for them 

to do so since Jones hA.d already spoken, and written a book in, Khasi. 

Ever since that year, education became one of the main jobs of the 

missiona.ries.. Khasi children of those days were dull in A.ri thmetic, 

·-~~-~-~-----------------~===-------------------
8GHB1?, p. 6 

9lli.Q.. 
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and Willih.!n Lewis experienced gre.qt diffiCl.1~.ty teaching the subject 

because the pupils told him that their minds were confused "·by the 

devil who did nC>t like those who knew arithmetic." 1° CA.ptain Lewin 

was keen ·cC> see th:=1.t more cb.n.dren completed their education so thr-~.t 

they could read 8!1d write both Snglish and Khasi. He instituted 

sche>larship and ::1.warded it to twelve pupils every year. The schol::Jr-­

ship lasted abe>ut three year.3 till C::~pt Lewin's deA.th in December 

1846. The money was paid f com his pocket. In later years, the 

missionaries induced the students to study by awarding prizes. 11 When 

William Lewis b.eaded t:'v~ mission~ more primary schools were opened ADd 

te::tchers appointedo : ;y the 16th December 1860 on which date he left 

for Wales there we'.'e schools at Nongwa.r ( 1853) 9 Jowai, Shala, Sohb.g_r 

( 1854), Tyrnn., IK~ha:csawphra ( 1857) ::~nd Lamin ( 1859) o The last vill.qge 

is in Jaintia. Hillso Educa.tj_on in JA.intia Hills was disturbed for 

tWC> years during the Anglo-Jaintia w::tr ( 1861-63) and teaching hA.d to 

be suspended in 1863., The sGhools were re-o_f)ened in 1864. In thFtt 

ye.qr» the prim.qry school at Sohra WFJ.S upgrE!ded into a Normal School. 

The increase j_n the number of schools had changed the 

life-style of the people i.n areas where there were schools. M::tny 

leFJ.rnt the art of reading 9 wri t5.ng :.:md singing and helped in stressing 

the value of cleMlinesso This does not mean that the. majority of the 

Khasis re-.qcted favourably to educF.ttion. The number of those who were 

opposed to it WA.s large.. T. Rodborne has this to record: 

10QHE_p~? Po 9n 
11WilJ.iam Le-v-Jis' letter te> A, J .M .. Mills appended 

to ReporJ:.._.Qp,.t~ .. }~hasi an.,Si Jaintif.t HiJ,.ls (1853), p. 43. 



In those d:=tys, in many villr~.ges in our 
l~d, we heard stories from our gr~d-mothers 
that they regFJrded it R. t::tboo to bring home any 
kind.of pAper. If any piece of paper~ even a 
torn one, was· found, the house must be purified 
by driving away kA tyrl.!t ka smer. 12 
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There W8s reason for this ::ttti tude. In those days writing 

w.qs done with quill. The KhAsis believed thst it was the quill of Pl. 

cock, And, therefore, they believed too th::tt it was sacrilegious to 

bring Rny piece of pAper home. The Khasis held the cock as a s.qcred 

bird, as A. living witness of the covenant between God and man. 

:f1rs~ Lewis too did not have a good time with her pupils.. One day 

.when she introduced to them the art of writing, all girls ran a.way 

from the classroom in fright 13 as they too believed as did their 

parents that it was sacrilegious to use the quill. It took time for 

the teachers to make people understand that reading without writing 

would not make them wise. That happened in 1843. In that year most 

girls discontinued attending classes. 

The na.ti ves were not favourable to any thing which departed 

from their tra.di tion. In the same year ( 184 3) they wi tries sed yet 

another feature in schools which they considered to be revolutionary .. 

It was the introduction of hair-cut by the Reverend William Lewiso 

"In the old tradition", writes Wilson Reade, "we allowed hair to grow 

like the hair of ladies. Hair was never cut for fear of u Thlen., 1114 

~2~-~~~si (1979), p.,140., Ka tyrut ka smer is a female 
evil spirit. ~=---

13CHBP, pp .. 31-:-32. 
14Ib~d. Thlen is believed to be a spirit which sometimes 

appears in the=£0rm of a snake. Worshippers used to cut some hairs 
of their victims and offered those hairs to the spirit in lieu of 
blood. Thlen in turn blessed the worshippers with wealth. 
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Ramjan, who took the first opportunity of recording the beginning of 

hair-cut among the Khasis, writes that it was experimented on two 

students. "The first to have hA.5.r-cut were Rijon and T:Lbon Lai tphlang 

from Sohr:::t. 1115 Later on~ the p9.()ple ·realized that it was more 

hygienic for men to have a short hair 9 and in due course, the 

superstitious belief gave way, Hair-cut had also become a feature of 

the new life-style of the peJpleo 

In most of those villages where ·~,schooling facili-:~y was 

available, ·only boys were= sent to school, because, according to Miss 

Annie w. Thomas, the K 1asis regarded the effort of the missionaries 

to educate their daughters as foolish.. Parents laughed at ·3duca.ti_on. 

for gils and prevented them from going to sc hoolso 16 By 1849 when a 

few people became Christians, the unfavourable attitude tov;a.rds 

education became extreme. Parents started thinking that the opening 

of more schools was only a me;:.....ns to an end, and the end9 a.ccording tc 

them, was to get more Christians from amongst the nativeso They were 

partially right, because those few who accepted the new religion were 

fonner pupils of the missional'ies 9 though not all such former pupils 

became Christians., When the village elders saw that education had 

struck roots in the mind of thej_r children, "they became angry and 

ordered pa.rents to withdraw their children from schools, otherwise 

sins and many ills would befall'1 the village as a whole and tha.t the 

souls of the dead relatives vJOuld punish the livj_ng ones till they 

would h.8ve no children to succeed them, 17 according to Wilson Rea.deo 

-=-"""""'~~_.,.-~------·~-=·~'=-.. ~~----~ 
15Ramjan in U NongkJ. t [tlu\{9.£s December 1890o 
16g_H;.Bg, pp. 31-32. 
1'Z Q,W£, p. 64. 
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In response to the order of the village elders, Reade continues, mAny 

parents beat their children who were determined to go to schools, 

snatched away their dresses to discourage them, but inspite of such 

barbarous treAi:;ment, some children reached schools naked. The opposi-

tion to educR.tion A.t Sohra Rnd the neighbouring .. villages was great 

for many ye:grs. Will.i::un Lewis writes that the Syiem of Sohra also was 

the opponent of Educ8.tion. 18 The worst was in Jaintia Hills where the 

non-Christi::ms burnt down school buildings also. 

Such being the position, Mrs. Lewis had reason to make poetry 

a propaganda for edUC8tion, as it appeRrs in her poem, 11 Shine like 

St."lrstt where she sings confidently that those who get knowledge will 

enlighten their land wherever they be. 

From the humble beginning of three schools in 1842 with only 

14 pupils, the number of mission schools rose to 65 with about 2000 

pupils in 1866, 1250 in 18 71, 2666 in 1881, 4625 in 1891, and by the 

end of 1940, only 1500 villages in the district remained without 

schooling fa.cili ties, according to the mission's report. 

Encouraged by the progress made by William Lewis and Thomas 

Jones the second (for Jones the first left the mission in 1847), the 

Welsh Mission sent more missionAries to Kh:=tsi Hills to help spread 

both education and Christianity., Griffith Hughes arrived in 1866, 

Hugh Roberts in 1867, Thomas Jerman Jones in 1870 and John Roberts 

1871. 19 Though their main business w:=ts to preach the new religion 

1~1ills, Q~• £hio 1 P• 43. 
1~any more nBmes are left out in the list. I stop at the 

l::01.st one above, becs.use he had contributed to the development of 
Khasi literature. A separate chA.pter woiJld be devoted to his work. 

in 

in 
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these hills, they did many other things as well. They opened more 

schools, appointed more teachers, opened more Christian stations, and 

associated themselves .qcti vely with teaching. Hugh Roberts served as 

he:=1.dm8.ster of the English Normal .School at Sohra from 1867 to 1870, 

and then from 1872 to 1876. His salary and that of the second and 

·the third masters was borne_ by the Governmento This was the first 

involvement of the British Go' ernment in education tbrough pa.yment of 

the sala.ry. The Normal Scho·il has since then been a teachers' 

training centre to produce qualified teachers for the prima.ry and 
2;) 

~ddle English schools.. John Roberts took over from Hugh Roberts as 

the heR.dmB.ster of the e';hool in 1876, and in that year Thomas Jermr:u:). 

Jones stA.rted the 11m:'.nor school" at Shillong. Two other s:uch middle 

schools, one A.t Shala and another at Sohra,. were opened by the mission 

in the same yearn This marked a change in the social outlook of the 

:people becB.nse in those dBys a boy who completed the minor (i.e.' class 

VI) successfully was qualified for appointment as writer in 

government offlce~ teacher in primary school, and preacher of the 

Church.· A few of them, like J,qrkhaS' were A.ppointed post-m8.sters also. 

In the days of John Roberts people in the Shillong and Sobra areas 

started viewing education F.l.s a. good means to improve themselves 

intellectually and economically, The change· in the attitude 

towards education was also pA.rtly due to the view taken of it lFtter 

by J eebon Roy ( 1838-1903), A. mti ve who figured prominently in the 

district as a soci.ql worker B.nd leA.der of public op,i.nion. Roy entered 

·20 G., Angell Jones, KHB.,, pp.,46, 50, 54, 58 .• Cf. CHBP p.·71. 
Dro· H •. Bareh designated Hugh Roberts A.s "principal"~ It is a mist8.ke 
of fact.. It is a .mistake again to put him in office in 1861 pefor~ 
his arrival. and to overlook his absence from Sohra in 1871, see 
A,_SJlQ£"t_Ii!..story of Kh9,.si Li_,tQ~ature ( 1979) 1 p .. 22. · 



58 

service as clerk~ Interpreter:, Sub-'Inspector and Inspector of Police, 

8.nd retired i.n 1894 as second class magistrat.e. While still in 

service Roy fought hard for the establishment of a High School at 

Shillong, and that was duri'r~ 187.5-76. 

Hormu Rai Diengdoh' s letter to Bengalee throws some light on 

the progress of education in SI:J.illong during J eebon Roy-'s time, 

especi:=1lly on the relations between J eebon Roy and the mi ssionn.ry over 

the high school i ssueo Writes he: 

Afterwarru the late Rev. T.J. Jones a Welsh 
MissioMry stati.Jned at Mawkhar, Shillong, who was 
respected by thE': Khasi s and all natives for his piety 
and equanimity, & etc.; was stimulated to work 
e:=1.rnestly tov·a.rds the opening of a Mission High School 
:::l.t Mawkhar Shillongc ./.l.nd he tried to bring round Babu 
Jeebon Roy and other supporters of the Government High 
School" He succeeded in persuHding Babu Jeebon Roy to 
bring his sons and other boys to the Mission High 
School;; • • a 

Again some month-::; ,gfter, through gross misun­
derstanding the.Union was broken and Babu Jeebon Roy 
with his friends took away all his school boys and 
others who were under r~s influence, and the Government 
High S::::hool was revived.,21 

Though Diengdoh designAted the high school as "Government 

High School 11 , it was not in f.qct a purely government·-m;:maged institu­

tion. It was only an aided private school because Diengdoh himself 

in his speech on the 29th July 19 32 recalled that many students left 

the school and joined the school of T.,J. Jones "because at th8.t time 

Mr .. J eebon Roy had to meet h:::l.lf the expenditure, they were happy that 

Jerm:=m Jones opened the Entrance School which was financed entirely 

21Letter dto 24a9 .. 1902 reproduced by Kynpham Singh in 
his K?-. Ji~ngsdang Ka Jin_g__~~l~~~d Jingthoh ia ka Ktien Kha9i 9£1 
lL.t DI@L*Jfo._J]lan ( 19 72) , p. 22.. · 
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by the Mission 8nd the Government • '!' • n
22 Sue h WA.s the responsi bi-

li ty shouldered by ::1. nAtive at the time when the mBjori ty of the 

Khasis looked up only to the Welsh Mission Fl.nd the government. to open 

for them P_n opportunity for higher studies. A KhAsi who closely 

associ8_ted himself with the move of J eebon Roy for the esb'l.bli shment 

of ::1. purely government high school at Shillong was u Donrai. 23 

The effort made by J eebon Roy for getting higher educ:-1.tion A.t 

home proves thA.t edUCFl.tion W8.S good for the people themselves. He 

tried his best to h8Ve Kh,qsi children taught not only their own 

l:=mgUA.ge And English but also BengBli. He estA-blished 8. B:=mgl~ school 

at Shillong in 1899. The Aim w::>..s to make the n~ti ves fully convers:::mt 

with Bengali bec,quse he longed to see th8.t they go out ori business and 

trR.de in the plains and progress there. 24 Inter-personA-l rel,qti.onship 

could be imp.uoved only through educ,g.tion. Like the mi ssionA.ri es, the 

non-Christian leA.ders too felt very strongly that unless the Khasis 

are.educated enough they would not be able to converse with the 

foreigners nor could they reA.d And write anything. J eebon Roy A.nd his 

friends saw too thA.t education helped to record whA.tever W::3.S knovm 

about the Kh,."l.si culture. Jeebon Roy writes in his Ka NiAm Jop,.g_JSi 

Khasi ( 1897) or Khasi Rel-igd.,.Q,12 thA.t unless it is pl8.ced on record "the 

people would forget it" once for A.ll. 1'Poor KhA.si religion without 

A.ny written record might clisa.ppe8.r unnoticed ••• 1125 Roy WFl.s not the 

22Ibid. 
23y=~FI.si Mynta, February 1903, ( ed.) Homu Rai Diengdoh. 
24J<ynpham Singh, Ka JJ,_n__gim U Babu Jeebon Roy ( 1972) ,p.14. 
25r shall discuss their VIOrks later .. 
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first to see thAt educ.qtion is good, 8nd thnt the more the people 

can understand themselves the better it would be for them. In fR.Ct 

Rn.bon Singh was the first to realize thiso Jeebon Roy continued the 

effort thHt they were followed by Radhon Singh Berry, Sib Charan Roy 

and otherso 26 The leaders of Kh.:-:tsi culture and tr.qdi tion did not 

look 8.t education as alien to t~·1eir cul tureo HqvJever, they were 

sceptical of the courses in schools like C.:=ttechism which W8.S part .of 

the curricul.:=t in mission sch.1ols. Unlike Sib Charan Roy who sought 

to prevent non-Christian ycuths from reading Christ.J.an ;::,nd fJluslim 

scriptures, J eebon Roy A ~.vi sed th,qt the Khasi s should be li ber;::,_l-

minded enough to read a~ly religious book" "It is not right for us 

to confine ousel ves unly within one hut 11 , he urged. 

The apprehension th:J.t people 'WOUld leave their trr:~.di tion.ql 

f::U. th r>nd that by getting modern educR.tion the gods will be 

displeF1.sed vv:Lth the people as discussed earlier in t.his chr.,pter gave 

w8.y when more and more non-ChristiR.n children went to schools, but 

remA.ined in tb.eir own faith R.nd served the society as leR.ders in 

various spheres" What clashed with the traditional mores was 

religion, not. education, because teachers in Christian schools, 

especiAlly thos2 managed by the Catholic mission, made it their duty 

to teach their religion not only in churches but in schools as well. 

The natives came more and more in contact with other people 

as they understood how to deal with them, This contact with those 

V>.rho came from other parts of the V>.rorld during the East India 

Company's days resulted in a cl1ange in their views of life 2lso. 
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Mills saw this changed as early as 18539 and what he sa.w h::~.s fol.IDd 

expression in the following ·words: 

The character of the Khasis people is said 
to ~1ave l.IDdergone much cha.ngeo They were formerly 
described as an upright simple people, but from an 
association with ci vi li zntion and wealth have become 
arrogant, decei tfulll and l ... mtrustworthy; but however 
their moral character may have deterioratedll the 
advantages they have derived and are deriving from 
their connection with Jur government are great, and 
numerous civil w.<=~rs 1 ·.1hich continually distracted the 
country have been put downo27 

The change that Mills saw was not due to education or as he 

put it 11ci vilization" but to the encouragement the Company officials 

gave the Khasis in tradu and commerce which improved the lot of the 

natives.. As far as C:CdUCFl.tion was concerned, all writers of the 

period ( 1841-1940) agree that it was useful and good for the people 

themselves. Jeebon Roy was grateful to the pioneering efforts of the 

missionaries1 and described the pioneers as "kind and philantrophic 11 .. 2t 

For English officers like Allen and his friends? the increase in the 

number of students especially girls in schools was encouraging, and 

he ::~.ttributed this to the efforts of the missionaries. In one place 

he wrote: 

Thanks to the efforts of the Welsh P resbyteria.n 
Mission9 education has made considerable progress, and 
in 1901 1 the proportion of literate persons \.5. 7 per 
cent) was higher than in any other District of Assam •. 

In 1904 "there were 348 primary schools and 8 second::~.ry schools and 

one ~ecial school in the district. The number of female scholars 

27 A,.J .M. Mills, li_@._ort on the Khasi and J~.!J..LlitJJ§ 
(1853), p.3. 

2f3:Letter to the Chief Commissioner, reproduced by 
Kynpharn Singh in the work cited earlier. 
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was 2, 395. n 29 The number of boys .in all schools in the same year was 

5,880. Government officials had to praise and thank the Christian 

mission~ries because the government did not have its own school till 

1888 when it started the Pinemount School at Shillong. Wh8.t· it was 

doing_ in respect of education was to pay the salary of three teachers 

8.t Sohra, and to sanction grant-in-aid to the authorities which 

mR.n::1ged schools according to the curricula prescribed by it. The 

Welsh JYii ssion which fell in line with the government policy received 

~e50/- per month from 1854 to 1862 for the running of its schools. The 

8mount w:::>..s increased to ~.500/- per month from 1863~ 30 and by 1939 when 

the grant was withdrawn from the Welsh Mission to establish a govern-

ment high school P.t Jowai fhe amount was ~.20,000/- per year. 

For fifty years, the Welsh Missi·on considered education in the 

Khasi 8nd Jaintia Hills a.t its monopoly. This was no longer so since 

1890 when Otto Hopfenmueller and Angelus JYluenzloher, the first 

Cathol.:bc missionaries to the country~ reached Shillong. The Catholic· 

mission too paid attention to education, and opened a. few schools in 

the district. By this time, the government extended its regul8tion to 

all schools, with a condition that grant-in-aid would be sanctioned 

only to the mission or authorities which submitted to the regulation. 

This was mainly to follow its syllabus. The Catholic Mission did not 

fall in line with the old mission and tried in vain to stress religious 

educa.tion in its primary schools. Resentment about the partial treat­

ment was aired by Christopher Becker who wrote that the "British 

29B.C. Allen et al., Gazetteer o~ Bengal al}-dJig.r..iQ. .:§.C? ... q,t 
I~~~ ( 1905), p.493. 

30cHBP, p. 64. 
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Government in India had not open~d schools in the Khasi Hills. This 

task was left to the Methodist Mission • • • Their schools were 

treated like government schools and received generous aid from the 

government schools and received generous aid from the government. 1i 

Becker a.dded, 11 The Methodists, therefore, considered the schools in 

the Kha.si Hills as their monopoly and considered the Catholic Hission 

whic;h cam.e to tl1e scene much later as intruders. 1131 The Ca.tholic 

missionaries reB.lised later that they could not adopt a different 

system of education in the same district as that did not attrac.t 

students nor reQei ve aid from the government, so in 190 7 the Prefect 

Apotolic had to reorganise the Catholic schools according to' the 

regulation of the government, and he admitted that as a result of the 

re-c: rge.niza:tion, 11 the Catholic h.a.d the same standard as the existing 

pagan and Protestant schools." The teaching of religion continued, 

but that 11 w:::1s done outside the prescribed syllabus. n32 The syllabus 

for the middle English schools then comprised -subjects like "English, 

Khasi, Arithmetic, Geometry, Indian History and Algebra. Besides 

these subjects there was a period ,of half an hour for gymnastics 

exercises and music as optiona.l subjects. 11 The govetmrnent approved 

the reorganization and started sanctioning grant-in-aid to the 

Catholic schools, and this inspired the mission to open elementary 

schools also. 

The first Catholic middle English school (at that time, those 

schools were called 'upper primary schools') was the St. Anthony's at 

31c. Becker, The History of _ __:the Catholic Mission 
(trans. 1980), p.261 ff. 

32c. Becker, Op. cit.~ pp.264-65. 
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Shillong. It was opened o.n the 1st MA.y 1908. This was followed by the 

opening of the Loreto school on the 8th May 1909, while plans to open 

the present St. Edmund's. ·'$Cb.Qol were also under way. The Loreto 

school wa.s recognized by t~e governme_nt in 191_2, and soon thereafter 

the CA.I11bridge University selected it as a centre for examination. This 

opened a.n opportunity for girls to study for and pass the junior end 

senior CAmbridge School Examinations without leaving Shillo~! The 

opening of middle English schools by the CA.tholic mission inspired Fl. 

competitive spirit among teachers of all such schools in the district; 

they worked hard to produce better result and achieve better standArd 

in later ye::~.rs. Step~ taken by teHchers included selection tests. The 

government of the day did not encourage the step. The following 

circuL'l.r issued by the Director of Public Instruction conveys the 

policy of the government: 

It has come to my knowledge that certain 
Middle Schools in their Fl.nxiety to hq.ve a high 
percentage of success hold text Examination before 
sending up c~ndidRtes to the Middle School Leaving 
CertificP~.te and Scholarship Examination. This 
prR.ctice must be discontinued. All pupils of 
class VI whose attendance has been regular and. 
conduct· satisf~ctory should be presented at the 
exA.I111M.tion as a matter of course. 33 

Inspi te of the increase in the number of schools towards the 

end of the nineteenth century, the attendance of the natives in the 

onl.y high school in the district w~s negligible compared to the 

A.ttend:=mce recorded by other communities. The apathy of native boy~ 

towards higher educration has been reflected by Arnjad Ali in some of 

·his poems, To bim education is the pAth to fame and knowledge. Only 

33Circular dt. 20.2.1933 to all headmasters and 
headmistresses of Middle English Schools in KhA.si and Jaintia 
Hills. 
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a m:"'.n who studies c.qn know the wonders of the world, can become 

scientist or philosopher ·of repute, 8.nd get all the knowledge he 

needs. So, in 11Step 11 (I'-1orning) Ali urges all boys to avR.il themselves 

of the benefits of education; and in 11K8. Jingstad" (wisdom) he 

celebrates educ:::t,tion as the sure p.qth to wealth and happiness, and 

C.'3.lls upon all to "learn, learn of wisdom,/ so that you will be 

happy. 11 Ali rei ter.qtes the Y8.lue of education in "Khasi s Ari se 11 , 

too, when he comp8.res ignorance to d8.rkness and askes the Khasis to 

11 rise from their dHrk 8.bocie. rr .. 

I hA.ve eR.rlier .in this chapter recorded the unfavourable 

8.tti tude of the Kh:::tsis tow8.rds fem:=tle education. I have also recorded 

the change in the outlook of most p8.rents in that they sent more girls 

to schools by the turn of the present century. The first Khasi girl 

to receive higher education was An8mon Tham who passed the EntrAnce 

34 Examination of the Calcutta University in 1902. She was followed by 

Glorisamon in 1905. Both these girls were prepared by teachers of the 

Khasi ... jaintia Presbyteri::tn Girls M.E. School and 8.ppeared as priy,g.te 

c::>..ndid::ttes bec8.use at that time the school was proceeding towards the 

high school level and recognised only 8S a middle English School. In 

the second decade of the present century) qualified Khasi ladies 

started joining the teaching profession. The first lady graduate to 

enter service as high school teacller was Enola Khain who joined the 

Khasi Presbyterian Girls' High School in 1916. She was followed by 

La.riammon Khongwir in 1920, and Trophil8. Shulai in 1921. These first 

Khasi lady teachers v-1ere regarded by the Welsh Mission as "respectable 

34she was also the first Khasi lady to appear the 
B.A. Examination. That was in 1906. 
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elder sisters of the staff" of the said school, 35 according to 

Hiss Annie W. Thomas. Towa.rds the middle of the present century, 

several ladies held Bachelors' degree, and those belonging to the 

Presbyterian Church alone accounted for 150 matriculates, 100 Nurses 

and par8~medica.l· personnel. 36 This proves the increasing accepta.nce 

8.Ud a.ppreciation of education by the natives. 

Several Khasi young men achieved distinction in higher 

educ;;~.tion from the second dec::J.de of the present centry.. Rojen Roy 

Thom8.s m::~.de a landmark in the history of the Khasis in 1921 when he 

passed the master degree ex,gmination of the Calcutta Uni. versi ty 

standing second in the first class. He later won the Prernchand Roy 

Scholarship. He was also the first among the Khasis to become a. 

college teacher. 

Having surveyed the development of education in the Khasi 

society it would be relevant to examine the relation bet\veen educ8.tion 

and Khasi literature. It is a fact tllat' ·written Khasi literature has 

grown along with the progress of education as without the ability to 

·write, :=md a knowledge of the concept of literature none can produce 

a poem, a. novel or a play. Incidentally, all the natives who 

produced literary works had had the benefit of education though they 

were not so highly educated. I have cited .Amjad Ali as. a champion 

of education who urged people to study. Mrs. Lewis and John Roberts 

who wrote before Ali produced poems to fill the vacuum in the school 

35 A. w. Thomas in CHBP, pp.46-48. 

36Ibid .,._• 
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sYll~bus 1 meaning to meet the need of the period in which they livedo 

L~ter writers 9 including Morkha Joseph, Tham and Prirarose Gatphoh 

stress the good value of education at different times; bl.lc this does 

not ffi<)an that Khasi l.i terat'l.1.re is ~J direct product of li ter8.CY or 

educ.stion. What the :::tuthors urg$ is the need to educ~te -4.11 chiidren 

of the land for the good o= the society as a whole. When they refer 

to higer education, ~ach Khasi authvr has hi_s Oi<~ll view to offero 

Hewett_ Singh Pari8.t saw that the natives wno had higher educa­

tion changed their outlook of life· unfavourably" They were cle~n and 

tidy; but at the same tir::1e they looked do\'m upon a fanne.r'o P a.ria,t 

lets the steam off in the lone extant poem of hi, s, au Nongrep~~ .. ·~ The 

F8_rmer) where he sings~ 

.. ! .. _:.; 

,; 

.And now in this civilized world, 
11 Go thou~ dirty fellow! 11 

It knows not that he is master, 
Majestic and serious. 

··~ . ! ...... : 

.. .' 

... :: ... '· c 

d.ep-::nd: o.~. the -~I?.rodu.~ts of. tt1~ f?:_rrn~r,- ~~l'lg_h ·?9-!'~a~~- ob~oryps •. _: -The:_: 

so-called '-educatc.d -on the one. hand do:"not .like .to .. -mix with. the- rustic 
.. ~ . :.l ...... ~ ..... ,_. •. :.. :.-·.: ... __ ;_··: .. · '.-·\.,:..-:•., '···· . ~,._.;_ -- \...' .-·-· _; __ ·-.'~-·-....· •..•...• .'·-·· ,_· .: ;.,, 

y,~getabL_e.,, _.per:hap:s., as;:'pre;,;;~entso ,: ::::-.:- :;i . . 
-~-, r .• ; :· .. - -·· -. ~ ~ 

·.::--~·.:::To- 8:'-:romaritid-'p;~et l'ike :--p::rimrose Ga'ipho'b.~ ~-'trU.~- and·:'.', 

complete education consists in the ability to learn from nature. He 
· .. '--.~ .~ .:~.·:~:·.':l : ._· ' .. .)M 

0 ·!: •_:.•,,'' <-:.~· 0 .::~;_~;~·: 1~~-=·:~; 't~';": i"'~ - ~- ', ~: ':_ O' • .t, :.-~ l ·-~-~~--

has expressed t!.lls not once, but several times. Nature, he writes, is 
. ::'_- .. :~: _-··: ·.:_.,-:: .. .--' :-· __ ;<·:._·, ·:_ .: ?J7· ._.,':-,--~·--,(·"!;_·, ---~;')._/.,. . '-.... ". '•, 1 _,-,._ ';' 

the only impartial teacher. She gives a sufficient reward to the 
• ~ ~- # -: ... 
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poor and the rich alike, if they only study her every day. In 1932 

Gatphoh made his characters speak on natural education. Habet in 

"Ka Lukhimai a says: 

I have pondered over this for a long time; 
to tour the world as long as we're physically 
strong, to gather wisd,Jm !rom nature around and 
widen our knowledge of.' lands and states outside 
our own circle. 

In reply to Mahet, the Prince says that even the smallest of creatures 

knows that "nature teaches 111 man wisdom. Gatphoh reiterated this in 

1937 and again in 1961. Refering to the limited knowledge man 

gained from school, ana the hesitation .of the natives to study other 

books than those preseribed for examination, Gatphoh wrote: ~Besides 

that our fellow Khasi, Pnar, Bhoi or War does not have taste for e.nd 

does not value study; he is sRtisffed with the knowledge gained from 

school, and knows only that much till he grows old. a38 This lends 

credence to the apprehension tiJat the education one gets within the 

four walls of the classroom is incomplete unless a man perfects 

himself through reading of more books :;:~nd gains personal knowledge as 

. he matures in Bgeo 

Soso Tham once felt a vacuum in his mind because the educa-

tion he had at high school did not give him any critical help. That 

was in the years 1920-23 when he made up his mind to composed Khasi 

poems. At that time, he recalled, he never knew what. poetry or art 

is bect:mse none had ever taught him the art of making poetry. Hii! 

recalled too that "the foot, the metre, ~he rhyme and the idea"39 

which are necessary in the making of poetry were then to him cow bones 

p.iv. 

p·.iv. 

38 "Shi Kyntienn, !li, Khanatang bad U Sier Lapalang ( 1937), 

39nKa JingpypshRi u, Ki Sngi B.!=~ri'll U Hynniew Trep ( 1936), 
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in pasture, which could be used to enrich Khasi literature. This 

shows that each person viewed educBtion from his own need Bnd 

understBnding. It means also that thinkers like Tham desired in 

those days thBt the courses of study be designed in such a manner 

would help the native genius Bpply the knowledge he gained to the 

benefit of his society. Tham t s concern was for th<..! disciplined 

growth of K h:=t si poetry. He was not, however, hAndicapped by the 

Absence of sue h A course in school as from his own study for three 

8S 

years, he .discovered what he had lacked before, and by 1936 he became 

:=t mature poet. His poetry re.tlacts his understanding of the craft of 

poetry. In his poem "Ki Symboh.Ksiar~ Tham, like Hewett Singh Pariat, 

has a dig at the Btti tude of the so-called educAted nHti ves towards 

the tr:=tdition and history of their own tribe. Twice he refers to the 

increasing interest of the Kh:=tsis in the search of knowledge in its 

various oranches. He wishes that such people used their knowledge for 

the benefit of the future gener~tions. He laments, nThe light we seek 

around the world: I Light of our own we know nothing. •• Here also, as 

in. h.i.s personal experience in his poetic career, Tham wants that the 

knowledge earned from univarsities snould be utilized for focussing 

th.tn.gs valued most by the Khasis like traditional culture., .. and the 

socio-political system of the ancient times. 

R~abon Singh 8nd Radhon Singh Berry were r.oncerned- very much 

with the revival of Khasi culture. I have discusse~ their works in a 

sep~rata chapter,_, but it is appropriate to state that their concern 

was not so much with the controversy between education and culture. 

Th&y -were worried lest the spread of Christianity result in the 

neglect of the cherished Tirtues and values of Kha~i culture~ 
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Towards the middle of this century, the editors of~ 

Nongialam Khristan (The Christian Leader) saw that the incre.ase 

of matriculates and the dropouts would create unemployment 

because the competition would be more. The editors, in advising 

students to plan their career right from high school, saw the 

inadequacy of general education. They wrote of unemployments: 

It has been so even here _in Shillong. For four posts 
of sub-inspectors· of Excise, abJut 120 candidates appeared 
in the examination. From now on it seems very -difficult to 
get clerical jobs. Our students must plan before hand the 
kind of job they hope to get after school so that they do 
not have to sleep idly in looking for a job.4o 

From the above .piece of evidence, we get a general idea· that 

almost all those who studied till they completed the high school 

course d~d not have the intention of going back to their traditional 

profession, agriculture. They sought for government or white-co lar 

job. Because of such a tendency,. I believe, Hewett Singh Pariat. 

concludes the poem referred to earlier with a determination that all 

must go to agriculture to make the land a garden of fruits·- and of 

flowers; and Soso Tharn considers the life of a village farmer the 

crown of life in his "Kynjai Ha La Ri "• If education was inadequate, 

it was so nat because the people thought it bad but because it was 

not sensitive enough to the deepest needs and aspirations of a 

culture. I wonder if it is better today. 

Education and literature are complementary of each other. 

Educational institutions for higher learning cannot teach a 

literature which hns not attained the standard they expect; and it 

is through education that literature can be appreci::tted in a correct 

40u Nongialam Khristan, May 1935. 



perspective. Till 1897, ~'Chasi literature we.s a subject only upto th~ 

middle schooi standard; but that year marked a turning point in the 

relations between education and literature of the Khasis when the 

Calcutt8 University prescribed it AS a 41 vernaculn.r" for the femAle 

candid8tes upto the Entrance examin.qtion. The pieces selected were 

those p8ssages translated from English into· Khasi and 8 few original 

ones in addition to grammar and composition. All those were contained 

in Hugh Roberts' Grammar of the Kh8ssia Language. The educated among 

the Kh8sis were not happy with the spelling of quite a good number of 

words printed in the book. The first cri.tic.of the text was Hormu 

Rai Diengdoh who, while appreciating the effort of the author, 

.regretted thFtt the book WFIS written in Wales f.qr 8Way from Roberts' 

Kh8si friends who could advise :i.n the spelling of_ words and in the 

translation of passages from English into Khasi. Diengdoh observed: 

·"Were teachers not well-versed in selecting the correct and rejecting 

the wrong words, spelling and sentences, it would have been better 

not to prescribe such F.l text which is frustratingly full of 

n41 errors. . . . . 
Dien~Sdoh was guided more by religious sentiment than by a 

sincere concern for BCCurF.lcy. He f.qiled to realize that as of the 

ye.qr 1897, Roberts' was the only book available for th,at standard 

of study. He fa.i led too to s~e ti'Htt had it not· bean for the 
. . : 

publ_j.cation o;f t,he popk .i.n ql:lest.i,o~p, the Calcutt~ Uf4 versi~y would 
.. 

not have .0h?en i.n a posi:tion :to :i,..nclude Khasi in ... its s-yllabus for 

the '~ntranq: Exarn.;lnaf19n· Priqr to 1897, the language taught at 

scJ~ool in ~ieu of 1;9~ !'verQ.:i~ul-arl' w.as La'tin. In 1900, Latin was 

41u Khasi Mynta, January 1897. 
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replaced by Kha3i for the both male and female candidates. In that 

ye~r, the government F~.ppointed a Khasi language teacher in the 

Government High School at Shillongc In the academic session 1902-04 

when the first batch of eleven Kh::1si students42 proceeded to CalcLJ.tta 

for higher studies at .different ~olleges, the University introduced 

Khasi literature as a subject .o.t the Intermediate level. It appears 

further th.<=ln the university rt.;cognized Khasi a-? a subject for the 

deGree examinAtion in the academic sessions beginning 1904, because 

the exclusion or omission of the. subject from the list of 

Indi;:m lRnguages caused ~ . .oncern in the Khasi Hills. Leaders of public 

opinion and educationis·i~s met at Shillong on the 5th May 1908 under 

the chA.irm:::mship of Dohory RopmAy, ~nd on the 24th June they submitted 

A peti ti.on to the Chief Secretary to the Government of EF~.stern Beng~l 

And Assam, Shillong9 urging the retention of Khasi as a subject in the 

Uniyersi tyo The third par8grAph of the petition reAds: 

During the past years, no less than. 45 
of .our y.ougg people h8Ve p8ssed the Entrance 
Ex~minati.on of wh.om 18 passed the F.A and 6 
the BoA., Examinati.ono Two girls passed the 
Entrance ExaminAtiono Now th~t O'lJ.r pe-ople are 
:Just beginning to appreciate the advantage of 
higher education, we feel it a great hardship 
that a bBrrier .of this kind sh-ould be placed 
in our W8.Y. VJe ccmnot help thinkj.ng that the 
encouragement of backward races should form 
part .of the policy of our beneficient govern­
mento4 3 

Though KhBsi liter~ture has been a subject for the university 

examin8ti . .)n{3, the foll-owing accoutlt shows that no Ptttention was paid t.o 

it for m;:my years by college Authorities. Wilson ReAde wr.ote: 

42!:L, Nongialam KhristAg, August 1902. 
4 3The petition wAs signed by D. RQymay, Chairman, Alexander 

Kh.onglah And Chandra Nath R.oy, Secretaries. 



Though Khasi vernacular was prescri~ad as a 
subject in university examinations, there has not 
been in any collegeg as far as we know, a class or 
teacher for this. The students have to struggle 
with it themselves, be it right or wrorig, there is 
no means at all to get any help.44 
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That was in 1929.. Reade urged tb.e college authorities to consider 

finding ways and me::ms to help Khasi stud:,nts -~or better knowledge of 

Khasi literature before they were presented for the university degree 

examinationso Even after the plea, neither the government nor the 

college authorities attached importance to the teaching of Khasi 

literature; and R.T. Rymbai who studied in college in ·the academic 

sessions 1932-36 recalled: (lAnd in college we studied ·the books 

ourselves. There was not a single class anywhere in which any tribal 

vernacular was taught. u45 Though there were no language teachers in 

the colleges in those years, the texts were stiff enough for one 

papere They were Radhon Singh Berry's Ka Jingsneng Tyrnmen Parts I 

and II, Rabon ·Singh's Ka \<.i tab Niam Khein Ki Khasi, the Book of Job 

and the Book of Isaiah from the Bible, and B.K. Sarma Roy's Ka History 

Jong Ka Ri Khasi bad Khyndiat Kiba I"larkhap.~ , Rymbai aaded with a mild 

indignation: 

Had there been teachers to guide, to broaden 
our mind as school and college students in those 
days, to search actively the mind of the ancestors, 
we would have learnt and understood precious things 
of our own better, and value them more than we did 
others' • • • • But because of the absence of 
teachers to open the gate of 9ur mind ••• we read 
just to pass the exarninationo46 

44u Lurshai, November 1929. 

. 45140 Years of Khasi Literature 
September 1981, (ed.) H.W. Sten'7_p.35. 

in Roma'n Script, 
!~:• 

46r bid.; p. 36. 



Soso T!::am 9 on tl1e ut:,.er hcnd,. had lost sight of the problem 

the students faced in schools an~l ·colleges when in 1936 he wrote that 

-unless a text .:Ls forced upcn the students in school and·inGh.urh, 

·-:~hey we:.:'e not .:i.ntere;:d>~cl. j_n ._'eadJ ng a Khasi book howsoever good it 

" -'- L~- 7 m_,_ghL, bEo It '.vas of course tJ :..1e that there was virtually no 

Informed readern i:lj __ p fer po e-:~ry. 

In conc::.usior!. i. t cot:~ d be said that secular education did not 

interfere vJith ·:.he cultu•:'e :,:t: the people but .i_ t helped them understand 

themselves better~ Re~ .. ~ g;. ous educat:ton or an attempt to force 

upr· ·. tb.e pupils in the prim8ry schools was what 

the natives thought ,:,~,:..; w.1~'ong; and tl1e reaction to such teaching had 

made the go-,re.rnrr.ent .~:'estz:oj_et the sanction of grant-in-aid to such 

schools 9 espec:i .. <:1lly those managed by the Catholic mission, and 

r·esulted j_n. 8 uniform stand.aj:'d for alL On the other hand~ education 

h8d helped .. ;he Kh<=1sis to see op_t->ortunJties bt:.f::..>re them, - busj_ness, 
· .• -.. -.1·-· 

government servlc e~ 1:~_ tP.rary career, . and even poirtlcai leaders hip 

'tJh.tch ~.A/a:s :Lmrt~ssible wi thou~f educatio·n.o· Thes'e ne1.1 experiences 

obvj_ously extended the front:Lers of Khasi J~i terature ~s- weli~· ... 

L7 ~ ~P.e Ki Nc.:1gpuL:~:c 
7 

i{ :3 .QuJ. J~ara Ksiar { 3rd ed.; 193/,; , 
p.ii.. ·~ 
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CHAPTER I 

THE uRAL TRADITION 

.Prior to the advent of Christianity there was no literary 

tradition in the K hasi languageo K hasi words and forms of speech 

were put into writing only in 18·!3 when Krishna Chandra Pal transla­

ted the New Testament into tl1e E)hala dialect of Khasi language; but 

that was done in Bengali scrirt. The present written form was 

introduced at Sohra 8fter 18i;1 by Thomas Jones of the Welsh .Presby­

terian Mission. What the people h8d before the years 1813~1841 was 

oral literature. 

Khasi oral tradition found expression in the phaw~:£. or r.tmed 

couplet, folk tales, stories and homilieso There was a branch of 

this tradition which is known as J?.Uriskarn or fables, and P8ro_~. or 

stories. The paroms are of two cAtegories: the short one like short 

stories, and the lengthy ones U.ke the noveL The lengthy .P..§.f.Q.ffi 

could tAke a teller As long as one night's telling9 or 8S short as 

three hours' sitting with him. Sometimes stories were sung by bards 

to the accompAniment of An h8rp, and sometimes told bY elderly 

persons round the fire-placeo While elements of the novel and modern 

poetry are there in the oral tradition, Drama was not known among the: 

Khasis in those early dayso This is borne out by the fAct that the 

l8nguage h8s no 8GCepted term for 'drama'. 1 

1It was only in 1937 that H. Elias proposed the word 
S8wangka for drama. It is inappropriate in many respects as he 
could not distinguish the different forms of a drama~ Moreover, 
written language follows the usage, and therefore what a Kha:3i 
understands is the word "draw.a••i tself as the English introduced 
it. 
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The absence of written l~terature in the early period of the 

history of a race is a universal phenomenon. Advanced as the English 

are today, written literature was first made available to them only 

when Beowulf was composed. and made available to the reading public in 

the eighth century ~ domini-. Ri tche Girvan puts the date of 

2 Beowulf between 680 and 700 A.D. Even then it was brought to 

England by the Angles. It so hAppened that the first formal litera­

ture of £ngland is all ~bout the Scandinavians and not about the 

English as such.3 In every society of the world written literature 

could be dated with the f_irst writer;· but oral tradition is as old as 

the age of that society itself. The Khasis who had no written 

literature. before the advent of the ·C hrist;iRn missionFJries have a myth 

A bout how they lost their li ter.8ture. Some maintain that the Khasis 

lost their literature FJ.t the timG \vl1.en their scholar crossingthe sea 

under difficult circumstance dropped it into the sea. Some, including 

So so Th8.ID, maintf.!-in thFlt :t·he. Kha_s)..: sc ho1Ar .Ate· -.;:md swallo.w~:<i the boQk. 

Because of. thF.t:t c al:::1mi ty, . ~the younger gener::t.tio,ns ·were depri_ved :of ~:the 

pr_i Viclege_ of ~h8ving theLr. ·O\AJl1 script_ and :l-i terat~e •. _ Tham allud_es: _to 

tha_t_ mx_~~~--H::_ one of his poems: . 

. T~he words of:..ai8n .s.ti'l.l ·h:1d value. 
. .. _They let the bird to peck rice too; 
~ .... _:.:_ ____ ,~::.:::. The:y did work hard from ·dB wn to dark; '- · 

And p8cked_the book in their stomach 
'From· which our F:=1hles well did: gro'w; 
From which good story·grew also.4 

_;_ 

~.9f the sake of __ .argument one m.qy 8$k:- how 8 man who h8d 8. 1:i t~rat~re 

Gould have. forgot~t.en the art. pf _wri:ti.ng simply becaus~ he could n:_ot 

· 2Beowulf .and the. Seventeenth Century (Lo·_ndo:n:: Me_th:-ue1.1 & Co., · . 
Ltd., 1971', p.25. 
· -· · · .- · -31 .for Evrfn.sH ·•"Be' fore: ~the Conquest~ .; 4. Sho.rt ·Hi-storY o.f 

English Li ter_::~ture {London: ELBS, 1970). 

. 411Ki. 'symboh Ksi:=1r"·, st. 1ii.. . 
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see l:he written words? It :Ls an impossible proposition, and the·re-

fore, the ·story of the lost 1i terature is a myth. There is, however, 

one general tendency among the Kh8sis. They cherish to keep to 

themselves anything they value me st, and they never disclose their 

knowledge even to their c hlldreL, Some do so when they 8re on death-

bed. It is 8 selfish tendency. Such heing their attitude towards 

knowledge only those Arts :=md techniques which cannot be practised 

alone such 8S iron-smelting!- gun-making and the like h8ve been inher-

i ted by the new generAtion., The ancient art of healing with the use 

of indigenous herbs and ;:;he treatment· of certain ailments mentally is 

nearly lost to the pref,ent generation because those who had it passed 

to them from the anc;tents declined to share it with others lest the 

new ones surpass them! 

The absence of written literature was responsible for the loss 

of many folk songs, lyrics and tales in the land. The efforts to 

write whatever was in the air was made in the nineteenth century by 

Ra~on Singh, Singh resumed the work in the ·early part of the present 

c e.ntury; but much remained to be recorded. So so Tham, Primro-se 

Gatphoh, Mondon Bareh, H. Elias and others have recorded seve.Eal 

fables and stories about animalsp birds and men but they too felt that 

there are many more besides. 

The oral tradition in writing speaks about the acts of heroes 
r 

and heroines of the primi ti.ve times. It also speaks of animals, rocks, 

w?ter and other naturnl objects which spoke like man and understood one 

anothero A person who wanted to learn those for himself had, in those 
... ~ 

pre-literary days, to find a bard to sing or a story-teller to tell 

bis stories, and also occasions for them to do so. 
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The occasions were social events like weddings or funerals 

when men sat all night and told, or listened to, stories, Elderly 

persons in the rural areas of the Khasi and Jaintia Hills still speak 

of people who racited their stories or sang their songs while working 

in the fields, for example, in the weeding season when all..,..workers 

got to work., someone told stories to delight his friends. Al terna­

tively, all the weeders joined in singing folk-songs. On such 

occasions, people used to take the parts of either real or imaginary 

persons presumably engaging in some debate when one side sang to 

criticise or defeat the points put forward by another. In the 

Jaintia Hills, they call such folk songs as ~ lAho, ·and in the 

Khasi Hills, phFJwar. In any case, those are either short couplets or 

lyrics or crude ballads. Much of the oral tradition that .is lost or 

recorded belongs to one of or all those categories. Oral poems and 

fables which have been handed down from one generation to the next 

are those associated with religious functions, hunting, arrow-shooting 

and the like. Some of these have been written down by poets and 

other writers including Bronath Thangkhiew, 

2 

Khasi poetry evolves from oral lyrics composed spontaneously 

on occasio:r).s. Those embody the. feelings of the composers, and the 

action of the characters, as well as warnings of what may happen to 

the listeners themselves. This oral poetry is subjective in nature 

and it tells of what the singers themselves think about life or a 

particular event. It evolves therefore from the way an ancient man 

looked at the world arolind him and the way he felt about all its 

manifestations. 
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The themes of these-oral poems include love, war, deeds of 

prowess 9 fighting, and satires" What William Henry Hudson records of 

the themes of English oral poetry 9 namely, that ~love, hatred, pity, 

and the simpler interests of the domestic lot, receive a full share of 

attention•Q5 holds true of Khasi r.>ral poetry as well. Among the oldest 

nursery couplets still extant :ts one which does not appear to be 

K.hasi at allp but curiously eJ,ough it is recited even in the remotest 

Khasi villageo It· is diffic·;_l t to guess the meaning of this old 

couplet, but I reproduce ii, below from the book of Primrose Gatphoh. 

It reads: 

Amal~·c~:.lffi ~al~·pa:-ra !che,_ 
So t-~~J. rna·- ha·-~de, 
Ko}_ .. ·ka-·ti~·dum, tha! 6 . 
Ra·-p hi~,pum rna nga 9 Raj ao 

Th:Ls couplet shows that the Khasis were acquainted with riming since 

the early dc>"So In factr poems t:>eci ted in sho0ting competition which 

iasiat are all rimed couplets. 
-~~~--

In such phawars~ 

tbe worcb e.:~r: 1:"?
1 

.. ".eved ·co b.sve some magical power to direct the arrows 

r.i.ght to the targeto Believe as the Khasis do in ka nia ka .jutang or 

verbal m::Jgic, their songs are ,Jriented towards winning certain goals 

i.n U.feo Thus in this respec·c,, couplets recited at competi ton are 

In method and style, the oral poems are crude and irregular. 

It is a L.mi que :i.nvent:i.on of the earliest Khasi poets. Interestingly, 

·l-l1e method is employed throughout the Khasi and Jaintia Hills. It is 

----~-~--·~~~--------

5 A~t.J:ll:ti9~<iu_Ej:f:.Q~ __ tq the. ~ud,Y of f:i terature, p ~ 104. 

~i PQ.a~ar~.;~.§. (:rev. ed.c;,. 1970), p.20. 
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not necessary to attempt tc.J csan the old poems to find how many feet 

a line has, if the aim of such an attempt be to try to impose some 

uni.fo·r>mi ty because eqcb. foot .ts separated from the other 8Ccording as 

the words or phrases are used in woken language. It is also futile 

to ascert8.in the pattern of stre:;sed a.nd unstressed syllAbles, 

because no couplet agrees with anothero One thing is sure: the .or8l 

poems concern themselves wi.tt; motives and passions~ These poems are 

Also characterized by r8piw ·;:,y of narration. A few couplets from 

J8intia Hills ;::md A few fr::m KhAsi Hills m8y help to evidence the 

views expressed above~ 

Chikh:::t_ffi..~.£ .. .-:0-_J.ut_k~siar, d:::t ai WR slem 
U synniRW, 

H:=tm . .ls1.2_IE_SLdar ]]_t?.~=!}A kiar, du mai wa em 
chik:=tw. 

~JlYE.:=tl:LJ1.e=.-lLJ f?ll.§.;\;,J..Yll ti .q ha t hi l u kyrbai, 
Pei i e l).p l1QT\_.L~:::tQ. k9.-!!!.f:i.i du khon tipu t8ID 

dai. 

Thi~ Jaintia ·couplet w2 sung in a group consisting of both 

the sexes. They Are vJords of ,q girl who Asks a married boy not to 

woo her sine e h.2 ;"llxeady l1as a wife~ The girl 8lso states that the 

boy mArried h.:ls girl in :"lpprec:i.r:tion of her bait which is nothing but 

the l8nd but most are of th:Ls DAtureo The Khasi oral poems recorded 

by 8 few wri te.rs 8.re A.lso of this natureo I reproduce below a few 

lines from whFt.t Rabon Singh records: 

7K,q K_j. tab .•2Jug,g,hru:i~l> 11 ter.::ll translation of both 
the couplets wj_J.l be attempted_ in the next section where I 
propose to examine thE.: words and their meanings. 
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Hopewell Elias has recorded 12 such oral poems associAted 

with social functions in his Ka Hamsaia Ki Por ( 1937). Crude th.oug_h 

the oral poems are, they exhibit that they have rime and rhythm. The 

rime is achieved at the end of every foot in the line. While oral 

poems of the Jainti8s ,·Are mostly iambic, those of the Khasis are 

irregular in the stress pAttern. 

Apart from this, there Are poems which spring out of the 

religious themes. They Are in fact 'sacred' in the sense that a 

divine or a priest addresses his words to someone higher than himself; 

the addressee m8y be God the Creator, or any deity known to him. The 

d~ity may be male or female as it is revealed to him through his 

divinAtion. Those sacred poems differ from the ones used in social 

functions in that each line conveys something very clear to the 

hearers. A person may address himself to God when he is in trouble 

for revealing the cause of his trouble. Like the ancient Greeks, the 

Khasis too are seekers of the cause. 8 They believe that everything 

which happens to them is the effect of the cause, and once the cause 

is known its effect could also be overcome. Religious poems are 

direct and colloquial in style. They are preserved not in monasteries 

or temples but in the tablets of the heart. A would-be divine or 

nongkam has to listen attentively and carefully to the one in active 

service. He should be a man respected by the society, but the most 

important qualification he must have is knowledge of the ar.t of saying 

his words because religious poems or cantations are argumentative in 

nature. Below are a few lines from what Rabon Singh records in the 

8c f. Introduction. 



book referred to above9 : 

Ko Lengsam/ khun ka blei/ ko banang/ ko balah/ 
ko baiai. 

Nga pynthiah/ nga pyndem 
Halor/ ka diengshat/ ka diengkhein/ ka duwan 

ka dupat. 
Ah kynrad/ ngan kylli/ ngan tohkit: 
Katne long/ ka shi tom/ ka lanot, 
Ka shoh,/ka ther,/ ka shit,/ k8 syang, 
Ka pisa/ ka lynga/ ia ka met/ u Donsing. 
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In ch8nting this, some knowledge of rhythm is important. Generally 

religious cantations have no rime 8nd they form a basis for free 

verses. Apart from rhythm, music plays an important pBrt in speaking 

the words. 

3 

The words and meaning of the oral poems are of special 

interest to the modern readers r=md critics of Khasi poetry. In this 

section, I propose to undertake a short excursion into this aspect 

of the subject. 

The makers of social couplets sel~cted such words for their 

first lines Bs would rime with those in the second lines. The words 

in the first line of a couplet as used by those living in the Jaintia 

Hills make a sense parBllel to the one in the second line. Besides, 

the meaning in the first line has no relevance to the one in the 

second. Take the lullaby of a baby-sitter entreating the baby to 

behave well till her mother comes: 

9I arrange the lines in a manner I consider they should 
have been to demonstrate the feet in each line. 



Kei h ka latkbur kur-kur, 
Ha ka nat saph~ · 
roi~~a bei JLhO na Jantapur, 
Kam ka Labi t tungtoh. 

Coo the dove kur-k11£., 
In a pears tree branch: 
When mother comes front Jaintiapur 
Like a bat sweated wi·ch chutney. 

( li te.ral Transv) 
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Here, the first sentence endj.ng in the second line speaks of a Dove 

bewailipg in ~he pears tree with its two-fold notes kur-kur. The 

meaning is complete in itself~ but the next sentence ending in the 

fou.rth line does not speak of a bird at all. What it speaks is of 

the baby.' s mother coming from the market place. The poam says, the 

mother will come like a bat out of a container of fomented soyabean,. 

meaning that the mother would come rushing home sweating from head to 

foot because she loves the baby so well~ 

~"or better appreciat::..on of the nature, words and meaning of 

the oral poetry; what a Jaintia girl replies to 8 married boy in the 

fore-going section is translated below: 

A handful rope of gold is wast' d, the night is 
over long; 

Beat not about the bush, my friend, by you who 
have a wife. 

A handful "Qunch of cut broomsticks force on 
Pangoline hole: 

With what she baited you, I know, with some 
old unsold bread. 

In All such or81 poems we have to depend on the second 

sentence for a me8ning. The same interpretation applies to oral 

Kh8si poems also. This time the transl8tion is from Rabon Singh's 

couplet quoted in the fore-going section. The bard chants: 



Rice powder, water weed, a basket made by a bird; 
Move your head backward and limp single-footed. 
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An otter, and orchid, a wild fruit four units: 
All dancers should follow as your leader would show. 

The transb'l.tion nearly spoils the beauty of the originAl because we 

miss the rime at the end of every line; but a poet who wants to use 

the old form need not bother about the original meaning of the first 

line at all so long· as he ~o.uld select words which rime at each foot, 

after all, words in the first line have no meaning. There-fore, the 

second couplet above could be re-written thus: 

An otter/ in the snow/ and a pea/ for a crow, 
All dencers/ should follow/ as your lea/der VJOuld sbow, 

and continue in thi.s wav "ftH' !:),, ;. ..... -r:t.·~...,..., weant for social .funct:tO.riS~ 

On the other hand; each ~rd for the religious poems or 

chF.tntings ia. well selected to dig:riify the prayer, and each word 

conveys a clear meaning to both God and mq.n. A Khasi believes that 

only words chosen carefully should be used in prayer to please God 

8nd make him respond to the need of mankind. 

The elements of oral tradition appear in a few short poems 

q f Amjad Ali; So so Tham' s "Ka Biria U Bi ei t•r, .·an(;} 

~ro:path Thangkhiew' s "U Nongtem Dui tara". In fact, :.Changkhi ew seems 

to privide a link between the oral tradition and the written Khasi 

poetry. 

The oral tradition had. helped in the development of written 

couplets and other genres of Khasi poetry. 



CHAPTER II 

THE CHARACTER OF KHASI LITERATURE 
( 'i841 - 1940) 

In this chapter I propose to make a general survey of Kh.asi 

literature and the character it assumed during the years 1941-1940. 

Since poetry will be treated separately in Part III, we shall here 

have a look at Khasi literature in general. 

Anything that .grows must have a beginning somewhere. It 

might be with the seed or the root. Khasl. literature too has grown 

to its prasQnt . st:ature f'l:-om Ca Ci tab Ban Hicai Ca Ci tien Cassia, a 

pc1mer by Thomas Jones I. It was the first booklet in Roman script 

written and published in the Khasi language from which all other 

KhAsi books have come out. _The primer was a seed for the Khasi 

·li ter;:~ture to grow. · The prim8ry aim of Jones was to provide teaching 

materiFJl for the three schools he opened in the Sohra are8. The seed 

was then sown in 1842. From th;;~t humble beginning, Mr. C.K. Ho-dson, 

the Principal Assist8nt Commissioner found that there were 32 books 

in the Khasi l;:~nguage in 1858 of which two ware usecular school 

1 · books. " A perus:=:1l of the list of books brought out in the first 

decade of the history ofKhasi liter.qture shows th8t many of those 

were translations either fro$ English or from welsh and were intendnd 

for use in public worships. 

From the peginning, Rhasi li terat1...1re·owed much to transl8tion; 

and ift'enslation h8s been an inportant factor in the development of 

K h8si literature. Through- translation the Khasi writers acquired 

notions of art forms and li tera~y style. 

1w.J. Allen, ReTort en the AdministrAtion of the Cossya 
and JynteRh Hills ( 1858 as [ubted by Kynpham Singh in A Collection 
of Writings ( 1979), p.xviii1 
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The history of trans1Rtton into the Khasi langu::1ge dates 

from 1831 when the Serampore Baptj_st i"lission published its tr:::msla­

tion of the New Testament. The mission used the Bengali script. The 

language too is not easily comprehensible to a Khasi becBuse it is 8 

strange hybrid of Khasi A.nd Beng8l:' .. wordso The ReVerend E.H. Willi8IDs 

h8d thrown some light on the i;Jork_, He says th::1t the translation was 

conducted with the help of one rr8i.d servant and one young man from 

Sylhet. 2 This transl8tion has not been of much help to the growth of 

KhAsi li teratun: o·r of Kh8si ti1ought because of the imperfect handling 

of the language and of the ·,vinding up of the Mission's work in Khasi 

Hills in 1838o Added to "' ... nose factors was the absence of a primer to 

help the natives understand the art of reading the worko 

Thomas Jones took the correct step in this direction by first 

teaching the people reading and writing in their own language; and 

then supplyL1g them with tr2risla i.;:tonc He, Wiliiam Lewis and his wife 

translated books on catechism into Khasi for the use in schools and 

in the Church~ vvhen Jones left the mission in 1847, the work _-fell 

heavily on tile Reverend William Lewis and his wife. Besides teaching 

at schools, both the missiona:cies worked hard on book production. The 

husband published the Four Gospel and the Acts of the Apostle in one 

volume in 1856, aild_ the wife published her translation of the first 

pBrt of John Bunyan's Pi\gr~m 1s PrQ.F.ress in 1857. 

The New Testament upto the cEpistle of St. Paul to Philemon 11 

was published in 1868. It was a direct· translation from Greek into 

Khasi. The major work was undertaken by the Reverend Hugh Roberts 

2The Khasi Jaint:La Synod ReQort, 1941 as quoted by 
T" Rodborne in U 'Kh8§'rf-1979J~ Po 142·~--
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The title the translators gave the tr.:mslated work was Kr.~ Jiwtang KF.t 

Bathymm8i Ka Jong U IIsous Khri st9~· Though it shows a great improve­

ment upon the tr8nslation of the Baptist Mis$iop, the manner of 
~ -· :, - .., '·. '- . . 

spelling quite a large number. of words .creAted confus.i.OI1 in the mind 

of readers. . The reason was the frequent use of extra conson8nts and 

of accented vowels which Are absent in the Alphabeti~al Chn.rt r.~nd 

the text bo·o~ ·of the period. The missionaries rer.~lized the problems 
: ·.' ... · 

·· too· ~-ilon', and ·the work underwent several revisions since then. In 

the rev{sed :edition· of 1885 the title was modified into Ka Testament 

KA -Bat.hYiilm~i KR Jong U Ji{~'l l.(hristo The most -commendab~e ach.i,evement 

in the; .field· of· tr:=msl8ti.on was the publicat~on of the whole Bible in 

.Kh;:~si i.n 18'91 under the supervj.sion 9f John Roberts. Several other 

trarislAto_rs, foreign :=tnd n:=tti ve~ devoted themselves to tho::? work. 

Those peo.ple who translr.~ted the Bible were, F.ts fuuglas Bush hn.s said 

of the tran.c:.lAto_rs of the Bible .into English( ~raised above 

thems~lve·s by the consciousness of their responsibility for making 

the diVine wcrc:f cle8r And persuasive to the 'very vulgar'"· The 

trA.nslr.~to.rS gFJve names to the people of the Bible, especiAlly of the 

new TestAment, in A W8Y which is different from the names they hear 

in the English Bible. For example, John becomes Ioannis, lVlatthew 

becames JVlAthA.ios, Luke Louk:=ts, and e-/en Jesus becomes Jisu from 1885 

ortwFJrd$~ The lAnguAge used in the Bible befits the solemn occ.:1sion 

i·t was .intended to be used for. On the other hand it is rAther the 

rendering of the Bible in Kh8si words than in Kh:=tsi idiom. The 

.. 3En 

(London: Ox 
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translation has been revised several times in the present century 

replacing words which have grown dim by infrequent usage. Even then, 

there seems to be a need for more revisions which will restore the 

poetic nature of the books of Joh? the PsAlms, the Songs of Solomon 

And the LAmentation of JeremiAh in translation as well. 

The Bible has a wide appeal to the reading public and a 

strong influence upon KhAsi .quthors in the l8st and the present 

·centuries. 4 

Equally useful in the translation of the Pilgrim's Progress. 

The allegory of Bunyan has been a major influence on Khasi l~terature. 

No doubt, All the AUthors who produced books upto the first half of 

the present century had reAd the transl::1tion, and made use of r:~llegory 

AS An effective form of literary expression. The latest edition of 

the Progress was revised largely by John Rooerts. It is a polished 

translation. 

By the last decade of the 19th century, the Catholic Mission 

also published severAl religious And theological works translated 

into Khasi for the benefit of the Catholics. Alc>ng with those, each 

reli~ious denomination in later years translated books which are of 

Use to them in their respective public worship services. Since those 

cannot be regarded as literature in the strict sense, a reference to 

the titles which have appeared during the first 100 years of the 

literary history is o.f no relevance at all. 

The translation of a few fables attributed to Aesop was 

undertaken by John Roberts. This gave a new dimension to the 

4ct. Chapter I in Part III. 
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development of Khasi P roseo Roberts translated 18 pieces and got 

them publishcc. a~_ong with his ~~~ Third Reader ( 1684) • Roberts 

selected animals, birds and other creatures which were known to and 

heard of by the Khasis and appended. to each fable a moral lesson. 

Soso Tham was the first among the Khasis to discover the literary and 

moral value of the fableso In 1920 he published his own translation 

of Aesop's Fable§. after the st\le of his teacher, John Roberts. In 

the hands of Roberts and Tham the author of the Fables lost something 

of his individual character because the translation was so real to 

Khasi life as to make 8 1. .::ss informed reader fancy th8t Aesop was a 

man who had lived in their land in the distant past. Both Roberts and 

Th,a.m were Christian humanists with a missionl' namely, their zeal for 

the enrichment of the Kha.si mlnd through li teratureo As a literature 

of conduct and courtesy, the Fables as translated by Th8m has no 

equ8l in the flow of language aLl the clarity of style. A few modern 

writers hAVe brought out books modelled after the Fables, but the.tr 

impact on the Khasi reading public is yet to be fel to Another transla­

tion by Soso Tham is !h.§ Life _of Our Lord by Charles Dickens. The 

translation was published in 1936. With the publication of this work, 

the natives were made more keenly aware of the need for more reading 

m.gterials for children Bnd they s8w, too, thAt there was scope for 

literature in novelistic form to grow in their own language. 

Next to translation comes adaptation an.d transareation. The 

first finds expression in prose wh1le the second in poetry ,.which I 

shall discuss in Part III). The leader in adaptation was John Roherts. 

He started with his lllAbrahamet and 11Joseph" and published those pieces 

in The Khasi Third Reader. The stories were taken from the Bible. 
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Roberts designed the plot for each of these stories and treated them 
' 

.in a novelistic form, with characters and action proper for a novel~ 

except the length. The two stories can be regarded as the first 

novelettes in the Khasi language. While "Abraham" ends in the 

happiness of the main hero in his submission to Jehovah1 s will~ there­

by becoming the father of the chosen race; Joseph passes through 

crises like the ill-treatment ~y his elder brothers, his being·s~ld 

and carried awaY to EgYPt, anJ through the machinations of Potiphar' s 

wife against him. In all those, Joseph trusts in God. The story ends 

when Joseph is worshipper like a ruler by his own brothers. The th:)..rd 

adaptation by Roberts is Jonathan Swift's The Vision of Mirza. This 

was printed along with other chapters in the Khasi Fourth Reader 

( 1895). Roberts abridged the work, but so deftly that no essential 

The first native to follow the path led by Roberts was J eebon 

Roy. Roy's efforts were to present Hindu legends and myths to the 

Khasis in an engaging m~nner. In 1898-99 he a.dapted the accounts in 

Hit Upodesa. The work· contains stori2s about Hindu kings and general 

legendary events in India before the 8dvent of the Ml.U>.lim rule. Roy's 

K8 Ramayrm and K8 Ki tAb Ch8itanYa were 8dapted from Indian books of 

the same titles. The adapter WAS near to being a translator because 

he retnined the m8in ch~racters A.nd their action as in the origin8l, 

but ·his works are not faithful translation, because he selected the 

events 8S he thought were simil~r to KhBsi ideas only; but the text 

as we have it now shows that he favoured the Brahmo Samaj's 

philosophy. 
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Third in the list of adA.pters is Haricharan ... Roy, son of 

J eebon Roy. Haric haran Roy adapted one story from the Mahagharata, 

and brought it out in 1915 with U Kausik as the title. The author's 

inclination to project traditional virtues like hard work, honesty 

and godliness is evidenced in the parts played by his main character, 

Kausik. Though it ranks as the first fiction by a native, the work 
lacks artistic treatment. Another fictional work 

.b-s Mondon Bareh' s U Alauddin Bad Ka Sharak Jadu ( 1926-27). Bareh 

adapted the story of Alauddin and the magic lamp from the Arabian 

tales. The idea of the author was to entertain the readers with the 

adventures of his charact-.;rs. 

It must be noted that no complete novel had ever been published 

in the Khasi language during the period of study. This does not mean 

that the Khasi reading public were less interested in this genre. The 

reason behind the delay in the appearance of the novel was the 

unfavourable attitude shown towards it by leaders of public opinion. 

Sib Charan Roy, one of the founders of the Seng Khasi School of 

thought, had this to SAY about fiction: 

I would add only a little. To be good :=md 
righteous persons, and to reach the House of 
God in this age, we should not read or allow 
£otheri/ to re:=td all types of lf"Novelff (the 
story about sex) because they do not improve 
upon the tranqUil nature of man. On the other 
hand they tempt La readei7 to bond towards 
evils.5 

Sender s. Majaw finds that Sib Charan Roy erred in making 

sue h a generalization of a novel as to call for F.J ban on the read:ing 

5Ka Niam-Ki-Khasi ( 1915), p .. xv. 



of any. Majaw writes: 

• • • it is not denying the fA.ct that there are 
bad novels Flnd there Are also good ones. Not all are 
bad and not All are goodo In 8 large market of books, 
there are novels which contribute to knowledge, moul' 
the mode of thinking, the way of life in the society 
and things which are. right. f 
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Sib Charan Roy's conception of a novel is simplistic; it is simply 

"the story about sexo 8 Roy was "wrong in equating the novel with 

po.mography which is likely to corrupt the mind of young people. 

Apart from this, it must be said that Roy represented a section of 

old guards of moral virtues; but I.Vlajaw observes correctly when ha adds 

that Roy was af!'aid lest the Khasis .sink down morally into .foreign 

culture through the reading o.f novels. 7 What Roy said might have been 

taken as a non-cnr.istian view of the novel. Christian leaders e.lso 

were· not favourable to the genre. One of them, Seint Singh, an 

influential evangelist of 9J.s time warned tnat the interest shown by 

tn~ natives in fiction may result in the erosion of moral standard and 

f:?p;iri tual l~;fe. Sl:ngh viewed fiction as a story "about love affairs~~ 

Ttns is an ,improved v;iew upon the one neld by Sib Char~an Roy.· Singhr a 

firm view against the nov~l had been recorded in one journal in the 

following words: 

Mr. Seint Si.ngb. Evangelist, has stated that books 
which contA.in@d !i.ct:J.on about love affairs are immoral 
.. that we should nci::t give to young people who are really 
}'Qit,m,g m,_entally1 becaU.se these will doubtlessly spoil . 
them·. We· have seen in· the whole world that persons who 
delight in Novels do _not care .smything about the precious­
ness of their life, ~nd finAlly they ruin themselv~s in 

. in immor::Jl life. 418 

· 6kt·· S"yrwet : J i ngs hai ( 198 2) ~ p. 68 ~ 
. '-7 . . .. . ' 

·.·- Ibid., p. 69. . . 

· Bu Nongialam: Khrlstan, ·October 1934, · p.1·10. 
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It is not clear, however, vvhether the Evangelist referred to 

Khasi fiction or to English fictj_on which he fovnd to he immoral 

because it took love as its themea By 1934 when h;_s view was recorded? 

the copies of Primrose Gatpl1oh: s 2.il-~'!9-o.!l.~Ji§-.b.;Lng_\;ti§.£ .... Poel:. ( ·1933) had 

circulated in the Khasi. and Jaint!.a HilJ_so This book contains four 

novelettes with love and adv0nt1;:ce as its themeo 9 Whatever be the 

case1 it is clear that both Ro1 and Singh who sought to ban and 

censure the novel respecti ve).f were moralists Like Plato whose aim 

was to impose moral discipl:'.ne on the Khasi society .. 

2 

Inspi te of the dissent:tng voices about the novel 9 time had 

come for prose work to fJ..ourj_sho 'T'his included fictiono The years 

'1915-1940 marked indeed the flowering season of Khasi literature in 

all its fohlSo After the pross wox·ks of John Eoberts and the 

trE!nslations referred to above, there was a lull in the history of 

K hasi li teratu.re t.:Lll a Catholic priest, the Reverend Joseph 

Bacchiarello came out in 1930 w:t..th. his Ki Di~at ·u Lo,ngshuwa 
. --· ....... -. --· . . I. 

(Footprints of the Ancients) o Baccbiarello included in this work two 

tales~ one fable and one short story" The tales were a .record of 

what the author .he:=~rd from the orCJl tradrtion and both· the tales 

centre round the Khasi version of the beginmng o.f mank.i.nd in this 

worldo The effort of this missionary seems to be to search for 'B 

synthesis of the creAtion story as recorded in the Bible_ and the one 

according to the Khasj_ oral tradiJcion.. He started with the coming 

91 shall come to these works later in this chapter, 
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of the first seven pairs of people from heaven to live in this 

world~ In due course, these holy, honest and righte.o.u.s.. people who 

represent man were tempted by a devil, Iakjakor by nameo Man was 

overcome by the Tempter and sinn .. d against Godo As a result of the 

.fall from divine grace0 all ills befell him.. The Author ccilntinued 

the tale in cu Syi.a-r Khra.w ,Jutang'~ or •"The Great Reasoning Cock ~e. 

This is a senrc h for atonemerL from sino Because of the sinful 

n.qture of mAn, the story got:>>, the Sun disappeared from the sky by 

day, and the Moon failed tu gt ve her light by night., In st:c h a 

circumstance 9 all creat1:r'es: mans 8nimals and birds met in a greAt 

council to find some or:..e from Amongst themselves to intercec·:; for 

. m,gn before God., In the end, the Cock .qgreed to plead with S··.m. for 

light Fmd to become a sacrificiAl when man offered sacrj_fice to God, 

BAcchi.qrello did not show much .qction in the tales.., It was 2rj_mrose 

Gatphoh in his 111Ka Krem Lamet J.atanglll who g'ave a complete account of 

ito This account reminds the reader of Adam and Eve~ their simple 

life, their faU_ from grace as well as the Christj.an doctrine of 

redemption of man from sin., Tr.e other pieces are simple narratives 

meant to entertain young readerso 

Primrose Gatphoh ( 1900~ 1976) appears -as a prince of Khasi 

story--tellers. The language he used in his eight short stories, 

four novelettes, and 13 tales flows smoothly; and the ·thoughts and 

wo,rds he put into the mouths of his characters are clear. These he 

packed in one· book, _Sawdong Ka L:t,[+gwiar Dpei o In his hand, both the 

plot and characterization got the treatment they deserve., He began 

all his stories where they shoUld begin, moved into the confLi.ct in 

the mind of his characters or into their trying times, and 



endeavoured to unravel the CO!llplication for smocth ending, whatever 

the ending ml !2:ht be.. In stories like r1The Go ld~n Dove", ~Ka Shwari< 7 

lfThe Fox and the Kavirajl:, Gatphoh created villain··heroes and made 

them symbols of evils working agE' .~st truth, honesty and hard-work. 

Though at times he allowed rE.:ader -"3 to remain in suspense as they 

think about the fate of the Ler 'es or heroine~, Gatphoh revealed the 

villain-heroes through an intr •.cate process and made truth and 

righteousness triumph over v.' ce. His heroes we:re endowed wj_th 

wisdom, courage, power and olessed with the ready assistance of the 

gods. His characters me·· ad., talked and acted like living pt::.:csons. 

Like the earlier writer.:; Gatphoh too subscribed to the tas-~~e of the 

age, namely, that li·cera:ture should inst_;:-uct and delight th8 ).'';ad::;l~so 

Laziness, carelessness, pride in prosper:. ty were to him ev:i_ls; and. 

wherever he pers()ni:fied those: the char8cters he thus created eride:d 

in shame. :-'ht•"Br who~ out of jePlousy, push2d the q•~een down th~:: cleft 

d~:~d, -_a;t;;the -(;!nd, ~~nd- -::_thq . de_~?d _ q1.le_enj~p.me,_._qack __ t~o-~ ~i f€! .. • .. I,n the- _, .. 

:ii:GoLden :pova ·7 • the::.th:Lef was _pl.l:t ·:to. shame, ~~d. nov,:Qe.r~: ,h8d Gatphqh . 

~.llowed v:t.c es- to _tri~~P:h over: virt1~cs .. 

. I; • .~ • •• • : - .::·. :. ~-- ."t •. •: .. ·:. • '. ·.: ~ ~- .~ . .::: ·:. ~. • ,h .•.•. :~ :· .• ~- .•• · .. ~ ;· .. 

I'n another collectLY1., ~i _Khanatarig _bad U_ 'Sier...1_a..f2:!:Jlagg_ 

( 19-37) Priiiro_s-e G~tp-hoh inc\_~ded tn:):re ~s:hoi-f s:torie~ an~. a .,f~~- f-ables, 
. . . -· .. . .... 

Oiie. of these '~U LUm ~l tong b8d ki. Shkeri-,khongporig•' takes "love· 8s i·i;s 

. them~ •. -- ~i'ton~: f~- 8 bi8c~- 'wl1ere the action t~~{e·s placE~., . It l.s A 

'sto~y- of' orie JVliriik.'~ ,') poor In8n -~l1d 8-~ ~xper't in flute fipiiig., r·t su 

h8p;-eris th.;:;t-.the ·king· si8y-s· on ·8 ·foreign to~r for thiee.-yearsl'· r.lnd 

his· ·queen, Makaw by name, ialts ]_n love with f'l:a:riJ..k ·a-nci ::~ets !3 'so~n 

from him. t1eariwhil:.~ the ki.ng :re-turns arid. discovers that ad·1ti:'2;Y ha : 
., 

been cornmt'tted agai'nst him, The. ·council whl.ch· the king 3'-t.:rri~ons to . 
. :- ; 

. . ' ' ~ ·-
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decide the issue, after much investigation discovers thAt the poor 

man, Nanik is the f;:~ther of the son.. JVIanik is condemned to die, but 

he Asks for burning himself Alive. The pyre is now reBdy, M:::mik 

pipes his flute And goes round tt.~ burning flame thrice and jumps 

into the pyre.. Mc=lkaw too follows from behimd and jumps into the 

fire~ Both die a tragic death., In this story Getphoh shows thAt 

deAth which cAn sepArAte the persons fAils to do sop because love 

proves stronger thAn it. Getphoh1 s other stories concern themselves 
. 

with people believed to have lived irt the KhAsi ::md JAinti:=t Hills 8nd 

. elsewhere, their ide,gs ;o,:ld deeds which have become part of the 

living KhAsi trAdition, 

Gatphoh gave the supernAtural a. free hand in determining 

the Action and the end of his stories as he was to do in his poems . 

. Those stories offer a key to the understanding of his treatment of 

· nature when we examine his poems l::1ter. ·The dominAnt trait of 

G8tphoh's stories is that of the chivalric, courtly, and the rom::mce 

which tradition- like the Greek and the English medieval literature-

gi ve·s import.gnce to love and .sdventures. 

The s8me tradition is to be observed in his novelettes also. 

Adadak is a romantic hero who passes on from one adventure to 

another and spends his time help5.ng those who need his help with the 

rare strength and courage; but when his adventures come to an end we 

find Adadak a married man who c:=tres much for the welfAre of his 

mother, his wife and of the society 8S A whole. In all his Adven·· 

tures, Ad8d8k is helped by the .Supernatur8l. In 1'Ka LuJ:ch.tmai 14 too 

we find the ::1dventures of IVfAhet :=tnd the Prince who, too, h::1d to 
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overcome several hurdles before they decide to have families. In 

the Khasi society where the Church And Science are yc:t to chAnge the 

belief of a majority of the people in the supernatural powers and 

even in that of witchcraft, Gatphoh's stories and novelettes are 

still useful in quenching people's Bppeti te. His novelettes <?.nd 

short stories have cleared the path for the emergence of 8 full-

length novel on native themes in years to come. 

In 1937 the Reverend Brother (lAter FAther) Hop-~well Elias 

( 1908-1966) published his Ki Kh<?.natang U Barim (Tales of the Ancients). 

In the same year, 8 writer of lesser importance, Nalak Singh Iangblah 

published his fables of 39 p:=~ges on the Fox. Elia.s had a clear idea 

of what he WAs doing. Unlike GAtphoh who wrote to entert:=~in, inform, 

8nd indirectly to instruct the readers through his creation, Elias 

set ::mother go.gl for himself. He wrote in the Preface to the second. 

impression of the Tales thus: 

Indeed, tales 8re always tales, but it is 
mostly in them that the History of any nation 
takes its foundation. Do not famous kingdoms 
of the world -- Greece, . Rome and India -- base 
their origins from tples? 

Though Eli.gs entitled his 248-pAge book as Tales, it contains 

only eleven tales, the rest are fables which'h.gve been told by Rabon 

Singh ~md GAtphoh. Wui te a number of them are the enlargement of 

Aesop's fAbles which were translated by Roberts and Tham earlier. But 

As his preface says, EliAs attempts to tell stories about the evolu­

tion of Shillong, Sutnga and other states And the causes for the· 

downfall of the l"l.gdur stBte. These serve as 8 good source"'!"m8terial 

for literary creA.tion be it prose fiction or poetry, or dram<?.. As A. 

basis for historical investigAtion, the tales are found wanting 
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because they lack dates and other details which could be of help to 

historians. The style is lucid and literary. Though the work might 

have failed to achieve tha a.im tha author had, the readers are com­

pensated by the reflection of the life and characters of great men of 

the past for the benef.i t of the ~:lew authors. 

3 

Poetry which is by far the most important literary achievement 

of the Khasis will be discussed later in the following chapters, Of 

the essays which appeared along with other genres I want to say that 

most of them were meant to serve :=ts specimens for school students. 

Literary essays of certain length and standard were written by 

Ho EliAs And Owen Rowie. Elias discussed the meaning, nature And 

fl:mx::itiron) And the forms of poetry, . He attempted to trace the 

origin of Khasi poetry which led him to th2 conclusion that it came 

from God, the source of BeAuty And Trutho Owen Rowie wrote a fairly 

long literary essay on the meaning of Literature. Both these works 

were published in Ka Syngkhong Jingtip, a journal of·..tite erstwhile 

Khasi Literary and Cultural Organization, in 1937. 

As with the novel, so with the drama, we have heard of 

dramatic performances or ialehke to have been popular in the diffe­

rent localities of Jowai, and the occasional performances by 

Christian teachers and their pupils in the evening of either the 

Christmas Day or the New Year Day, but none of such plays have been 

published in book form, and it is possible that the manuscripts are 

lost. The first to experiment in this genre was John Roberts. It 

was his translation of one of the Acts of Shakespeare's Julius Caeser. 
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The translation.was incorporated in the Khasi Fourth Reader ( 1895). 

The aim of Roberts appeared to be to set an example for the natives 

to produce more plays.· The choice of Shakespeare's and not those of 

any other playwrights was evidence of the esteem in which Roberts 

held that great English dramatist of the Elizab~th8n age. The Khasi 

drama cannot be said to have been created in the nineteenth century 

or with the translation of Roberts. It was only in the second decade 

of the present century that the first play was published. The first 

to come out in print is Ka Savi tri. ( 191.0) by Hari Charan Roy. Roy 

discloses in the preface to the play that he borrows the story from 

the Mah8bharata without ch::mging the spirit of the original. J~e finds 

that the story ••has good aim to give good counsel and to broa(,:len the 

mind of the people, and that they should l-ive circun'lspectly in the 

world holding fast righteousness and truth. 4 Thirteen of the 

characters beAr the stamp of the original, but his literary faculty 

prompts him to creAte characters with KhAsi names, perhaps, to g;i.:v·e 

·the work a native flavour and relevance.. The play was originalLy 

intended for the stAge, And the stBge direction hAs also been 

printed along with the text. It could be successful bec~use the 

author wAs careful in the selection of events which could be presen­

ted on the stAge. The plAY takes devotion to duty, honc?sty And good 

conduct as its theme. The heroine, Savitrt, is a devout Hindu lady 

who loves her husband :=md is devoted to him. It is essentially a 

morality pl::ly. 

S8Vitri was followed by Sromotimai (1912). The alternative 

title this second play be::lrs is ~a Hok (Righteousness). The third 

one is U Tipsngi ( 1924) by Dino Nath Roy. The playwrights were 

brothers, and both were sons of J eebon Boy. In the first one, Dino 
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NAth divides the sequences into scenes only, but in the second play, 

Tipsngi he divides the story into acts and scenes. Both follow a 

simple plot 8nd the simple theme, i.e., to live honestly in this 

world. Dino Nath selects the loc,ql setting and locnl characters for 

Tipsngi, and this can therefore be regArded as the first Khasi dr8)Ila. 

One fact has to be borne in mind. All the three plnys were 

composed for the st8ge of th·(~ Seng KhAsi at Shillong, and the 

creative And im::~ginRti ve p(Jwers of the authors Also were controlled 

by the stage At their dt::-";posal. Being morality plays, these works 

demand a greater attention to the spoken words than to the scenery 

::~nd Action. They m:=~:..·k a considernble Advance in the progress tow8rds 

the modern drama. 

4 

These men who laid down the found8tion of Khasi li.terature 

hnd not tried to live by their pens. The translators of the Bible 

in.to Khasi ..Lncluding John Rober-cs who ndnpted the stories as discussed 

above had their Cnreers in the Church a~g in teaching. They were not 

also Associated with poLL tic,q~ powers~ though they were connected with 

the government officers nt leBst i'n the frAming of school syllAbi. 

H. Eli8.s too hAd 8 life long caree.r in the Church, 8nd all his 

li ter8ry contributions bec;::,me the prope.rty of the Catholic Church in 

_these Hills. Were E1i::::~s an author outside the Church order he could 

have earned his living by his pen. Primrose Gatphoh v1as a school 

teacher. On his retirement from service, he devoted his time ·to the 

production of school books, and in one way, he alone can be said to 
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have earned his livelihood from llll"'i·'t~ng. Hari Charan Roy and Dino 

Nath Roy wrote their plays with a mission: a concern for the 

tracli tional values of the Khasis. 

The distinctive features of the Khasi literature of the first 

one hundred Years are the stress it puts directly and indirectly on 

the good life and on condemnation of laziness, ignorance all other 
. 

social and moral vices. In this sense, the Khasi social life and 

literature can be said to have complemented each other, as Gatphoh 

once wrote "the land has started reading books and we have received 

several requests for sending books to friends living outside the 

Khasi and Jaintia Hills district, • • • This -shows that people love 
,· 

their own land tenderlYo 1110 Through short stO'ries and tales about 

the ancients, the readers started appreciating their own cultural 

heritage. In this respect, we can say that literature has had its 

impact on the mind of the people; and we can also say that the 

authors had seen the effect of literature on Kh8si men and on the 

evolution of a self-aware Kh.asi Society. 

10p refac e to Sawdong Ka. Lyngwi8r Dp ei. 
• • .... .1 .. 1 
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: PGETRY 
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ChAPTER- I 

THE EARLY KHASI POETRY 

Early Khasi poetry was @;stly in the form of sermons and 

moral lessons in verse and tr;:.n~_.]_atio_n of the metrical psalms and 

hymns from the Welsh and .bngllsh languages into Khasi. The hymns 

and semisecular poems were fj rst used in schools and worsqip 

services. Such poems may b2 considered as Christian didactic poetry. 

The first collection of hymns was published in 1845 by 

Thomas Jones, accordin€, to William P ryse; and in 1850 William Lewis 

published the verses he prepared along with those of Thomas Joneso A 

revised and enlarged edition came out in 186op according to the 

information furnished by Wilson Readea 1 The bigger one with 242 

numbers and published in 1876. Writing about books available in the 

Khasi language in 1853~ W.J 0 Allen wrote that •~the other. Cossyah 

books consist of catechism, 32 Christian humns and a translation of 

four Gospels~ ... z Which one was composed first and which next, and 

also who did the work are questions which confuse the critic because 

the editors of the Hymn Boq,k. had not recorded the different editions 

the work had undergone over the years o The critic is left without 

dates and dAta~ The practice of re.,-arranging the hymns according to 

themes as new numbers were incorporated complj_cates the matter 

further. 

1Ka Centenary_Histgry Ka...£alar.t_g P resbyteriaQ, p .. 74. 
Contemporary estimate which puts the date of the first edition 
as 1876 needs rectification. ~ rc:cord maintain2d in WA1es shows 
that in ~55 ::~lso another edtt1.on C8me ou-c. 

Quoted by Kynpham Singh tn A Collection of Wri tbng§., 
p.xviii. 
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It is safe to begin the study of Christian poetry with 

Thomas Jones and William Lewis. Jones was quick to acquire the 

working knowledge of KhAsi language so that within "7 or 8 months he 

knew enough of KhAsi to preach Flffiong the Khasis in their own 

language . . •• People carne from. different pl::~ces to listen to him 

reading K hasi and to observe him writing K hasi. «3 Along with 
l 

William Lewis and Mrs. Lewis Jones translated and transcreated a few 

hymns into Khasi for use in primary schools and in public worship. 

Jones's poem "Ki Lok Jong Nga Ki La Lei t Noh" (lYly Friends Have Gone 

on Before) had been rated by William P ryse as the ftbest specimen, 

4 perhaps, of Khasia poetry. n This poem has been sung at the funeral 

services of the Christians over the years. The occasion for 

translation as it appears to me, was the death of the Reverend 

Daniel Jones and of Capt. Thomas 1:1erbert Lewin in 1846 at Sohra. They 

were the first Christians who died in the Khasi Hills. The poem has 

three movements like an Horatian ode~ In the first stanza the poet 

sings of friends who had just passed away from this world. The 

departed friends had experienced the various difficulties of this 

life, but their faith in God upehld them, and they did no longer fear 

death when it comes. In the second movement, the puet speculates the 

journey of the departed soul to heaven, and he addresses God directly 

to guide the soul to heavenly rest, taking away the sting of death 

from it. He is worrying about the remaining days of his life, and 

prays for divine comfort and support. In the last movement, the 

departed soul bids farewell to all the dear and near ones on earth. 

3 D •. Ropmay, CHBP, p.6. .. 
4"Selection from Transl8tions", An Introduction to the 

Study .. of Khasia Language ( 1855) • 
... '··'~· 



The last verse is trstnslated below : 

Farewell Ye all I used to love 
Whose fellowship I delight; 

The love of heBrt ·cannot surpass, 
The power of the dark grave; 

When death is come we1 ll have. to part~ 
Good for me th8t I have ·.God; 

He's Friend to escort me in. death, 
Him alone on earth to have.5 
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Thomas Jones was a strict observant of Sunday. To him it is ,g 

Sabbath on which Christians should rest from their economic and ·other 

activities and worship God. In one of his letters home t'le expressed 

satisfaction when he found ~tnat one snop in this cotmtry closed every 

Sunday according to the Genimandant of. God. 116 Taking this as a clue 

t:fng untit future research pz:oves otnewise, I venture to attribute 11Ka 

Shgi V 'l\rai" ('l:he Lord's Day), and ~Ka Sngi Snongtnaid" (The Day of 

Rest) to Jones. In the first poem he stresses, as ne did in practice, 

~he sanctification of Sunday, and holds that God also rested on that 

day~ Therefore, all Christians must rest from their work and go to 

Chutch to worship God. Jones is not corredt in imposing his· teaching 

about .the observance of Sunday in so far as he holds that God too 

re~t.ed from his creation on that day; because according to the Book of 

Genes-is; God rested on the Sabbath Day which coincides with Satur<;iay 

in the eastern hemisphere. In "The Day of Rest 41 , the meaning of 

resting on Sunday is further elaborated• He awakens his soul to go to 

Chureh and to meditate upon things in heaven where he sings, there is 

a permBnent SabbBth for a righteous man. B~th these Christian poems 

are sermons. They were sung by early Christians almost every Sunday 

5Ka Kot Jingrvh=.li, No •. 371. The transl::1tion takes into 
consideration the meaning, the syllable and the .foot of the original 
only. 

6G .• A. Jones, Ka HistorY Jong Ka Balang Presbyterian ( 1966), 
p. 17. 
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morning to remi.nq themselves of their religious duty. Two other 

poems which form parts of the Hymn_~OOK an~ which reflect Jones's 

personal experiences at Sohra are "U Mawsiang U Khristan" (The Bock 

of the Christian), and «Ka Nongrim Jong ka Jingim6 (The Foundation 
... 

of Life) • In "The Rock of the C hristian• the effort of the relatives 

of'one Jonk.ha Diengdoh to appease the deities with sacrifices fo·r 

Jonkha's recovery7 is reflected in two lines. The peem was composed 

in English by A.M. Toplady, and the original does not refer to the 

sacri~ice at all. One stanza in the original reads: 

Not the iabour of my hands, 
Can fulfill thy law's demands; 
Could my zeal no respite know. 
Could my tears for ever flow; 
All for sin could not atone, 
Thou must save, and thou alone. 

Jones' version when retranslated into English would read·~ 

And a~l the good works of my hands 
Cann' t fulfill thy law's demands; 
I sacrifice untired though, 
And my tears forever flow; 
All have failed to meet God's decree, 
Thou who saves, now save me free. 

The following Jines a_lso refer to the same occasion 

Don Blei hapdeng ki blei 
Ba k.um U Blei jong ngi? 

Uba sngewbang ban map ei, 8 Ba sngewbrai iam jong ngi 

The language used in these hy:nns is more polished than it is in the 

other old hymns. This could be so because Jones was helped by two 

Khasis, U Duwan Rai and Jungkha (Jonkha). Al.l these hymns which I 

· 7Cf. Chapter I, Part I. 

8Is there R god amongst gods 
Like unto our God? 
Who delights in forgiveness 
And listens to our cries. 



earlier attributed to Jones are also sermons. Jones may have 

translated and transcreated some other hymns, but since there is no 

definitive evidence, I am inclined to conclude that the other poems 

in the first Hymn book belong to William Lewis and his wife or to 

some prominent converts during the period. Lewis was the lone 

missionary and school teacher (for boys) in those early days. He 

had by 1844 acquired the knowledge of Khasi as an additional 

lAnguage. The editors of the new Khasi Hymn Book attribute only one 

hymn to Lewis and that is now numbered 200. In it the missionary 

thanks God for the Gospel o,:f: Christ. The hymn by Lewis contains 

only four lines, but it is an anthem. Reqords show that Lewis 

translated or composed other hymns also. 'Fhe style of Lewis remains 

unchanged, even in the latest ( 1977) edition of the Hymn Book. It 

·.would be worth while examining a :few o:f those old hymns to see the 

process of the· development of Khasi poetry. I propose to examine 

those hymns as reflecting the personal experiences of William Lewis 

in these .hills specially at Sohra. 

Seven o_ther hymns· which belonged· to the early· period bear 

evidence of Lewis' experiences at Sohra and must have been composed 

by no other missionary than himself.. The first of those is 

11Ka Jingjop Ka Gospel u (The Triumph of the Gospel) • The poem speaks 

of the preaching of the Gospel of Christ in Greenland, India, Ceylon 

(now Sri Lanka), Afric8, and the salvation of mankind through faith 

in Jesus Christ. It predicts the future extension of Christian work 
'. 

·on eM.rth. The. name of Lewis was associated with the poem by William 

P ryse in 1855. 

9p ryse, loc. cit. I .H. Simon referred to the Poem 
when he traced the evolution of spelling Khasi words from those 
days till 1977 vide Dr. Homiwell .Lyngdoh ( 1977), p.66. 
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Lewis did not ass.ociate his nR.me with works he translAted or trans-

cren.ted. ~u Blei U Nongiarap 11 (God the Helper) which remains 

unAmended till date belongs to Lewis' time. The diction, style and 

phrAsing of the poem do not belong to lAter periods of writing. I 

reproduce below six lines fr9m the poem as a sAmple 

Me ju pyndap byneng bakhraw 
Sawdong pyrthei Me long bApAw; 
Pyni kB khmAt isnei, Ko Pa, 
Tang katA l8h pynshngain ia ngR. 

Ka khm11t jong Me, hA puli t rieh, 
Bunsien mynshuW8 la iohi•10 

LiterAl transl8tion, as I have tr~ed, fa.ils to reve,ql whAt 

the. original means to a· Khasi. The reasbn was lack of proper under­

stAnding of the language especiAlly when he .qttempted to put riming 

words. 

The Khasi Hymn Book contAins two hymns which Bre AS old 8S 

the date of the first edition itself. Those were Rnd are still sung 

at b8ptism. It w.qs possible thAt Lewis taught his students the words· 
I 

Ahd tune before bA.ptizing the early converts.. Though Jones arrived 

before him, he did not b8ptize .qny one for fear of the mtives' 

unfavourA.ble re.:.action. Even Lewis had to wait for yeF.Irs. The first 

poem in the series is ftThe CommAndment of the Lord''· It W8S set in 

unifrom meAsure of four feet riming ~· It is the prayer of the 

Church for blessing upon the fulfilment of the sacrament and for God's 

help And guidA.nce towArds perfect religious life. In another, 

10Thou uses to fill the great heaven, 
Around the world thou Art famous; 
Just show thy gracious f,qce, Father, 

. ThAt 8lone can sAtisfy effie. 

Thy countenAnce in mAnsion hide, 
Of times before it wAs seen. 
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"The Act of Baptism 11 the thought was .not arranged ~roperly. This 

poem has an external purpose. As the title shows, the writer 

wanted to impress upon the converts that Baptism is important 

becr:mse it is one of the sacraments of the Church. Ai; the back 

of his mind, es~ially when he wrote that "The Lord commandS the 

customs hold, ·Lewis had the words of Christ to his disciples in 

mind. Christ asked his disciples to go .:ii.nto tpe world 11 and teach 

all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the 

Son, and,.of the Holy Ghostlt (St. Matthew 28 : 19). The writer 

interrupted the theme with the use of instant apostrophy, like 

directing of his mind to God in prayer which distracts the 

attention of a reader from the-il)ain theme. Consider the following 

stanza as an instance: 

U Trai u ong, ka rukom bat, 
Ka synjat jong ka jingim; 
To phah na jutang suk, ·Ah Trai, 
Ia ka jingaiei u Mynsiem. · 

There are two speakers in the same stanza. T'H.a ·~poet, the Lord, 

agai.n the poet.. I take the liberty of translating it below: 

The Lo-rd commands, the custom hold, 
'Tis the signet of life; 
And send from they sweet promise, Lord, 
The Holy S'piri t' s gift. 

The phrase 41 The Lord commands" and the last two lines are the 

words of the poet, while "the custom hold, I 'Tis the signet of 

life" are words spoken by· God. The poet directed himself first 

to men and then to God. 

Under the theme "The Lordt s Supper", Lewis composed four 

hymns one of which is -liThe Dearness of Redemption'• wherein he 

reflected on his own conviction that the suffering and death of 
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Christ was an Atonement for sin and that the blood of Christ had 

cleansed all mankind from sin. He addressed Sin directly, thus: 

Oh Sin! besides this what canst thou, 
The Son of God to death thou sent? 
Sec;rr; though it be that thou hath won, 
But in the end, thee, he had bound. 

In this poem the writer used the figure of speech kn;)wn as 

metonymy in which a poet changes the.name of the chAracter for the 

act it performs. Pop or Sin in the whole poem refers to SatAn. 

Because of the old enmity between SAtan and God, Satan dragged man 

to sin which, according to Christian doc.trine, made man a captive. 

Man can be set free from Sin's bondage only through the acceptance 

that the death of Christ w:=>.s a salvation for him. The personificFl-

tion of Sin as a male character points to that end. Otherwise, 

Sin is a female character according to Khasi usage. Again, to 

make the point 8S part of the central theme, namely, the observance 

of the Lord's supper in memory of Christ's passion, the po.et goes 

on imRgining that it was also Satan who vvas first responsible for· 

sending Christ to death. ·The poet also fancied that Satan had 

been conquered already and is now under fetters. 

In the hymn "A Christian amidst Tempest" Lewis adopted a 

conversational method of presentation in which the speaker's soul. 

longs ~o escape from this world, and.prays to God.that he may 

grant it confidence to continue in his service, as well as to 

enable it to leave all sins and troubles. in life. God is made to 

answer in a reassuring voice that he would always be with the 

seeker of truth, and the soul in turn expresses confidence in 

God. The hymn reflects the personal experiences of Lewis clearly. 
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From D. Ropmay' s essay on 41 The Beginning of Christianity"' we learn 

that this missionary worked for 12 YeE\rs without visiting ·W:lles 

and alone and faced "difficulties and trials, dangers and worries 

which deteriorated his health and mental strength." 11 This has 

been corroborAted by G. Angell Jones who wrote that had it not 

been for ''the sympathy from all sides" Mr. and Mrs. Lewis would 

have sunk into "hopelessness and~airs.n 12 

Linking the' hymns with the events enables us to identify 

other numbers composed and used during the period of study. The 

other old hymns I would now attribute to William Lewis are those 

believed to have been sung at the funeral services when Christians 

died at Sohra during the early history of the Christian Church in 

Khasi Hills. 

The Church in Khasi Hills suffered loss in the d8ath of 

Nimor, Stephan, and Ribon in 1852, and a great l~ss in_the death 

of Nabon in 1857. The death of_Nimor and Ribon resulted in the 

open hostility of their parents towards the Christians. The 

relatives of the departed souls demanded their bodies to be 

delivered to them for. cremation according to the local custom of 

disposal of the dead bodies, but the Christians paid no heed to 

the demand and went on with the burial after due ceremony. 13 All 

those were persec.uted for their faith. The hymnsftThe Shortness 

of Life" and "Death is Near" were beyond doubt composed by Lewis 

himself. Nabon was the first lady teacher among the Khasis. She 

11CHBP, p. 24 
12cHBP, p. 22 
13CHBP, p. 112 

', 
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was teaching at Shala when she was married to u Luh in 1856, and death 

cut her life short, one year after the marriage was solemnized. On her 

death, the members of the nine years' old Church were justified in 

singing: 

Ka jingsngewtynnad mynta, 
Lashai ka sngewsin long; 

Bad kaba nga khein shisha, 
.Ka jingiap kan sa rong; 

Ka jingiewbih u syntiew, 
Ia nga bunsien ka phon; 

Shapoh u mih u shiah, 
Khlem shiah ym ju don •. 

or 

The delight of the present, 
Is sorrow tomorrow; 

And all that I count as real, 
Death itself shall carry; 

The fragrance of the flower, 
Betrayed me often times, 

Inside the leaves grows a thorn, 
And thornless ne'' er was it. 

This poem mi[';ht have been composed by Mrs. Lewis as the natural imagery 

in it is similar to the one found in the nursery rimes believed to have 

been used in her class-rooms, and which later on formed part of the Hym:q._ 

~ook(in a section meant for Christian endeavour services). The whole 

poem is subjective in nature and coherent in style. Seeing the 

departure of his friends, a Christian analyses life in this and in the 

o.ther world. Life on this earth is short and those who do evil will 

be punished after death. In the second stanza reproduced above the 

writer likens youth to a flower, but then death comes and plucks it 

away while it is blooming. The poetess speaks of herself as a weak 

pilgrim here on earth and prays for the power to abide in the love of 

God. Finally she sings of the judgment day and holds the belief that 

this world and its elements will be dissolved with fire; only the. 

righteous will escape death. 
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Another hymn which appears to have been sung first at the 

funer ·:l service of Nabon is "Rest in Death". Nabon knew no rest. Her 

soul longed to serve her saviour. She suffered the maximum persecutiJn 

in the hands of her parents and relatives for accepting the new 

religion. IVliss A.W. Thomas who had· gone through old records maintained 

by the Mission wrote that Nabon was one of the students gifted with 

sharp intelligence who Pcould read both Ahasi and English.u When 

Nabon was once locked inside her mother's house s.he overheard people 

speaking outside that "it is better to kill her" so that the question 

of her going back to the missionaries at Nongsawlia should not arise 

any more. Her parents,however, decided to send her away to Sy1het, but 

the intervention of the Political Agent of the East India Company saved 

Le:r. Nabon WA.s tried in the Court, but being minor, the Court asked 

her only one main question whether she would like to stay with her 

parents or with the fellow Chfistian friends, to which Nabon replied 

that she w::>Uld stay with the Christi Bns. 14 She was allowed by the 

Court to live with her missionary And Christian friends. She was latcT 

posted as teacher at Shal8. There also she faced great difficulties 

both as Christian A.nd teacher. People rAiled at ner for her Deligion. 

Nabon could not find rest while she was alive, but she found rest only 

when she died. On the death of such a person, whom Christians remem-

bered for her sufferings, the Church in the Khasi Hills was justified 

in singing "Rest in Death" which is translated below? and which 

reflects the religious perse~ution prevailing in those early days of 

Christianity in these hills, .and·alludes to the sorrow, pain, enmity, 

oppression, which many converts exi:)erienced for their fa.i th. Ttle poem, 

.in tr::mslBtion, reAds: 

:~ . 1 f ~- I 

14cHBP, p. 39 ff. 
. ·: ... 

- ----------------- ----'---------- --- ---



.o! how happy to die in faith, 
In Jesus our Saviour; 

Their fame is like costly perfume 
They die to dLe no more. 

After all sorrows and all pains, 
This world and enmity; 

Away from those now in the grave, 
They rest eternally. 

Words of oppressors cannot prick, 
Make them cry a.s of yore; 

Bitter temptation or sickness, 
Can grieve them now no more. 
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I am inclined to attribute the poem to Laithat who served as 

Interpreter to Colonel Lister when Nabon was tried in the CoUrt. He 

too suffered at the hands of:his relatives for his faith. The nooili ty 

and courage with which Nabon sto:::>d for her faith inspired him to 

become a Christian. Lai that helped Nabon in organizing a school at 

Shala in 1854. 

The persecution theme. returns i~ tater .Christian writers as 

well. John Roberts 15 a~d John Cered.ig E~~=ms tn:ll'lldd- to. the theme with 

the aim of strengthening the native converts in their new faith. In 

~~Ka jingsngewskhem u Khris·t;::m" (The Confidence of a Christian) Roberts 

enumerated the m::my obstacles standing in_ .t.he·· wa.y of· fire, swelling 

flood, and the cross; he also -nF~mes physical afflictions and mental 

agony. A persecuted Christian, is cheerful ~nd decides with his 

friends to continue steadfF.Jstly in their fFti:th because they are 

confident th8t they will be rewArded by God in the world to come. In 

this confidence, the Christ.iAh challenges· per·sonal afflictions to 

c orne and fight agF.Jinst him as they like for he· knows thos·e cannot lay 

hold of his soul : 

15 . 
I shall discuss his poetiC8l works in the next chapter. 



6 tribulAtions, come fre>m all direc.tions, 
I'll stAnd in the midst, without fear and regret; 
Come and touch my soul as freely as you like9 
My Lord has removed All your stings frJm my soul. 

(translated) 
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Roberts returns t·D the theme in two other short poems, "Ka Jingduwai 

. he k:::~ Khuslai" (The Prayer in Affliction), ;:md 11Ka Jingst1ng ka Jing:... 

jynjAr" (The lightness of Tribul~tions). In .. the first one,the poet 

sees that to become a Christian means to face afflictions of various 

kinds at .home and in the society in which one lives. Everywhere a 

. Christian goes he has enemies are>und him. Roberts alludes to the 

condition p_r:evailing at Sohra which deprived a convert of his right 

to enter any high office of the state no matter how deserving he might 

be of such office. In desp~ir, therefore, a Christian sings: 

What do I have in the we>rld 
But an unending trouble; 
Enemies round about me, 
To torture me day and night. 

John Ceredig EvRns also records a fact of history in "Kynmaw 

Trai I a Nga" (Lord, Remember Me) when he depicts the despair of a 

Christian amidst the antagonists of the new faith. I.n Evans' the 

Christian confesses that he is weak and dejected because the nongshun 

barunar eh or "the wicked enemies~t advance towards him every moment. 

Inspite of that, the soul of the persecuted person turns to God for 

protection, and prays that God may not neglect it. The text of what 

hAs been s·ummAri zed reads: 

Alone here I am weak, 
Ashamed and I am frail, 

t/1 y wicked enemies, 
1 Gainst me they rush and rail. 

Against these gu:::~rd me all the way, 
Remember me, dear Lord, I pray. 
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In "The Lightness of Tribulations 11
, John Roberts sees as John 

Bunyan does in his Pilgrim's Progress that the burden a Christian 

bears upon himself cannot trouble him for long, for God will one day 

remove the burden away along with all ·the temporal tribulAtions. 

When life's journey on eArth ends, a rew~rd is awaiting a Christian in 

heaven. The poem contains five stanzas. In the first two,· the poet 

sings of the presence of dAngers in this world, but hopes that they 

will end because they CRnnot touch the soul. So, in the third stanza 

he decides to c.limb the mountain. howsoever difficult the journey be 

till he finds the house of peace and joy where' he will rest etern.!:llly 

and rej:Jice with his Lord and Mnster forever. Below is the translation 

of the poem 

Though our tempor8l sufferings,. 
Must remain here forever; 

In heaven we'll have no sorrow, 
They'll end, -- for joy will be there. 

Though much of heat strikes on us.here, 
Voices of praise will rise there; 

Glory eternAl there we'll get, 
And trouble ends forever. 

We'll climb the mount without·delay 
The house of joy we shAll find; 

There on top of refreshing hill, 
Seeking the country of Hope. 

Weak And frFiil Soul, there, will find rest, 
And frc=e from. tribulations; 

When the burning heat too shRll end, 
It shall find peace in God's House. 

And there, God will glFidly sweeten 
Bitter wRters of J:vlara.h; 

They will be turned into sweet wine, 
For the sons of JehoVAh. 

The poet is influenc.ed by the events in the progress of 

Bunyan's Christian who proceeds in his pilgrimage thr)ugh many difficul­

ties to reRch the house of God. The refreshing hill of Robers is like 
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th~ .refreshing h:L ll where Christian finds the shepherds. The sweet 

waters which the children of Jehovah can drink when their pilgrimage 

ends resemble the water of which Christian and the Faithful drink in 

the field of fruits and lilies! they are the waters of Life. Upto 

Roberts Christian poetry treats this world as a _temporary place for 

man to liffe in, and heaven as the permanent home of the human spirit • 

. Among these Christian writers is Larsingh Khongwir. He 

composes two poems now numbered 202 and 203 in the Kot Jingrwai Khasi 

used for public worship by the Presbyterian Church in Khasi and 

t..Tain~tia .Hills. The title of the first one when translated is, "The 

Preaching about Christ", and the second one, "The Extension of Christ's 

kj_Il.gdom". Khongwir happens to be the first native poet to include the 

word 1°Khasi 10 in a poem meant for public worship. He does this in his 

first poem. In it he prophesies about the preaching of the Gospel of 

Christ in the plains of India and ali_ over the Khasi·L~u:td., He admits 

that Christianity came to the Khasis first from the West (Wales) ; but 

curiously enough he predicts that the Christian gospel will one day be 

p I,eac hed ·in the West, 11 And it will go the West, /Hallel ujah~• Khongwir 

foresees the coming of an age j_n the history of Christianity when 

preachers from the east, including .the Khasis, will· go to the ~est and. 

preach there. He also introduces a new element in Christian ·poetry in . ' 

that he r~1ates what may happen according to the law of probability; as 

Aristotle would like the poet to relate. Larsingh Khon~rir' s name 

appears in only t~e first poem; but from the style of presentation, 

and the similF.Jrity of phrr.~ses between numbers 202 and 2J3, r come to 

the conclusion that both have been composed by him. In the second 

poem, "The Extension of Christ's Kingdom;', he reinforces the points 

mentioned in the first. Thus, the phrase .£.§..\Sin iaseng (worship 

together). in the first one is referred to as [ill ~ kyrhai (they'll 



'I '1 o 

come in large number) in tne poem; and ~ pY~hraw ~ Syiem byneng 

(To glorify the heavenly king) becomes Kin pynkhraw i' u & hun ~ ~ 

(They'll glorify the S.on of God) in the second one.. These are simply 

specimens. The theme is- the same, evangelization, the spread of 

Christianity through different ways. Though there is no conclusive 

evidence, tli~~Rossibili ty of Khongwir having contributed more than two 

songs to the Khasi Hymn Book cannot be ruled a,&t. The problem is that 

the editors of the book have not been able to ascertain the authors of 

several hymns even today. 

It is interesting to note that Khongwir's entry into this 

branch of Khasi poetry has set a new tradition. · Unlike the missionaries 

who tre8t this world as 8 tempor8ry place for man to live and suffer, 

he does not want to escape from it. On the other hand, the second 

s.tanza of the "Extension" speaks cf.'the coming of the kingdom of God 

from heaven down· to earth, and the whole world shall worship God. He 

sings ·of the kingdom of God on earth thus: 

Higher th8n the world's mountains, 
In the glory. 

Is the kingdom of our God 
Forever more; 

And they all shall see his House, 
All the nations; 

Above the mounts it shall rise, 
The raised one. 

So instead of directing the readers to eternal rest and glory 

in he8ven, he speaks of the c·omirig of Christ once again ,into this world 

as prophesied in the New Testament. 
' . 
A man, in Khongwir's poems, need 

not esc8pe from this temporAl world but he should wait patiently for 

God to come down And establish his kingdom here on earth. 

I have eArlier in this Ch8pter attributed just one f.)oem to Ivirs. 

Lev.Jis. A close study of events in the history of the Presbyterian 



Church in Khasi Hills shows that she maY have been the authoress of 

some more poems. Some of those categorized as children songs and later 

appended to the Khasi Hymn Book fit well with the profession of Mrs. 

Lewis, namely, teaching. At least five of those speak mainly of the 

care of God for little children. These are semi~secular poems. They 

appear to have been used every day in her school. The first one, 

••J esus Likes little Chi ldrenn. speaks of the tender care of Jesus for 

all children. In the second stanza of the same poem, the poetess sings 

as a child who knows that Jesus died for her. In the fourth stanza, 

the child is confident that Jesus listens to all prayers, especially 

those offered by little children. In 11 Shine like the Stars", Mrs. 

Lewis compares school children to shining stars w£1ich give light at 

night wherever they are. It is a group song, and all the children in 

a school participate, and are made to determine through this song that 

they too shall shine always and shall not turn to evil because they are 

;'pearls" ·unto God iri this world. "God Loves Me._ is perhaps the best 

poem of this category. It is argumentative in style. In the first 

sentence,,God is Love itself; but since he loves little birds so that 

nonedies without his knowledge, t~e conclusion is that God must love 

little children too. In the third and the fourth stanzas, the poetess 
' 

turns to natural objects like the lily and the red 'ose which are loved 

by God, and since he loves even those flowers, the children are sure 

that he loves them all the more. The poem "Children of J er,l,lsalem'' is 

a transl::~tion from English. It has a moral lesson and catechism. The 

l."'Jst poem which I attribute to Mrs. Lewis is "The Loving C-3re of God." 

It resembles ttGod Loves Me" in style :=md in the employment of natural· 

objects to illustrate the points made. In this, .-play" and "work" are 

also included. It is in brief the prayer offered by the child to 

Jesus. The child praises Jesus for sending forth light to. drive away 
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the dArkness of the night; and thanks God for the sun which gives 

light to the world and plAnts and flowers. The poem refers to singing 

birds, and finally we hear the prayer Asking God to send his Holy 

Spirit to the child to make her meek, and bless her so that she may 

grow up under the loving care of God whether she be at work or play. 

I have stated above that the five poem are semi-secular; but 

there is yet another aspect to those poems. As Larsingh Khongwir' s _ 

poetry is different from those of Jones and Lewis, Mrs. Lewis' poetry 

tDo is different from both the traditions. T!tlt .:difference lies in the 

fact that she introduces a non-theological and non-evangeLic;:ll ide8.l 

of good life. All the five poems are short and easy to commit to 

memory especially so when the re8der knows the tune. Their movement is 

rapid like the ballad, and befits the temperament of little-children. 

Another point of departure from the earlier Christian poetry is the 

use of natursl imagery : the star~, the flowers and birds represent 

school children trained in discipline and cleanliness. The authoress 

WAnts her children to be like flowers which emit pungent And fragrant 

smell in the land in ~hich they liVe •. The stress is, similar to that 

of John Roberts, on the value of patriotism. Mrs. Lewis 1 metaphor of 

light :::md stars stands for Christian gospel and educAtion; but she does 

not believe thAt the land will-be better unless people leArn to work 

for their livelihood and have regular exercises for their health; hence 

the 8Ccent on 11 work" And "play 11
• This has been b.o.Jme out by the ACcount 

o:f Miss Annie w. Thomas who records thAt while in this l:=md IYlrs. Lewis 

taught grown up pupils tailoring, sewing and Knitting in Addition to 

d . d 't' 16 rea 1ng an wr1 1ng. It appeArs, therefore, that Mrs. Lewis makes 

use of poetry AS A medium to project heF: ideAl of the good life through 

labour. 

16 CHBP, p. 32· 
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On t~e whole, all the Chr~stiRn poems discussed above have one 

thing in common: they interpret life AS it is lived in a certain 

period of time. Jones, Lewis and Roberts Adopt for themselves the 

method of applying historical events to the life of a Christian. 

Their Aim is to teach a reader his duty as a citizen of his country, 

that is, to live honestly, to inspire A Christian to greater forti~. tude 

for he will get his reward in the life beyond the grave. The missiona­

ries obsession with the idea of a permanent home beyond the blue is 

not, after all, alien to the Khasi traditional faith which also 

believes th::~t the soul of the righteous reaches the Gt=~te of God,· 

whereas the soul of the evil-doers the gate of Hell or nurok ka ks~w. 17 

In brief, Larsingh Khongwir wants, as we haVe seen, to make this world 

a place fit for God to live among men, and he awaits for the second 

coming of Christ. He has a scriptur::~l b;::~cking for his view becAuse 

St. Matthew recorded the prophecy of ~"lchrist about the sec Jnd coming 

thus: 

And then shall Appear the sign in 
heaven : and then shall all the tribes of 
the earth mourn, and they sh;::~ll see the 
son of man coming in the clouds of· heaven 
with power And gret=~r glory. 18 

Khongwir gets the idea of this earth as a place where peace 

shall ultimately dwell from the l::~st two chapters of the Book of 

Revelation wherein St. John wrote that God .shall come and. dwell among 

men and he shall b.::: their God, And they his children. 

Some of these characteristics of Christian poetry h::we been 

assimilated _by later poets like Soso Th::tm and ViQtor G. Bareh who 

believe that the final home of man is heaven whence he came. The use of 

nature imagery also continues in later poe~ry. I shall discuss this 

when I examine individual poets •. 

17sio. Cha'ran Roy,. Ka Niam ki Khasi, p. 
18st. Matthew, ch. 24:30. · . 
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CHAI?TER - II 

THE POETRY OF JOHN ROB£RTS 

1 

John Roberts is regr~rded by severFll KhAsi schol?.rs r~s one of 

the fJunders of Kh8si li terF~ture. Professor R.S. Lyngdoh on the other 

h?.nd r?.nks him 8S "The fF~ther of Kh8si li tcrature. 111 Roberts has been 

assigned such an important place in the history of Khasi literature, 

because he experimented with diverse literary forms -Translation, 

J?oetry, Fiction, Drama and .SssRy, thereby laying a sound foundation 

for Khasi literature to grow. Before we examine his poetical works, 

it would be a,J;>ropriate to know something about him. 

John Roberts was born at Corris, J.VIeirionethshire, North wales on 

the 16th FebruP.ry 1842. Because his father passed away while John was 

young, he h8d to work is A marble mine to support his mother and 

himself, and at the same time he studied privately at hollUi. His hard 

work .gnd intelligence was noticed by the Church leaders, and in 1866 he 

W8S sent to Bal8 to study theology. He completed the course in 1870 

successfully. In 1871 Roberts was deputed to study a condensed course 

of one year in the Liverpool University. 2 Roberts reached Sohra in 

September 1871, and after he gained some KnoJ.edge of Khasi lapguage, 

he was posted at Shala in the foothill of the district. In 1876 he 

took over as the headmaster of the English Normal School at Sohra 

where he taught theology, English and Khasi literature. Roberts took 

1soso T~Birth Centenary Celebrations Souvenir. 19731 o.4g 

2we have no information about the content of that course, but 
it is possible to consider it as a Master degree, because in 1896 he 
went to study at the Ripon University, Wisconsin, U.S.A. and was 
awarded the degree of the Doctor of Divinity. 
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a keen interest in Khasi language, and his mastery over it was praised 

by poet Soso TIJ.am who wrote : "Besides teaching Theology, Dr. John 

Roberts t8ught English Literature and Khasi language. He rebuked us 

always for not knowing our own langu.age.·if 3 Tham was Roberts' student 

in the NormAl School during 1892-93. Besides teaching and preaching, 

Roberts revised the translation of books on Catechism by Jones, Lewis 

and Mrs. Lewis, and translated three books fran the Cld Testament 

namely, Numbers, Samuel and .bzekiel, according to .l?.C. Ahongwir. 4 

/ 

Roberts did not limit his works to teaching and preaching alone. 

When Hugh Roberts left for Wales he revised the Primer of Thomas J0nes 

and gave it a new title, Ka Khasi First Reader. The primer was revised 

by Hugh Roberts in 1875 and added a second part to it. The titl~ given 

to the work was A New Khasi Primer (2 parts). The second part was meant 

for Class II in the mission schools. John Roberts took the second part 

8S the basis ;::md brought out a new text, Khasi Second Reader. JVlany 

Writers, including Professor Lyngdoh believe thAt it was published in 

1891. Writes Lyngdoh: "'In this same year (1891) he brought out four 

readers for school children and,these are Ka Khasi First Reader, Ka 

Khasi Third Reader, 8nd Ka Khasi Fourth Reader. "5 The date has gained 

currency and other writers too have taken Lyngdoh as an authority and 

FlC'~epted it without questioning. It is, however, logical that the 

Second Reader should cane out before the Third ;:.nd the Fourth; and if 

this logic holds good, the second one must have cane out before 1884 

because this was the year when the Khasi Third Reader came out and hot 

in 1891. Roberts, in the me:=m time, continued working on the F cnJrth 

~a Pateng Khristan, Feb. 1929, p.23, cf. lVl.G. Lyngdoh, in 
K..? Thiar Ki N ongthoh ( 1980), p.85. 

4I.Q,i£., JV1Rrch 1962. Khongwir has not quoted any source to 
support his report. 

5Ka History Ka Thoh Ka Tar (3rd imp, 1982), p.49 
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Reader and revising the second the along with the revision of the 

Pilgrim's fl rQg_~es>..§. tr.".mslR ted by Mrs. Lewis. The copy maintained by 

the British Museum, London, be8rs 18SJ5 as the date of publicr=ttion 8nd 

not 1891. The revised or new second Reader was published After 

Floberts' deFJth in 1910 by E.rl. Willir=tms. Viewed fran this distant 

dAte, the con tents of the last two ReFJ ders se2m so high in li tc;rr=try 

merit for clFJsses III r=tnd IV, but they were texts for those. classes 

till by a notification of 1952 issued by the Government of Assam, the 

books were replaced by new ones. 

John Roberts died on the 23rd July 1908 in the midst of a 

choL:TA which brc:ke out in 1907 while actively helping to save life in 

and around the Sohra areA. 6 

2 

It wculd be better to study John Roberts' poetry in three 

divisions: poetry with a purpose, poetry which is free fran purt:1ose 

And translation. 

~2~~~~=~~~~=g=g~~g£g~ : John Roberts tr.:=mslated and c anposed 

seventy seven hymns meant exclusively for public worship. At this 

stage of study, I propose . to exclude those, FJnd c cnsider only sue h 

poems AS Flpper=tr to me to be seculAr, but hFJve an external purt-Jose. 

The first one is "Mynstep KFJ Sngi Ka Saw~ (In t11orn the Sun is Red). 

This poem has be~n divided into thre~ stAnzas, each contr=tining a 

statement of fr=tct as the poet sees it, and FJn indication of his 

ultimate aim. The f.gct he states in the first st~nza is that the 

Sun rises every dF~Y in the morning and sets at night; the aim is to 

6r have referred to his Cther Works in Ch. I of this part. 
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tell 8 reader th.:~t this phen~enon is seen only in tnis world becr~us e 

in heaven, the sun never sets: ''There is a land far far away, I The 

sun in it fore' er does stay 1
'. The fact iri the sec and stanza is that 

Spring brings forth beautiful flowers and makes the world appear 

freshly formed while Autumn makes both leaves and flowers fall on the 

ground as this is a na.tural .law on·. earth, but the hidden aim of the 

poet is to profess that nThere is a land we've never seen/ Where 

trees and leaves are ever-green." Similarly, in the third stanza 

Roberts states the fact that Bir_ds sing sweetly in sunshine and cease 

their melodious songs when rain canes. Tfi~"=birds .here i]refigure the 

ang~ls in heaven, and in the last couplet he sings that "The angels in 

heav'n never stop I Their songs. on harps to Gcxf above." Fran this 

analysis we seE? that the aim of ·the poem is to direct the minds of 

the reader fran what he sees and knows to t±lleunseen and the unknown, 

heRven, a place where death and decay are unknown. In projecting his 

ultimate aim, Roberts allows Christian tenets and the Biblical account 

of the heavenly abode of the soul to influence him. It was St. John 

' who described heaven or the new Jerusalem BS a }lace where people shoull 

long to reach. St. John wrote: "And the gates of it shBll not be snut 

by day for there shall be no night there •.• and they need no C8ndle 

neither light of the sun; for the Lord God giveth them light.'•7 

Gver and above St. John's image of heaven, Rob<::!rts derived a 

r anantic idea of heaven fran E. Page's ~Be8ulah Land, a especi.ally 

fran the following eight lines: 

7The Book of RevelAtion, chs. 21 & 22. In Chapter 19 of 
the.same book, the angels Bre sBid to sing and praise God continually. 



A sweet perfume upon the breeze 
Is borne frcm ever-vernal trees; 
~~d flow'rs that 9 never fading 7 grow 
where streams of life forever flow. 

The Zephyrs sGem to float to me 7 

Sweet sounds of heaven's melody, 
As angels with the white-robed throng, 
Join in the sweet redemption song. 
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In i•Ka Babeh i8 ki Nongshun" (Driving of the ,ti;nemies) Roberts' 

purpose is to inspire young people to fight again2.t laziness 7 not 

temper :=md lie which he p.:=rs onifi es as great enemies of man, and to be 

master~ of their own des+iny. He introduces the poem with a brief 

note: 11 In this poem Laziness, hot Temper and Lie are lirrened unto evil 

men and we do not all ow them to befriend us. "8 . When a m8n has overc ane 

these enemies which pull him down everywhere, he will have attained a 

hAppy life. The poet assumes R persona to speak for him in the last 

sb=mza where \::-.e calls upon all iri the Khasiland to rise up and drive 

the enemies away so that the land will be happy and pros~erous. At 

the same tim2, ''-'e see in this poem the reminisence of the ".:mgry 

forties" in Wales when many youths including the poet himself were 

forced by nBturRl calamity to work for their livelihood, 8nd when only 

hardworking and diligent ones could shine in studies which they did in 

their spAre time. 9 In addition to this background? Roberts echoes St. 

Paul who c cndemned la z{ness and hot temper in his letters to the 

C ll . d th c . th' 10 o os~ans an e or~n lans. 

In "The Dawn" (La dang saw ka Tynga~, Roberts 7 as Ali was to 

do later in his 11f'ilorning;1, exhorts the children to -.:rise early in the 

morning, W8sh themselves, light the fire, clean the rooms and assist 

8Kh8si Third Render, p. 21. 

9G.A. Jones 7 KHBP, p. 85 
10c oll.osi;=ms c.h. 3, and Corinthians, ch.11 



their lessons diligently for God blesses tnose who study. The element 

of disciplined lAbour ip this poem recAlls the ACcent in the '"Driving 

of Enemies", but the purpose hf.=re is to induce the young people to 

·study. 

The last set of poems which hAV2 a pur~ose are those he 

' 
interpolAtes in his translAtion of BunyAn's Pilgrim's Progress. Roberts 

interpolates as many as twenty poems in the te.~t. The Bng lis h version 

of the Progress contains only a few rimed lines inside. · Cn the other 

hand, he has not translated the prologue and e,r)il ogue of Bunyan. Bunyan 

himself' had a purpose when he wrote the Progress -- to explain Christian 
/ 

life, through allegories. In the first poem, Christian in Roberts' 

translation sings with A sincere desire that scmeone is needed to open 

to him the gate to._Mount Sion, and plans to sing songs of Praise and 

anthei:n on reAching there. The gate is narrow and the path is full of 

danger. WhAt he wants to tell is thAt the path to holy life is nbt An 

easy one, and thAt R Christian ought to follow his p8th without turning 

bAck. In the second poem Roberts mAkes Christian thank the Interpreter 

for explAining to him mor·e about the course of the· journey to heaven, 

and sAys thAt what he has been shown helps him in his determination to 

press on in his journey. When ChristiAn reaches the mount of difficulty, 

Roberts makes him sing 8gain recounting briefly what he h:::ts met in the 

journey he h:::ts c anpleted, :::tnd then starts him on an upward course with 

a firm resolve to climb up the mount. He would crawl on knees because 

he knows th8t he h8s chosen the right pAth no m?tter how risky And 

dAngerous it is. He knows, too, that the easy xJath leads to everlasting 

damn8ti on. After eAch important event in the progres.s, the Christian 

is m:=tde to sing. The poems are well wrought pieces of liter:=tture,and 

when t:=tken out of the Progress would. 8ppe8r to a reader as if they are 

connected with other themes bec;::.use their messAges could be 8ppli ed to 

Any occAsion in the life of a Christian or of any man who strives for 

perfection. 
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John Roberts summ8rizes the epilogue of Bunyan 8t the end of 

the first p:=c·~ ::: -:he .i?ilgrim 1s Progress into two st.::mzas of 14 lines 

e8C h. If thP prim8ry c hA.rFIC teris tids of a sonnet -- any sonnet, 

ItAlL=m or .Snglish -- na·mely, the rime scheme, the theme, and structure 

8lone 8re t8ken into consideration, these poems would pAss for sonnets. 

But the subject m8tter is not love; the art is n.qrrative, and nowhere 

h.gs the transl8tor - poet expressed his personal feeling A.bout the 

Pilgrim. But the transcreated epilogue has a purpose, wnich is to 

enc our8ge th·e re:=:tders to br··ave any difficulty in this world, and to 

ensure them of a reward hereafter. 

Towards the end of the nineteenth 

century, the time when Roberts was :=:tc ti ve on the literary scene,. the 

number of people wh6 could reAd 8nd write had increased. This W8S due 

to the fp.ct that more middle English schools and one high school hFid 

been est8blished in the distric·t. Didactic literature, or literature 

with a palpablP design upon the reader was n~ longer appreciated. 

Roberts resorted to translating of a few English poems, besides 

cant)osing his own (I shall refer to his translation later in this 

chapter). 

The first in this series is "Ri Khasi 11 (K,hasiland). It may be 

called a transitory poem between didactic poetry and the other. Roberts 

still retP.ins a veiled purpose in this poem which is to awaken in the 

natives a keen patriotiei~m.Till the middle of this century, th~ poem 

was used by the Khasis as their national anthem. It is set to the 

tune of the Welsh national anthem, «The Land of JVly Fathers. 11
• In this 

poem Roberts identifies himself with the land, 8nd treasures happy 

rt.emories of ancient Khasis whom he can no longer see. He ev~n attempts 

bit of the political history of the Khasis and talks ab·rut their 
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traditional life-style. The poem includes such details as battles 

fought with bows, arrows, spears _and swords. He learns this fran the 

people themselves .qnd fran the 8Ccounts left by foreign r:~uthors, 

inc ludihg Mills who claimed thAt unum;::rous civil wars, which continually 

distracted the country, hAve been put down" by the English. 11 

In renewing the myth of how the fir9t Khasis fell frari divine 

grace through SatAn's temptation. Roberts is under the influence of 

the Bi blicRl ace ount of the f8ll of Adam And Eve in the gArden of Eden. 

Sr:~t8n, who tempted Eve i:: at once U Ksuid cmd U Soitan in the poem. 

The same devil beguiled the first parents of the KhAsis, and brought 

darkness into the Khasi World. Again, d8r<{ness is treated as a symbol 

.of Sin, AS we find it referred to in the New Testament. Christ spcke 

of Satan as the prince of darkness. St. Paul. and others referred to 

dArkness to me.qn living in sinful life and ignorance. Tnis use of 

darkness as A .:symbol of sin and ignor.qnce h8s been copied out by later 

KhAsi poets also. In stanz8 5 Roberts sings: 

Kh8sil.:md, KhRsiland, the light hAs cane, 
God remembered us, 8nd leaves us never; 
And peAce reigns supreme 9 knowledge h8s cane, 
And now the whole lAnd shall prosper. 

(.trans.) 

The implication of the lines is thi=1t God the giver of all good 

gifts had sent te8chers to Kh8si Hills to te8ch the pec.ple, Rnd now thAt 

m::lny of them hAd 8Ccepted the light of the gospel, 8nd given up their 

.P8gan wRys, peAce had been established Hnd the whole l.qnd shall _prosper 

with the use of modern knowledge. 

11 A.J.M. rvfil.ls,·Report on the KhRsi and Jainti8 Hills 18.23, p.3 
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~loreove)_~ 9 the English were not the only people who came to the 

J.And., _L\long v1ith. th;:?ffi .Qlilll-1: o.r ·:~he IndiAns Also hAd come up to the 

hi.lls 9 And helped to enligbten the nAtives in VArious wAys.· de Alludes 

Th.e English have ::1rrived,. the Indi.gns too; 
Kh::1sil.And is hP.ppy 9 j_t 'tll shine brightly; 
Ignorance sh8ll flee 9 d;~rkness is no more 9 

The flowers of knowled.'se shAj_l bloom. 

Robe:rt.s sees thAt thr;; other Indicms who had cane to stAY shall 

:::::1- ·1ys be there wJ.th the J(r<~sis, ,gnd in this stanza he tries to 

in~ulcAte P. sense of b:cu: ~)e.rhood ,gmong 8ll peoples in the Kh,gsi Hills. 

·This mAy be reAd toget:::t:~r with his A})peAls to pArents to send children 

to schools with bod{S 8nd writing 8iJpAratus so th8t they could be 

Pseful in the so::ei ty when they grew ~through pre,;8ration for the future 

.::"esp onsi bi li ty. 

P.e writes : 

In former· times when you lived alone before the 
8dvent of the Britts h or the caning up of the Indi;:ms, 
whet~i.·c:.. i'-'~~ le:;;_"n~:. cr y . .:·L: did not it did not mBtter much 
bec.P.u.se yo12 u_ ved among y O'-~r .fell ow ignorant persons. 
But n1. :J :L t j_s no longer s u; m.'lny non-KhAsis have c orne up 
to ·youl~ Lsnd 9 whethe:c you like it or not he is here And 
:::; h.s U.. s·t;;-.,y bere o You too hAve stArted going down to the 
plai.~ to serve, to do trAding, and to study. And when · 
you f;:;ce the world in this vvP..y, you must train yourselves 
in thAt :::> cc L=:1 interc ou.rses, you v1i ll gird your loins well, 
becAuse -':he c cmpeti. ti on j_s not e.qsy. You CAn see this in 
L:-:1b~-::.1 in most of these offices. How does the non-Khasi 
pusl-: th.e KhP.si out? NovJ tr.e t\.hnsi must equip himself till 
he J:·e.?ches the 90sition when none c2.n or d8re push him out. 12 

He sees thAt the Y.h8sis will be the wiser b.p...-· mixing with 

otb2r Jeople And living with them hAppily. The poem h8s. been viewed 

by mAny 8S A rAdicAl n·!::;tempt to justi::oy the caning of Christianity 

::1n.d the non-tri.b8ls to these hills. The critics think so because 

---··~---·-----~ ·---~·--·---



they identify the word phareng with the Christian missionaries and the 

dkhar with fortune-seekers. They fail to respond to the poet's view of 

8 dynamic Kh8si sc·.:...iety Flnd his concern about its future. 

"Khasiland14 is a patriotic poem. It has a refrain which all 

can sing, and in it he created an awareness among the natives that they 

ought to love their own l.cmd; ;,md if they love it SOp they should not 

fight civil- wars 8mong themselves but work hard in all· sphm=s of life 

so that they can continue to be mBsters over their own affBirs. S G in 

the poem he chooses the plural 1 we' to include himself as one of the 

natives, ,gnd the refrain speaks with determination: uwe' ll rise higher, 

we'll mArch forward I The Spring of knowledge we shall drink." 

Roberts coulq be sentimental at times. In a three-stanza poem 

on Joseph he goes beyond the betrayRl of ~ osec1h by his brothers -- which 

is the clim8x of their envy of hio, and expresses sympathy with Joseph. 

He uses pathos throughout, 8nd fin<"~lly _prays to God to protect his 

c h.qracter, Joseph, fran further danger. 

In the Khasi Fourth Reader John Roberts inserted s une transla­

tions from English into Khasi. The .. latest edition ( 1949) published by 

Edwin Adam shows same adaptations and severAl new poems. In the 
\ 

absence of a prefatorial note to indicate names of the composers, or 

the claim for authorship by the nativesp it would perhaps be safe to 

to attribute those to Roberts himself. How Adam c,gme by those poemsp 

I h8Ve no clue ,gt all. HAd there been a claim by the Khasis thRt they 

submitted these·to Adam, the question would not arise now. The 

possibility th8t Roberts left those in the files in his office At 

Sohr8 C8nnot be ruled out. The first of the origin::ll poems is 'Iing 

La Jong~ (My Own HomeJ. Here too Roberts sings of Khasiland 8S his 

own home. He dr8ws 8 contrast between life in Khasi l:=md (his Home) 

- ·--- -----·---------------



and abroad and cherishes the former because in it he feels he gets all 

the blessings .:=md love he needs. ''Ri La J ongil (My Own Land) is an 

elaboration of ;'Khasiland" (discussed above). Here the poet sings of 

the natural beauty of the hills and refers to it as a place full of 

fruits and sugar-cane, fresh air, and clear water which distinguish it 

above other l.:=~nds. The imagery is vita_l. tiis co:r1mand of the Khasi 

language which makes him think in Khasi when he writes Khasi makesit 

difficult to capture the be8uty of the original in translation. Let 

us consid~r the second stanza for instance: 

Ka lum jong ka dap tang ka 'erpyngngad, 
Ri la ka jong, rj baieit •. 

Ki urn basng·ur khmi h ki tuid bad Ki wah,-
Ri la ka jong, ri baiei t, 

Napoh ka them ka mih tang marwei hi, 
Ka ieng ha suin ban khublei ia ka sngi, 
Ka ring jingieit wat ia nongwei shisngi, 

Ri la jong, ri baiei t. 

or 

Her hills and mounts are full of balmy breeze, 
L8nd of my own, lovely land; 

Crystal waters, look they flow in rivers, 
Land of my own, lovely land 

Out of the valley she ri9es up alone, 
She stands above to greet the rising sun, 

She wins the love e'en of a foreigner, 
Land of my own, lovely land. 

Though the theme of these poems is patriotism,. they thrive on 

a full use of nature imagery and the. unbridled imaginative expressions 

of the poet. 

The ~:Aut)irnn•• depicts nature as seen in the S ohra 13 area during 

Autumn is a season of joy because the l8nd is full of fresh woods, 

13This is borne out by the fact that in the mainland of the 
distr.ict trees do not wear fresh leaves in Autumn because of cold, but 
in the southern belt, they still look fresh till winter comes, cf.p.4. 
above. 
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birds which sing melodiously, and bees humming in the wood. The 

season has been sung about later in more detail by Soso Tham, L.Lewis 

-and others. In 11 The Dews" the poet describes how dews fall on the 

leaves of the tree, and on flowers early in the morning. It is the 

wind, he imagines, which brings the dews at night when the whole 

plant kingdom is fast asleep. He admires the sparkling colour of the 

dews and compares them to pearls. Nature, he sings, is full of wealth: 

Nature and its own wealth, 
· A man to please well, 
Multicoloured~ form 

·To mesmerise some. 

The poem had a lasting effect on Soso Tham who later composed 

"Ki Mawlynnai 11 and compared the life of man to the dews he s:::Jw in the 

grass. Roberts treats of nature locally and universally. It is treated 

locally in "Autumn 11 where he confines himself to the natural objects in 

the Sohra area; and universally in i'The Dews" in which he projects his 

philosophy of life in an imaginative manner to say that life on earth is 

not everlasting for just like dews which appear in the morning and 

disappear in the heat of the sun, man's soul too shall leave the body 

and return to God whence it came. 

Translation: nesides writing Christian poetry, John Roberts =========== 
tr:=mslated a few standard poems frc:m English into t\.hasi of which mention 

may be made of 11 The. Psalm of Life" by H. W. Longfellow, and ~he Burial 

of fvloses" by tvirs. c.F. Alexander. In each of these Roberts' skill .as 

a poet is evident. A study of the above two poems along with the 

translation shows that the poet is very careful in the choice of words 

and phrases which convey a clear meaning to the readers and listeners. 

He keeps the themes and the sequence of events as in the original, and 

whenever a word for word rendering proves futile, Roberts takes 
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recourse to modification of the word order to convey the original idea. 

His translation of lVirs. Felicia Hemans' "Casabianca11 is the best 

example of the meeting of the translator and the poet in the same man. 

The original poem contains ten stanzas 9 but the translation 

has eleven in all. Though he manages to focus A:l the events in the 

story9 the trAnslator modifies the original slightly to convey the 

meaning better than does the original and to meet the demand of rime, 

foot9 and metre in poetry. we can a)preciate this point better by 

comparing the opening stanza of the original with that in translation. 

The boy stood on the burning deck·, 
Whence all but him had fled; 

The flame that lit the battle's reck, 
Shone round him o'er the dead. 

Translated into English, Roberts' first stanza reads! 

The ship is burning and the .troop 
Had fled, but he remains, 

The flame rolls.up towards the roof9 
The hope for escape feigns. 

Roberts chooses the 11 present 11 at the time of the action and 

carries it through to the end. The limitation poetic translation 

imposes on a translator is also evident in this poem. Roberts cannot 

accoiillT\odate the word "below'' in the third stanza to tell the reader 

that the father and the son are separated by space and are not in the 

same floor of the ship; but he allows the reader to know of the distance 

in the subsequent str:mzas when Casabi.~nca "shouts and cries loudlyn. 

Roberts expands the third and the fourth stanzas ipto three stanzas and 

brings in the soldiers and the friends of the father as participants 

in the battle. The b8ttle of which Mrs. Hemans sings was the one fought 

in the Nile in Egypt, Roberts uses the word duriaw twice? and this 

meAns '"ocean". He is clear however of his purpose, for the first 
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duriaw refers to the sea of death j_nto which Casablanca's father is 

swimming and therefore cannot hear his son's cry. This idea is 

absent in the original. It is his occasional interruption in this 

manner which m:=~kes his translation surpass the original. Moreover, 

Roberts' translation gains in effectiveness he narrates as an eye-

witness and a participants in the story of the fateful events which 

Hem::1ns has not done. Roberts' involvement in the story prcduces 

pathos. I shall translate back into Snglish those stanzas which 

speak of the translator's involvement. 

The flame breathes on his hands and face, 
An~ all. 0 God help him~ 

Art thou hungry, o icy death? 
Thou wait' st to finish him? 

As we go on to the climax of the events we feel as if we see 

the translator pointing his hand at Casabianca, and urging the boy 

to leave the ship asking uo boy doest thou not fear?". Further, 

when the boy refuses to flee, we feel that the translator leaves him 

alone. When -:~1e fire ceases, the transl8tor revisits the ship in 

search of thP. boy: 

Ha sngnp la mi h k8 jingbthei, 
Bariew kum u pyrthnt 

U khynnah, Wa! ngam shem u shaei? 
La lehnohei ban wa.d. .t 

or 

Oh hark~ explosion with its sound 
Like thunderbolt it bursts; 

The boy but Oh~ I find him not, 
1 Tis meaningless to search. 

In incorporating fresh ide::1s in the translation, Roberts 

arouses pity, sympathy and nostalgia in the mind of the readers as 

he concentrates on the fate of the faithful boy. 
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On the whole 9 the pieces Roberts has translated have become 

parts of Khasi poetry. His suctess in effecting the original rime 

scheme, and in retaining the sequence of events through masterly use 

of the Khasi language is noteworthy~ Roberts stands as a great po2t 

and translator in K hBsi literature.· rlis translation has helped lBter 

writers to see the richness of the Kh8si l::mguage And ha.s .supplied a 

model for modern K hasi poetry. The period in which Roberts lived was 

Bn age when Authors looked to EnglAnd and endeavoured to imit8te the 

English writers. Roberts hAs thus laid down a sound foundation for 

the creative Bdaptation of the elements of English literBture bY 

KhBsi literBture. 



~HAPTER.- lii 

THE PGETRY GF Ar-'lJ fill ALI 

We have seen in the· preceding chapters that. the deve14ppment O"f 

Khasi poetny upto John, Rob'erts has been more or less a reflection of 
the · 

change and development_ iri[.Khasi society, and of the increasing number 

of schools and the raising of the standard of education in these hills 

in particular. The poetry we have· examined: reflects the condition of 
,. 

the people around the poets, and life as fhe poets saw it with their 

own eyes. The Christian poetry was very la~gely_a response to the 

liturgical needs of the: Church while secular poetry served as a hand­

maid of elementary education. The influence of Christianity was to 

continue for some time and even. in the mature poetry of Sheikh Nuhamad 

Amjad Ali, the 2latonic stress on moral virtues betrays the christian 
\ 

influence. 

Amjad Ali was born ):It S ylhet about 1868:. He had hi,s high school 

education inS hillong and passed the entrance examination in 1~7. 

Thc;reafter, he stl.~·ied at Calcutta whence he toOk his degree in Law in 

1892. In those days when jobs awaited local graduates, it was not . 

difficult for Ali to get himself a{~overnment j9b. He was first appoin­

ted Clerk but by the time he :retired in 1920, he v.,ras Assistant. Inspector 

General of P ris.ons. Due to his. devot~on to duty he was honoured with 

the titles of .Khan B.ghadur anci Khan S::1hi b. by the British Government. 

These titles were reserved for the Mtislicns,. as thl::! ones confered on 

the K hasis and the Nepa lis were Rai S·a hi b and Rai. BahAdur. Even after 

his retirement from service, Amjad All figured prominently as a social 

worker -"lnd lawyer. He was Legal Advt.ser to the S yiem of 1Y1ylliem, was 

~::>lected Commissioner of the Shillong t'lunicip8l Board, and a member of 
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the Legislat~.ve Council of Assam in 1923. He passed away on the 14th 

of January 19 26 • 1 

So much of Ali, the man who lived among the Khasis, identified 

himself with them and died in their land. What is of special interest 

to us in this study is his poetry. Ali, it appears to me, composed 

Khasi poems while he was at school because his collection came out 

from Calcutta in 1888. The title of the work is Ka l"lyntoi which means 

"Profit", and this was the first poetical work in the language to c orne 

out in book form. Ali gave it a sub-title, Ka Kot Boi t -(Poetry) -Ka Ba 

~ngkong. In calling poetry Boit, the poet appears to have been 

guided by those vlestern epic and other poets who believed that poetry 

comes only when a poet is inspired by the Muse; for Boi t means 41 fairy('. 

Homer and Hesiod believed so, and invoked the Muse to aid them in 

their poetic creation. Plato had denied such poets the power of 

invention and poetic creation, 'because what they uttered was a form of 

madness, he held: 

For the poet is light and winged and holy 
thing, and there is no invention in him until he 
has been inspired and ·is out of his senses, and 
the mind is no longer in him : when he has not 
attained to this state, he is powerless and 
unable to utter his oracles.2 

Some Bnglish poets including William Blake and John Milton 

believed in inspiration, and this might have led Arnjad Ali to calling 

poetry itself, ~ or f>'Iuse, or Fairy. 

1Reference to his .J?Oetical works have been made by 
me in Ka Jingpule Kyrpang \ 1980), by Beven L. Swer and D.S. 
Khongdup in Ka Thiar Ki Nongthoh (1981) and by R.S. Lyngdoh 
in Ka His tori Ka Thoh Ka Tar ( 1979) • 

2Dialogues a-s transL3ted by Benjamin Howett. and 
quoted by William K. Wimsatt, Jr.· and Cleanth Brooks in 
!:·i terary Criticism : A Short History (New Delhi : Oxford and 
:CBH Publishing Co. 4th rpt.; 1970), p. 6~ 
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Like his fore-runners in Khasi poetry whom we have discussed 

in the pres2-:l.~.ng chapter, Amjad Ali too had some aim in the 

publication of his book. This has been stated in the ~•Preface 1' as 

follows : 

The want of an elementary poetical work in 
Khasi for the use of Khasi children has long been 
felt. 

There are, doubtless, many persons more 
qualified than·myself to supply the want, but as 
none of them have come forward, I thought it best 
to lead the way by printing the following few 
pages which are the first of the series intended 
for the purpose. 

The above lines promise th8t he had a prolific plan of 

writing poetry. It is possible that some of his poems remained in 

manuscripts which are lost. 

Amjad Ali found Khasi language capable of serving as a means 

of communication of ideas both through prose and ,poetry, but because; 

as he has stated, none of the educated men had produced a book of 

poetical·works he led the way. Ali 1 s poetry shows a departure from 

the oral tradition E~nd At the same time a desire to maintain a link 

between the old and the new forms of poetic creation. In most of his 

poems Ali introduces the rime in the middle· of the lines which is a 

marked feature of oral poetry. Ali accepts defeat only in word-sounds 

when the ones he needs do not come to his mind readily. Again, he 

does not attempt to inculc8te in Kh:::tsi all the refinement he saw in 

English poetry which he h:::td studied as pArt of the high school course; 

but as we sh8ll soon see he borrows fruitfully from English poetry. 
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2 

In the second chApter of P 8rt II 9 I have referred to those 

ooems and portions of poems which reflect Ali's passion for learning 

and \vhere he conveys his views di.r-ectly. I shF.Jll, in this section9 

8]~.amine the rema}.ning poems many of which invite comparison with 

.D'.1gllsh poems, 

I shAll first consider his "Lobli". This poem is impregnated 

1tii-Gh Mrs" Felici8 Hemans 7 ''Casabianca". Hemans' poem has been popuLqr 

PJmong hj_gh school childr .•D since Ali's time. CasAbianca was a boy of 

·1::; Y28rs who w··s with tLs father, a naval officer, when the war broke 

~~::.t in the N:~le of Egypt. Hemqns explores the qw=tli ty of the boy's 

··, haracter : his c·ourage, fortj_ tude and faithfulness. The crew fled 

away when the ship was attAcked, the officer died of wound. 

Cas a bianca r :mn.ined in the ship :JeC8use he had not received any word 

from his f8ther whether or not he s~oul.d abandon the ship ,qnd flee · 

for life. Cr:,.::) .. ,L,_._r.~nca and his i'Flthc=r were on different storeys· .of ··the 

s b:1_p and the son could not see tL..s father face to face to know of his 

condition nor did he suspect him dead. So Hemans sings 

Upon r:·.s br.ow he felt thP-ir breath, 
And in his waving hair; 

And looked from that lone post of death9 

In still, yet brave despair. 

And shouted but once more aloud, 
'My father~· Must I stay?" 

While o'er him fast, through sail and shroud 
The wreathing fires made way. 

Ali J.s not a translator lH:e Roberts who had earlier transla­

ted the above poem into Khasi. What he does in "Lobli" is borrow the 

-;·>erne and genre from Hemans and give the borrowed theme an original 
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treat~ent. Ali's Lobli is the son of a Khas5. warrior whose age is 

only seven, "~- J~h.-:.s age 2 bc.y vmuld not understand that his father 

is sleeping a sleep that knows no awakening; whereas a boy of 13 

years like Casabianca .is expecte\' to have some notion that the father 

who did not ansv1er the shouts mj gh·t-. be dead already. At the age of 

13 a boy can someho\v distingu5.(;h sleep from death. 

In 11Lobli 0 the father 1 '.8S jast returned from a battle on land. 

The battle sounds real to tne Khasi ears because the ancient Khasis 

used to ftght b::l-'.~;tles am :·,lg themselves using daos, bows and arrows. 

IVIoreover there 5.s no se:. or n::1vigable river in the Khasi Hills which 

can help readers undcrst,qnd '>'I hat a sea battle looks like. The father 

of Lobli has been wounded j_n the leg and cannot walk or run. After 

the father has entered b_i_s house~ the fire comes suddenly and 

consumes the house too. LobU. is sit·ting near his wounded father. 

When Lobli sees th:=d:; "Che fire is threatening their lives he awakens 

his father from sleep. LH~e CBsFJbianca who shouted thrice to get a 

word from his father? Lobl:L too shouts thrice. Because 9 he does not 

k.now thFtt his fatl1er is dead, Lobli dies inside the ho.use with his 

father. 

Ali learns from Hemans th.e st.ructureg the rime scheme and the 

pr.~thos of the incidents. The hidC.en aim of both the writers is. to 

stress the value of ftlial love even unto death. Hemans 1 influence 

5s evident ln another poc~i •Topun in which Ali makes a dog by that 

n.ame obey ru.s mistress as does Lobli his father. 

Topu is a dog tamed by _c:1n old Khasi lady in the Laban locality 

:-:f Shillong. Topu's character impresses the poet much: Topu watches 



140 

the house, prevents thieves from coming near the house, responds when 

the lady calls him by name; and the most important distinction Top¥ 

has is his peace-producing inter~ention with warring 'birds. Top~ is 

a pacifist. Ali's additional aim in this poem is to project the 

advantage of peace and harmony in the social life, and that could be 

achieved if there 8re leaders who want peace and work for it like 

Topu; but Ali leaves it to the reader to draw whatever conclusions he 

would from the poem, 8 Topu" anticip8tes Soso Th8m "U .Trot", and 

S.J. Duncan's 11Khynraw 11 • 

In ~Tai and the Poormann Ali sings of the beau~y of self~ 

reliance and the dignity of labour. In this poem, Ali creates two 

main characters : Hatim Tai and the Poorman. Tai is a rich king who 

is ready to feed the poor and the needy in his palace. Some of Tai's 

men meet the Poorman in the wood and :=tsk him to report to the king. 

The ~carman replies that he would use his own ha.nds and legs and eat 

the fruits of·~~ own labour. Tai, when he receives the report says 

thAt the Poorman is greater than he wa.s because he 1.. the Poorman) 

refuses to receive dole from the government. In this poem Ali recalls 

Charles MAckay's "Miller of the Dee 11 which hA-s been anthologised in 

school text-b~oks since the 19th century. To appreci8te Mackay's 

influence, it is perhaps 8ppropriate to summarize the story which the 

poem conveys. Mack.gy takes two characters : King Hal and the Miller. 

H::1l meets the Miller at work beside the river Dee. The l"li ller h.==~s 
~ . ·. 

till then been believing that nobody in BrEtain ever envied him as he 

was not envious of any; so he sings and thanks the river for turning 

his mill. He however realizes now th8t he w8s wrong in his 

conclusion because the King himself is envious of his happy lot. The 
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King wants to'have the happy life of the miller and equates the 

miller's "mealy cap'' with the crown and the mill with the revenue of 

England. The concept and form of this poem have be8n transmuted by 

Ali into his "Tai and the Poorman" in which Tai acknowledges the 

Poorman as the greatest man of his time. what makes the Poorman 

greater than the King is simply his refusal to live at the mercy of 

other people. The Poorman says: 

As long as I hAve hands and legs, 
Long as I can labour, 

I feel ashamed and very mean 
~o beg and eat from him. 

(translated) 

Like r.'lackay' s :"liller who is contented with· the river and his 

own mill, Ali 1 s P orrman also is happy with his limbs and the forests 

.which help him earn his living from day to day. 

In uReign England11 Amjad Ali eulogizes, the British government 

for its victory over different principalities of the world and wishes 

England to reggn the world over; but with honesty and truth. In the 

poet's reference to honesty and tnyth. In the poet's reference to 

honesty and truth one sees a warning that if that foreign power 

forgets t.hose two virtu.es, its strength shall wax and wane.· When 

this is read along with anti-Imperialist poems 11Khasis Arise.!!:, and 

"Rule Khasis"' we discover Amjad Ali's political ambivalence. In the 

former poem he praises England; and in the latter two he raises the 

K hasis somewhat over the nation he has just blessed. Let us look 

into the anti-Imperialist poems.· 

In ·"Rule Khasis 11 the poet exhorts the natives to rule over 

themselves without depending likeslaves and we~klings upon England 
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to provide them everything or waiting for that country to ask them 

whAt to do. The poet invokes God's blessing upon the natives; but 

the blessings is conditional upon four factors ; the natives should 

turn their faces to Gdd, praise him, unite among themselves, and 

cooperate with one another; but if they adopt foreign culture neglec­

ting their own, and if they betray one another for personal comfort, 
• 

God's blessing would not be· theirs. Ali envisions a way to moral 

strength And self-reliance and urges that the natives should "Seek 

KhAsi religion, wisdom I And seek a Khasi peace. n3 What is "Kh.Rsi 

Peace"? The poet does not elaborAte the idea in the poem leaving it 

perhaps purposely vague. He seems to be reacting against alien 

religions like Christianity, Islam and Hinduism which have come to 
' 

the Khasis each preaching a new way of salvation, and peace of lif~ 

beyond the grave. The poet does not want the natives to seek peace 

through an alien religion, but discover in their own native faith a 

way to God or _duwar U Blei. Peace cr.m be experienced socially and 

collectively Also. If the semi.-:independent rulers could unite among 

t hems elves, if the people are brave and can cultivate the spirit of 

self-control, Ali says they experience "reAl peace.- in their own 

land. This, as far AS I understand the poem, is what the poet means 

by "Khasi pe;::~ce". The spirit of this poem. runs parallel to that of 

"Reign England~. A poet vJho has ex;::~lted .qnd blessed England wishing 

that she should reign over all the principalities it conqu~~ed 

eternally showers the same blessing upon the Khasis. It appears to 

me th"lt the poet inspires the n."'lti ves to revolt agC~inst the British 

3of Kh;::~si religion, I hAve made mention in "Religion ;::~nd 
Religious Thoughts rt Above, p. 4lff. 
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goverrunent 9 and that iJ~e pro·-Imperialist poem is only a cover for his 

political pbi_l;J.:.:;ophy because the natives cannot have a 'Khasi peace' 

under the inper~al yoke. It is only when they submit themselves to 

the genius of their race that they shall be truly happy. However, 

Ali could be exoner.gted from any blame of fomenting trouble :i,.f we 

take the fact of history into r;onsideration. The Khasi Hills were 

practically divided into nBrj tish Areas 11 which were under the direct 

control of the British Government 9 and the 11Khasi States" which were 

semi-independent" The a.r.ea under the direct control of the British 

4 
Government comprised a :, ew vill8ges only. The lVIylli em State· in 

which Ali lived W8S semi-independent. It is possible, therefore, 

that in this poem Ali addresses the ·Kh.gsis of the semi-independent 

states only. In the concluding lines he advises the Khasis not to go 

outside, but to stay within their own circle; meaning thereby that 

they ought ·..,o uphold their own culture and tradition which alone 

distinguish them from other peoplec 

"In Khasis Arise~t or 'lieng 'Riw Khasi 11 , as examined earlier, 

he calls upon the natives to seek knowledge without forgetting 

Righteousness, Truth, their own Religion, .goodness, diligence and 

good habits which together can make them great. In this poem, the 

poet comes under the influence of two minds : Alexander Pope and 

St. Paul whom he h.gd studied, Pope sang of wisdom as the ".li?'ierean 

Spring 1': 

A little learning is a dangerous thing; 
Drink deep, or taste not the Pierean spring; 
These shAllow drafts intoxicate the brain, 
And drinking largely sobers us again. 

For a list of villages within the "British Ar12asn, 
please. see chapter I of Part I above. 
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Ali borrows the idea and urges the Kh8sis ''To drink of wisdom 1 s 

spring'' fully to understand the better way of life. 

It is interesting to note that Ali fully absorbs St. Paul's 

advice to the Ephesi8ns, and uses the advice in "Kh8sis Arise.•• 

Concluding his L2tte.r: to the Epbesi8ns, St. Paul wrote 

Finally, my bre1hren, be strong in the 
Lord and in the power of his might. Put on 
the whole armour of God, that ye may be able 
to stand against thf: wiles of the devil. • • • 
St8nd therefore h:::rving your loin:; girt about 
wtth truth, and having on the breast plate of 
righteousness; Pt:':i your feet shed with the 
prep8ration of t.le gospel of peace; above all, 
taking the shie}_d of f8i th, wherewith ye shall 
be able to quench all the fiery darts of the 
wicked. And take the helmet of salvation, and 
the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of 
God.5 

In "'Khasis Arise<~r Ali exhorts the Khasis to fight against 

ignor::mce and illiterAcy. The Armour he prescribes for them is more 

or less the self-same weapons pres~ribed by St. Paul. Ali asks the 

nPttives to gLr:-t their loins about v-1ith righteousness, make merey and 

truth their turb;=m; dress themselves wi.th meakness; and instead of 

using "the word of God" their s\vord, as advised by P8ul, Ali asks the 

nPttives to mPtke Goodness their sword, Experience for their bows, and 

abJve all to hold fast their traditional faith, Wh.gt we notice here 

is an effort to localize the metaphors of St. Paul. This is evident 

from the reference to the bows, arrows, and spears as well as the 

deliberate ch;=lDge of "helmet 11 into "turban4• which tends to make ·the 

mental war :=1n er:1sier one. The turb;:m cannot be as effective 8 

5Ephesians, 6:16-17, I refer to the King James 
version of the English Bible. 
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protective weR.pon 8S the helmet; but the adaptation sui ted the K hasis 

of those days well for they hardly knew the utility of the helmet. 

Ali was born and brought up in a Muslim family, but he nowhere 

in his poems preaches IslAm as Christian poetry preaches christia'ni ty. 

His p.oem, "Religion" does not speak of any particular religion, and 

does not te·ll a Kh8si reader whic'h of the several religions he should 

embrace. Here is a translation of Ali's 'Religion'. · 

Religion 

The right of life, worldly wealth, 
That is but religion; 
That points and leads man to God. 
But here too it is useful --
It makes us friends with good men 
And warms the cold spirit, 
It raises the spirit high. 
You will get freedom from it, 
Friendship and compromise, 
You'll be rich spiritually, . 
Though you're poor materially. 
Laziness, Meddling, Pride, Envy, 
Lie, Theft and Cheating · 
Cannot find the path to reach 
Near him who has true religion. 

In the opening lines we notice that wealth also is part of 

religion and is :the "right of life'', and this helps to lead "man to 

God." A truly religious man, according to Ali, is one who st;mns the 

company of bad persons because religion separates sue h a man from 

such persons. In a true religion there is no place for vices like 

those Ali enumerates in the poem. By implication, therefore, it 

means that any person who works diligently for his daily bread, who 

deals honestly with his friends, will find God here on earth and tht: 

peace a truly'religious man gets is here in this world because he can 

experience his soul being lifted higher and higher every day, and 
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above all, this ~true r~ligionu makes a man free and rich spiritually. 

The time during which Ali ·composed his poems was one when no one was 

aware of spiritual poverty. When Ali assur~s a reader that "you'll 

be rich spiritually, /Though you're poor materiAlly 11 he is also reac­

ting to the sermon on the I"iount·in which Jesus Christ preached: 

''Blessed .gre the poor in spirit; for theirs is the kingdom of God. "
6 

A critical interpretation of this gospel message could mean 

that Christ wanted only people with humble r1nd contrite heart to come 

to him, people in need of foggiveness and salvAtion from sin which 

cannot be purc~ased with money. The sermon does not expl.gin whether 

a m."ln vJho Accepts God is rich or poor, high or low According to social 

status. On the other hr1nd, citizens hip of the kingdom of heaven is 

guaranteed to a rich man r1lso if he humbles himself before God when 

he is convinced t hA.t he lacks the right to live in God's kingdom •. 

St. Paul too stressed that "kindness, humbieness of mihd, meekness" 

and other virtues must be cultiv8ted and r:1chieved by Christians, 7 

which 8.lso m2Ans thr:1t A m8.n who comes to God need not be materially 

poor. The 11 true religioni' of which Ali sings- is Fi personal religion 

bf mAn be he rich or poor. If 8 m;:m is free from those vices Ali 

names in the poem, he is free from the Anxiety of worldly life because 
I 

he trusts in God, the giver of ::=1ll good gifts. The p,oet hAs reason to 

wArn a potential religious man of physical poverty because he must 

have read the advice Christ gave his disciples before the passion : 

11 These things I hAve spoken unto you, that in me ye might have peace. 

In the world ye sh8ll hAve tribulation. n8 

St. M.gtthew, 5:2 
7 Co 1 os i ,q ns 3 ~ 1 2-1 3 
8 St. John, 16:33 
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In the poem "Heaven11 , Ali does not attempt a description of 

heaven. It i'.3 enough for him to know that it is the dwelling place 

of God and +.he eternal home of the soul. I shall return to this 

later. The poet sings :=!bout God also in rtU Blei 1
• (God). A reader 

.. who expects Ali to speculate about th~ attributes and the nature of 

God.would be disappointed because Ali does not do that as would a 
. . . . •' . . 

theologian. Ali's God is great and is always delighted in seeing 

men live honestly, worshipand remember _him daily. God is the 

Creator of all that man can see. 

Ali's ;'U Tiew P::~thai Khubor'(Fragrant Flower) resembl-s'3 a 

metaphysical poem whtch does not convey its significance on first 

reading. This is due )Jartly to syntax.and punctuation and Jartly 

to the buried meaning of the poem. The poet .picks up two characters: 

Sarong and Pathai Khubor. Sarong represents Pride and Pathai Khubor 9 

Humility. The poet addresses them_ both. First he asks Sarong why 

she does not-come near the-flower 8S sl1e loves the fr{emdship Of 

many others 9 and when Sarong confess~s that she has 'tried much to go 

ne~r Pathai Khub~r but- f8ileds the poet· praises the latter. and says 

thR.t he has- heard of him even tn a di.st:.;mt place. He eulogiz-es Path;:d 

Khubor so much 8s wise, .resourceful, true, 'kind~- rich and mo-des-t. 

~ Path8l Khubor conducts himseif as if he haS. and knows nothing. The 

poet 8:.Jpreci8tes the virtues-- of Pathai Khubor: 11This is indeed. 

tru-e greatness I And a· lovely c ond.uct. •( Ali- does not me8'i1 simply 
" ... 

to teil the story of Sarong and the flower. The poem is to a 

great e){ten~t> an. allegory. S_arong has been given a literal nape 

meaning, .!?ride, but Humility and-Wis;dom a!e represented by the -

F_ragrant. Flower.-__ AU~ appears to have somebody in mind at the . 
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ascertc=tin this because it is risky to speculate. Gne thing is 

however sure. Ali does not refer to himself l because as of. 1888 

he was at Calcutta studying the First Arts Course). What he means 

in the poem is that a well-educa·ced man or a truly wise man is one 

who has humility in his heart and not a proud one. Pride is to 

Ali a sign of foolishness. 

In those days when Bnglish was a major subject of study 

even at the school level, students could acquaint themselves with 

various English poets. I have been told by Thomas Bareh (76) that 

even during his father's (Moncton Bareh's) time many of the Renaissance 

poets were studied including John Milton's Paradise Lost. Allegory 

was one of the favourite forms of expression in the Renaissance 

period exemplified by Edmund Spenser's Fairie ~ueene. Amjad Ali, 

it appears t~ me, borrows the art of personifying abstract ideas 

from Spenser who personifies virtues like Truth and •~isdom (Una) 

Holiness (Redcross Knight) as well as evils in the p2rsons of Duesa 

and Orgolio 8mong a long list of characters in the 1"8irie ~ue~;;:ne. 9 

·Ali does not make the scene sup::rnumerary as that would not produce 

the effect he plans to achieve in this short poem. Spenser's JJuesa 

impersonates herself but Ali's Sarong does not do so. 

What Ali's Sarong wants to achieve is complete destruction 

of the coveted position of Wisdom. The idea Ali conveys is clear 

and a reader who attaches importance to moral virtue, and wants that 

virtues must triumph over vices, is happy to find the end of Pride's 

plan. Ali does not show much action in the poem, but asserts the 

9FQ Books I and II. 
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victory of Wisdom without a battle. In short~ it may be concluded 

thAt the infLuence of Spenser on Ali is one of idea and not of style 

And art; it is literary c:md impersonAl. 

In i'Jingruai Ia Khlad 11 or 11Parting · Song 11 Amjad Ali comes 

urider the influence of 8n Irish poet, T hom,gs I"loore \. 1779-1882). 

!Vloore' s poem which c.gsts 8 spell on Ali is "The Last Rose of .Summer, 11 

one of the pi_eces prescribed for a high school course till recently. 

Soso Tham ( 1873-1940) read it and l8ter taught and translated it into 

K hasi. In that poem fvloore sings of death of the body as a means to 

reach heAven. The last lines read: 

So soon may I follow 
When friendship dec~y. 

And from Love's shining circle 
The gems drop away; 

When true hearts lie whithered, 
And found'- ones are flown 

0! who would inhabit 
This black world a lone? 

This stanza has a strong impact on Ali. He too thinks of 

death and bids his beloved friend to walk courageously to the happy 

l8nd. Curiously 9 the poet promises to follow his friend "tomorrow 11 

itself and he shr~ll not wait till 11 friends hip- decay'' as his model 

has done. I reproduce be low the translated portion from Ali's to 

facil~tate a study of Moore's influence on him: 

Go now, go now oh beloved friend, 
That I too am coming, 
Walk nn, walk on to our sweet land 
That I too am coming, 
Returning home don't be afraid 
ThAt I too am nea.r you; 
I'll come tomorrow, now you go 
That I. too am coming . 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ;:J, •••••••••••••••• 



In that sweet land we' ll meet again, 
Pleasant and blessed land, 
walk o~-1, walk on the drum's sounded 
That I too am coming. 
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Unlike l'iloore who wants to escape from this world because it 

is bleak and friendless, Ali accepts the universal fact that death is 

the end of life, and that he need not long to escape life prematurely; 

but he too shall follow the same path his friend has now trodden when 

the time comes. The effect in both l'iloore' s and Ali's poems in the 

same -- they feel lonesome at the time of parting with their beloved 

ones and both hope to me2t their friends again in heaven. 

Man in Ali's poetry is the archi teet of his own destiny, and 

God is there to bless man's good efforts or to punish evil motive and 

deeds. This view has been explicitly illustrated in "The i'llerchant and 

the B8rbAr 11 in which the merchant chooses to lose all in order to gain 

more hereafter. The merchant is rewarded with gold while on earth; 

while the Barbar who plans to get more of gold than the m2rchant 

lands himself in trouble. Ali views covetousness with cont2mpt and 

rails at the Barbar for his avarice as he concludes the poem. 

Ali does not propc.und .gny theory of nature. Nature is colour­

ful and beautiful, and he rejoices in her ordinary manifestations, and 

experiences poetic extasy in her beauty. Indeed the ~oet exclaims 

sincerely in his j'Byneng" : 11 \tlhat an inexplicable beauty!" as he 

looks up to the sky when the sun rises, and again after sunset, and 

adds, ni wonder why I CAnn't ponder.". The Christian writers before 

Ali used the natural imagery, but it is in Ali that we have sensual 

apprehension of nature. In "Step;1 weasee through the poet's eyes the 

meadows, the flowers, the singing birds, the diligent bees humming 



:l 151 

as they toi~, the retreating clouds in the sky, the shining sun, the 

waxing moon ani the fading stars which tugether bring joy and hope 

to man. In this poem, Ali cone eives of man as a part of nature, a 

creature who tAkes advAntage of her bounty. I'~'Ian is not passive or 

restless but 8 co-worker for the general welfare of all. In "'B yneng11 

I 

Ali offers a philosophical interpretation of nature when he treats 

all manlfestations as the expression of qivine beings. Indeed natural 

objects express the glory and majesty of God and perform their duties 

according to God's law:.. 

Ali finds perspnification of celestial bodies useful in his 

, interpretation of the work of God. It is in this quality of his 

creAtive power thAt we find his imagination warm and lively. The 

sun is to him a "fairy child" who pipes a pipe when he rises from 

the east, and a child who being tired at play the whole day wants 

to go to bed in the west.· The Sun is to our poet a \.:.li.J.een ruling he;r 

kingdam by day. The Moon is at once a gentleman and a king ruling 

the world by night together with his ministers, thi stars. The 

evening Star is design.~ted 8S the Gener8l, while a comet is a hot 

tempered and proud person who asmokes tobacco :::~lone.•• The Morning 

St8r is the prime minister of the i"~loon to advise and Aid him in 

his duties. It is interesting to note that while the l\'ioon is 

honoured with ministers, the Sun is m:::~de to rule alone. vve can 

.gppreci:::~te Ali 1 s im8gin:::~tive power better if we consider that the 

Moon And the Stars rArely shine when the Sun shines. Ins pi te of 

such beauty, Nature does frighten all living beings with occasional 

h:~i lstorm, thunder 8nd lightening 8S if heaven were at war with the 

e.grth. The poet is h8PPY that 8fter such fearful noises, and 

frightening signs in the sky, th.e r.ginbow appe8rs to express the 

glory and love of God. 
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. The sense of wonder, the mysti<1.. rap}lort, and the sympr:~thy 

with 8 v::~riety of living things beyond the reach of our clear 

intelligence, which sre some of the elements of Romanticism, Bre 

8 bsorbed by Ali in the 8bove poems. He owes the ide.q of nature as an 

expression of the divine being to vhlliam Ylordsworth, the t-~roph~t of 

English Romanticism who celebrAtes "A presence thAt disturbs" him 

· ;, with joy": 10 

3 

In most of Alirs poems, the style is prosAic And resembles a 

Free Verse. He is car~ful of rime, but not so of metre and rhythm. 

He does not 8dopt unifonn number of syll8bles per line. The rhythm 

is thAt of prose as 8 loud re,qqing of his "PartingS ong·', 11JVlerchAnt 

And the BArbar 1', a.nd "Truth11 would immediAtely reveaL Ali involves 

himself directly in poems on politicAl and soci:=1l themes, and his 

voice is the voice of a teacher 8nd prophet. We often hear the 

lesson he imparts cleArly, And he must be heard when he teacnes. 

When he conveys his message he does so as a witness to human nature 

with interest but without emotion, inveighing self-indulgence. tie 

w.qnts to transform the KhAsi society from servitude to indepen­

dence, from passiVity to particip8 tion; QUt he does not want tht:? 

Kh8sis to .qpe an :=!lien culture. 

Though his book of poems 8ppe8red 8S e:=1rly as 1888, Ali's 

poetry was not taken seriously until recently. Ka 1v1yntoi was 

reprinted by the Khasi Authors' Society only in 1980. There must 
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be reAsons for this. The Christian missionAries were influential in 

those d8ys. By virtue of their hAving the U=1rgest number of·schools, 

8ny book they selected for schools had to be approved by the 

Government of the dRy, so there was no place for Ali sin~e the 

Mission at work .Published its own books. Another reason for the 

cold reception of Ali's poetry was the increasing influence of John 

Roberts on the Khasi literary movement. By 1888 Roberts' books had 

become texts. 

Though Ali's poetry could not find ACceptance in the last 

century, Ali is a true poet : a poet who offers an inter~retation of 

life through his work, who treAts the facts, experiences and problems 

of life through imA.gi.nation and feeling; and therefore deserves a 

place in the history of Khasi poetry. 
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CHAl?TBR - IV 

.THZ CULTURAL Ri:VIV AL 

Culture. as E.B. Tylor observes is athAt complex whole which 

includes knowledge, belief, arts, morAls, law, custom ;:md any other 

capAbilities And hAbits 8Cquired by mi:3n as· A member of societi'·1 

Culture, therefore, concerns itself more with the intrinsic values 

than with the extrinsic ones and is less susceptible to change and 

development. This is particul8rly true of tribal cultures. With 

the spread of Christi8ni ty the tradi tion8l r<.hasi beliefs and forms 

of life were somewh8t eclipsed and forgotten. The native Christians 

were aping vvestern Culture so much so that they neArly forgot even 

whAt was good in.their own. In the midst of this Amjad Ali published 

his K8 i"iyntoi ( 1888) <3n elementary book of poetry. In two poems 

1'SynshAr Riw .t\:hasilf 8nd "Ieng Riw Khasi'' Ali exhorts the nAtives to 

uphold whAt is their own: like knowledge, belief, mor<3ls and customs.· 

From amongst the .t\:hAsis appeared Rabon Singh, Jeebon Roy, and Radhon 

Singh Berry 8S the leF.lders of the Khasi Cultural revival. These three 

were followed by later writers including·Sib Chr.1r8n Roy, r1omiwell 

Lyngdoh, :=tnd Soso ThAm. 

Rabon Singh :=md Radhon Singh Berry were once Christi8ns, but 

1Primitive Culture (Brecon, v/Ales: John i"Iurr!=ly 1871) AS 

quoted by J. SADYAl and K.N. IYI8llick in their Soci8l Philosophy,p.166 

2cf.. Preceding Chapter. 
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later renounced Christianity. Rabon Singh3 was a good teacher, 

leader, and evangelist. He resigned his government job to devote. 

himself fully to his religious mission. rle was for sometime divided 

between his allegiance to Christianity and his natural propensity to 

native mores ~md customs. On the one hRnd he desired to be a good 

worker for his master; on the other, he resented the neglect of the 

.old V8lues ·bY the Christians. This, he discovered, was due to the 

absence of written books on Khasi culture and religion. Rabon Singh 

then collected whatever accounts he got from elderly peo~le and put 

those into writing. In this venture, he was encouraged by the 

editors of the first Khasi periodical, U Nongki~hubor (The Messen­

ger) where his treatise on Khasi religious practices was serialized. 

In the January 1894 issue of the journal his ·ten line poem was 

published. The· poem is a recitation by an imaginary Khasi divine 

while offering the thanksgiving sacrifice. J;n this poem Singh 

recaptures the rhythm used by the divines perfectly and he calls 

attention to the native culture and mores of the Khasis. From that 

year on, Rabon Singh devoted himself to writing the oral Khasi 

couplets, and in 1899 published them in the book, Ka Kitab Jing-
4 

phawar. This work is still the. best collection of oral couplets 

~abon Singh Kharsuka was born at tv'lawmluh 8bout 1850. He 
had his education .gr Sohr8. He joined government office but resigned 
from it to serve Rs teacher of a mission primary school at Mawmluh. 
In December 1884 and January 1885 he was deputed to accompany .Sir J. 
Herbert Roberts, .I'~l.P., Herbert Lewis and Henry Rees who came from 
Wa L;s in their tour of the Khasi Hills. By this time he was already 
an ev.angelist h8ving completed the course of study in 1883, the 
ye8r he w~s elected Elde.r of the i?resbyterian Church at f-'lawkhAr. He 
wrote 8nd published Ka Ki tab Jj.ngphawar \ 1899), Ka Jingiathuh Kh.:2.!.ill. 
Puriskam (1908), and Ka Kitab Niam Khein Ki Khasi. He di~d in 1910, 
'iiod his last 'tJOrk was published by the R1 Ahas1 Press in 1911. Refe­
rences to his life and works are to be found in the Soso Tham Birth 
Centenery Souvenir (1975)~ ~a Thiar ki Nongthoh, and in Sondar S. 
Majaw 1 s Ki S yrwet Jingshai i. 1982). 

4cf. "The OrRl Traditiod' 60 ff above 



in the language. In the same year, a poem, iiKa Puriskam;' (or Fable) 

appe~red :i.n .~L,f,~:::~9.i Mynta (FebruBrY 1899). Rabon Singh must h8Ve 

been the composer of this poem, because the idea 8nd the phrases, 

plot ,gnd story, used in it are sir;:,il::Jr to those which he uses in 

one ch:=tpt·er of the book. referred to above. 5 I have discussed the 

religious attitudes of the poem in the preceding chapter, and 

p:=trticulnrly reaction agC~inst !narriage between blood relAtions which 

is prohibited by the Khasi religion and ·c~stom. Surely, Singh has a 

dig at the Attempt of some Christian missionaries to pervert the 

marri:=tge custom of the Kl.asis. An important sociAl prActice Rmong 

the Kh:=tsis was to entert:=tin their friends or guests with 8 home-

brewed rice beer. This drink. hRs been traditionally used by the 

Kh,gsis on many sociAl occasions. Singh re:::~cted against the Christian 

taboo on this drink. In "Ka J·ingduwai K.nia;' ( sA.crificial prayer} 

he complains against the prohibition imposed by the Church. Bec::1use 

of the prohibition, Bnd because he is a Christian, he cannot drink 

"even a bottle of rice beer I To wish one another well-being", as 

WBS the cust')m of the n8ti ves. In the sBme poem he criticises the 

meCh:=tnic:=tl :=tdoption of modern forms of life by the nAtives. Rabon 

Singh lBments the degen~.:,rAtion of social VF.Jlues in the two other 

poems "Ki D:=tw-Lum ha Ri Kh::1si 11 And "Ka Khein Khasi 11 • He sees th:=tt 

the fRmily which used to be a uniting force 8mong its members could 

no longer knit parents 8nd children together because after marriage 

the boy wr.1.s to live with his wifle and stArt 8 new f.gmi ly, sometimes 

the villAge of his wife being far 8W8Y from his own. In this w8y, 

5
The initials 11 K.S. 11 g',.ven Bt the end of the poem seems to 

me to be A typogr431phic8l error. In place of 'K'.it should have.been 
~R' for there WAs no writer in those days with the initiBl of 'K'. 
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the respect of the members of a clan for their great maternal uncle 

or kni waned grodually, resulting in the lack of seriousness in 

tracing the descendance and blo·")d relationship. In the fifth stanza 

of nKa Khein Khasi'' he talks abm, •; the indifference of the Khasis 

to their custom and tradition9 a::"td warns 1 "If clan system is lost I 

Then identity too is lost.'~ 

The poet appears to ~>.dVe noticed .certain deviation in the 

custom of electing a syiem .Jr traditional ruler too. In the second 

stanza of the same poem !>.:: recalls that in former times the .Khasis 

never elected a person \•iho ·was not m8ture in age and had no dis tine-

tive pers,onality as thej_r chief. Singh sees that this ancient 

custom too is. neglected. Joseph Bacchiarello too writes: ''The blindg 

the deaf and one without moustache was never electedn to such a high 

office of the state. 6 Singh urges that the people should uphold this 

tradition lest the Khasi society go to ruin. 

The n;.:;xt ·to figure prominently in this cultural revival is 

Radhon Singt. Berry. Like Rabon 3ingh, he te>o was born at l"1awmluh 

about 1853. He started his literary activities by contributing 

regularly to Q.._Khasi IJiyma. (The .Khasi Today). Berry's contributions 

includes artie les and views on the spelling of K has i words, and 

poems. It is in his poems that we see him as an agent of the cultural 

revivaL· From June 1896, hls short rimed _verses appeared frequently 

in the journal ctted above. ·In "Ko Ri Khasi Ri Synteng1
' { Oh Knasiland 

;:~nd J8intialand) Berry alludes to the coming of education from the 

---·-- ··--r--~' 

6.K.i Dien.jat ·Jong Ki Lo::.1gshuwa l19~, rpt. 1979), p.100 
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missionaries is nothing more than a preparation of the young people 

for teaching, government and church services and not very helpful in 

making the people aw·ePe of ·their distinct identity. In nKa Jingstad11 

(or Wisdom) Berry urges that the ):,8ti ves should be able. to recognize 

what i~ wrong and reject 1 t; and vJhat is· right and useful and accept 

th8.t gladly. This. is the true airn of educ·ation, and not to make the 

learners slaves Qf fOreign CUi. tures. ·In a·ll other SUCh poems WhlC h 

Berry devotes to cu~tural revival, he criticises. the apathetic 

attitude of the Khasis towards their own values. To him, as to Rabon 

Singh, poetry becomes a •.iiedi 1...JITl to restore the Khasis to their own 

culture and ·cradi tion. 

Unpublished extant manuscripts show· that Berry was planning 

to publish ·a book of poems, but the only work which has been in 

circulation is Ka Jingsneng Ty:mmc:n (or Khasi .l?rover.bs) . The work has 

been divided into two parts, but designed to achieve one goal: to 

revive-'Kh~si e.thicP.l and social .stF~ndards which, he found, were waxing 

an~Y w~~ing wt th:. the- growing populr1 ri ty.; ~:c Chri·~~i8n'<fe~~hing~~ :-' i_.I,. :t.:! 

·?~:;r.:~:. J.:::·s:;.-: r.i! ... ~~ . ·:~~ ·:·.-.:- :~H c·, ·-.,;:~ . .-- ... h ;;~.;~ ..... .. . ___ : . . "L ... _ ,. . ·:. --~ .. ·~ ~ . . . ~ (· 
perusAl of the gener.gl ch.gracter of i{hasi literature in the late- 19th 

ce~tur/'~nd th~· e.grl~ p~riod.' of the· 20th century show~' .th~t th'~ prefe­

rence of the ··age was for a:. reading lTI!=lteb~al' which c on~~yea mor.gl 

lessons .. ·. Ahd Be;ry knew· th~: taste and :lt is th-er-e also· that the•.' 

·secret of his. success li~s • 
•' ' ' ~ ! 

. ,: 

The two books of Ka <!ingsne1:1g· TYl;Jlln.:m discuss three main t~piss: 

social_ etique;;tte, . ethic8.l. s~andards~. and man's relationship, }.'/~ th_ his 

Cre.gtor~ Sundry dut~es of a member of the .Kh8si society are also 

touched upon wherever the poet finds it convenient to do so. 
.··, 
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Berry is conscious of the theme he is writing becAuse in the 

'Pref.gce' ~o the first book he stresses the benefit of cultivating 

good mRnner3, Rnd of upholding trRditionnl V8lues. Good mAnners, he 

urges, ought/ to be prRctised 8t home till they become p.grt of man's 

nR ture, thereby em bli-ng m.gn to show those to others through 

beh8viour .gnd conversation. Berry urges the children not to curse 

one Another, but to behAve ar..:i address one another poli tel,Yl. His tone 

is like that .of the Proverbs of Solomon and the Ten Commandments of 

i•"loses in the Old Testament. There is indeed a. Sunday school atmos-­

phere about his poetry. Take a few ex.qmples: Berry teaches readers 

to loVe one another, to be meeK, r.md sue h other morAl lessons which 

he holds very strongly. 

In his relAtionship ·with the Creator, man, according to Berry, 

ought to prAise and worship God. Prayers are to be offered to him 

every morning ( st i. v.) • Iri. order to please God, man ought to speak 

to his friends whAt he underst.g_nds and use only· good words. God, 

8 c cording to Berry 9 does not delight in abusive langu8ge, in any 

sweAring by man, in 8dultery And all such immoral. Bets; for God is 

pleased only with righteousness 9 truth, goodness 9 and simplicity. It 

does not matter to which religion R mAn belongs. Berry sings: 

Although you uphold your own relig~on 
When you are not righteous or true; 
Though you know God 8nd pray him, 
When you reject good principle; 
Though you Are f.gmous in the world, 
When you don'-t 8im, speak, and do godly. thing~·, 
dow would you be free from God 1 s C1J.rs e? 7 

7Book I. x.xxv. The tr·'<nslation overlooks rime. 
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Berry has no faith in the Christian doctrine of redemption 

from sin +:h·~'"'''.':"h +~~:.~ det:=lth cf Cl1rlst 9 and in the last stanza of 

Book II of his E!2..if.:i.Qg~D.~V.Y.rru:n.en, he fr8nkly criticises the 

Christian concept of redemption :::hrough Christ. He concludes: 

Anyone of yo-,l l:.:1di es or gentlemen, 
Don't be.:1r en yourself the sin of others; 
Anyo:;:1e of you ladies or gentlemen, 
Don't even tr-·,~ow your sin on others. 
If you do it also it shall not serve 
You will be rejected in the last day; 
Never do i~, for God created yo~ 
In_ your 0\...tn right, stand steadfastly 
Vvhen yo·1: nold fas·t your own trFtditi.o.J:~. 
9lessi~!S you will g~t from earth and heaven. 

The style o~ Berry's rimed verses is prosaic. It lacks 

rr .. _/_.:..'e and rhyti1~n appr·cprj_ate to even Khasi poetry in its rudimentary 

stage. On t:L.e oths.r han.d, h:i.s work is characterised by the natural 

appearance of an imr:1gery which be longs to the Khasi spoken langu;;ge 

and qui·ce 1_-~:st tn t_;_~c-msl;::.ti.on. Apart from this, Berry chooses words 

carrying ths s.::1:11e meaning and this increases the difficulty of a 

trnnsl;;tor" I am tal:ing one stanza by wa.y of illustrAtion, and 

~:;r<:ms lating it into English. It mFly be noted th8t Berry's rimed 

verses have deca~-syllables in each line: 

Ha sngap khun pyrsa ngan nieu khmat khyndiat 
Kum j_a kine i:o kiar b;=m bha b:=tn miat; 
Ia u brieu u bymf!l~on u tm:1in shyritur, 
Ku;n k::1 main shynr.:1ng u ba'm sieng ka dur.( 1) 
Ia ka ba'm don reng ka masi kynthei, 
Ka ba 'm bi_.cmg dur kumba. ju don kynrei. ~ 2) 
Ia ki thei-·i8p-tngB khlem khun sah iapieng-, 
La j_oh nam sotti, kum ka 'si k,heih reng.(3) 
Ia k~_ba khlem khun lane long lyngki, 
La ki la pateng lRne long sotti.l4) 

· I a u l~ hi ew suda ba ~-d t lei t tong urn, 
La phia.ng, k 1.ong¥ ktang, lwa, kum, baroh lyllum( 5) 
I8 kj_ ba. anm··antu ki dkhot met, 



La ia briew i8 mrad ruh wat ju klet.(6) 
Ia kmie hynrieu jinglong ju kyndL'lh, 
F;c, ka niAm, k8 synshar ym shoh sabiah. 

(BK I I, st. vii) 

Listen children, nephews, I'll outline a little 
Such as these ones· shun to do well; 
A mAn who h8S no moustache, 
Lj_ke manly personality is not complete in shape. ( 1). 
A cow which has no horn 
Whic t:. is not co·,nplete as we see elsewhere.\ 2) 
'I'he widows [anrj,J childless, dry while stAnding 
wins the cred:f_ t of being 8 virgin like a hornless 

cow.(3) 
The childless And the bRrren, . 
Though they hAve experienced or are virgins. ( 4) 
The em~ty pot carried to fetch water, 
Pot, gourJ, bamb::>o contAiner, rubber-bottle, earthen 

pot and the like(5} 
The physically hAndicApped 
Be th':!Y men or ,qnimRls don't forget ( 6) 
All these six characters they used to shun, 
In the religion, administr8tion, they won't A.llow at 8ll. 

vve miss the similes And hr1ve only 8 little of imagery, rime, 

and fixed syllables of the origlnal in the translation. Besides 

these, the line-wi.se syllables also hAVe undergone A cha.nge. If all 

the fe8tures are to be fitted in English, the original meaning will 

be considerably distorted. 

Berry's works are not good literature, but their value lies 

in their cul tur8l relevance. He is fully aware of this because he 

writes in the preface that he collects and writes all he has heard 

""bout the nuAnces of Khasi etiquette and manners so thAt 11 we can 

remember and be awake because we seem to have neglected many of the 

good and respected m;:nmers in the influences of strAnge tricks of 

tod;:q." What Berry saw in the 19th century of the invasion of Khasi · 

culture by external forces is true even today. In his time external 

influence was felt chiefly through education, And christianity. 
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Today, there are subtler and more numerous ways of cultural 

invation. Berry 1 s works have-a.particular importance therefore for 
a 

they are records ofLvanished way of life. 

Though Berry claims to have collected all his information 

from the elderly Khasis, the influence of the Bible on his works is 

also clear. In stanza xii of Book II Berry speaks of alms to the 

poor and the needy: 

When you give alms to anybody 
Do not expect that you will get it back; 
The reward man never lost 
For G.od always·reserves it for you. 

This is the effect of Berry 1 s reading of the ~ew Testament. 

In .h~9 9ermon on the mol,.lilt Christ preached.: 

Take heed that ye do not your alms 
~efore men, to be seen of them: otherwise 
ye have no reward of your-Father which is 
in heaven. Therefore when thou do est thine 

·alms, do not sound a trumpet before thee, 
as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and. 
in the streets, that they may have glory of 
men. Verily I say unto you, they have 

··their reward.· But when thou doest alms, 
let not thy left hand know what they right 
doeth: ThAt thine alms may be seen in 
secret: and thy Father which seeth in 8 secret himself shall reward thee openly. 

At another place when Christ spoke of the feast, he advised 

the people to c.<1ll the poor because the latter cannot repay what has 

been given them. ~But when thou makest a feast ciall the poor, the 

maimed, the lame, the blind: And thou ~halt be blessed; for they 

---------------------------------------------------------
. 8st. Matthew, 6. 1..;.4, English--!ll.£le King James -Version~ 



cannot recompense thee: for thou shalt be recompensed at the resur­

rection of the just 4'. 9 Berry speaks of the reservation of the reward 

for the giver by God and because he does no longer bel1Ye in the 

resurrection of the dead, he avoids using the word 'resurrection'· 
I 

Berry echoes the ninth commandment of Moses in stanza xiv of 

the second Book. The cormnandment reads~ "Thou shalt not bear false 

witness against- t h~ neighbour1110 and Berry advises thc:'/t none ought to 

speak ill or give false evidence against anyone because the Khasis 

regard it as sin. Speaking about the ancient morals, Soso 'l'ham too 

writes that the Khasis did not know false witness, and lie because 
. 11 

they knew· only righteousness. 

In the Proverbs of Solomon, there are references to ill-gotten 

wealth. The first one reads: "Treasures of wickedness profit nothingn 12 

and th'e second one: "Wealth gottP.n by vanity shall be diminised: but 

he that gathereth by labour shall increase. 13 Berry asks the readers 

not to rejoice in any property vvhicll is received freely because it will 

slowly drain even the hard-earned one (Bk II, xix). Berry, in his 

counsel that a Khasi should not greet or salute anybody on the street 

echoes two PAssages from the Bible, The first re·ads: 11If thou meet 

any man, salute him not, and if any salute thee, answer him not 

. . II 14 
aga~n. The second one·is from the New Testament. When Jesus sent 

. . 

his seventy oth.er disciples to-preach he commanded: "go your ways: 

9 St. Luke 14 : 1 3- 14 
10Exodus, 20: 16 
11 "Pyrthei Mariang", st. x 
12 Pr~erbs 10: 2 . 
1 3r bid. , 13: 11 
14;-~ngs, 4: 29 . 
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carry neither purse, nor scr.ip, nor shoes: and salute no man by the 

way." Both these injunctions are conditional upon the nature of the 

c.ommission the agents or messengers were to perform. Berry "too 

appears to have an implied ccndi t:i.on when he asks the readers· so. 

"Do not ever salute anyone I Unless it is proper, it becomes a 

curse,. (st. xxi). In the next stanza the writer echoes the tenth 

commandment of tvioses. i 1Thou shalt not covet thY.. neighbour's house, 
I 

thou shalt not covet thy neighbour's wife ... nor anything that 1§ 

thy neighbour's". 15 Berry commands: "Do not covet anybody, /With-

out knowing the clan to which she belol}gs 11 (st. xxii). 

The last area of clear Biblical influence on Berry's scepticism 

a bout women. 

Do not tolerate ladies too much, 
They do not know the reasons of the world, 
That they degrade their womanhood, 
And they dare to argue foolishly. 

It was St. Paul who advised the Corinthians to ensure strictly 

that ladies should not speak in religious meetings. Paul wrote: "Let 

your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto 
11 16 · them to speak. 

A critical study of all the verses of Berry boils down to one 

conclusion, that he longs to see th8t eventhing is done decently and 

in order. What .he wants to convey to the Khasis was put succinctly 

by St. Paul: "Let things be done decently and in order. 111 7 

15Exodus 
16r Corinthians, 14:34 
17r Corinthians, 14:40 
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Nelson Dkhar in "A! s·hnong Sohra'' (Oh. Sohra, 1904) sees 

another aspect of the Khasi culture which the people .have neglected 

or ignored. Nelson laments the lack of unity among the Khasis and 

dissensions in the choice of a ruler. In former times, there was 

always unanimity about the choice of a Syiem but now there are 

instances· of divided allegiance as in Sohra in 1904 where two 

para.llel durbars were held. Lven in the same· durban there are 

factions and conflicts: 

They came to the council and pleaded one sided, 
They held two co·_mcils the same is the case; 
They failed to choose the Syiem, others appointed one 
The reward for that they know how to get. 

Rash Hohon Roy Nongrurn knows the reason why the Khasis neglect 

their own culture and therefore need a revivaL In his 11Ka Sneng 

Khasi" (Khasi Counsel, 1907) he probes the degradation of the Khasi 

ways of life, which is partly due to the people themselves. 

Old culture we have thus neglected 
Old religion has been cornered, 
The sons of the l8:..1d do not care, 
Thus we are all in a trap. 

Another reason for the neglect of old values, according to 

Nongrum, is the passing away of great leaders. N·evertheless, he 

urges that the younger generations should seek knowledge wherever it 

can be found and hopes that "Right faith and culture will stay I 

Through it the land will see the day." 

Soso Tham 18 too contributes to this revivaL His method 

is more polish'ed and poetic. In Ka Dui ta Ksiar ( 1925) he includes 

18r shall examine his other poems in a separate chapter later. 
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one poem which he devotes to the Khasi way of life. In his fourteen 

stanza-poem 11Ki Sngi U I:-iynniew ~rep" (The Days of the Seven Huts), 

Tham tells a story in the Bardic tradition. In the beginning of time, 

he sings, all creatures of God·- man9 animals and even snake spoke 

the same language, and worshipped only one god. He calls that age the 

"Golden Age". The ancient Kh.asi s (;_id not know money and were not 

materialistic.· They knew not the tricks of trade and commerce. They 

founded their religion on the Cock who v.:ai ted for the convenant of 

God to be fulfilled. When a leader of the clan died, they beat their 

drums 9 and performed all the rites due to the dead in order to please 

them and to oe true to their tradition. The ancients did not quarrel 

over their l.and 9 and they lad a united and harmonious life. They 

observed blood relations very strictly and believed that whosoever 

broke the taboo would be killed by thunder and a tiger (st. 7). They 

respected tlleir own ruler (st • .:::) . They wer;;; primarily cultivators. 

They reared cattle, and grew paddy, vegetables 1 maize and all kinds 

of fruits ( 9, 10). Though they_ worked hard during the d8y, they had 

time to vis:L t girls at night with their musical instruments 1 and 

played and sang the whole night till before the dawn when it was 

time for them to return home (11, 12). 

Having stated what the ancients did and how_ th-ey managed 

their affairs, Tham returns to the present: 

Would it to dArkness sink and rot 
The sun and moon of seven huts? 
Thus lived our uncles And fathers; 
They ruled the world, and kingdom found 
When Cock began to Crow at dawn, 
Of Golden age they talked and planned, 
We live--And strive in other days 
What shall we do for our own lAnd? 
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The foregoing account shows that Khasi poetry of every hue -

6hristian as well as Pagan- was -intensely aware of the genius of 

the Khasi race and often sounded a clarion call to the people to be 

true to themselves and their distinct cultural heritage. It may be 

stated here that the modern Khasis are proud of their cultural 

heritage because of authors like Rabon Singh~ RAdhon Singh, Berry, 

and Soso Tham who mC~de them self-aware. 



CHAPTER - V 

THE RELIGIOUS Av.JAKENING 

Alongside the movement for the revival of Khasi Culture and 
.. ·· 
tradition a group of poets concerned themselves with religious 

beliefs 1 and their movement influenced the_ generations of poets 

following them. It was Methodism which was the principal form of 

this awakening. Christian missionAries gR.ve up text-book writing as 

the number of educated Khasis increased. In a sense this group of 

poets had no leader, ancl each worked on his own» always, falling b.gck 

on thft style of John Roberts and Mrs. Willi.gm Lewis. 

In JanuRry 1894 the ReVerend Amirkha Khain ada.pted the song 

of Moses into a poem. The song of praise to God is recorded in the 

Book of Exodus. Arranged in octo-s yll8 bic rimes p God is praised as 

the W~rrior or Nongialeh-thm£» and a ruler who shRll rule forever so 

that all who believe in him·shall live happily. The poem h<=ls an epic 

flavour but it was concluded in only the fourth st.gnza. Khain's 

manuscripts are lost, Find thj_s l8st one survives becR.use it was 

published in !J.....Nongki t Khubor in JF.~nliary, 1894. In April the same 

~e8r, Joel Gatphohis lyric 11Ka Bor bad ka Burom U Blei 11 (the Power 
,( 

and Glory of God) was published in the same journal. It is the . 
.. 

first traceable poem by a 'K n::~si which "adrriir};s· N'a·fure· ~as· the ,.pOet 

saw it. near the Bisnop·''·s falls at Shillong. The spectacle of.the 

fall, the hills and landscape which appeared before him, the gorges 

on either side of the .stream, the wild flowers filled him wi'th 8n 
l' : 

awesome· wonder •. W.hAt he saw led his mi.nd. to God, and he decides 

in the lRst two stanzas to submit himself to him F~nd to. continue 
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·preaching the Gospel of Jesus Christ, his Lord And Master, and to 

explain God's power to others. 

Robert EvAns left two poetic·al works. 11 The Word of Wisdom'' 

And i'Is it True th8t there is Cholera at M·awk.har?" 1 In the first he 

decries the spre8d of social evils in Shillong Along with the 

expansion of the town. 'People were gradually drawn towards wordly 

wisdom forgetting their duties to God. He is pleading as a true 

Christian preacher thBt the reAl knowledge a man should hAve is the 

knowledge of God which alone CAn defeat Sat.qn and Sin, and by this 

he meAns the knowledge according to Christianity And not the trAdi­

tionAl VAlues which he CAlls .Q:ingstAd b8dum or dark knowledge. In 

the second poem, "CholerA 8t MawkhA.r 11 , EvAns does not pre8ch. He 

criticises And riducules the residents of the M8wkhAr-Jai8w loc8lity 

for leaving their homes A.nd heArt~s for fear of the cholerA. like fools 

instead of mBking an effort to save one another. Evans does not 

spare even church workers who also fled for life instead of visiting 

11 helpless patients'i A.nd ;'VVi th Word of God to comfort and soothe 

them. 11 He praises only two Christi8n leaders, BAbu BArn?bAs and 

Thomas JermAn Jones who devoted themsel"\\es to serving the victims. 

SeverAl nAmes hAve appeared in print in these yeBrs but 

their works do not h.gve much poetic qu::=tli ty for they are to a modern 

critic mere historical records of events And impressions recorded 

in rime. 

1Published in U Nongki t Khu12.££, July 1894, And f'ilay 1896, 
and May 1896 respectively. Evans wAs a Missionary from WAles. 
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The most outst:=mcling personality r:tmong Khasi poets upto 

1910 wAs Morkhr~ Joseph. 2 Like Roberts, his teacher, Joseph too 

devoted a greAt deal of time to convincing the parents to send 

their children to school. His efforts found expression in two 

poems, i'Ka M.gian shongskul11 (The mystery of school-days) and 11Ka 

spah BFJriehn (Hidden Treasure). The first poem stresses the V8lue 

of going to School. Knowledge should be a·cquired Flt the eArliest 

AVAilable opportunity without waiting for time. He also urgc:s 

th8t the lesson should be crammed 11Like a sn8ke who swallows the 

cow alive. 11 Joseph pr,~scribes two ways for the acquisition of 

knowledge: ( 1) le8rning 8nd memorizing, 8nd ( 2) diligence, 11 Be 

diligent, ever so study Rnd re8lly h8rd. II He refutes the popul8r 

contention that educAtion belongs. only to the well-.to-do, Rnd 

stresses through several imAges thAt it could be hr~d by all who 

h:=tve the v._ll to shine, becaus,_; 8ll are God: 3 creAtures, created 

after his own imBge. In this poem he echoes .what the Bible sR ys. 

In the book of Genesis, JVloses wrote: 11 So God cre.qted man in His 

Own imAge; in the image of God created he him.d 3 

2r1orkha Joseph (b ? - 1921). Born in the Shala are.g, 
MorkhA Joseph was educBted at Sohr8. Served At Nongrmai in the 
Nongkhl:::1w stAte FlS teacher Bnd evangelist, ordained pAstor on 
the 4th MArch (S:=tturday) 1900, till about 1908 when he was 
dismissed for non-compli8nce with the transfer order. Wrote and 
published ~a Ki tab Nyngkong ( 1883, 1907) Kn Lynti ka Hok ( 1902) 
and composed poems which now appeArs in a collection entitled 
KA Ryngk~. He died on the 6th October, 1921. References to 
his works are Soso Tham Birth CentenAr Souvenir ( 1973) ~ K;:~ 
Thiar Ki Nongthoq Vol.III 1981 .<:1nd my Ka JingQule Kyrpc:~ng 
( 1981. 2nd ed). 

3Gen. 1: 27. 



171 

In the "Hidden TreAsure~~ ··Joseph preaches of the value of 

hard work and diligence; and g.::;od service to others in the society 

without waiting for An imrn::::diAte rewArd, for: 

Poor and wretched though, y~u be, 
Has~e not th~t .he should pay 
Ah let your grAve demAnd one dny, 
The debt from All mankind. 

The effect of his reading the sermon on the lVlount .::Jnd his 

own translation of ThomAs Gray's HElegy written in a country 

6hurchy,grd;' i~ vary clear in this poem. In the lines transl8ted 

8bove Joseph echoes Gray's lines, 'E'en from the tomb the voice 

of Nature cries, I .8' en in our ashes live their wonted fires."4 

In "Ka Jingkha ia U Jisu Khrist" the evangelist-poet 

reflects on the social life of the Kh<-Jsis in the earLy yeArs of 

the Christian mission in these hills when,through educQtion, the 

mission introduced. the Gospel of Christ to enlighten the people. 

Joseph, like Larsing Khongwir5 predicts that a day will come when 

the whole World will Acknowledge Christ as its Saviour. 

"Ka jingdemjngoh phylla ki Angel" ( vJ onderful visitation . 

of the Angels) is an adaptation into poem of the description of 

the "new heaven and new earthn by St. John in the Book of 

· Revelation.
6 

It is the effect of Joseph's meditation on the 

reward for honest Christians after death. He sings of them as a 

people who suffer tribulations on eArth for the sake of their 

f;:li th in s8lvation through the death of Christ. The angels on 

4stanza 23 of the Elegy 

5c;r C'hapte:r 1 of this part 
6'. 
Ch. 7:9-17. 
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the other hand 9 are only spectators of the events on earth for they. 

are not assigned any role to play either as protectors of the saints 

or as powers to bring sufferings to man. They transcend the world 

and simply wait to welcome the saints to the house of God and 

receive their reward. 

Joseph is 8t his best :i.n three poems, "U Jumai Bah ha Ri 

Khasi" (The Great Earthquake in Khasiland). "Ka Jingwan.Hiar u 

IVIynsiern Bakhuid ha ri Khasi ,; (The Coming of the Holy: Spirit in 

Khasiland), and rru Sirlapc:llang 11 (The Stag). The two are based on 

historical events 7 whilf. the other on a Khasi fable. 

Earthquake is a natural calamity in every nation and when 

the destruction is great, it leaves a lasting terror in the mind of 

the people concerned because such a calamity may recur time and 

again. In '~The Great Earthquake'' a fairly long. poem, the poet 

interprets life as it was lived in the lage 19th century. The poem 

brings seve.i.~.sl. f.'3cts to the knowledge of posterity. The Government 

was not prep3red to meet such an eventuality and the poet ridicules 

this, and because animals and birds show presentiment of the impen­

ding dangerf the Government must be stupider than animals; 

The beasts already knew of quake 9 it seems, 
C hlrping of birds V·ihere will you hear again 
Cattle play truant at· horne and outEiae 
When cometh the greatest and fearful day. 8 But a man, oh no, nothing hath he planned 

The poet responds imaginatively to a historical fact. The 

7cf Ch.II, Part I. For easy reading 9 I am using the 
English titles for these poems in my analysis hereafter, and the 
quotations will also be trans:Lated into English. 

Bs ts. 5, 6. 
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devastation of property and life has been vividly recorded through-

out the poem. AJ.l man-made things; houses,. cromlecs and dolmens i~ 
were 

the Southern belt of the land hcwe been destroyed. PeOtJle &ounded 

and killed - many inside coalmine.s; women and children were wi tnout 

supporters; the foodstuff got mixed up '..vi th dust. Even the richest 

among them "became beggars 11 ove:r'night. They had to sell their 

precious ornaments at a throw .. away price for some food to eat. 

Here he takes up the Christian teachings that earthly wealth is not 

indeed meaningful to man even on Earth because it could be destroyed 

any day. Joseph at timE .. :3 uses the epic similes of Homer and lYiilton 

to explain vJhat has happened. The Earthquake, he describes, changes 

the face of the earth, removes hills and mountains and blocks the 

courses o~ rivers and streams-- all these happen in a few minutes' 

time. He dramatizes the event as far as to say that some people 

thought tha·:~ rocks were fastene( to the grow::.,j., and therefore, the 

safest pl8Ce to lean upon, but, 11 They climbing the reck, it tosses, 

' bout to roll it. The earth is described as opening its mouth to 

s wall ow whatever comes to it. His imaginative power is gre·at all 

through. He enters into the confused mind of the survivors and 

sings of wh8t they believe about themselves and about the quaKe. 

His person8l feeling about it all are strong enough. The 
.-

poem is the first elegy9 in tne Kbasi L..anguage. In his religious 

fervour, Joseph compares the nature of the Khasis in general to 

those of Sodomp and Ninebe in the Old Testament of the Bible and 

alludes to Abr8h8m who warned the people against the destruction 

9until future researcl1 proves otherwise, because it was 
composed soon after the quake. 
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of S odom, and to Jonah who warned the people of Nine be against the 

anger of God~ t'md therefore t~1ey should repent of their sins. He 

fancies that: someone must pre2ch Christ in Bhutan so th8t the 

people c,gn le8rn ,gbout the shapeE: of things to come. 

\ 

Inspite of how the scientists might explain the cause of the 

Earthquake, Joseph takes it to be the "fire of God", and the plan of 

God to turn men unto himself.. There were indeed sever:::tl hundreds of 

people who joined the Presbyterian church after the great quake. 

G.A. Jones writes: 

The dark year in the furnace of 
problems? W8S also a year when many from 
outside proposed to join the church. 
In this 1 earthquAke year! alone 2, 373 10 souls were adrnt tted to church membership. 

Horm,lrai Di engdoh who composed another poem on the earthquake 11 

of 1897 holds the sAme opinion as Joseph that the cause of the quake 

W8S God's ownhand: n 'Tis no·L: the work of :::tny man 9 /But it's God's 

own workings from the depth". Di_engdoh records the condition of life 

in town, while Joseph in the rural areas; but both discounted the 

cAuses of the quake a9 being tb.:i.:s or that as man was capable of 

thinking or imagining. While Joseph makes his a means to profess his 

faith in Jesus Christ; Diengdoh makes it a historical record to mock 

at the laziness of the people. Apart from what he sings in the poem, 

he writes cle8rly in prose also: 

------------------------------------------------------~---
1°Ka History Jong ka Bal;cmg ( 1966), p. 79 

11 "Ka Jingrwai Jumai", ~ub. 1l 1\.hasi Mynta_, December 1897. The 
poet appears to have started the composition after June that year 
because he saw the attitude of the people to work and to life itself 
in the post earthquake days. 



One hateful attitude is the service of 
the daily labourers in Shillong town. They are so 
tricky that an house which could be dismantled by 
ten men, in e~hquake year more than ten do the 
work. The daily labourers are not sincere, many 
are lazy •.. of carpe1.~.ters too once a person 
holds dao, hammer, flat f"_les and saw he is 
passed of as carpenter Uf ·to an extent that school 
students and others \4ho never acquainted with 
carpentry call thernseJ.ves carpenters.12 
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Joseph has left'all these detF·lls to the imagination of the readers, 

he mourned the destruction of the lahd. In the "Earthquake poem", 

Joseph has assimilated the English form of elegy allowing Khasi words 

to be fitted into the foreign form pleasantly, though not exactly 

. ' metrically. Grayr s influence in this work is in form, style, and 

effect. The pathos J·oseph achieves in "Earthquake'' echoes the elegy 

of his model. On the other hand it appears that he is paying homage 

to Gray. He adopts the. decasyllabic rimes throughout the poem, and 

movingly refers to the loss of life in the earthquake. 

Joseph composed this poem immediately after he had translated 

Thomas- Gray's 11 Elegy on a Country Church·Y8rd. 10 From Gray's poem 

Joseph learns the feeling of loss. The atmospheric setting of the 

day when the earthquake occurred ia calm and quiet. Joseph describes 

this in the first six lines of his poem. , He borrows the idea from 

Gray 

The breezy call of incense - breathing morn 

The· swallow twi tlering from the st-raw - built shed, 

The cock's shrill clarion, on the echoing horn, 

No more shall rouse them from their lowly bed. 

12cf. J. Bacchi~rello~ · Ki Dienjat Jong Ki Longshwa 
pp. 15-16, Diengdoh' s indignation of· the slow progress and 
laziness of the people in reconstruction work appears. in the 
poem itself. 



Joseph's openings are translated below : 

Qw.et and calm blew the breeze on that day 

The sky w~·clear and silent w~the earth; 

Slowly flowed the streams in all the foothills 

All was quiet as sun ;wem to his hearth. 
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People who seek glory on earth find in Gray that the paths to it 

"1 ead but to the grave". J os ep h finds that the people in the col 

coalmines who work for their livelihood and for wealth find that 

the mines are but their grave when landslides occur. The pathos of ... 

the survivors' frantic longing for the dead is poignantly expressed 

by Joseph 

After ~ while they came from their own fields, 

They cried, they sought, they called and they shouted. 

And all as c0uld not be found around and near, 

They were no more alive, they must be dead. 

Gray expresses the sense of loss in the death of all 

good people vvho have been buried in the Churchyard because he can no 

more meet trem in life and in stanza 28 of the Elegy he moves the 

reader when he talkes of 11 dirges" and the "sad array". Joseph makes 

full use of the sense of loss in the death of coal-miners, the 

children and the infirm, the destruction to property which reduced 

·the well-to-do to a position of beggars, the changing face of nature 

due to heavy landslide everywhere, and he mourns the devastation of 

the t1order areas when all fruits and horticultural crops were 

destroyed within a few minutes. Joseph is fully aware of the great-

ness of his model, though he has not succeeded as much as Gray in 

style and tee hni que. 
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"The coming of the Holy Spirit in K hasiland" is a narra­

td.. ve poem on the religious revival in the land beginning in 1905. 

It contains 99 stanzas and is Joseph's longest poem. The insertion 

of the year along with the title of the poem shows that it was 

composed in 1906 by which date the Reverend Dr. John Roberts and 

other who were sceptical of the event in the beginning had accepted 

the revival as coming from God even as promised by Christ to his 

disciples. 13 Joseph hints at this in the third stanza of the poem 

wherein he sings that "The sparkling crown of Assembly / Is Doctor 

John Roberts." The controversy over this revival arose because of 

the dance associated with it. A Khasi sceptic writes this to correct 

himself. 

The author of these words was very 
much against this dancing which is associated 
with the Revival, but when he saw that men of 
G'od danced at Lai ttyra, he forgot his fault­
finding power and thought only of the dancing 
of the hosts of God in heaven.14 

Moncton Bareh was one of the many Christians who questioned 

the nAture of the revival. Joseph was unhappy with what he saw as 

the hardness of their hearts 9 and censured them in strong words in 

the poem. 15 His faith in the revival or the coming of the Spirit of 

God is simple. He accepts the prophecy of prophet Joel totally arid 

applies it to. the features of the ;_~evi val~ 

13st. John, Chapter 14. 

1 ~1ondon Bareh in Centenary History Ka Balang 
Presbyterigg (1940), p.94. --

15sts. 8, 47, 48, 76-79, 82-85. 



And it shall come to pass afterward, that 
I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and your 
sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old 
men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see 
vision; and also upon the servants and upon hand­
maids in those days will I pour out my spirit.16 
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Though a pastor, Joseph accepts that those who w~nt 

th~ough the revival have messages for others : 

Those who get message from the Lord; 
Would speak and would not spare. 

If they ignore and reject it 
To others would ~ give. 17 

Becaus·e of his sincere belief in the message as coming from 

God he himself defied the transfer order served on him by the Church, 

and ultimately lost his ,office. 18 

The poem which mArks Jos~ph's poetic achievement in certain 
. 19 

direction is ."The Stag" or "U Sirlapalangn. It is a romance .with 

an allegorical dress. The story goes as follows 

There are two stags - a mother and a son. They live in the 

northern slopes of the Khasiland bordering Assam. The mother was 

very careful all along; but time now comes in the life of the young 

animal when he should have his own way of facing the unknown future. 

His mother bids him now to follow her wherever she leads, because, 

she c~aims thAt she knows better than he does. The young stag who 

16 Joel, 2: 28-29. 
·17st. 59. 
18Jismot Chyne, "Katto katne shaphang u Rev. i"1orkha 

Joseph," K8 Rvngkap ( 1967). I shall discuss his conception of 
Godhead later in this Chapter. 

1% rimtos e Gatphoh too composed a poem on the same topic 
and I propose to examine the second one in the next chApter, wherein 
the similarity and the difference between the two poems shall also 
be examined briefly. 
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wants to experience life in the upland gives reasons for his journey 

and proceeds on. Even though· the mother has prernoni tion of the 

danger which they are going to face she follows him closely. Inspite 

of a favourable 'atmosphere in the Bhoi area, the stag makes up his 

mind now to attend the animals' FRre or I ew Luri Lura. There begin 

ACtions which determine his future. Among other animals, the Hound 

appears and offers fomented soyabean or turigrymbai for· sale. The 

smell of this Khasi· chutney incurs the displeasure of all animals and 

make them stamp a basketful of the tungrymbai. Among all animals, the 

Stag destroys most. As a last resort, the Hound seeks justice from 

mankind. The Hound assures man that she is going to trace the Stag 

from the smell of the chutney he has just stamped. Man seeks signs 

from Gods, and finds that the gods of Shillong too decree that the 

Stag should die for his wrongdoing. Men and the Hound follow the 

stag and finally the arrow hits the stag and he dies. 

The poem contains 378 'lines and is set in ballad metres. I.M. 

Simon considers it as a lyric, 20 a poem in which the poet expresses 

his own sentiment and emotion; but I find it difficult to agree with 

him. This is a poem where the poet narrates the events in the life 

of the stag, and does so mainly through the monologue of the mother 

stag. It is not a Khasi elegy either a~ Dr. Hamlet Bareh thinks, 21 

because in an elegy we read the lamentation of the poet himself over 

the loss either of a friend or of the glory of the village or society 

and not the dirge of an animal or birds. It is a romance which like 

a fable permits animals and all other natural objects to speak, think 

and act like men. 

2011 S hikyp.tien - · Arkynti en'', Ka Ryngkap (2nd ed. 1978), p. xxii. 
21A Short History of Kh?si Literature (3rd ed. 1979), p.25. 
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The.main interest of the poem is allegorical. Professor R.S. 

Lyngdoh associates the occasion for the poem with an age in which 

people from other parts of the country came over to these hills to 

live h.ere permanently, and do whatever they thought best22 and hence 

the young stag represents a non-Khasi, an outsider who comes over to 

this land for fortune. The interpretation cannot meet the critical 

questions the poem presents before the critics because Lyngdoh has 

not explained the allegory of the tragic death of the main hero -

the stag. If the poet intends the poem to have a pol~ tical import, he 

would have chosen some other methods to present the sequence of events. 

If we take. Professor Lyngdoh's interpretation, the conclusion would be 

that all outsiders are disobedient sons of their mothers, and would 

come to grief in these hills like the allegorical stag, but history 

has no proof of this. Furthermore, the poet says in his introduction 

that the Khasis learnt the art of lamentation from the mother-stag, 

meaning from an outsider. This would mean again that prior to the 

advent of outsiders, the Khasis were emotionless - they did not mourn, 

" weep, or: lament over the death of their dear and near ones.. Morkha 

Joseph does not appear to have such meaning in mind. He is, as Wi'lson 

Reade observes, H a religious man11 • 
23 The poem can therefore be 

better appreciated if seen as a social and a religious allegory. 

In the first instance, the mother - stag stands for a Khasi 

mother .who cares much for her children, and finds ways and means to 

guide them to a good and respectable life. According to Khasi 

22u Kritik, April 8, 1982, p.2. 
23"Umpohliew Na Mihsngi thiang", Ka Ryngkap, p. vii. 
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tradition, it is the mother's responsibility to counsel her children. 

The Stag in the poem is the only child of his mother, such a child 

gets spoilt because he gets whatever he wants. The mother - stag 

continues to advise and teach her son the good and safe way to live 

in future; that is by remaining in their own habitat and abandoning 

the adventurous ideas of experiencing life in an alien's territory. 

But because of the firm determination of the son to leave the safe 

place, his life ends in a tragedy and this makes the mother lament 

over his death. The Stag represents any K hasi youth who longs to 

experience life in new places thoughtless of other relatives at home; 

one who has no sense of the past and is oriented towards the future. 

He does not listen to the ad~ice of the mother because it is outdated 

for him. At the prime of his youth he does not understand that his 

physical power and intelligence have a limit. So he leaves his home 

and comes over to the S hi llong region where, as his mother anticipates, 

he meets death. The aim of the poet is to warn young people not to 

ignore the counsel of their parents and traditional wisdom. 

The above interpretation of the allegory is limited by one 

fact: it cannot be stretched out to accommodate other events to tne 

satisfaction of the critics. It would be proper t(Q accept the fact, 

as Wilson Reade observes, that Joseph "is a religious man, 8nd his 

business is [his? religion" and his mind naturally lends itself to 

that business. 24 This calls for a theological interpretation. 

The mother - stag represents the Christian Church in t.he 

nineteenth century, especially during Joseph's active service as 

preacher and teacher. It was his ambition to bring many souls to 

24Reade, lac. cit. 
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the Church as is the moral duty of every Christian pastor. ,'!'he 

people of the Nongkhlaw state were not quite receptive to direct 

sermo~ and they were not happy also with the conversion of disting­

uished people. 25 The Presbyterian Church was opposed to worldly 

pleasures and luxuries. 26 It called every one, young and old to 

follow its teachings even as tbe mother - stag calls her son to follow 

her wherever she leads and not to vvaste time in adventures which do 

not help the spiri tu.ql life. The Mother calls her son: 

"Oh c orne, fo ll O',v. me even now, 

I'll lead ~he way, follow. 

Lonesone and st.r:=mge, and full of fear, 

For I alone must know. 11 

( s t .8) 

The th~ologic;=ll design is clear in these lines. The way to 

ever-lasting life is not smooth. It is lonesome, strange and full of 

fear, for "strait is the gate, and narrow is· the way, which leadeth 

unto life~ and few there be that find it. 27 In the I"iother' s call the 

poet echoes the c.qll Simon Peter heard besides the Galilean sea after 

the resurrection of Christ. Christ had warned him of the type of 

death he (Peter) must suffer for his f.qi th, and now c:=~lled him, "follow 

thou me. 1q~ 

Thus the young stag represents many people who refused to 

respond to the CAll of the Church through its workers; who instead of 

--···---·-----
25c f. c h. I pt. I above. 
26cf. Ch. IV above. 

~7st. Matthew, 7:14. 
28 s t . J 0 hn' 21 : 22 • 
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listening to the gospel of salvation, had their own way of life even 

as the young stag does in the poe~. In such .gn.·, Adventure, people 

wallow themselves in places of Sin as the Stag does in the animals' 

fare. The f.gre represents this world, and Hell R.t the same time. 

Trre Hound represents sin; the fomented soyabean represents the sting 

of death which sticks to the sinners to remind them of their past 

deeds. The supernatural forces which the poet emp~oys to determine 

the fate of his hero represent God and his angelic hosts who will 

judge every man according as his works be. In this way, the tender 

fodder and Jangew- Jathang (a vegetable of bitter taste) stands for 

the lusts of the flesh which tempts man to continue in sin. The men 

who hunt the Stag are allegorical figures for Satan and his hosts. 

U Rangiark hat or Cock pre-figures Christ whom the poet worships as 

his redeemer, Saviourp and the way to peace beyond the grave. When 

the poet makes his mother - sta.g invoke the Lver batesi batemon (a 

Healing Wind) to wipe out all sorrows and pains from her he has the 

Holy Spirit of Christian theology in mind; bec9use the Holy Spirit is 

spoken of as Gomforter of men in sorrow and a divine guide to perfect 

l 'f 29 l. e. 

That in this poem the poet preaches a sermon to the K hasis as 

pastor of the Church is evident from the use of Christian doctrine of 

life beyond the grave, and the final destruction of Death by Jesus 

Christ. A man who responds to the call of the Church will rise again 

on the day of resurrection; the mother Stag is given a knowledge of 

this when she uses a stmile 

29st. John, 14:16, 26. 



A black - hair worm dies in a cocoon 
Comes out e. butterfly. 

Over a man, death can't prevail 

For e'en nine times he'll rise. 

An animal just like 

There's no more hope 
Once dead, is dead. 

poor me, 

to live, 

Where else to live? 

(st. 3J) 
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The hope of the Christians that they will one day meet their 

loved ones after the resurrection is also reflected in the poem, when 

the mother - ·stag says~ 

Ah blest are those who always hope 

One day to meet again; 

With those they love 8nd value most 

To live eternally. 

(St. 33) 

Death is' th.; final enemy of man and all living beings, but 

death shall be destroyed one day. At that time not man alone will 

live forever but animals too, since death will no longer have the 

power to touch any life. This philosophy, is put into the month of 

the Stag when she concludes her dirge: 

The son of God shall bind and wring 

All joints he' ll break, away., 

He'll break the teeth, and take out sting 
And eyes of death one day. 

Ever a man will thank tha LORD 
In all the world over. 

(St. 38) 
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This, I believe, is the interpretation that the poet 

expectsp bec<=~use he does not even allude to any political event in 

the poem. His sources are biblical but he goes beyond what the 

Bible speaks of the destruction of death in the above stanza. St • 
. 

Paul, in his letter to the 

that shall be destroyed is 

will be destroyed. In the 

C orrinthians says that 11 th·at last enemy 

death", 30 but has not explained how death 
. 31 

Book of Revelation St. John, after 

seeing the vision writes that "death and hell were cast into the lake 

of fire." Joseph combines the two accounts by the two writers and 

explains the mode of destruction, and it must give some relief to 

all who fear death. 

The dirge of the mother-stag is the first monologue in 

K hasi .Poetry,-~, it takes 21 of the 38 stanzas and it is mainly through 

this part of the poem that the reader knows much of the past history 

of the stag, as well as the poet's philosophy of life; that is, to 

live is to suffer. Even love, as the love of the mother fo~ her son, 

brings, suffering to the lover; but the loving mother is allowed to 

survive and to return to her original habitat. 

Like all 8llegories, Joseph's "Stag11
, too hAs a moral lesson: 

obedience to the p8rents, the church, and submission of the self to 

God's will. 

One characteristic which marks Joseph's poetry is its persua-

si ve quality. In almost All the poems, the personality and the force 

3C\ Corinthians, 15:26 

?1chapter 20:14 



186 

of the pOet is felt by the reader. In the «Mystery of School life" 

a reader feels as i{ the poet addresses him directly. In the 

11 Er1rthquake", and "The Stag" the listener would feel thHt the 

stories and the A.llusions are-meant for him. 

I now propose to examine briefly the speculative theology of 

Joseph. Joseph accepts the Christian view of God as God in three 

persons, - the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. All the three 

persons existed of themselves before the heaven and earth were 
I 

crer1ted. He refers to the second person in Godhead as U Khun _U Blei 

or the Son of God in the 41 Stag" and this· person of Godhead will 

destroy der1th eternA.lly. It is in the same poem also (as discuss 

above) that he projects the Holy Spirit as the healing wind, to take 

the place of Christ after his ascension to heaven. His concept of 

godhead offe.r·s an interesting point. He sings of Christ in the 

«Birth of Jesus Christ" as "the very Jehovah". In this he propounds 

his own doctrin~, because neither the Bible nor the Christi8n confes~ 

s ion of faith, nor the Apostle's creed ever sRys so. In wr he Coming 

of the Holy Spirit'' in 1905, the poet sings thRt those people 

who received the renewA.l of their faith, saw in their vision the God 

who died on the Cross: 

Calvary's anthem rent the sky, 
In sweet and saddest mode. 
It raised awe and perflext thought 
Of dAY on which God died. 

(St. 32) 
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Joseph has not offered any argument to prove that his God has 

died along ,,::_-::::~ ·::::he death of Christ. And, therefore, we do not get any 

answer to tr~ question: who ruled the heaven and earth for two days 

and three nights during which God died and lay in the grave? His 

trinity God was at work again when God the Son rose from the grave 

and ascended into the heaven of heavens or the 'Holy of the holies' 

As St. John describes it in the Book of Revelation. In this case, 

Joseph1 s theology does not clarify whether God transcends the world 

he created or is immanent in it; because in the coming of the_ Holy 

Spirit? it appears tt:lat (;od is a God who both transcends the world 

and is immanent in it. But one thing is clear. God is the source of 

211 knowl~dge and man must seek him every day. 

Joseph's concepti on of man's nature is interesting. First, -

man is an -embodiment of the fleqh, mind and spirit. The flesh grows 

a long with age and ends in the grave; ~he mii1d is a receptacle of a 11 

things good or bad; This he propounds in "The mystery of School Life." 

The mind can acquire knowledge quickly while young, and slowly when 

a man grows old. Men are divided by him into good and bad. Good 

men are humble, hard-working, God-fearing and honest: while the bad 

ones are proud, foolish and reckless like the stag, and those in his 

':Earthqu.gke. n In this poem, men are helpless in the eyes of God; 

Joseph reduces them to a position lower than that of the animals 

because ·they did not know that the Earthquake would occur as did the 

animr.tls. According to Joseph, true immortality can be achieved only 

"~hrough strict adherence to Christian beliefs and by an acceptance of 

the sovereignty of Christ. WhBtever the· nAtur'- of man? he needs God 

:for his existence. 
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He is not much interested in nature. In this respect, Ali's 

nature is more beautiful than Joseph's. In the "Stag" we see that 

his idea of nature is that of an innoc·ent child who believes every-

thing. he leArns from an elderly man; that it is m:=mifested in the 

hillsp the waters, the trees, the rocks, rain and wind, and is one 

of the ways through which God expresses himself; and m,gn must accept 

his fate whatever it may be. He is happy if God blesses him, and he 

suffers because living means suffering. 

2 

The use of poetry as a plAtform to preach abstract ideas 

continued. In 1903, Mondon BAreh exercised his mind on "Truth" or 

~a Jingshisha. 32 He sings of the supremacy of Truth over all other 

virtues. It is changeless in nature and is a sure foundation for all 

good deeds. Truth is permanent And cannot die, for heaven and earth 

s hFJll pass ,gway but Truth shall remAin forever, he urges. To B,greh 

anything which does not last is no Truth at all. Here we can ask; 

wh,gt about an event like the birth of a baby one d8y, and its death 

a day or a week later? Is it not truth that it was born and that it 

died? Bareh has not thought of such truth as permanent bec.quse what 

he has in mind is that God Alone is Truth, and th8t his word is 

Truth. Whatever he predicted must come to pass. He learns about the 

permanence of truth from Christ who once said that heaven and earth 
' 

s h~ ll pBss awFJ.y but his word shall rem ,gin forever. 33 According to 

32. 
Published in U Nongialam Khrillfll1 

33st. Matthew, 5:18 
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Moncton Bareh God always reminds man of Truth through death,judgement, 

and life whi .. c h tell man that his permanent abode is beyond the blue, 

and therefore man must accept the word of God and live upto it • 

. Mork ha Joseph and I'vlondon Bareh were aware of the cultural 

movement disuss ed in the preceding chapter but were determined to 

champion Christianity. The cultural and religious movements together 

gave rise to a new tradition in Khasi poetry. 



CHAPTEE - VI 

THE AWAK2NING· OF .IMIGINATION 

The years 1913-1940 mark ")d the advent of a new age in th8 

history of K hasi literature with a new inspiration in poetical 

wort<:s. Imagination was allowed free plBy in poetic creBtion, and 

the .. feeling foi' nature Bssumed the importance of a central theme •. 

·Romantic melancholy found expression in the works of the new poets; 
• 

most memorably in the poetry of Soso Tham and Primrose Gatphoh. 

Instinctive and ordinary experiences became the subject-matter of 

their poetry. With most of them, subjectivity is the hall-mark of 

the new poetry. 

''~-... 

The inaugur·ator of the new poetry was L. Lewis. This poet 

remained· obscure so long ber;Buse he hBd not published his poem in 
' 1 book form. What we h8Ve today ::1re the four poems on the four 

seasons of the year which were published in a Khasi monthly, 

U Lurshai in 1913 A.nd 1914. The pcems are "Ka Pyrem" (Spring), 

"Ka Lyi ur" ( ~::n.lmtiit.r), ''Ka Synrai" (Autumn), and ''Ka Tlang" (Winter) . 

In style and versific:::tt::lon, the poetry of Lewis is not radicaLLY 

different from the poetry of the p:::tst. Its importance lies in the 

interest it shows in nature 8nd life. Though religiously inclined, 

Lewis has given nature a prominent place in Kh:::t.si poetry. His 

emotive treatment of nature springs from his heart, grows through 

his observation of natural objects and mAnifests itself in his 

1The poems have now been published by the Khasi Authors.' 
Society in a collection entitled Na Ka Thiar Ki Longshuwa ( 1981). 
Not much is known about this poet. At the time he composed the 
four poems, he was serving As the heA.dmBster of the Welsh Presby­
terian M.E. School at Jowai. 
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descriptive skill. In his poetry all nAtural objects have a role to 

pL'3y and scm2-:-~_r:::::s think, hear snd act like human beings. His sense 

of natural beauty prompts him to hail Spring as the d8ughter of the 

nobles bringing with it many blessings to the land. Excepting the 

coming of showers with hailstones, Spring is to Lewis the most loved 

of the seasons, and in its ad' ent he sees the earth rising 1,1p from 

slumber and dryness to open itself to it (Spring). The glory of this 

s e::~son is reflected in the c lothirig of the land with tender grass and 

the trees with new leaves and flowers. The farmers 8re busy prep8ring 

the land for the sowing, of seeds, And the cattle rejoice in the field. 

In this WAY, L. Lewis mAkes poetry :3. medium to int.;:rpret life as he 

sees it lived during the time of composition. 

In nsu11mer 11 , nature is no longer kind because it has destruc­

tive elements. Though his heart rejoices in the blooming of flowers, 

he does not see life as a bed of roses. The seAson brings heRVY 

rainfall which sometimes m::~kes it impossible for the daily wage­

earners to go for work; and there is 8 clear recognition of poverty. 

Besides this, fleas which suck human blood increase to add misery to 

m~n in rural areAs. The cattle which rejoice in Spring are now 

disturbed by flies and other insects; trees and flowers are also 

disturbed because storm comes And uproots some of them. The poet 

does not like to see those destructive elements of n8ture. He is 

happy ag;:lin when Autumn comes ,qfter Summer. He sees in this season 

a sign of happiness. Autumn j_s a season of redemption for a fFlrmer 

because it is a. season of ripeness in Kh8si and J.qintia Hills. 

Poverty which hits the poor in the Summer is no longer there bec8use 

p8ddy .!3nd other crops are ripe And hArvested. The poet f.qncies that 



192 

m,gny people go out for .q walk or for sport to get fresh 8ir. Lewis 

is not happy with Winter either. He comp.qres the se.qson to a ruler 

with an iron rod in. his hand to whip a~l in Khasiland regardless of 

their social status, "Without mercy she whips and whips" with cold. 

His heart goes out again to .the cnttle for it is a season when 
" 

fodder becomes dry in the mAin land, and they have to migrate to 

other lAnds: 

Winter is time elsewhere to live,--
on hills 'tis hard, the grass is dead; 

With cattle there five months to stay; 
Until sowing season returns. 

(trans.) 

The poet feelingly depicts the desolations of -winter. In a 

voice charged with emotion, and in a melancholic strAin he addresses 

the dry and barren land thus: 

0 defoliate yellowish earth, 
Be no amazed and dejected, 

Like peAcock clAd with new vesture; 
You too shAll dress in costly clothes. 

(trAns.) 

His sympathy with the land and life prompts him to sigh AS 

he sings that only God knows the advantage of having such a cold 

season like Winter. 

Lewis inaugurates a new tradition in K hasi poetry. C ontempo­

rAties like Soso Tham, D. Nihon Singh WAhlang, and BronAth Thangkhiew 

were writing poems for Q Lurs hai, ::md those were pub~ished in book 

form. H. Elias Ss~-i.showing interest in poetry about the same time. 
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We came Rcross a few poems by him tn Ka Syngkhong Jingtip, a literary 

journal. The first to come out with a new book of poetry was Tham, 

but I propose to examine Wahlang first. 

Vlahlang was fully aware of the influence of the English 

Romantic poets on his way of thinking and poet"Lc creation because he 

alluded to their works in th(:O! preface to his Khasi Poems ( 1930) . 

What he feels and thinks of_poetry is evidenced from the following 

lines: 

Some facts of life are written in verse 
with the belief that "Poetry appeals to, 
exercLses and streDt,otrhens, the feeling of 
the human heart. 11 Poetry may indeed be 
defined as the 11 fit ex.Qression of the fit 
emotion. 11 The nobel Lsi£7 emotion follows 
on, and is the outcome of the deepest 
thought and the truthful view of things. 

It is William Wordsworth's view that a poet "must think long 

and deeply112 Wahlang echoes the· fl'ordsworthian idea, but he urges 

that. a poet 11 must see clearly and feel deeply,· so that he may be 

able to express his feelings in such a _way that the same emotions 

rise in the neart of others • 11 

Wahlang started his poetic career by translating a few 

English poems and those translations were publish~d in Q_Lurshai. 

He owes his initiation as a poet to Sir Walter Scott whose 

11Patriotism11 he translated faithfully and exactly. He was conscious 

of the fact that in translating Scott and a few other Eng ~ish poets 

he was disciplining himself in the art of poetry. Indeed 9 the ideas 

------------------------
2 
Preface to the Lyricat_ Ballads. 
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and the satirical elements in Scott's npatriotismrt have been 

assimilated by V/ahlang in his· 11 V Bai triem" or lfThe Terrible" in 

which he sings of a man who loves tus own ego, cares only for himself 

as a mister know-Bll looking upon all around him as foolish and 

hopeless. and ignoring their ideas and opinions howsor:ver reasonable 

those might be~ Seeing the behaviour of such a man, others shun 

him. The poet urges that sue h a one as the "Terri iJle 11 must be left 

alone. One thing must be said of this poem. It appears to me that 

Wahlang composed it as his re-action to the so-called translation of 

Scott's "Patriotism11 by Soso Tham where the latter nearly created a 

new poem in place of Scott's by incorpor::1ting his own idea into the 

translation. 3 Wahlang seems to have wanted to show that translation 

should be carried out as faithfully as possible, and that if a 

translator derives a new idea from translating, he should compose a 

new poem af'-'er the modeL Henc "The Terribl; 11 which is the outcome 

of his translating Scott. 

As against the terrible person~ Wahlang depicts 

Bnother character wttom he calls "Cosmopoli t'tl;.;Ji'~: . This is very much 

like the poet himself -- a busy town-dweller, a social worker and a 

sort of a leader in his own locality whom other people l'ong to meet 

frequently for help. Hundreds of people are· always waj_ ting their 

turn to see him. Inspite of the heavy engagement, the poet sees that 

the mind of his Cosmopolitan is calm. In this poem, W::~hlang alludes 

to the changes in the social life of the people in Shillong which 

involved leading personalities of the state referred to earlier.
4 

3More of Tham's translation shall be discussed in the next 
c hapter. 4 I have discussed those changes in chapter I' of Part, I, 
Section 3. 
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Wah lang is .chiefly a nature poet expressing a felt experience 

of nature, bo.gtnn:lng with "U Khun B' la Khlad Noh". "Nof\,.sngi thiang'1 

is saturated with nature. Nohsng.:Lthic:mg is the !l..ame of a fall near 

Mawsmsi. Nsture is depicted as tbE: source of poetry too. Nature 

is to WshlFJng, as it is to Gatphoh, an imparti8l friend who welcomes 

everyone and blesses the seekc::r of beAuty and truth with knowledge. 

3 

The new type of poetry tAkes a definite shape in the. hands of 

Soso Tham 8nd his son 2rimrose GRtphoh. In this section, I sh8ll 

examine Gatphoh's poet~y. 

According to G,qtphoh5 poetry is "the song of the whole nature" 6 

In ·this statement we find the key to his poetry. He urges th<=~t 8 poet 

listens· to t ~1e music of nature, )bserves nFJtUr82.. objects and contem-

p l8tes this gre8t feast till he is moved to poeti-c expression. Only 

those impressions which affect the heart should b~ expressedp he urges. 

In this wide and wonderful world and 
in the sky cif the Eternal God, there are 
discipline and beauty of All things which 
impress the mind and affect the heart of 
the poet .gnd he expresses all his emotions .... · 
to the public through his songs and wo~ds. 7 

5Prim;ose Garfield Gatphoh was born on the '1st May 1900. 
Studied FJt the S hillong Government High School but had to leRve 
education in 1917 to joi.n the first world wAr as clerk., He returned 
from the W8r service 8nd served as clerk in tl1.e s.gme school from · 
which he appe::1red 8nd passed .the m::1triculRtion as private cand1d8te. 
~henhSoso Th.qm retir·2d from service, Gatphoh w<=~s 8ppointed "vernAcular" 

[::rgQfnsf the V8Cant post. In 1932-33 he was cnlled to the inspecting 
staff, but returned to teaching in 1933 till he retired in 1959. His 
w?r}<s include Ki Ph8:var Sara ( 1929), S8wdong ~~ Lyr~gwiar. Dpei ( 1933) 
K1 1\.h;::mat.gng b::1d U S1er Lapal.gng (1937) 1 and K:i_...J:!m,Jer Ks1ar ('!941). 

611Balei Ba Ngi Dei bFJn .l?ule 18 Ka Poetry11
• · 

7 1 bid.. 
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In most of his early poems Gatphoh attaches importance to 

the order and discipline he finds in nature, and urges that man 

should leaL1 from nature to live an ordered and d.:i,.sciplined lifeo 

This is the spirit of his lyric~ "Ko Khyn....YJ.ah Baiei t" ( 0 Beloved 

Children). In this world no m:-1n can find only order and discipline~ 

As such nature produces diffE:.rent modes of music for man according 

a's he experiences his life; but Gatphoh does not mean that a poet 

should ignore those aspects of'life. Even melancholy has its own 

melody to a poet who loves nature and life. This is so with Gatphoh. 

In his 11Lukhimai" he makes one of his characters, Mahet 9 decide "to 

gather wisdom from nature" and to widen his 11 knowledge about. the 

lAnds and kingdoms outside"8 his ken because nature alone is truth. 

Gatphoh's own view of nature remain.s unchanged throughout his poetic, 

career. In one place he writes: 

Observe Nature which is around you. 
It is the greatest University for the 
young· and the old alike. There is in it 
a quarry of knowledge packed and hidden 
from time immemorial. This university 
which is tough and which rubs its own 
students has produced many wise and won­
derful men from different huts and nests 
of all nations under the sky. Nature does 
not take side vJith any one; it gives equal 
wages for the poor and the rich alike 9 

if they only love and study it every day. 9 

In theorizing about the place of nature in the making of a 

perfect man~ Gatphoh is influenced by the English Romantics. It is 

Wordsworth who claims in· 11 Tintern Abbey0 that he is a vvorshipper 

8sawdong li§; Lvngwiar Dpei_, pp. 66-67 
9"P reface1' ·to Ki P hawar §_ara ( 1929, rpt. 1941) • 



197 

of nature. It is Wordsworth who sings of an impartial nature as well 

as a nature which·teache~·:· or informs. Addressing his sister 

Dorothy, vv ordsworth sings: 

Knowing that Nature never did betray 
The heart that loved her; 'tis her privilege, 
Through all the years of this our life 9 to lead 
From joy to joy for she ~an so i~form 
The mind that is within us, so impress 
VVi th quietness and beauty, and so feed 
With lofty thoughts. . .. . 10 

Primrose Gatphoh is not so much a worshipper, a priest of 

Nature as is Wordsworth; but he is its lover. Nevertheless he 

learns as much from it~ quietness and beauty. Wuietness produces 

its own music, for GA.tphoh writes that "quietness also has its own 

tongue which is different and whicb cAn speak only in the he8rts 11 of 
. n 

those who seek tY learn from n<:3ture. In ::mother passage, the 

poet speaks of . both quietness and melancholy and of a "language not 

unwelcome to sick hearts" as Wordsworth sings ir, the Prelude. 12 

Gatphoh seeks to explain this through his romantic character Adadak: 

0 lady, you live in a glassy palace 
like this in a world which is so beautift1l. 
You see the fourteen-night Moon which is 
tender and slow. His unheard music must 
have touched your heart many tim,=s because 
he speaks of the quietness and melancholy 
of this life in the nature which sleeps iri 
the lulling of his tender rays.13 

This is partly reminiscent of Keats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn" which 

speaks of. the sweetness of unheard melodies 

------~------~---------"-----

10 "Lines _Composed a ~\~w Miles Above Tint ern Abbey". 
11 sawdong.Ka Lyngwiar ~ei, p. 68 
12c f. 11. 708~716 
13 Sawdong ~ Lyngwiar gpei, p.57 
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HeArcL·melodies Are sweet·, but those unheArd 
Are sweeter; th2refore, ye solft pipes, play on; 

Not to th~ sensual eAr, but more endeAr'd 
Pipe to the spirit di tteies of no tone. 

UnheArd music is sweet to GAtphoh too because it Appeals directly 

to the mind and not to the ear. While· Gatphoh' s nAture open its 

doors "night And dAy for All those who are willing to enter into it 

without spAring their lives And spiritsn 14 it.Also invites its lover 

to all kinds of melodies, including sad ones' 

Primrose GAtphoh sees that nAture is multi-fAceted. Above 

him is the sky with the sun, the moon and· the stArs according to · 

their timings; then there are wind, rAin, And cloud which come from 

their own places. On the earth's surfAce, nature embraces all 

animAls, hirds, trees, flowers and insects w.hich produce. their own 

medlodies. ~bove these in man who is also pArt of nAture, And is 

subject to nAtural .lAws like all other living beings. It is those 

nAturAl objects which a man should reAd, And listen with his mentAl 

eArs to enAble him to express whAt he sees .<0\nd heArs in his poetic 
1S 

creAtion. --- For GA.tphoh, poetry expresses this sense"of ni-1ture. 

He writes, "Poetry expresses the beAuty of nAture better thAn Any 

other mei=l.ns we hAve to express it". It enables reAders to shl=lre in 

the tender emotions And feelings expressed by poets AS well As 

the sorrows, sAdness, hopes And joys which A mAn 

experiences in his dAily life. Sue h shAring of experiences 

14 
P. GAtphoh in KA Thymmei ( 1961) • 

15Ib£d~ 
1 ~bid. 



16 is not possible in prose, Qlaims Gatphoh. ·· 

4 

I now propose to examinE Gatphoh's poetry thematically. His 

major poems are ''Ka Sohlyngngem 11 , "Ka Per Tyrso", 8nd ""J Sier 

Lapalang• Each. has a theme of its own. 

This is the theme of "Ka Sohlyng-
\ 

ngem 11 • The poem is a bal,18d based on the o.ral tradition as recorded 

by R8bon Singh in~ K~ tab Jingphawar ( 1899) • "Sohlyngngem 11 literally 

means the Imperial Pigeon fourid in the Khasi Hills. The bird is 

personified in this poem so as to possess the qualities of man. 

S:::Jhlyngngem is the only daughter of her parents. She is depicted as 

modest and correct till she meets Rynniaw (a black bird w$.~.h long 

feather} with whom she· f8lls in love. Both :the. young birds love each 

other and go steady for some b.me. ·occasionAlly they visit quiet 

places where they sh8re their secrets and decide to get married some 

day. As a docile daughter, Sohlyngngem tells her mother of her plan 

to marry her boy-friend. Neither of her parents is happy that their 

daughter should marry a son of rich parents lest he ill-treAt her 
I 
later. This breaks the heart of the daughter And makes her cry. One 

d.gy she tells this to her beloved. The boy takes A decision quickly 

which is that he does not like to displease the girl's parents. They 

kiss each other, and the boy flies upward proudly announcing what he 

has done with t~e girl. 

------------------------------------------
16p. Gatphoh 1n KB Thymmei ( 1961) 
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The poet uses the fable only as a means to present the 

eonflicts in the Khasi ~ociety of those days. It is the conflict 

between love and obedience. It is also the conflict between the 

old val~es and the new. The old Vnlue demands that a girl ~hould 

marry only her equal, not richer, nor poorer than she is. Parents 

in those times prefered a poor and diligent boy to a rich one for 

their daughter. They feared, as the mother of Sohlyngngem does, 

th:='lt boys coming from well-to-do families when united into 

matrimony with poor girls will ill-treat their wives later and 

fin~lly leave them in distress. ~odern life does not uphold suon 

a view of ma.rri.ed life because loye and mutal understanding ~ve 

become the main consideration. The young lovers seem to understand 

themselves better than do their parents. The poet sings: 

Saered language of love they speak, 
Alone they get engaged: 

To king or slave tl.lls does not leak, 
For none is the~·e to wait • 

. The girl becomes A victim of the conflict between her love for the 

boy and ·obedience to her parents. Both are important to her~ When 

she struggles to get away with one, she finds that she misses both!' 

She :mourns beeause the young :m.an does not ll,ke to face the pr,o.ol.em 

o;f l.if·e. Nevertheless., he :says:-

"0 h! is it so? I too don't l.ike'! 
And why :sh;oulcl you di:splease.! 

B'ut ·o sweethe::=rrt .grant that I ·mi:gb,t 
Kiss you but once - Farewell~" 

The po~t does not tell .dir,ectly whether or not Sohlyngng_eiil 

1 os-e~ her vi:~gini ty 'in the pr;o.lc:>nged embrA~ei"I'\g .and ·kissi:Bg, but he 

m:ak:e's the bcr~r, Ryrmiaw anneunc.e: 



'Tis broke; 'tis broke! a Golden Cup, 
'Tis o'er, oh fragrant flo'er. 

II 
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In these lines the ngolden cup" which is broken is A metaphor for 

virginity. In another line, . the poet uses another metaphor, 

11 thei iap saw••. Both indicate that the girl has lost her virginity . 
.. 

What the poet does here and in the next poem is reflecting 

and interpreting the changes in the Khasi society; the con£lict 

between love and obedience, between the old values and the new which 

affect the life of the young people. In early days, marriages were 

arranged by parents. What was necessary was the agreement of the 

parents on both sides. Love marriages too took place but seldom 

because obedience to parents prevailed. Later generations of Khasi 

youth did not accept a pre-arranged marriage. Young people felt 

free to choose their life-partners. Sohlyngngem is the product of 

the new generation who thinks that love should take a firm root 

Kirst before marriage can take place; unfortunately it does not work 

in her case. The defect in Sohlyngngem in this poem is her failure 

to do as most modern Khasi girls do. Instead of taking her boy home 

and introducing him to her parents she prefers to meet him on the 

sly. The tragic and of love-tie could have been prevented had she 

taken care of the future. But her parents too have not tried to 

reconcile themselves to the changing circumstances. They stick to 

their old-time practice of finding a boy for their daughter 

themselves, and the traditional belief that boys coming from a rich 

fami·ly are no match for a poor girl. Thus, when obedience to 

parents prevails, a plan for .love marriage fails. 
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Something must be said of Gatphoh's design in 

"Ka Sohlyngngem". In th2 beginni~g we find a calm atmosphere at home 

as if everything is going on very vJell with the family. The calm 

atmosphere develops into something else when Rynniaw sings seren.gdes 

to the girl. Not long after that, we find both the young people in 

outings to quiet places where we find only love ruling their hearts. 

The day, her parents know of their secret engagement, the house-hold 

atmosphere is changed with anger of the mothi:r and the cry of the 

girr. The last day the couple meet is also a lousy day, full of 

noises. In all these ,_;;tages, the poet involves his readers with the 

action. The readers are witnesses to the events as much as the poet 

is. They sympathize with Sohlyngngem, because her misfortune is the 

misfortune of many a young girl of this type in the Khasi society 

today. 

Love and Lust Conflict. In "Ka Per Tyrso~', Gatphoh takes love 

and lust as his theme. The characters of this drama are Sngi and 

Klew. They are wife and husband. The structure of this poem 

deserves special attention. In it Gatphoh experiments in constructing 

a tragic plot, and in pathos. When we talk of plot, it is helpful to 

refer to Aristotle. That Greek philosopher said that the plot should 

have a beginning, the middle and the en?-. 17 In chapter XVIII of the 

Poetics he spoke of two other parts of atragic plot, namely, the 

Complication and the Denouement. Ga tp hoh in ~tKa Per TyrsoH designs 

··a plot which has five parts. I feel I must clarify these parts for 

17Poetics, trans. S.H. Butcher. 



better appreciation of my statement. 

PART I The beginning. Here we are allowed 
to see the chi·ldless couple live 
peacefully L1 their palace high above 
the earth and a littl~ below heaven. 

·PART II The complication. The.husband, Klew, 
becomes restless and expresses his 
desire to leave his wife and to marry 
the girl t.;~ has seen lately. He tells 
also that such a one alone can mate h 
him in pomp and grandeur. 

PART III The middle. Sngi dissuades Klew from 
being tempted by new things. We see 
th.e action. The wife holds her husband 
with her hand weeping: in adv'ance for the 
con3equence of rus action. Klew does 
not li~ten. · 

PART IV The Denouement. Klew decides to leave, 
and flies down to ear'th as he could not 
resist the temptation, only to disc over 
that the object he has so long taken for 
a girL is only a mustard flower. 

PART V The end. Her·e we see the suffering of 
Klew. He repents but he cannot return 
to his wife. 

Klew is a tragic hero with all • the quali tj_es Aristotle 

prescribed _for such a hero. Th:Ls hero l.s placed in high position. 
0 

That he is so is revealed from the height of his abode -- half the 

distance between heaven and eartho According to the Khasi· custom, 

when a husband marries a rich. wife; he is also rich. The fortune 

of his wife is his fortune also. In this poem too Klew has no:-
' ' 

worries because his wife, Sngi 9 is rich. This is supported by the 

words of Sngi who, after she has observed for many days that'her 

husband has become restless, asks like one in authority over her 

property, nAnd what else do you lack?" ·· The tragic flaw of Klew is 

sexual lust. His fortune changes suddenly on his reaching the earth 
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because he discovers r.is se:'icv.s f.::.ult. He su:r.fers for his own 

conduct. 

The ?Oet' s sympathy goet v-Ji th Sngi; but !:)_e does not seem to 

be prepared for a psycho-anab:~:L ..:al ihvest.i..gatj_on of the causes of 

Klew' s fallo It is perhaps re1.::vant here to uay thet most Kh,gsi 

husbands feel th;:,t life is emr1ty without children to succeed them. 

Someone who is not constrair.::?d by religion or a;se could very well 

think like Klew of trying :.::.is luck on another vJOman. There is also 

scope to look 8t the cs,us~= of Klew! s fall from another angle. The 

wife who h8S been bles,:.ed by -~he pC(~t With premonition &Lf the 

cat~strophe which her hLwband is soun tc meet contributes to 1 ts 

fulfilment. As mentioned above~ she is proud of her propetty and 

seems to thirk that luxury of l.ife and personal comfort are all thAt 

husbands needo Besides this 9 she jrks Klew by condemning thE gJ.rl 

bl?fore seej_Lz ber personAlly, 8.Ll bla:ning Satan .for temptj_ng her 

husband·" Th'es~ reason,':'~ .. seem suffic::.e.:ri.t'" fc:i":r: t-h~- '·h0.sba.rtd ·to rush 

ir~tb darkness and to his trag5.G suffering. 

Klew'-s iove ·for. his W:i.fe j_s unq,lestioriable~ ·b'e(~ause he ·a:oes 

t,ot ·ask 1~~shiy :or spe8k '-1.-ri.::·on.sis tenti.~'. He ciues s&y that :·l1e wo~:i:d 

re··e'J.ril aft~r meeti"i1g the gLrL J\ut ::.1i the ·end9 lU.s:t prevails arid 
,.·· ,-

, I have said earlier that both ···.i1e abo:ve. poems are .ballads. 
·. - ' ·.'- . 

T~ey a.r;.;: indeed s ertous 11. terary b.s J .. la~~a.;;,- . T lley are rwt Jnte,ncted 

for singing ro..1nd fLreplac e.3 simply· to .;mtertain .th~. raE,lders .. 
. . •. ' • '. . . • • !. • ·' • • ' . • . • • • • • • • '- ... 

occas iqna.l1y ~-- Thougl1 GFJtp h?ll. c hoos s~ trqdi t.Lo11.al ,:t;;qemes . and s~qries 

fo.~- ~tqe poems his treatmE;nt rr ... gh·.i.y literary. He is Y.f2Y:Y,- .c;::~reful 

': :::·. ·. i 
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of the ballad convention. In the first instance, he adapts the 

four-foot iambic for the first and the third lines, and the three­

foot iambic for the second and the fourth lines. Secondly, Gatphoh 

makes his poems 11Ka Sohlyngp,gem11 and "Ka Per Tyrso" rime abab 

uniformly. 

Ballads arise from f0lk literature. Gatphoh takes folk 

literature as sources, and treats the deeds rather than thoughts of 

his characters as subject-matters of the poems. The treatment is 

impersonal, and Gatphoh does not identify himself with any of his 

characters. Like most literary balladists, Gatphoh too does not 

attempt to describe in detail the time and place of action but lays 

stress on the story and action. In each case, he brings the 

supernatural in. to Gletermine the course of action (I shall come to 

this a little later) • 

Obligation and Arnbi tion: In "U Sier Lapalang~, Primrose 

Gatphoh takes social obligation and brings it in conflict with the 

ambition of a young man for fame and fortune. . ThJs is the theme of 

C.atphohl s Stag Poem. 18 "U Sier Lapalang" is a metrical romance­

allegory •. It is also partly an exercise in a comparative study of 

some aspects of the Jewish religi01.lS practice with that of the 

K hasis. The gist of the poem may be stated briefly before it· is 

examined further. 

There are two stags, the mother. and her son. They live.·in 

the plains of East Bengal and sometimes they come to .tl1e foothill of 
' 

18we have in the lasJc chapter examined o~ Stag poem 
by Morkha Joseph. While the first is a double allegory, the 
present one h8s its own angle of appro::ich. 
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Kh8si •Hills to a village named Lap8lang from which the young stag 

derives his n.!:lme, "Sier Lapalang(• or LapAlr:mg stag. As R cnreful 

mother, the St::~g counsels her son not to be 8mbi tious of fame and 

glory for there is d8nger awaiting such charActers. ' The young 

st~g does not listen. He leAves the mother alone And climbs the 

Kh::~si Hills to experience lif1:;. In the course of his adventure he 

reaches m::~ny places -- awful :=md fearful AS well es places which 

inspire him to go aheed. One day he reaches the animals' fare or 

i ew luri-lura where the dog sells tungtoh (fomented soya bean). 

Because of its foul sm~:;ll, the young Stag Flnd other animals stamp it 

under their feet, and the smell of it sticks in their hoof forever~ 

The dog seeks justice from the King of animals, the Tiger, perhaps 

because there is no Lion in the, district. In the judgement the Stag 

is justified fully and is set· .frees. but the dog and his wife seek 

. justice from ·man and promise tc serve him for life if he only agrees 

to take revenge on the Stag. Man agrees, and along with his friends, 

hunts the Stag and kills him. In the mean time the mother who has 

been searching for her son Arrives and finds that he is already dead 

and his body is on the bier ready to be carried to the hut of man. 

When the hunters see the courage of the mother-stag to came near her 

dead son, they lower the pier down <=~nd leave it there. The pl::~ce the 

poet chooses is Shillong peak. -·The mother laments over the lot of 

her son and prays to the Shillong god for mercy. God hears her 

prayer and turns both the stags. into springs. 

I have s::>.id earlier that the poem· is a metrical romance, Indeed 

it hBs several elements of Romance. The hero of a Romance needs 
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training to help the weak and the helpless and to fight _if necessary. 

In this poem, Lapalang' s mother i.s one of the teachers. She teaches 

him to be humble and not to despise women. She asks him 1 "And how 

would you run from a mother who bore~n She expects him to be her 

defender now that he is grovvn up. Lapalang does not think that the 

instruction is enough for him so he gets the best of training from 

-1!?-ature through experiences •. , ~~ ._;L,s. to __ r_:~.~u-~-~~-s call that he responds 
•·;· ~ ••• ~ 1 ••• ·-- ... _ ....... ~----. 

'an'dn·bec-ause of that too he leaves his own mother. This .is sttggesti ve 

al'so of the ambition of the poet himself to venture on a new type of 

poetry as against the didac.ticism of the old. 

The hero of. a romance needs training in the art of handling 

hi.s weapons. The weApons Lapalang has are his antlers. l'fature 
'\ 

teaches him how to use his we.qpons because the poet·says, "l1e barks, 

and he snores, he bears his antlers." _In a romance, the weak run for 

life and need the protection of the powerful. In this poem too the 

d6'g':·ahci: tu\,- J;ife ~:~ek the help of rrlan:, 'th;~· m6st povJe"riJl ~c·:r~ature sri-

eArth.;~:· ~ft!ete i~-~j11-~ti~~fication for,th~se···cri~:Lrac-te.r:s' to do ·so· becaus·e 
·,.·: 

., 

anikali. : · T·h-~n~ -'·is a .t~llgious cerein~n'y 8.ls o:· The medieval 'Knigtlt 

hAd to' --:rem~:ih 'one. rlight n~~r the alt·ar to ::pray>·for ci·oci'~";bleb·si·ngs 

in his venture. :H~ had '·-eo do that alone~ - Lapa18.ng' 'mak-es· the - · · 

Eaoieng peak the place ·\Jh~·re l1e can deci.tc"ciite hirri.s~t·f ·t·o ·;the new t·ask. 
. . . . . . . . ~ . ,• ' . .·' . . ~ .. . . 

The poet ·h.as that· -intention because· he calts· the 'plac~ 'lavJky'ntang'-

which rr;eahs _sac;~d gr~~~.· It is i~this plac-e·that t~,e Stag says· t·o 

. hlms.edf,· :11 Sur'eiy ·1ri t'his :w~rld I'll· for'get you never 11 when he 

remembers ttle.counsel .. of his mother •. It is here also .that he prays . . . . . ' . ·~ ' . 

. ... .l. 

..... :· ... · .. ··: 

. . ) ~ .... '_: ·, 

••• •.l 
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to God: ~Leil..um o Le.:tth.o:~·· .. L::. :->eac..(:;: shall go/ 0 hear and listen, 
~-~~-::-.> .,...... ~~~ •• ~' -

not go back becsusG: 

My mind h23 prepe:x·ecl ---· ·;::l1e J '}:C:d far away2 
Forward I ::nus t st'2P to F'ame i ,s pinnacle~ 
Though blood mtiS t be :::; hed9 :;,ro1..:t too must not cry o 

In a roma.n.ce, there i.s s .:.net.i.me.s a woman. in sorrow or someone 

desp:bsed or i :;_],.·-treated \·.d.. th·,ut a r:::atlse. If [", '.wman, she is not 

.satisfied until she finds -;~l1e thing she see~~s,. This has been 

portrayed· by Ga·:;phoh ill ... ,l1e person cf tlJ.e mothel~ Stago She has been 

:Ln distress ever since c::·le sor1. left her alone,. Neverthelc:ss, ·she 

searches ior lliril nov· '.tith to.a.1:'5, ca·:-::ing notlLLng tilJ. she :::·i:c.ds him~ 

but alas he is deaCi. aLre:-J.dy'~ 

The main theme 'Jf a ro:r;a.~1ce ; ("'~ 
.::W ei.t 1:,_er battle or love, or adven-

ture., Gatphoh combj_nes th.e J.cve of fame and ad.ve!.lture. In fact he 

highlight::: the conflict of l.J ~ rlc:.'>.: :i.n his effort to reconcile his 

:feeling about rLis aged r110ther to l1:i.s _oe.r.sonal ambj_ tionsu H_, fulfi.~---

·che latter ar.l.d dies a tragic deat!:.~.o But vJe must note one point: the 

poet allows him to die bece..use there is noth.i.ng more fo.J.."' Lapalang to 

Gatphoh' E; Stag poeL: differs f.rom. the one by Morkha Joseph in 

certain r2spects,. Gatpi10~1 ch.ooscs the fm1r-foot metJ.'e for all the 

lines exc~pt for the seventh sta':lza whHl he mc:.k es a transition from 

the beginning to the middl·2 of the story where he choo~es a different 

rnetre; whereas the one by Jospeh is not uniform in this respect. 

J osephf s stag comes .trom the nor·r~h 9 while th.is one by G2.tphoh from 

.:the south of Khasi H:i .. lls, To rE;:::.ders who attach importance to the 
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political implications of the poems, yvhich none of the poets has in 

mind, the Stag ccming from the north is identified with an outsider 

coming from Assam, while the one coming up from the south is a 

Bengali. I do not subscribe to such an interpretation. Joseph makes 

his poem serve, through its double allegory, more purposes than one. 

Gatp,hoh' s allegory is aimed at involving every person in the Khasi 
,0 

society. The stag is any on'= of us: one with ambition and with the 

will to od good to his parents; but when higher call comes in his 

Life, ha l.Ehvsss behind F.lll obligations to be capable of responding 

to the call. Joseph~ s Stag is condemned by the gods and by the poet 

himself; whereas Gatphoh's is an ambitious young character. The 

conflict Gatphoh's stag faces is between duty to his mother or 

obligFltion and his love of fame. Finally, he decides in favour of 

fame. He is brave and courageous, but not b.qd. We admire him as 

his reasonlng power matures. The determination and ambition of this 

St.gg are pArts of G.gtphoh's own he wants to know even the origin 

of the KhAsis and so he follows the footprints and traces of the way 

the KhBsis followed to reach this place -- through monolith ,and : 

cromlecs he finds in these hills, he comes to the conclusion that 

the ancestors of the K hasi must have come from 11 Sohp hoh Lynrum 11 • This 

Stag continues his journey like a hero. When he reaches the animals 1 

fare, he along with other animals stamps the chutney of the dog. 

Unlike Joseph's stag who is condemned, Gatphoh' s is justified by the 

Council of the animals and comes out a real hero from the fare. 

Like the experiment in •~Ka Per Tyrso"', here too Gatphoh 

depicts his Lapalang more or less as a tragic hero with certain good 
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qualities in him. Becuase he has been vindicated by the animals' 

council, Lapalang has nq fear~ no.t' does he suspect mischief being 

planned against him by anyone, He proceeds till he reaches the 

Shillong peak •. This peak is thr~ highest in the Khasi ahd Jaintia 

Hills~ and Lapalang' s reachir.i.g -~her·e marks his attainment to fame. 

He has his flaw~ He takes ·thE' judgment of other animals to be final, 

and he has every ·right to tl'u.nk. so because the council or durbar is 

the supreme authori tyo See8nd].y1 when he finds the ladies working in 

the slope of the Shillc.ng peai-c disappearing~ he does not suspect any 

ill luck facing himo t few minutes _later, he sees the hunters With 

the very dog whose chutney he had stamped~ He realizes his flaw, but 

there is no time tv do anyth5_ng about 1 t. He dies, but remains 8 

character who has accomplished what he p]_anned. 

~~~~::~~...!1.1:.· What makes Gatphoh' s poetry different from 

that of his contemporaries ~s his employment of the Supe[naturaL He 

gets this idea from the English Romantics. Coleridge, recalling the 

occasion for the Lyrical Ballads ( '! f9S) writes: 

In this idea originate the plan of the 
~yrical Ballads~ in which it was agreed that my 
endeavour should be di.rec ted to persons and 
characters supe.<:'natural~ or at least romantic; 
yet so as to transfer from our inward nature a 
hum::1.n interest and a semblance of truth suffi­
c:Lent to procure for the.se shadows of imagination 
that willing suspension of disbelief~ which 
constitute poetic fai tho 19 · 

In "Ka Sohlyngngem", the supernatural has been given a minor 

role to play. The poet uses v1ha.t he calJ.s ls~ei Iapma~ (the goddess 

---------------
19s.T. Coleridge, ~.l:S.J.&mg_Uia Literarj~, (Ed.) George 

Watson (London: Everyr.1ant s Library, rpt. 19b75, .?P·168-69e 
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of blind love) to wi tne3s tb.2 love of Sohlyngngem and Rynniaw. As 

the youth g.i.Ve their so1emn o;H'O'Jlise to eaCh Othe.t', this dgoddess 

smiles on them. Thi3 smile of the supernatural 1s ironic and 

ambiguous : she might admire "Cr.!.::-. couple .for their love; she might 

also be smiling because she knows what is going to happen. The 

events which follow the smile are however not pleasant to the girl. 

Therefore~ the smile of the supernatural is ironic, a forewarning of 

what is to follow. From t 1.le very moment we see the presence of the 

goddess of blind loves we feel that the entire course of events in 

the life and expertenc . of the couple is controlled by the super-

natural. In "Ka Per ~·yrso1~, Gatphoh shows his power of using the 

supernatural fullyv Klew is tempt~d in many ways by u ksuid, or 

. Satan who leads him to decide in favour of leaving his wife. The 

Supernatural first touches the eyl~S of Klew. He looks down from the 

window of the _m.datial building 1nc:l. sees first :figures like Thien 

(a devil who sometimes takes the form of serpent); then an animal, a 

snake, and li:..-1eJ ~-Y a yot.-mg &; __ :cL The more Klew applies his mind and 

imaginatio:r. to the newfound bea·1ty 9 the more helpless he becomeso 

Suggestion from his wife 1 hmvsoever· good it mJght be is of no value 

at alL Sngi s his vlife~ rep.resents th:"? element of divine force; but 

when her husb;:md can no longer a~cept hei' plea, the good effort fails. 

The evil forces are given four rL:J.mes : ~ th1§.n~ u ksuis!, Lei Puri and 

Lei Rango,~ It is the second devi 1 who goes up to the p8.latial .:- •. : 
~ 

building and. tempts Klew to th.irk of tbe young girl down below~ 

U Ksuid's function .:-ese...11bles tnat r)f Miltont s Beelzebub who tempts 

even his leader Satan; while Rango 1 s resembles the function of Sin in 

Paradise Lost •.. Gatphoh is ver:·-/ ca:ceful in assigning roles to the. 
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Supernatural. It is not eno .lgh fur this power to win the soul of a 

good man through seeing alone. It needs hearing and seeing to be 

convinced for the new idea. Klew falls from grace because of his 
I 

own flaw, but his flaw as we1J. ,''!:: his action is detennined by the 

Supernatural. 

The role of the Supe natu.i.'al in nu Sier Lapalang•t also is 

important. The divine power and the evil forces are worKing actively 

throughout the poem. The pr.':sence of the Supernatural is hinted by 

Gatphoh from th.e second stanza where he introduces u k.suid, Tyrut 

(the demoness who brings misfortune, especially v1olent death), and 

God the creator. Then the poet goes on cataloguing those powers 

working against God. Besides the above:..-named devils, he brings in 

Ran.@, Thlen, rakot, _£n~~' .Ull~.h 9 §."!did tyn1~Qg, j_yrnphong and 

several other devils (known to the Khasis) to have the'ir role in 

determining the fate of Lapa:.ang.: Occasionally 9 the hero is allowed 

to see the shadows of these evil. powers as well as to appreciate 

God's handiwork as manifested in natur'e. But he does not like to 

return to his mother. Again, the hunters who shoot Lapalang do not 

do it without consulting the Sv.per'naturaL The first £;eek a sign 

from the gods in t.heir small ~ .. irn,~--,::ontainer, and the sign shows that 

the· Stag is to die on ShilloiJg pee.',:, ani at tne same time the sign 

shows that there is a divine sanction to the killing of Lapc:tlang.. At 

this point, we see that both the g:-Jod and the evil forces of the 

Supernatural work ag::1inst Lapa'.l_.c1ng, The mother, however, keeps on 

praying to God for the safety of her son, . but when she ln.ter finds 

him dead, she too longs for death. The mother's last words embody 



the invocation to the divi.ne powe.r f,or .:l-~n..tgrY~~-

My head in the earth for e'er I shall hide, 
And now oh listen. set free undefiled! 
Cover now on Earth~ Oh .cloor of the world'. 
The hell of the dog~ ar;.'Ow of the Bow~ 
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The God of Shillong hears b.er prr:,yer, and appears in the form of 

smoke from the MB.rai Cave and with the touch of his golden staff, 

the st8gs are ch::Jnged into nine springs. 

Gatphoh does (hot want the ambitious Stag -to end in death, 

for death in the body does not mea-n death of the soul as well. He 

does not have any redemption for Klew but he redeems his §tag by 

changing him into Spring. He also shows th8t though man and gods 

allow his_ Stag to die, the Almighty of his own power forgives him 

and grants him evertasting life. 

Bib.lic,a).."'Influehce. · Gatphoh was a Christian, and an elder 

of the Presbyterian Church at Jaiaw, Shillong. As such, he was 

steeped in the Bible. There is, thereforep scope to examine the 

influence of the Bible ~nd of Christian thought on his poetry. In 

bringing the God who dwe~ls in th2 Shillong peaK and the sacrifices 

offered him by the Khasis, Gstphot seems to have offered a parallel 

of Jehovah in the Old Testament. In the Bible, Jehovah commanded 

M t • lt t th th I . . . . f. 20 oses o. m~x sa o e anKsgl v~ng sacr~ ~ce. The Shillong God 

delights in saltless meat of:ering, for "The me8t without salt they 

boil and they roast'•, says Galtphoh. Against this parallelism, these 

are also similarities. Jehovah was pleased to meet his people in 

20Levi ticus 2: 13 
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?1 . 
the sacred grove of mount Ho·:ab-' and sanctified the grove as 'holy' 

where Hoses and Aaron were a_.:;ked to go barefooted. Jehovah forbade 

Moses to take home the remai:-~s frc~n the meat and bread used in 

sacriftce and asked th.3t the whol_e rem8inder should be collected pnd 

burnt. 22 GatJhOh sings of a Khosi practice similar to this in that 

the worshippers of the Shillo::-:g God do not take home the pteces of 

meat which they cannot e:::lt c;1 top of the Shillong peak for nThey 

pick from the ground and burn those in fl;;meo 41 The people of 

Sbillong offer an annual ·chanks-giving sacrifice to the Shillong God 

in the same manner as :-:ne children of Israel did to Jehovah. It 

appears, therefore, t~1at Gatphoh is aware of the Bibilical traGii tion. 

The Christian teaching that children ought to honour their 

pa.rents is reflected in 11Ka Sohlyngngem" and "U Sier Lapalang". 

Gatphoh makes Sohlyngngem submit to her, parents' will and part with 

her boy frJ..end. Lapa L=mg, tnJ'L<.gh he leaves his mother in favour of 

fame, thinks that it is a ternpora.r·y separation and that he will one 

day return with honour and f::1we to tBke CFJ.re of his old mother. The 

ideA of reaeeming LFJpalang 9 ::ts we have alreFJdY discussed 8bove, is 

Christian in nRture but Gatphoh kn-Jws that there is no doctrine 

thBt an Anim8l should hRve lLfe ""~~ter death, so he designs the 

end of his hero the way he does. Christianity does not f8vour 

Lust, and is 8g8inst adultery. So Kle.w could not be redeemed, And 

he sufferE:, 

21 Exodus 3:5. 
22Levi ticus 7: 17 and 8: 32. 
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In most of his poems G8tphoh uses the animBl r.md bird imagery 

to interl-lr<=t life. He gives his animFli ch8r8cters mind, hec=trt9 

feeling 9 emotion? p8ssion, Flnd the C8tJ8City to think And act like 

m::~n. His imagination is compulsively Anthropomorphic. 

Man in G8tphoh's poetry is. not a simple being. He is 8 

synthesis. of contraries. He w:=mts to live peacefully 8nd lead a 

disciplined life. That is possible when he is young and when he 

still remains unexposed to the problems of' life. The moment he 

encounters those problems, he finds himsalf A being who wants to 
l 

exercise ~s individual freedom, 8 being whose mind is full of 

r.~mbition, anxiety, and tensior,. M::1n's mind is 8 bFlttle-field for 

conflicting ide!=ls. His succes::: or f::~ilure depends pArtly on his 

own conduct and p8rtly on the divin~~ will And the n::~tural forces. 

MAn is A member of the svciety. Each svciety h::~s its own 

tr::~di tion r.~nd customary lAws to which m8n is tied down; but m::~n 8S 

A rationAl being wants to be his ownself. He longs to exercise his. 

individu~l freedom ::~nd energy reg8rdless of consequence. This 

longing for freedom is the hall-m8rk of G::~tphoh's philo~ophy of life. 

In the poem 11 TutA Ai Kh:=~w 11 the l?Arrot ·sings th::~t she longs to go out 

of the CAge to the j.ungL:? and le'ad .":i naturAl life. She does not 

feel h·'=~PP¥ with food being given her without struggling. The same 

longing for freedom h:=~s be . .:;n reflected 1n ill Sim BF~ri t", too, in 

which a little bird kept in :::~ cr.~ge tells the boy: 

I long to fly freely 
And sing sweet melody 
I yeF~rn for cleAr w8ter 
F8lling below th~ rocks. 



A slave I am hither 
In ci:lge, --- my soul grows thin 
Among my friends thither 
Freely, -- I rule, A queen 
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Klew struggles to br2ak the sociAl tie which marriage im~oses 

on him. His failure is due to his own doings. Lapalang wants to be 

natural, and to be the master of his own destiny. Though he dies, 

he lives like a character in H Romance. 

All those main characters reJresent the nature of a modern 

man who finds that the precarious nature oi tha J!e8Ce ;:md pleasur.e 

he experiencess and 8 man who finds that life is full of complexities 

P.nd that at the bottom of everything lies frustration and finally 

tragedy. 

In bring:j_ng in the St::;,:>ern."lturAl in the ,gction of his m,gjor 

poems, Gatphoh expresses a religious view. Though life is a 

complexed whole, God does bless those who turn to him with a contrite 

heart :=ts he blesses the mothE:>r' stPg. GAtphoh shows, through his 

ch8racters, a concern for ma11' s s):l.ri tual destiny. Bec.'=luse he takes 

nature 8S the cretation of God~ he seems to ple8d as he does in 

11 Tuta Ai Kh8W'1 ,gnd it I Sim B0ri t;' for man's submission to natur8l 

laws. Demonstr8bly, Ga.tphoh draws· upon the naturalism of the English 

Rom:=mtics. 

Gatphoh' s view of life has a strong in£ruence on later 

poets, evidently on Oscar .i''l. Vv8hlang. Gatphoh' s is now deAd, but 

like his Lapalang, who takes a new form of life, he too is alive 

in the Kh<1si society through his poetry. 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE POETRY OF SOSO THJllVl 

The study of Khasi literature of the first one hundred years 

of its historj will be incomplete without Soso Tharri. Tham is. a 

genius whose poetry merits serious attention. His poetry has 

exercised the widest influence on.the reading public and has served 

as a model of a careful art for most modern Khasi poets. 

Thrun did not have much formal education. He retired as a 

teacher of the Shillong Government High School. Born at Sohra in 

1873, Soso Tham had hLs early education at Nongsawlia, an important 

st::~tion of the Welsh Presbyterian Mission in the Khasi Hills. He 

came to Shillong. about 1889-1890 and red up to the sevent cl::~ss. only. 

Since then he h::~d to move from place to place as a school teacher 

till 1893 when he was appointed headmaster of the erstwhile upper 

prim::~ry school at Shangpung in the Jaintia Hills. About 1903 he 

left the job and began pr::~ctice as a petty lawyer in the court of the 

sub-divisional officer at Jowai, then a sub-division of the Khasi 

and fainti::~ Hills District. He was appointed teacher in the Shillong 

Government high School in 1905 by the Chief Commissioner of Assam 

and joined the post on the 15th October th::~t year. He retired from 

service on the 30th June 1931. 1 This new job brought him face to 

face with the dearth of reading materials in the Khasi language~ 

Tham ~ecame restive. From his own ::~ccount, it is clear that the 

1The date of his retirement prompts me to estimate that 
he was born on the 1st July 1873 for June 30, 1931, he must have 
completed 58 years of ::~ge, due for retirement in those days• 
Works on his life and literary career include the Soso Tham Birth 
Genten.qry Celehr::1tion Souvenir ( 1973); Ki Sur Na Ka Dui t8ra Ksiar 
{ 1967, 1979) and N.q Ka Hund8i Sh::~ Ka Lawei ( 1980) by me; U Soso 
ThAm BAd Ki Jingtrei Jong U ( 1980) by H. Warjri. ' 
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books taught at the seventh class were repeated year after year till 

the students completed their high school course. He .wrote: 

./hen I was fully fed up with teaching 
the self-same books for years together~ and 
the ears of the exp.erts (missionaries and 
natives) were fed up with my repeated plea 
for the production of new books, someone whis­
pered in my ears at the cleft of Sunapani 
"do it yours elf! . • • .l~T here are two ways", 
said I, neither I shouli resign this job or 
take the dao and start for a more paying 
business which has not been assigned by the 
university.2 

Tham began his poetic career with translation beginning with 

W.E. Hickson's "Drive the Nail aright" to counsel and exhort students 

to work hard with perseverance. Tham confessed that it was not 

easy to~ translate the simple poem into Kha.si. He wrote: iiAnd on 

this atom -- Drive the nail -- three years have I laboured and 

waited befo~e I felt thBt it worked. I myself regard it as a mustard 
\ 
• seed from which -- together with others -- slowly grows up to the 

branches and le8ves of Ki Sngi Barim U Hynniew Treo". 3 The 11 oth.ers 1' 

he refers t0 above included J 8ne Taylor's "Little Star 11
, Ann Taylor's 

"My Mother,'" William Sh8kespeare 1 s 11 PA.ssionate Pilgrimn, William 

Wordsworth's "Lucy Poems", 11CuckooH, "Solitary Reaper", Walter 

Scott 1 s np,gtriotism", Thomas JVioore 's "Last Rose of Summer", George 

Gordon Byron's "The Destruction of Senec harib", and William Cowper's 

"The Diverting Story of John Gilpinu. ThAm appeared to have surveyed 

several b8llads of ~vdrdsworth F,Jnd 8 few more poems of tht;: Romantic 

poets for possible translation; ~nd did work Blso on Milton 1 s 

2 l'KB Jiilgpynsha.i", ~i Sngi Barim U Hvnniew Trep ( 1936), 
pp. x-xi.. 

3~. 
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~aradise Lq~t. before he began writiug poetry himself. Besides 

-J:;r;:mslating poems, he translated the Aeso~Fables ( 1920) after the 

model set by John Roberts; ;:mc:l. ChArles .Oickens' The Life of our Lord 

( 1936) ·into Khasi. His mastery of the Khnsi V=mguagc and his wit 

hAve made mAny common readers fan :-y that the characters in Tham 's 

trc:mslntion hr:~d roAmed about the. Khr:~siland and Accomplished their 

works here" The first princip ._e Th,gm 8dopted wp,s to explore the full 

~ul tur8l context of the origL1al and find its equivalents in his own 

languAge. Whenever possibl2 he looked for corresponding symbols in 

the two lAnguAges • He n;,.·,lrly disclosed what he did when he wrote : 

To me~ therefore, the Sohpetbneng peak 
is Bethel. Shillong PeP.k is Pernasus. LatarA 
or Kurimai differs not from Helen or Penelope, 
and the chirving of dai~£ in t.he morning and that 
the Aolian Harp is marynthing.4 

The second principle Tham adopted in tr;:mslating was analysing 

was analysing the gre.mmar of the so-c.rce language and of the t8rget 

lGnguAge before he actually translAted lines of poetry; for gramma-

tical analysis 8lorie gives a tr.qnsl::.tor an insight into the 

C'Jfferences of semantics in different U=mguages. BecFJuse there can 

be a woi'd-for-word correspondence in any two languages, 5 Th8m exer­

c-!.led a g:ceAt cG.re in the choice of translation equivalents. Beside.:; 

these he took recourse to modificAtion of the original ideA.s and· 

.3ddi tton of· h_i_s own in the process of trAnslA.ting poetry. f'/lodification 

of the ordEr of words or of verse is permissible when the idea rema.ins 

vnaffected, but modific;:,tion by means of addition and importation is, 

however, frowned upon by most critics. Dudley Fitts argues that 8 

-:-·----,-----
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trAnslAtor J.:f,' poems must be a poet as well A;:; en interpreter becA.use, 

in his view9 "interpretA.tidri must 'Qe Fin act of poetry." .. Fitts A.dds 

th8t it goes without sAying thAt tllle tr;:=mslator "must be At leAst poet 

enough to mAke a new poem in plAce of the dther. r1
6 Tham did not live 

long enough to find A defender in Fitts. Another step ThAm took in 

his trAnslAtion WAS omission. He excluded four stAnzAs from Ann 

TAylort s "My Mother••. FrAnk M. Pugh tried to justify7 the omission 

of the first t\~o stAndzAs becAuse the words do not suit the KhAsi 

s ensi bi li ty. The fifth stanzA was omitted, mAintained Pugh, bccr:mse 

it relAtes exclusively to the hAbit of girls; while the l:=tst one 

simply repeats the,ideH in the tenth stanz.q. ThArn himself had not 

explAined the reAson for the omission. However, ... tha Reverend John 

C 2redic EvAns Advertised in U. NongiBlam Khristi=Jn (July 1924) thAt he 

would AWArd A prize for the best transiAtion of the poem into KhAsi • 
. 

Along with the :=tdvertisement, Evr:ms ·printed seven of the eleven 

stAnzAs omitting four. It so happens that the four stAnzAs omitted 

by EvAns were Also omitted by Tham. From this informAtion it could 

now sAfely be concluded that Tham 1 s sel.ection was conditioned 'by the 

8 
requirement of the Adverstisemant in the above monthly. All Tham' s , 

translated proecas continue to delight the r~ading public for the 

style, the scheme, the metres and rhythm he used. 

By trc:mslating the works of other writers, Soso Tham le:1rnt 

the .qrt of poetic· creAtion. His e8rly poems which AppeAred in 1925 

6Dudley Fitts, 11 The Poetic Nuanc e 1
', On TranslAtion, 

pp.34, 46. 

7Ka Jingiare,p Ia Ki Kot B.A. KhAsi; Part II (1965) pp.6-7. 
8The 8dver±tser did not announce the prize-winner, but it 

WAS pos~>ible thAt ThF.tm1 s translAtion satisfied him. IncidentA.lly, 
the· poem WAS published in Ki Poetry KhBsi ( 1925). 
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show th.qt he h.qd varied literary interests. T ham hAppened to be the 

firs~ .Khasi poet to sing of erotic love with deep understanding. He 

understood human life Rnd p::~ssions 9 and reflected on those through 

his poetry. Enthusiastic As he wns in poetic creation, he discovered 

eleven years ::~fter the publicaticn of the first collection of his 

poems that the reading public i'l the Khasi society w::~s microscopic. 

He discovered too th8t Khasi rooks were read bec.quse they were 

texts. He deplored the Absence of the reading habit among the Khasis 

of his time and their apathy towards their own literature. He wrote: 

But a modern Kha~i does not read unless 
he is forced to in sCi100l ::~r1d in church. Ani 
Khasi youth do not rend a .i\Msi book howsoever 
good it is, unless it ii a text book. Is there 
a darker tllindness th'<n this?9 

Tham wanted the Khasis to read books in their own language, 
f 

thereby learning to love theiL own society. He believed that unl~s 

people read books, they would not know even their own culture and 

trF~di tion; they would not knovJ wh8t WAs good for them and wh::~t WP.s 

not. 

A ChristiAn by birth, Soso Tham belonged to the Presbyterian 

Church ::~nd contributed to its glory in various ways. He was an 

::~cti ve member of the Church, ::~nd of the erstwhiLe 6 hristian Volunteer 

.Movement which sought to project Christian virtues through its organ, 

U Lurshai. His person::~l gratitude to the Welsh Mission found ----
expression in one of his pref::~c es. Tham wrote : 

9"'H0- Ki Nongpule", Ka Duit8ra Ksiar (1936), p. ii. cf. Ch.II 
P .grt II above. 



How grateful we .gre to the Welsh Mission 
for all it had don~. This is a great fact which 
the '"'hole country mus-s ponder. Whose kingdoms 
are ours? Whose citizens are we'? What have the 
Syiems and the Khasi states done to drive away 
this darkness'? The Christian comuni ty has exercised 
its power by establishing khaw kham schools in 
these 30 years. . . . ThE Mission had led the way; 
like .a tusker, it has trampled the difficulties 
without counting the cost, poured forth its own 
weF-Jl th and the best 9d its people for over one 
hundred years .... 
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Though a presbyter for the best part of his life, Tham became 

a member of the Anglican Church in his last days. According to his 

son, Primrose Gatphoh, ·.vhom I interviewed in 1976, Tham joined the 
'' 

Anglican Chur.c h out of gratitude for one Matron in the welsh l"Iissi on 

Hospital, one Miss Bullock, for the services she rendered to him. 

But according to others, his second marriage at an. old age was 

critised by a few elders of the Presbyterian Church in Shillqng, which 

certainly ::= :fected his religim.J> allegiance. Tham died on the 18th 

December 1940. 

2 

Khasi poets before Soso Tham had not attempted to expl,ain their 

poetics. Soso Tham did not initially have a poetics. In one p~ace 

he wrote that his poetry is. self-expl:=matory, and that the melody it 

produces "gives colourings which do not occur in the dream of the 

compositor. 11 It was in 1935-36 that Tham attempted a poetics of 

sorts in two prefaces. 

10 "Ha ki Nongpule 11 , Ka Dui tAra Ksiar ( 1936), p. ii c f. C h. II 
Part II above. 

11Ibid. 
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He knew what poetry is, but he had not hitherto offered a 

straightforw.grd .gccount. To him 9 poetry is a spirit which enables 

a poet to express life 9 and to present righteousness ~md truth to 

.the world. Being a spirit, poetry took Tham back to the beginning 

of the world according to . the K hasi Ct.)nCeption to· -s~t~c f:Jr himself 

through imagination the lives of his ancestor~. ~ic .11'-i\::Je:l poetry 

to be a spirit as he worked on Ki Sngi Barim U Hynniew ·Trep (The 

Primal Days of the Seven Families) . This means in effect that a 

poet writes the history of his race through poetry F.IS Tham himself 

tried. Spirit is immor~al, but the spirit in Soso Tham's definition 

is Imagine1tion which plays F.l key-role in the me1king of his· poetry; 

an im8gin8tion which could be invoked RS he hFtd done in 11Ka Pyrthei 

MarL~mg, n and "U Lyoh11 to carry him to different lands and different 

8ges. 

Poetry is .glso a music8l instrument, A harp on which the 

poet plays to recapture ancient spj_ri ts. ThF!m wrote: "Thence I pl8Y 

on this hArp so th.gt the Echo of the rmcestors' spiritual power mFJy 

resound, the generF!tions to come mFJy 8W8ke and understand this. n12 

As the harp has body, strings and other p8rts to produce melody, 

ThAm wanted poetry, too, to wear All its orn.gments - foot, metre,. 

rime, rhythm; and ideA, and most importantly, melody. Th.gm tried 

to follow his theory~ And his poetry flows smoothly in proper cadence 

· when read 8loud. He h8d written th8t a teacher who c;::nmot read ;=my 

poem Aloud is retarding the mental development of the students; 

wherees one who c8n "need not explain much. The .sweet melody of his 
~-

Rrt of reading expl~ins the poem. It pierces through and sinks into 

12"K8 Jingpyns hai 11 • 
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tqe mind of the hearers; ::~nd they understAnd it,n13 

·Next, ThRm inBint::~ined thRt it the Poett'y of Truth is A two ... edged 
, 

sword• 11 The phrr1se ''two-edged swordlf was used in 64 iqD. by the write::r 

of the Letter to the Hebrews: 

For· the word of CrJd is quick, ::~nd 
powerful, ::~nd shArper thgn ::,ny two-edged 
sword, piercing even to the dividing 
assunder of soul And spirit? ::~nd of the 
'joints, And marrow, and it is a discerner 
of the thoughts.and the intents of the 
heart.14 

Tham did not intend to leVel ~oetry with the Bible which 

ChristiAns reg::~rd ::~s the word Of God becAuse he wr1s :::~ ChrL:.tir:m, ::1nd 

he knew too th::~t the word of God is '' s hBrperi' th.::m the two- edged 

sword; but.by choosing the met::~~hor he meAnt to ::~ssert thAt poetry 

too is the word of God, And a poet needs revel::~tion to produc'e it. 

This definition raised the st::1tus of a poet to th::Jt A prophet waiti~g 

for revelAtion ::~nd inspir::1tion to come from God before he utters his 

or8cles. It also t:=~k es the re:=tder to ThAm' s philosophy of poetry. 

Tham trAced the origin of poetry to be sometimes God. He wrote: 

God, the FAther of Lights from the 
very beginning, as unto the Jews or other 
nations, so also unto our Gre::1t Argumenta­
tors and Great Thinkers P.~t sundry times 
And in diVerse mAnners spake by p:=trAble 
which F.Jre sh::~dows of things to corne.15 

_ _..13 -HF.J Ki Nongpulei'. r--1ost teAehers Bnd critics will disagree 
with him? but 8 few of his students I met confirmed that he did ex::~ctly 
so. My personAl experience should not count becBuse I ran down a -
teACher who could not expl::~in the philosophy, the technique And the 
me:=tning of the poem to me. I want to know the genre, the theme, And 
the occAsion for a poem. Then, I w::mld like them to tell me the stJ le 
employed in a poem, ::~nd the relev::~nce of the ideA in the present 
context if FJny. 

14 ~tEpistle to the Hebrews 11 , English .bible. 
15"Ka JingpynshAi:'. 
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,-; According to the religious tradition of the .i.\.hasis~ God is 
•'!:. 

believed to hAve reveAled him.self to man through parAbles, signs 

1nd symbols, dreams And the S8CrificiAls. This ACt of revelation 

WAS done by the Spirit of God. "The Spirit of God moved the Deep 

Jf DArkness long Ago to bring the earth forth.n 16 . Explaining the 

process of relevation to a. poet, Th<=lm added: uFrom the heart itself, 

.qs from a flint stone striken with a steel oi. T.ruth, it spaf'k:ed off' 

line by line a little here A little there - the shining sparkles 

like stars." The Steel of Truth is the Spirit of God, A.nd hence 

poetry comes out only when the he8rt nf the poet is touched by God. 

In a f8ble '1Ka Du Ka Tang bAd Ka R.em'' ThAm found it expedient 

to add a paragraph which ,indica-tes that his interest vJas not in the 

fAble and folklore alone but very much in the beauty of nature as he 

once sAw it. 11 Dear Readers,'1 he wrote, ·11 go and see for yourselves 

the green paddy in summer, the flowers and the ripening paddy which 

waves in the gentle breeze of 8Utumn in the dry fields and paddy 

fields along these rivers, then you will understAnd the beauty Df 

that LJaintL87 country, and the smartness of the f.JeOple of those 

vill8ges. 111 7 In Tham's view a beasttlike Cobra also admires the 

beauty of nAtur8l objects, especially flowers. In 11 Ka Tiew Lalyngngi 11 

he named several flowers coming to A place for dAncing with the c:mim8ls: 

and concluded the piece with A note that the ancient Khasis toLd tales 

such .gs that one throughout the year and made "the coldness of the 

wLnter, the beAuty of spring, the heAVY rain of the summer, and the 

s~veetness of ;:mtumn\1 the stArting point for tales. 

16"Ka Jingpyns hai" 
17The piece was published in 1941 by his son in Ki Umj2r Ksiar. 

p.61. I J 
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Ttl~m believed thAt poetry-~s f3 function. He wrote thA.t 

"Poetry enl(lr~~.s the tnou~n+...s alid strengthens the heart. Poetry 

'18 expresses lit'~·"·· He 'N:\l'lt~d. po~ry to deligqt the reader. 

3 

Soso 'ln.Bm left A totA! ot~put of fifty three poems which he 

published in tvo volumes. His poetry mAY be studied themRtically. 

PersonAl Experiences-- In his efto •. t to mBke pot.ry interpret 
• 

ltfe, Tham sings of the ho~es ~nd fears, love ~pd solitude of mAn. 

He says t~at "deep or shAllow wnerever there is ~An heArt, there is 

poetry". 19 Human heart is~ an eAsy prey to erotic love. Tham pays 

tribute to·love Bs ·he experiencP.d it in his li.fe. 'lhe first in the 

series is 111}(1 Er Pyngngad k:l "Aw" (The Breeze of 1 Aw'). The poet 
I 

Rinuses his readers, young and ol~, with the invented ward'~ ·~cause 

there 1~ nti' noun in the Khasi vocabulary lik·2 21!• It is a poem on 

lovg, and ~llilrrorcli!lg tb ~th~· poet every :bne;:i·s ~in:·some way 'or "~nether 

a' vic't1In cf:f. 'J.:GVe; WhiC tf :comes BS . a brttSe·z·e, 49 and' every :one WAnt~ to 

get :mF~rri ed::~ · - 1 

. For luck to rise and bloom further, 
. Let eFtc h boy show his face; . 

Except ;,· few s·ame 'here and 'there', 
We All shall win the race. 

1 ~ is ~ sb.ort fonn Tham coins for K,iaw (IJiother-in-V=tw), .:=md kthAw 

• '•.. ,·' ~ .. • :• '. • : .• '.w~ ••~•• '\ 

18 . . . 
· 11Ha Ki Nongpule", 

does so. .. 
~ 19_ttK.q Ji~gpyns~;l tt 

,I 

- ~ l. . 
~. 

"· 

'\ - -
but he hAs riot eV1borate the way it 

. ' 
20rn the 1931-edition of Poetry Khasi, the title of this 

poem is simplY "Ki 1·Aw' •.- The breeze· was· then tha whirlwind which 
does not cgma from outside but arises !rom within the man 1 s heArt 
its elf. ' ' 0 : 
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( f.gther-in-1aw) whom every boy, he f.gncies, would like to have. By 

implicRtion 9 svery boy instinctively feels the urge to hr1ve a wife. 

Taking this implication alone~ a common reader is delighted is the 

r1rt of the poet to entert8in him~ but the term is also 8 short form 

for khaw (rice) 8nd \>Jhen he refers to rice in the fifth 8nd eight 

;:md twelfth stanza·s, the poet j ndic:-:~tes that 8long with the thought 

of having a wife, a young man ought to plF.tn how to feed her, for 

love alone is not enough in a Kh8si fr1mily. 

"U Ti ew .l?athaw11 or Po~kin F lower21 is another love poem. In 

this, the couple in lov~ pour forth the secrets of their hearts to 

e.gch other. They ignore the possible problems of married life. The 

couple meet in a pl.gce convenient for them. The girl tells the boy 

thBt she is determined to go .gnywhere, even 11 beyond the sea" to seek 

him. The boy, in reply, sBys th8t he too ~s-prepared to live with 

her no matter how poor she be: 

I'll follow wherever you go, 
No m8tter where you move; 

In pjrtshed rice you coock, what though, 
.But in the .Pen of dove" 

What the young people in lo_ve consider most important is true love. 

Th"lm gives them the power to think 9 spe8k 8nd RCt wh::Jt they consider 

best for themselves. Here is a shifting emph8sis - from thinking 

8bout the future to .surrendering to f.gte. 

In ·•u Tiew Pathai:' (A Fragrr1nt Fiower) r1nd 11 K8 Lyer Ka. Dang 

21 A pomkin flower never produces any fruit. It 8ppears, 
blooms Ptnd fr1des out. Originally, the title of this poem v.Jas 
11 Ka Ki e K8 Do hnud", me.:ming, 01 the heart melts aWBY11 

• 
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Sieng11 (The Breeze Emits Scent), Tham expresses his own melancholy 

and solitude as he recalls the sweet experience he had with, and 

the happy memories of his wife. The poems are in some way an auto­

biography of· his soul. His wife, Keril8 Gatphoh died earl;. In 

both the poems Th:::~m recalls his happy days :::~s a. .young m:::~n and l8ter 

as A husbAnd, 'tJhen he was prepared to live wherever his beloved 

lived, and when he was with her he could not understand how time 

passed; but now that she is no more with him, he is left with a 

~rvest of memories not too deep for teRrs. The poem 9 "U Tiew 

Pathaii1 echoes the Luisa poems of William vvordsworth in the use of 

passion and pathos. The ~aterfalls of Wordsworth cast their shadow 

over the Flower of Tham. Wordsworth s.gng of the h8lf-hidden 

A-ppeFt:c.:=mce of "A Violet" to which he compared his Lucy 9 :=md ended 

the poem with a solitary note in the phrase i
1The difference to me••. 

The relev:::~nt lines which influenced Tham re.gd: 

Take all that's mine, '~eneath the moon', 
If I with her but half a noon 
May sit beneath the walls 
Of some old cave, or mossy nook 
When up she winds along the brook 
To hunt the waterfalls. 

vvordsworth' s longing to sit by his object of love :=mywhere seems to 

serve as the model for Th8m's longing to do the same with his 

beloved. ThAm 1 s melancholic note .qfter the deAth of his wi.Le is 

more definite tha.n the diffPrcn~c the de8th of Lucy m.gde to 

Wordsworth.· Tham stngs: 

E'en like a fall covered with smoke, 
She hides her face divine; 

Ann back to byegone days I look 
Alone to weep and pine. 
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In singing of the personal experiences, Tham touched on the 

problems of humAn suffering ,glso. Most of his early p'oems depict 

life as full of mis~ry. Er=tch action is associated with obstacles. 

A man who seeks honour in 11 Ki Mawlynnai il finds thorns in his way. 

He suffers and sheds tears. ThAm succeeds in involving the reader 

emotionally with his own passions; because every seeker of the 

highest good, be it fortune or fame, experiences cert;:~in problems 

whi.ch m;:~y be similar tp those experienced by his protagonist. 

Te<=~rs are important in the understanding of Tham' s poetry. 

They come to him r=tnd his ch.gracters readily. In ;'Grec::n Turf" where 

he sings of the difficulty in his own poetic CAreer» he subtly 

. engages our symp8thy. He c ornpares himself, without ~=my direct 

reference, to 8 rock':'"'creeping flower which grows among weed~ or · .. 

silently besides the brooks, yet remains ever-green throughout the 

yeAr. The poet predicts that such a flower will emit fragrance only 

when it ·becoin:es d~y. ·. it· gro:w·s quietly· '8nd -~ub'tl:y.~mori.g· ·8ti·· so~rts: of 

dlff!ic0l ties, :and fLriA'iiy· fetires iri" t:ne~ :gra;V~ be~e~th 8 ·greerl turf. 

T-he note of pF1tno"s i-s struck iri the c~nclu:dinglines·: 

He lives silently and he goes, . 
Through pr1th so" hard so -.r·ough; 

. _f:nd s;i,~ent:._ in ~he_ grave he'lL. ~ie, 
Bener1th A greens ome turf. 

r·. ·. '·· .... 

Tears of .. s"?d experi:ences· are recel.led in "Kr=t Dui t11.ra Ksi.Hr'•- where the 

poet compr1res himself to A dry fern who 11 8lone he WAils Rnd mo.:ms" 

OVer hisc s~d lo''t~ a~d ~Wf~h'es thAt nFiture COUld produce 8. melody· 

which ·could he'tp hiin forget those sweet dais of his~~ The melody ·he 

he8r·s<from' DR ture c8'Lis 'fortl1 tiis t'e~r~· a'g::iiri ~heh 'he thiriki -'of the 
·. ': . . . ·.· :· :· . ,. .. ; .. 
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Te.qrs of sad experi enc as 8re recalled in "Ka Dui tAra Ksi."lr 11 where 

the poet comp."lres himself to R dry fern who ,.;alone. he WAils ;=:tnd 

moAns 11 over his S::ld lot, ::lnd wishes th.qt n::lture could produce a 

melody which could help h~m forg2t those sweet days of his. The 

melody he hears from nature C::llls forth his tears ::\gain when he thinks 

of the fAte of the Kh8si1Rnd. In "S.qndy" :3nd 11 Nam'• the poet achieves 

the pAthos through fine cone Lusion. S:3ndy suffers physically .gnd 

mente1lly. He and his brother Ruby are orph;=:tns. Sandy meets an 

accident on the way. After a few hours of searching Ruby~ the 

youngest brother of S.::lr.dy, reports to the poet about the 8CCident. 

The lBnguage The1m puts in the montl1 of the Orphan communicates to 

the re::1der both the 8gony of the vict·im and the pathetic lot of 

Ruby himself who states, "FAther ;:n~d mother we nave none 11 • 

The poet follows Ruby with A lAmp in his h8nd 8nd finds 

S8ndy in great agony. 

I find poor Sandy there he lays 
Over CArpenter's straw; 

Inside A smAll and forlorn room 
Alone he fidgets so. 

Amidst .qgony one he knows 
And of 'Ruby A lone, 

"Ruby", saith he, 11I'm going now, 
Who will tAke care of you?". 

In the midst of suffering, CA lrpness comes. In "Sandy if too, the 

agony of SAndy's s.oul vanishes when the poet Assures him th8t he 

would tFJke care :of·Ruby, Flnd soon :::fter that Sandy depArts C8lmly 

as if to another v1orld where neither sorrow nor pAin c.<1n touch him. 



!'ThAnk you, •• sA·i th he, "and fAre you 
His fACe beAmS bright and cleAr; 

And off the stArs from tum banish, 
And S Rndy is no more~-

wellitt .. . ' 

231 

Tears of love, tears of loss, and teArs of concern for the 

future P~re used quite frequently in his later poems also, ThRm peems 

to find, like Milton, ~sometimes sweet bitterness even in tears.d22 

TeArs come reAdily to Soso Tham whenever he sings. In Ki Sngi 

BArim U Hynniew Trep too they find tneir plAces. The reason for tears 

to come to the poet in this later work could be understood better from 

·his own stfltement in 11 K::1 JingpynshP~i" : 

I must speAk of whAt I see·because 
I write here of the po li.tios of the ancients 
AS well, how they shoulder the AffAirs of 
the world together. S h:C~ll the syiems and 
the nobles stop this WAY, or shall they awake 
and protect their ignorAnt people from the 
wolves: ••• ? 

The socio-political life of the ancient Khasis.is a central 

concern of the poet throughout the book, sometimes directly as in 11KA 

Per Syntiew'' and 11Pyrtnei Maria.ng•• wh~n he u~es poetry to serve AS the 

medium to narrAte the history of the a.noient Khasi society. The 

poet's tears come eAsily because he longs to return to the pRst when, 

according to him, honesty And simplicity were the main chAracteristics 

of every Kha.si. In such a condition, the poet sees in his imagination 

the pristine beauty of nature, and tears of joy flow down his cheeks 

especially when he ponders upon the possibility of God's walking hand 

in hand with man. Tham 1 s heart is h.eavy with thought and concern 

--~-- -~- ____ ,__r -~-to..._-
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over the future of the K hRsi race in "U Lyoh11 and "U Rngi ew" because 

he finds that the people have bee ome more materialistic in outlook 

than before, and have lost their own tradition. The rulers do not 

seem concerned about the welfare'of the people they rule, and do not 

protect them from exploitation by outsiders even though they have 

sufficient fund to do t rnt. So in 11 Ki Aiom Ksiar", his last poem, 

we find in him the tears of a weeping prophet who laments over the 

lost glory of his own land. 

Over the hills, under the shade, 
To breathe fresh air alone I tread. 
0 tell me now, 0 land of mine, 
Why oftentimes a lone I pine. 
Around myself I turn Rnd gaze; 
Why do my tears flow down my face? 

In the poems of personal experiences, Tham quite often 

expresses himself clearly when he allows his sentiment and religious 

background a free play in his poetic creation. He believes that 

above this earth is heaven; but he sings of two kinds of heaven. 

The popul;::~r conception of heaven is one in which God dwells and 

rules over his own creation. It is to this heaven that he refers in 

the last st::mza of "Ka Lyer Ka Dang S i engn. It is the heaven where 

the soul of his wife reaches after death. In this poem, heaven is 

depicted as a colourless abode of the blessed, as he does not show 

any activity there. In "The Escaped Bird" or "U Sim Ba La Lait'', a 

poem he dedicates to the memory of his daughter, heaven is like 

earth, full of activities and those who have reached there sing and 

praise God. Tham sings of this : 

It happened when I slept, from a far away land 
I heArd a song which sang loud and clear; 
·It all became clear -- a ~oice in a sweet strand 
Of one who has gone, and my only daughter. 
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Heaven is a place where people can recognize one another, and the 

poet is sure that when he too reaches there, he will sttl]_ recognize 

his own mother, and he sings, "When I'll have reached the house of 

God I Query I'll make of l\'Iother' s cot· .. " This is a plcce from where 

those who hBve reached do not want to return to this world. He 

sings of this in "U Trot". 

The second heaven to which he refers several times in~his 

early poetry is a symbol of peace. It is a heaven which All people 

can experience here on earth·. Tham sings of this heaven on earth in 

11Ka Dui tAra Ksiar" and he finds thAt heaven is in his heart when he 

experiences peACe and satisfaction in life. In npomkin Flower" he 

finds that heaven lies in the beauty and love which every one expe­

riences like the boy in the poem who finds heaven in the union with 

his beloved. A character he c.8lls nTiew lyngs~<:aw'' opens his heart 

to his beloved and tells her that he seeks her everywhere because .,. 
he. knows that the heAven is in her. This points to the thrill of a 

consum.gted mArried life. The poet himself has experienced this 

with his wife, for in "Ka Lyer Ka Dang Sieng' he sings: 

O'er my mother I love 
Because the nAme is sweet; 
It was with her on earth 
That heaven did I taste. 

This heaven on earth is Eden before the fall. Singing of the sweetness 

of love experienced by young people, Tham says in "Ka Biria U Biei t" 

or "The Comedy of Biei t": 

./ 



If there is heav'n on earth's surface, 
In hut or in palace, --

It is in Eden of the tvvo 
That love and peace they taste. 

The difference between T h;3m 's heavens is that the former is 

everlasting whereas the lFJtter is e;?hemeral. So long as sincere 

love, mutuAl understAnding, satisfAction of mind, and peAce reign 

supreme, this world resembles the heaven of God. By the same analogy, 

the world CFl.n also be hell when the above features of heaven are 
' 

absent. Whether he speaks of the heaven of God or of the heaven of 

mBn, the poet leaves the readers in 8 mood which is both nostalgic 

8nd melancholic. S .K. Bhuy:::~n observes perhaps correctly that Thnm 1 s 

~poems h8ve the n8iVette of ballFJds, Bnd hence they hnve been sung by 

the educated and the uneduc.gted alike. They have a c8tchiness which 

the reader or hearer can scarcely resist. They represent KhAsi life 

and manner 'nd depict their sorr.:::>ws and suff::rings, with all the pathos 

of the short and simple annals of the poor.« 23 

Tham 's Speculative Theology, - As discussed earlier24 the 

KhA.sis have their own concept:Lon of God and man. Them's conception 

of God and the. nature of man ~eflects his speculative theology. God 

does not exist for himself because the poet sings of him alwBys in 

terms of his relationship with man, his own creature~ .The theology 

he specul8tes is necessarily Christi~m in charActer; but he mF.Ikes 

use of ancj_ent K hasi trAditions regarding the origin of man. as the 

creation of God. [i Sngi BBrim U [Y.:nniew Trep is devoted partly to 

speculative the6logy : the nF.Iture of man from the primRl dF.Iys to the 

--------~~----------------------------------
2311Introduction", Ki Sngi B8rim U Hynniew Trep, p. vii. 
2411 Religion :3nd Religious Thought" 



fall, '::~nd his rel::~tion with God• The reference and ::~llusions to 

o'th.2r topics Are only parts of the wno le scheme of his poeti¢ 

creAtion. 
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InTham's poetry the natur·2 of man is to be studied through 

the nature of the seven families which came, according to Khasi 

tradition, from heaven. The purpose of man's coming to this world 

was to cultivate it And convert it into ~£2Qh persvntiew or fruit 

and flower garden, and finally into the land fit for man to live. 25 

Every night, the first people went up to sleep in heaven through a 

golden bridge on the top of the Sohpetbneng peak. They lived in 

p8storal simplicity, "And God amidst the flow'r garden / Came down 

frC>m heav' n to live with menn. 26 The original man of T ham was like 

Adam in the Biblical story. Adam and Eve fell due partly to the 

weakness of the flesh, and partly to the curiousi ty to know what 

was good and what was bad for them. Such being the nature of man, it 

was easy for Satan or u Ksuid to tempt them to commit sin against God 

the Creator. SAtan is the Author of the fall of man in Tham's poetry 

too. The first act of Satan's resistance against God was the cutting 

Away of the golden chain which joined heaven and eArth. For some 

gener8tions ::tfter thAt great event~ the people cooperated Among 

themselves in V8rious community works, And worshipped only one God. 

Slowly as m8n 1 s knowledge increased, his needs also multiplied,· and 

it WBS at that time that the devil had a larger role to plRY in this 

25"Ka Persyntiew", sts. iv, v. 
26"Pyrthei MAriBng", st. vi. For my view on this, see 

11 I ntrvduc tion". 
. ~ .. ·. 
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world. Man, in 11U Lyoh;' and "U Rngiew 11
7 became materialistic in 

outlook 7 and this change in him culminated in the worship of Thlen, 

the god of wealth.· Tham takes.Thlen too to be the devil who fell 

from heaven down to Pamda loi 7 a plAce in the border area of the 

Khasi Hills. The love of wealth, the love of power~ and the 

instinctive urge to find a seemingly better way of life are respon-

sible for the degeneration of man in Tham's poetry. Man then groped 

in darkness -- in sin as symbolized by the Diengiei, a giant tree 

whose branches and leaves were said to cover the whole world. 27 Even 

though man had turned away from God 9 God in his divine mercy devised 

a means by which man could be redeemed. To convey the secret of 

long life, God sent Bull, his ambassador to advise man how to cook 

and eat rice. Satan, this time, assumed the form of a Crow and 

tempted the Bull to convey a contrary message. As n. result, mn.n 

suffered and his sufferings are inherited today by all men. This was. 

the worst time in the history of man in Tham' s view. Man worshipped 

n.ny spirit as his god in his quest for happiness in this world. 

The process of man's degeneration wi:ls grn.dual. It st;:.~rted 

with the love of wealth ;:.~nd climn.xed in his becoming himself 8 devil. 

At this stage T ham censures the m:=my manifest8ti Jns of evils 8nd sins 

he finds in the Khasi society. In a satirical vein7 he attacks the 

new Khasi cult, known as the Dormi Cul t 28 in "U Rngiewi' which he 

holds will end in hell. The poet prophesies that all those who 

worship the devil in any form inc ludi~g that of 'l'hlen, will one day 

27nu Lyoh" 
28 "U Rngiew". The cult was founded in 19337 and ended with 

the death of Dormi J Ai t P dah ka Si ej in 1940. 
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be destroyed by God. 

~1an vias capable of reasoning. When he realized as in 48U 

Simpyllienr" that he has sinned against God, he tried to find the 

reasons for all his ailments 9 an1 also the way to reconnect heaven 

and earth, meaning to have communion with God once again. 

And when the Prince r £' Darkness reigned, 
The universe to Hell had changed. 
A man struggles for light elsewhere 
To have the Golden Bridge repair'd. 
From out of Darkness Light may flow 
Within his heart Poetry may glow. 

(st. viii, "U Simpyllieng"). 

This was a repentant man, one who longed to see the face of 

G~d once more. The Khasi divines have from time immemorial been. 

speaking of the coming of the redeemer of man; and Tham in stanza 

xiii of the same poems sees that the long-awaited Redeemer had come 

in the person of Christ. He makes .the Cock foretell that : 

From :..amet Latang C8ve they said, 
The Sacred Cock and Advocate, 
"Al 1_ right, 11 sai th he, "till He a,r)vears, 
Your sin r- bear; now wipe your tears." 

When man turns back to God, he will be restored to his lost glory, 

and the golden age will come back to the wor1d. This is Tham's view 

of man in the lAst chapter of Ki 3ngi Barim. 

Tham's view of the nature of man relates to his conception 

of the n11ture of God. God is holy. He is the law-giver, the creator 

of the world and all finite beings. He is supreme and accepts wor­

ship .::md prAise from mc:m. T l'.e poet's god is a person, like the God 

of Milton in Paradise Lost, , nd is the friend of man. 11And God 
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amidst the flow' r garden I. Cnme down from heav' n to wnlk with men." 

Sue h a God i_s not entirely immanent in the world, and in the finite 

beings he h:=!S created. He is a monotheistic God because once he is on 

earth he is :=lbsent from heaven. :' When all people on e8rth' s surface, 

/One uod guarded around with gra:~e. n 29 

In speculating God's rature and attributes, Tham appears to 

have been in a serious confli·~t of mind. when he sings of God who 

walks with, and guards., man, he is 8ls o a Spirit who c:om dwell in the 

heart of man; but the conflict is an old conflict between Deism and 

Pantheism. God, 8Ccording~toTham's view, is not ubiquitous at all times. 

This same God becomes more glorious After the fall of man, and he 

transcends the world. He was in this world before man broke his 

covenant, but he did not.guide or assist the unwilling man to overcome 

the temptAtion. He did not fight .ggains t Satan. On the other h;md, 

he prefered to leave mAn at tne mercy of the nAtural and secondary 

C8uses to influence his life : for he (God) Ascended into the heaven 

of heavens to sit securely on his throne 9 And there from his high 

prospect he beholds man AS A passive spectntor30 Elnd wonders· how he 

could survive in this world without his help. Although 'I'hnm's God 

is in heaven, he has not forgotten the world completely. He mnde a 

new covenant with the fAllen man in the person of a Cock who fore­

sh.gdowed Christ's redernpti ve work. But though the redeemer had come 

and the repentant m.gn forgiven, man C8n no longer re~urn to heaven 

physically., Only his soul cAn return to God. Tham is specific about 

"'0 
c:..;.,"Ka Pyrthei r'lnriang 11 , st. x. 
3°nu Lyohu, sts. iii and viii. 
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this because he explains it in prose that man can go to heaven only 

through faith in the redemptive powers of Christ. He writes, «there-

fore he is the way -- the Sohpet Bneng11
• Be underscores his thesis 

by quoting St. John who wrote : 'Hereafter ye shall see heaven open9 

and the angels of God ascending upon the Son of man. 1131 

Tham's conception of God is a mixture of pantheism, theism 

and deism; but when God favours man later by devising ways and means to 

save him, he is more a God according to Christian theology than the 

God of the traditional Khasi religion. 

4 

Soso Tham spent many years in the :::tudy of English poetry 

before he started composing his own poems. He had also studied criti­

cal works to fihd what poetry ~eall~ is : 'Many years have I spent, -­

what poetry is, n32 he writes cryptically. Such being his confess:ion9 

the translations WhiCh he Undertook in 1910- I 24 Were part Of hiS 

study. Tham studied the poetical works of Shakespeare whose 

11 PassiohatePilgrim" he translated into Khasi. He also studied 

Milton and the Romantic poets. He laboured hara to translate Milton's 

E§radise Lost into Khasi, but abandoned the project owing to ill­

health ACcording to his son Primrose Gatphoh (whom I interviewed in 

1976) •33 . The attempt 9 as far as I can ascertain resulted in the 

writing of Ki Sngi Barim. Let us know examine the influence of two 

major English poets on Soso Th8m. 

31 "Ka JingpynshAi 11
, Cf. St. John 1:51. 

32"Ka Jingpynshai 11 p. xii. 
33Part of the interview has been summarized by me in my / 

Na KA Hyndai Sha KA Lawei (1930), p. 17. 
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Milton ;:md Tham - In Sonnet XIX or "On rlis Blindness" Milton 

sings of his blindness which deprives him of sight and of service to 

God. But he ends with the voice of patience which says, "They also 

serve who only stand and wait . 11 In the invocation to Light in Book 

III or Paradise Lost Mil ton presents a seasoned argument in f::~vour of 

himself. The invocAtion is poignantly autobiographical. fvlil ton 

complains 

Thee I revisit safe, 
And feel thy sovrain vital lamp; but thou 
Revisit'st not these eyes, that roll in vain 
To find thy piercing rAy, And find no d~wn; . 
So thick a drop serene hath quenched their orbs, 
Or dim suffusion veiled. 

Milton ends his formal invocation on an optimistic note, knowing 

fully well that his eye-sight is lost permanently. He asks Light to 

Shine inwardly to him, on his mind so that he "may see and tell / Of 

things invisible to mortal sight." Them pi ties his model, and makes 

use of blindness as a poetic strategy in his ballad ·uu Sib." This 

poem is a monologue of a blind man, Sib. 34 . His character is made to 

sing of ·the inward light of Mil ton and other masters· who were blind. 

Sib sings: 

Though sun and moon I cannot see, 
Because the eyes are blind; 

Both day and night so calm on me, 
In 'nother wise they shine. 

In his "Natural non pati senium" Milton sings of the beauty 

and the perfect sequence of. ne~tural objects because, he holids, nature 

does not grow old. Asks Mil ton, "Shall then the face of. nature be 

34r shall return to it in the next chapter. 
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furrowed with wrinkl=es and whither? Shall the common mother of things 

contract her all-creating womb and grow barren with age? n 35 This idea 

of an ageless mture h8s been used by Soso Tham in his "Ka Dui tara 

Ksi8r 11 in which he compares her to a girl who "remains ever young." 

In spite of that cerebration, Tham sheds tears at the end of the poem 

for he sees that there is an end even to the beauty and vitality of 

nature: 

Under an Oak I .too can see 
Through other sets of eyes; 

The sure danger which lies only 
Farther than starry tears. 

His perception of the cl1angeful and precarious beauties of nature too 

echoes Milton's concluding lines in the poem referred to above. Prose 

rendering of the same by Bush reads~ 

So, in brief, the perfec.t sequence of 
things will go on forever, until the last 
con~lagration sh8ll destroy the universe, 
enveloping the poles 8nd thr; summits Qf vast 
heaven, and in a monstrous :JYte the fabric of 
the world shall be consumed.5P 

· Than1 recalls Mil, ton in the evocation of his o eparted wife in 

poetry. Milton in nsonnet XXIII" gives, ·as Bush observes, "a very 

moving expression of devoted love"37 for his second wife, Katha 

Woodcock. Milton is sure that though his wife had died, she liv-es: 

and he trusts lfto have I Full ::.sight of her in heaven w:i.thout 

restraint." Tham too sings that his wife Kerila Gatphoh who died i?:l 

1908 is now in heaven but, unlike .Mi 1 ton, he has not expressed the 

hope of meeting her again. 

-3~ilton: Poetical Works, (ed.) Douglas Bush (London: 
OUP, 1974), p.52. 

36 . 
I bid., p. 53. 

37Ibid.; p\.J~QO'~:. _. 
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Tham owes to Mi l,ton more in his Ki Sngi Barim than in his 

early poems. It is Paradise Lost which influences him most, and he 

is aware of the greatness of his model for he quotes a line from 

Satan's speeches in the Book, ~•Awake, arise or be forever fallen." 

Tham quotes this in 11Ka Jingpynshai 11 ; and in the same place he also 

writes, "I do not err if I say that there are here already, the 

elements of an epic poetry of the future". Tham speaks of the epic 

elements only, for he did not have the training to be able to produce 

an epic in his own language. The epic elements he claims to have 

used in Ki Sngi Barim are limited. They are : statement of· the 

theme, invocations to the muses, the use of the supernatural powers, 

the cataloguing of the characters as done in all epic poems, and the 

implied moral lesson. 

Milton's theme for Paradise Lost is to ~•assert Eternal 

Providence, / And justify the ways of God to man.« He achieves his 

goal through a successful design. 'rhe poet treats of man's first 

disbedience to God by eating of the fruit of the forbidden tree, the 

immediate consequence of the disobedience, the fall from divine grace, 

and the prophecy for the redemption of the fallen man. Though he 

states that his theme is to recapture the simple life-style of the 

Khasis of old, in Ki Sngi Barim U Hynniew Trep, Tham recaptures the 

same theme as }1ilton' s for Paradise Lost. He siqgs of the pristine 

glory of man and the reign of righteousness, the temptation of man by 

Satan in different forms, the fall of man, and the prophecy for his 

• redemp.tion from sin. The fall of man in Milton is, brought about by 

Satan who seeks to rebel against God after he was cast down to Hell. 

We see the plan of Satan and his in~ernal hosts to win over man 
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through fraud or guile, and finally when he finds his way to Eden he 

has achieved his purpose. Tham's Satan also came to this world from 

without. In one place, the poet .says that Thlen, another form which 

the devil took, fell from heaven and alighted in the Khasi Hills at 

a place called Pamdaloi, near the Dainthlen Fall and slowly came to 

be worshipped by man as the god of wealth 

From heav!n on Pamd2loi he fell, 
Later he spied around the world, 
He prawled to get ~nside men's cot, 
And there they put him in the pot. 
In him they put thei.r confidence, 38 Like King he reigns in e,_rery sense. 

This god of wealth is Hammon :Ln lYlil ton's epic. T:1am uses this name in 

"U Lyohn And the duty he assigns to Mammon is to draw man away from 

God towards mAterialism. Th8m gets the functions of this devil from 

his model where we also find thAt fviammon looks always dowriwBrd, 

admires the wealth of hecwen and finally teaches men to dig the "bowels 

of thej..r mother earth / For tre;::~su.res better hid. u39 

Th<:'m -studied the changes in the appearance_ of Satan in 

farRdise Lost and he_ too al~ows Satan to. chang~ likewise._ Iri his 

description of. the mental sta-ce of Satan immediately_ after he was 

cast aw2.y_ from heaven, IVlil ton allows him to retain his br:i.ghtness, 
I 

but uses the imAge of an eclipsed sun that sheds its twilight on hAlf 

the 
:4o ·. 

nation~- , _. Upto tt,lis point~ S8tA·n still retains something of his 

originF:tl nature; _Mil to~ Bllows him to degenerate slowly and look like 

----~~--·----------------------
38 ••u Rngi ewn, st. 22. 
39 PL I, 684;-88. 
40 PLI, 594-99. 
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an eclipsed moon with less brightness later. 41 Milton does this to 

justify the difference between a character in glory and the one 

without it. Tham borrows this, and bec:=lUse he equates mA.n with 

Satan, he applies the images to man; but he compresses the descrip-

tion of ~ii l ton to exactly eight words, "And both the Sun and Moon 

'eclipsed. 1142 

Of the other characters Tham borrows from his model, I 

propose to consider Sin. Sin claims in Paradise Lost that she is the 

daughter of Satan. She is placed at the gate of Hell where Satan 

meets her. Of her appearance, Milton says : 

The one seamed woman to the waist, and fair 
But ended foul in many a scFJly fold, 
Voluminous and vast -- a serpent armed 
With mortal sting.43 

Sin as a character appeArs twice in ThRm 1 s poems :=tlso. Her appear:=tnce 

is again a compressed composition of Milton's description : "Below 

she coils a reAl serpent, / Above -- A dAme, mother of Thlen.-1144 

Milton'.s S:::tt:=m knows that he has a daught.er and wife in one 

person only when he reaches the gAtes of the lower circle of Hell. 

The news is not quite welcome to him, And we hear him say : 11 so 
. 45 

strange thy outcry,. and thy words so strange.n He knows then that 

from the incest he and Sin hr~d, a son, DeAth, was born to them; and 

41PL II, 665. 
4211U Lyoh", vii. 
43PL II, 650-54. 
44 "U L yo h" 
45PL II, 737. 
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that Death marries his own mother and begets "yelling monstersce who 
/ 

n howl and gnaw" ceaselessly. Tham transposes this strange discovery 

of Satan in •~u Rngiewil where he sings of Satan1 s travail with the 

knowledge that he bas a son9 HThtther alone he will travaila. He 

also borrows the noises in Hsll and the roaring of thunders 9 the 

lightning: the brandished sworu. of God 9 as well as the fli ty God has 

for man from Milton. 

Milton is famous i'o:·· his \.1se of the e_t-lic s1miles also, 

Similes are used by poetf:; for decorative purposes -- to gtve colour. 

to poetic description. They 8re a:t.so used for suggestive or 

illustrative purposes to en8ble a :eader to have an insight into 

what has been or is going to be described. But when a poet compares 

his characters with something else and does so elaborately 9 the 

simi.les assume an interpretative c haradG;r. There is another category 

of similes. 'Jlheir function is ...;o anticipr:Jte -clle immediAte future : 

what is going to hAppen afterwards in the narrative~6 

We have then epic or Homeric similes 9 simple similes 9 complex similes, 

and anticipstory similes. One specimen .of the epic similes used py 

hilton is the compsrison of the f8llen angels to the fsllen leaves 

which seem 8S 'fThick 8S Butumn8l le.'3Ves thAt strow the brooks / In 

VRlombrosa .. 47 In another pl.1.c e 9 the 8ntici]:)8tory similes are 

expressed thus: 

46 Alr1n Rudru.m
9 

f\Ul to~·~-~~~ Lost (London : JVlacmillan, 
1966)' p. 75. 

47PL .I~ 302-303. 



As bees 
In spring-tlme, when the Sun with Taurus rides, 
Pour forth their populous youth about the hive 
In 9l us ter; • • . 

"""••,••c•o•o•.,••••••• 
• . . ; so thitk the aery crowd 

Swarmed. and were res trained; • . • 48 
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Soso Tham uses epic similes in qu.i te a few places in Ki Sngi Barim.;, 

especially in "U Lyoh~ and i'U R;:tgiew'•. What he does when describing 

the· golden chain joining heaVE>1 and earth on top of the Sohpetbneng 

peak is compF.tre· ~ it to 8 bridge joining one rock with another across 

the river. He compares the flight of his King Eagle or pukni syiem 

·from place to place with a bee. a simile found in IVlil ton: "As bee 

alone he flies~ queenle.ss /And bltnd, in space and wilderness. 11 

Mil ton is such a model and master to Soso Tham that even 

his use of the antic:j..:patory similes has been assimilated in .f(hasi. 

This simile, when pressed into service 9 tends to give a momentary 

boliday to a reader who feels wj_ thdrawn at times from the real points 

at issue into the complexities of el&borate comparison. An example· of 

this is the description of the Leviathan in Book II of the Paradise 

1..2§.1· This t·ec hni que is employed by Tham especially in ''U Lyoh14 and 

'tU Rngiev-1«. To sum up, the influence of ~·'iilton on Soso Tham includes 

the influence of his style of using appropriate words, of theme, 

images 9 metaphor and similes .• 

Wordsworth and Tham.. The poetry of William Wordsworth has 

aJ.so exercised great influence on Soso Tham. This is more evident in 

Tham' s early poems, published i.n Ka___Qui tara Ksiar. I shall try to 

---.---·-
48o2 cit., 768-776. 
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identify c~rtain RreRs where Wordsworth's influence is perceptible. 

Wordsworth composed three poems on dogs in 1805: "Incident11 , 

"Tributeu 9 2nd "Fideli ty 11 • In "Incident"- an unm.amed JVlaster has no 

friends, 

And, for silence or ior talk,, 
He had comrades in t.tis walk; 
Four dogs, each pa:_r of different breed 
Distinguished.two for scent, and two for speed. 

Wordsworth names those dogs as Dart, J?rince, Swallow and JVlusic. The 

Master takes them wherever he goes. One day, the dogs see a hare 

jumping 'before themo All run after her. Dart who tries :~first to 

cross the river' fails because .of co:td while Prince and Swallow cross 

it and follow the hare. In the meaL time, Music· too arrives. She 

does not cross the river or attempt to do so, because she finds that 

her friend, Dart is struggling for life. She stretches her paws 

trying to save him for : 

Him alone she sees and hear, --
JViakes efforts with complainings; nor gives o'er, 
Until her fellow sinks to re-appear no more. 

Owing to severe cold, Music too passes awRy. The Master arrives on 

the bank of the river and finds her dead. rle buries her under an oak 

and as it was not a custom for man to erect a stone in honour of an 

animal, he leaves her ther.e, and says : 

Hence 9 if we wept, j_ t was not done ashame; 
Our tears from passion and from reason came, 
And, therefore, shRlt thou be an honoured name~ 

(Tribute) 

In ,.Fidelity" Word3worth sings of a faithful dog who 

waited on the dead body of his beloved master· for three months in an 
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awful place. The master had fallen from ."abrupt and perilous rocks", . . 

His dog barks and moans in an ._.unusual way. One Shepherd hears it 

and follows· the W8iling dog tiil he reaches the place where the. 

skeleton of the master lies. T!;le dog's fidelity is an ironic reminder 

of man's indifference to man. 

Tham combines ·the good qualities of Wordsworth's dogs in 

those three poems and gives them to Trot. Trot is a faithful dog of 

a poor K hasi farmer. The master, while alive used to play wi "Lh Trot 

and like the master of the four dogs in Wordsworth's,. the farmer in 

Tham' s "U Trot'1 too has only his dog as his friend. Trot could run 

as fast 8S the h8re even in wC:Jters and in difficult and awful places. 

He caught birds also in the bush, Such had been the happy days Trot 

had with his beloved master. But things changed rapidly, His poor 

master passed away leaving behind him his wife, his children and ~oor 

Trot, Tham succeeds in achieving an intensity of pathos comparable 

to Wordsworth's. What happens in the case of Trot is the fidelity of 

the dog in Wordsworth. The last scene in Tham' s poem is movi~g. When 

the pall-bearers take the coffln of the master, Trot follows the 

coffin closely, and this attr.gcts the attention of all who join the 

funeral procession. In the grave-yard too, Trot attempts to· jump into 

the grave where the remains of his mater lay. From this day on, Trot 

is no longer active. He is sorrowful and gloomy. The moanings of the 

dog arouse a fresh awareness in the poet. 

Other generations shall rise, 
J.Vlemorial stones they'£1 raise. 

Will not·some people here and there 
Remember good poor Trot? 
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Wordsworth's influence is more pronounced in the early 

poems of Tham. In Wordsworth, Tham finds a poet who can direct his 

vision into the heart and nature of man; a poet who sees as Tham does 
, 

himself that the world is full of misery and pain, sickness, sorrow 

Mnd death which touch the human heart; a poet who sings of the 

passions of the common man and in whose view of nature, there is much 

to attract and stimulate the imaginAtion of a poet of Tham's background 

and susceptibilities. In poems like 41Ka Nam", 11Ka Duir;tara Ksiar«, 

"Ki Khun Ka Mariang", and 11U Sim Ba La L8i t 11 Tham achieves 8n almost 

Wordsworthian sensi tiv'eness to the mighty world of "eye 8nd ear". The 

11 m:.:ilcbolic strain" which over{lows the "vale profouncifl in wordsworth's 

nso li tary Reap ern turns out to suit well Nature's song in Tham' s 

"Ka Duitara Ksiar 11 where he says : 

She sings under the thick pine trees 
In different moving strains, 

In times when no one hears or sees, 
They're blowing in the wind. 

Nature is compared by Tham to a maid who lives "Besides the many 

springs" and a maid who is fair, and «remains ever young.« This is an 

echo of Wordsworth's Lucy who di·ells 1'besides the Dove,/ A Maid whom 

there were none to praise j And very few to love. 1' T ham lis tens to . 

the music of nature spellbound. He sings 

Thither I qften walk alone, 
Always I bend my ears, 

How would she sing so that I may 
Forget the bye~gone years~ 

These lines remind us of the nostalgia experienced by Wordsworth in 

his "Solitary Reaper« which is actually at the back of Tham's mind : 



I listened, motionless and still; 
And as I mounted up the hi 11. 

The music in my .heart I bore · 
Long after it was heard no more. 
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Tham draws his idea, material and rhetoric in ~•Ka Dui tara 

Ksiar" from another poem of Wordsworth, "The Fountain". The scenes 

which Wordsworth depicts in the poem, and the sentimen~he pours forth 

suit Tham on every count because the~e are echoed by him in his poetic 

creation. The spring which flows beneath the tree unchecked with a 

gurgling murmur as Matthew sees and hears it, is at once the Jasai 

stream to Soso Tham. The Oak, the t~ars, the wood, and all the other 

features in his model are 8lso used by Th8ID irn8gin8tively. At one 

place, however, the sentiment expressed by Thr:~m is deeper than the one 

found in "The Fountain·•. M8tthew is m8de to say: 
' 

My eyes 8re dim with childish te8rs, 
My heart is idly stirred, 
For the same sound is in my ears 
Which in those days I heard. 

Thus far it still in our decay ; 
And yet the wiser mind 
Mourn less for what age takes away 
Than wh8t it ler:~ves behind~ 

T.ham takes the sentiment of Ivlatthew in the above lines and transposes 

it into his own as he sings 

And once I heard and I listened 
I heard it very clear; , 

I felt in that self-same moment 
That I was in a trance. 

The self-same words which I cherish 
And music love so dear; 

Tbey sink far deeper than the deep 
Of all the bitter tears. 
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Tham' s ~•sAndy" and ''Lum Shyllong(f startle A re8der with many 

a Wordsworthian echo. Though he imitates Keats, Scott, Tennyson and 

Ann Taylor in some short poems, h.::: mAy be. sRid to hAVe dlsc overed 

himself in Wordsworth. 

writes 

5 

S.K. Bhuy::m, is his "Introduction" to Ki Poetry KhAsi l1931) 

It is a well-known fact that there has 
been no regular Kh::1si poetry before Mr. Tham. 
His services in its foundRtion have been far 
more difficult than one can conceive. There 
was no prosody in Khasi; ::md JVIr. Tham, after 
studying the metricAl laws of Bnglish poetry, 
had to evolve a lFlW for himself. 

What Tham borrows from the English Are the themes, ideas and the 

art. He is not the only artist who hAs don(;: so for western poets 

too borrowed from their models. Hor8Ce, :::1 Roman poet-critic h::1d 8n 

occasion of advising his country-men in _d.rs Poetica thus 

Do not, as our early schools did, 
suppose that you can become the rivals or 
the successors of the Greek writers by 
repnoducing their matter. What you ought 
to imitate is their principles. In artistry 
and technique learn all you can from them; ' 
but in theme em~late their hOble example and 
be (a) national and (b) originAl. 

What Tham does in his poetic creation is imitating and 

learning all he can of the artistry and technique of the ~nglish 

masters. He is otherwise nAtional and original in hi.s stories and 

treatment. His 'nationality' is, of course, limited only to the 

boundary of the K hasi and Jaintia Hills. He happens to be the first 
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among Khasi poets who sings of the ~illmanman' s experiences in all 

walks of life With a deep und2rstanding of the human situation. His 

poetry ~ppeals to all readers because in it they find that their own 

passions are reflected. Tham; s poetry entertains the readers, and 

instruct~ while it delights. 

In his ~ast poetical works~ Tham's intention is to record 

also whatever he has heard about the socio-political ~ife of the 

ancient Khasi society, and to awaken the new generations from slumber 

8nd self-forgetfulness. He has acquired historical knowledge from all 

available accounts and presents those in a pursuasive poetic 

langu.<=~ge .. Homiwell Lyngdoh expresses the popular response to Tham' s 

works when he says that the "Hynniew Trep•• poems of Soso Tham take 

him back to the bye-gone ages because~ he says, 1'in these poems there 

are trr.~ces and signs which point to the fact that the r.~ncient .t\.hasi 

must have descended from a tribe which had full knowledge of God, 

human understancti.ng, ·and pcili~Ji·~a.l r;hii'o~ophy. ~49 

In ;'l(a Meir~_lung" Tham doe~ postulate the distinguished 

origin of the Khasis. He .affirms tLat they _came.from a far away home 

whic.h t9ok them twelve years t0 reach their present abode. Charles 

Dr.~rwin' s theory of the descent of man is r.~lso At the back of Tham' s 

mind •. In stanzas ii-vii -of the p~em he wonders whether the ancient 

K hi=lsis descended frorr~ animals like tigers and bears, and says 11If we 

are s-trong and bra'.fe like them / W'e' d better come from dens· of beArs. 41 

. .. 
Nevertheless, he lons;s to see that the poeple uphold their rich· 

~ 9nK a. T h u H . T I ymmeiri y.nru. ew rep' • 
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cultural h2rit~ge. ThAm's poetry is reAd And quoted by those who 

understAnd hiin and ·those who.d' not because it is so seductive. 

His strAY thoughts on ·:~be f'Oli tical life of the degenerated 

m-"ln is fresh for All times. H:'.s sympAthy with the poor and the needy 

continues to interest the reAders. He is not c·ruel to the pe·ople in 

power though he is ·critical 6f their -"ltti·tude towBrds their own 

people. W·h8t -he tries to do when he is criticaT is to correct·the 

wrong' he finds in· the administration of the· .gffairs of the ;Khasi 

states. {' .:. I. ' ,i .: .. 

To ThRm, life is a bRt-':-.lefieJ.d of the good :•md evil forces 

which are warring BgAinst each other for suprem-"lcy over .man; but those 

evil forc'es though they triumpb tod;:=J_v wi 11 be destroyed At last when 

the people ·turn to God And wor:::hip him only. This view is very muY.h. 

Christian in .:>piri t. Th8m does iader=>d WAit p:::ttiently as a faithful 

C.hrLsti-"l·n ,.for, the. second ~comir1g of J es.us C h.rist. when Sa.tan, .. Sin, .. ,DeAth 
~ • '• ,, • • A !. ' i. : • ~ • ' . , , - , ;.: : '· , '. • .. : .. , . _.... ·., , . ~ ~ • '. _, ! ~ •· • ·~.' .. · ,.;, - • • l.. • ... ~ • , .: • • •.) 

And aLl, .the .lusts. of. the. flesh wi.ll be .destroyed ~once for ,a.ll. 
\.• . •• •• • •' • • ' . ·~ ••• :;. ,,' •.• ,;. ·- •· t ....... ., •.• 

T~_e ~h::rac't_€7!' ::md_,r~y~tm of Th_A;r;n_'s -po~e_;t,x~;r _?re ~~Jt~.?-~r~sJ>fi.l_s. 

inner lR"':S prompted, :::tC·c:en~uR~ed Rnd coni:ro~:l~ed ,_~.y the .. cadenc:~~o~·-··· -.: .. 

Engl~.·sh_v_ers,_es'-.·"'' .. ~n the.:.'~seof subtle t~h~ql;l~~•'.,-0~ ,_well R~- ~~-i •. 

or.igin~li.tY .. :::tn?-. poeti.c ele.qu~:pce,. Tham . .h8s, no r:i.y_~L,?mo,ng :~s . 
. . - •' " - . . . .. . ... . ·'- . '· . . ... . " ·. . . ' '",. ... ' ' . l . ... . . ... . .•. . .• ' .. . ' -

contemporaries.;., Hi,s greatness lies in .hi.s ;intui,tive J..lnd,ers:tap,di,_n,g of 
•• . • • ·- . ~ • • • . • • •• • .• . • • • . . ~- • • . . • ,;. • • -4- • .J.. • • . ~ . ·-· • . . • . ·. • • •. ·... .. 

He lived only four yeArs After the public8tion of his l8st 

poems, but t,h9s~ y~~A:rs ~were ... sufr::· cient for :h:!-m to see thf:1_~ _he .h:-?9. 

i n£1~-en~ed pot:'tf~- like .BronAth Thangk h.i.ew an?: B()pewel), Eli_p~· .lnde.ed,. 
.' ~ ' . . 

. ~-' . . ... 
.:.. -- ·,; . . L ·.!-

7' ,· 
. ···' . 
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with the exception of "U Nongt~m Du.:Ltara" all other poems of 

Th:=mgkhiew beHl' the stRmp of Soso Th8m. Eli:::ts' Saron Ksiar, a 

secti.on of s~x poems bc:tsed on the same th2me Tham chooses for his 

Ki SngLB8rim U Hynniew Tr~ te,qr:-.; testimony to ThFUn 1 s influence 

on Elio1s. His influence on the present-day poets, especially 

Bajubon Ro Khr:trlukhi :=md E. WeE con Dkh8r is great. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THE MONOLOGUE 

Before I conclude this investigation, I feel that one genre 

deserves a separate chapter. This is the monologue; but before I 

procee.d further, it is relevant first to settle what I mean here by 

'monologue' • 

I do not mean to- claim that Khasi poetry has seen its Browning 

or Tennyson. For the purpose of this chapter any poem -- dramatic 

or non-dram8tic -- spoken by a first person speaker who is not the 

poet himself is a monol()gue. I only expect the speaker to address 

a silent auditor. Such auditor may be the poet himself, the crowd 

or some other character than the ,.speaker. I do not intend to 

include interior monologues and soliloquies within this meaning 

because in such me8ns of poetic expression, no auditor is required. 

I do also expect the speaker to reveal his view of life and even to 

criticise something he does not like. I agree with Sinfield that the 

meaning of the monologue may be broadened to mean sometimes that the 

speaker may as well be the poet himself. 1 . 

P.oets who choose dramatic monologue as a medium of poetic 

creation may have certain aims in mind. They may wish to draw the 

auditors' attention to the evils they see in the society and to 

appeal to them to do good; theY may also wish to attract the 

auditors' sympAthy with the plight of the speaker or to arouse 

Ltd. 
1Alan Sinfield, Dram8tic Monologue (London: Methuen & Co., 

1977) ~l p.9. 
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concern for the opp.eessed and less fortunate members of the society. 

They may also wish to make dramatic monologue 11 a strategy by which a 

thought is given force by being proposed from the point of view of a 

k f h ·t h . l . "f" 112 A t spea er or w om l as speCla Slgm lcance. poe may also use 

dramatic monologue" as a medium for his own philosophy."3 

I shall now proceed with the examination of the Khasi 

monologues as have 8.ppeared before 1940 with the above bacKgrounds in 

mind. 

2 

A survey of the origin and development of Khasi poetry reveals 

that3:RD Tham was the first dramatic monologuist among the Khasis. In 

Ka Dui tara Ksiar I find two monologues. These are ttU Dieng Bilat tiigh 

School" or "The High School EucalyptusM and 11 U Sib" or "Sib". 

In the first monologue the speaker is a personified tree by 

that name. The readers know the~narne of the speaker from the title of 

the poem because it does not disclose its name. The auditors are the 

populace of Shillong. In the second one, the speaker is Sib, a blind 

man, and the auditors are the people he meets. 

In the 11Eucalyptus 11 the tree tells that it suffers the heat 

of the sun and the fury of the wind which might have once. broken its 

branch. Besides this, it stands alone in the compound of the high 

2a 0 cit., p. 14. 

3w .H .. Hudson, An Introduct~to the Study of Literature 
(London: George G. Harrap & Co. Ltd., 1910, rpt. 1970), p.113. 
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complain against the elements of nature for being unkind to it. It 

simply states the fact of its suffering. What the tree wants the 

auditors to know is i t,s own philosophy of a successful life. It 

tells that though the elements of nature are unfavarourable, it 

stands there firmly and proudly with its branches shooting skyward 

and its roots piercing deep into the earth. It does not mind being 

alone because it has many ideas in its mind waiting for an opportunity 

to be {expressed: 

Howsoe' er V,'ise a man, 
Nobody can deny; 

Without gi -,_ring a chance, 
How 0an he make a try? 

Though the thought conveyed by the lines is universal in its 

appeal, it takes us back to the milieu of the first tNo decades of the 

twentieth century when school syllabus-making waslargely in the hands 

of the Christian missionaries to whom the natives looked up for text 

books. It so happened that Tham found himself fed up with teaching 

the same Khasi texts right from the seventh to the tenth classes for 

years together. He pleaded with the educated men to produce more 

books; but the plea went off unheeded. He had to venture it himself 

beginning from translating Aesoph' s Fables in 1920 and in publishing 

his own poems in 1925. Whe he put his hand in,the plough he 

realized that a poet too needs an opening to continue in his calling. 

Viewed from this angle, the voice of the speaker in the poem is the 

voice of human reason. If an intelligen.t auditor is move by his 

sympathy for the Eucalyptus, he wiL_ soon realize that. he makes a 

mistake because he has to tak2 th8t sympathy from the speaker and 

transfer it to the poet. 



In the second moveme:1t of the poem, the speaker draws the 

attention of the 8udi tors to ::. ts vt.ew of an ideal .leader. Such 8 

leader is 8 trus twortby. gentlem8n. He is cone erned for the welfare 

of the peopl.e, .gnd the l8tter j_n turn love him. Such .qn ideal leader, 

the speaker finds, h8s a strong wj_ll power. Like the wind which as 

the speaker hints, ohce brol<:e :i. ~.;s branch, destructive elements in the 

society may attempt to dislod,:;c the leader from the sociAl status he 

enjoys; but thos= adversaries vvould find th8t their attempt is futile 

bec.quse the ideal leader evjoys the confidence o:f the masses. Finally, 

the speaker· decides firmly to follow th~ example of such a gentleman 

no matter if its convic·'~ion leads to a fall for it Knows that the 

fall will shock the P-ntire loc8lityo 

In ~~u Sib~ Th8m mAkes his speaker reveal himself twice by 

his own name. Sib sings About his own lot, profession, health and 

life. In tt~.s poem we see the ~~amatic effec~ at each stage of 

development. Sib is 8 blind rn.sn. Ee wears rags, And moves about 

from pl.:::tce to place to sing anc! beg, Be acknowledges the .reward he 

gets for his songs. We really· f:~el for Sib. He might have tumbled 

at anything several times whL.e mov:!. ng from one place to another a He 

cannot see and enjoy. the beauty of :nature as we can; he C8nnot see his 

~wnuiress though through senses .he krcows th8t he wears rA.gs. We pity 

him that he hRs to beg when vie recall th8.t the K hasis of old never 

encouraged their relatives to go .g-begging. He might not have 

relatives even to take c8re of him. The sense of solitude pervades 

the atmosphere bec.quse we he8r thAt he roams about alone. He is no 

'l'eiresia to. be led by 8 boy.. He is no blinded Glousester to be led 

by an old men 8.nd a beggar-noble. Sib treads the dreary paths of this 

world alone~ 
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In ~oth ~he p~ems, however, the a~ditors' symgathy with the 

spe!'!.kers for the limitations which ci.rcumscribe .. them turns into one 

of relie.:t' ::md satisfaction. They have no reason to feel ::tnything 

against the sun a.nd wind which i1e8t the wcalyptus nor dO th~y 

F.lgFli nst God for being unfair to Sib. The tree does not eomp~ain 

ag8inst Rnything nor does Sib Against his Creawr. Both m,gintain the 

same philosophy of life reconcili.gtion with thetr fAte and - .. 

acceptance of the stArk reality of life.·. The EucalYJ.ptus determines 

to st8nd t.ipright thol.l.gh alone And press .forward towards A goal in 

life. Sib is h8ppy with,.hi.s own coruittion. He tells us thnt the 

"wind of sorrow'' never blows over him. He :is satisfied with the 

rewcrd he gets for his songs. Sib is a-man who. continues to he 

cheerful in life. Though he ca.nnot see the light of the sun by day 

and of the moon ~y night, he claims thAt both the celestial bodies 

shine on him in another way. He tells too that i.n the world of his . 

own people hAve a di.ffer.ent. social life • 

. ' . 

Thoy.gh sun and moon I cannot. see 
Because the. eyes ,gre blind; 

Both dny · and. night so calm on me, 
In 'nether wise they shine. 

People Appear in diff' rent shades, 
Diff'rent are their customs; 

Like other village and hRIDlet, 
Like crowi alone I roam. 

Whnt Sib claims in the r:~litove stan;;:as is impregnAted with 

RomAnticism and a force which tempts readers to venture to undertake 

8 trip to such F.t world as described by Sib. Becuase Sib accepts his 

fnte gl:=:tdly, he sings loud and c le8r nnd claims th8t he h::~s many 

friends to enjoy his songs. 



Furthermore, both the spe8kers suffer, but their suffering is 

the suffering of humanity. Both h2Ve faith in the power of moral 

courage. The Eucalyptus tells the auditors th,gt itself is a wood, 

and Sib too claims that he is a crowd himself. They believe as does 

. t l . . t II 4 the poet with S.J. Drmcan that 'strength ies not in a maJOrl Y. 

This world-vfew of Tham finds expression in his "U .K.hlur" (Star~ 9 

"Hipp ocrene~•, and 11Ka Bi ria U Bi ei t" (the Comedy of Bi ei t) als oD The 

speakers' suffering is intermingled with joy and pleasure in which 

the auditors too can share. 

As a dramatic monologue 11 U Sib{' is technically superior to 

''U Dieng Bilat High Schoola. It invites us to listen faithfully and 

· rapturously to the speaker because it does not contain any aut obi o-

graphical element. But both shows thet Th<=~.m makes dramF.~tic monologue 

. a medium for his own philosophy : the power of moral courage. 

3 

Next in line comes Bron,gth Thangkhiew. In 1936 he published a 

collection of his fiftyseven poems with Ka 1 Tienrwai KhAsi (Khasi 

Poetry) as the title. One of those. poems, ~•u Nongtem .0ui tara" or 

uThe Harpist" .i~a dram8tic monokgue. It is the longest poem of the 

genre contFlini.ng 504 lines. The speAker in t.his poem is the harpist 
-:.-.:· 

and the auditors 8re people of different walks of life. The theme of 

the poem is the ch;:mges in the Khasi society. The .aim of the 

speaker is to draw the attention of the auditors to the various evils 

which hFlve cropped up in the society, to warn the people of the 

danger of neglecting their own traditional values, and to tender sound 

41•Ka Mynsiem Ba Shynrang", Ka Dui tara Ksiar. 



advices to the younger generations. By proposing to give force to 

his thought from the point of view of the harpist, Thangkhiew could 

speak freely on all the aspects of life he has chosen to focus. 

The style the poet chooses is oral but not prosaic. It would 

Flppe.qr archaic. to a reader who considers the poem simply as poem; but 

the difficulty if any, in understanding the style and the meaning 

gives way the moment the reader considers it as a song sung by the 

harpist who is not the poet himself •. The most importAnt point to 

consider is that the poem is ,g link between or::~l poetry and the 

written one. Because the poet m8kes his spe8ker touch on several 

topics, a critic would find thFlt the poem lacks thematic unity. 

Indeed, as I shall discuss below, the speaker directs his sttention 

now to himself, now to 8 young girl, to 8 boy, to a family, and 

finally to the Khasi society RS a whole. He does not stick to one 
' 

single action. 

In the first stanza the spe::~ker announces his presence and 

his intention to sing of whAtever comes to his mind. He states too 

th.gt being a. ma-n he would not hesi tRte visiting 8S m8ny houses as he 

could and singing to the accompRniment 9f his harp; but he apologizes 

in .gdvance. that just in c8se his song hurts anyone, the bRd elements 

in it m3y be for gotten ::tnd the good ones treasured. 

The first chRracter which Rttracts. his c:tttention is a girl 

whose beauty he admires. He compares her to a fragrant flower which 

he likes to smell upto "fifty times". He finds no defect in her 

dress.or in her conduct. Wh~t he does here is simply admiring the 
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girls against whom he has nothing to say. She should be an example 

to be emulated. 

In the third stanza the speaker addresses an unattractive 

man who, not knowing that he is so, ventures to frequent his visits 

to young girls. ·The speaker cti ticizes the long nose and the ugly 

forehead of his auditor and finally asks him to leave the place, cover 

himself with a blanket and sleep in the corner of the house lest 

beautiful girls get frightened .of him. The speaker is unkind to his 

auditor bec::mse he seems to be fi~mly. holding the view that man should 

first know himself before he ventures to offer his love to any girl. 

it/hat is the harm if such a one is blessed with a weal thy and beautiful 

wife? The poem has no answer to this question. 

From the fourth stanza down to the ·last, the speaker takes 

the various unfavourable social changes in the Khasi society as h·is 

topics. The first which comes to his mind is the power of money which 

he says, can buy everything, including right. He who has money has 

power :::md honour; but he who has not is honour less. The speaker 

decries such 8 change in the moral· st::mdard of the people and warns 

th8t in the end, whatever a moneyed man thinks of himself today, right 

will be right and wrong, wrong. ·As he 18shes at the evil of wealth, 

the speAker's memory flashes quickly to remind him of the scene of a 

Khasi dance. He praises the virgins who participate in the dance. 

The chAnges in the people's outlook is so great that even men 

have learnt to paint themselves. An example of this is a Character 

who paints his moustache to be acceptable, perhaps, to young girls. 



The speaker warns all young girls to be careful in their dealing with 

such men especially so 8.t night: 

It does not matter, sisters, if you find delight, 
But m.qrk him well when th' morn return After the night; 
Trust not the face you see at night, listen to me, 
It·might attract you wel~ because it's paint you see. 

( 11. 91-94). 

In the seventh stanza the speaker addresses another girl. 

This address is simil~r in tone to the one directed to the first girls, 

but he refrains himself from fixing 8 date with her because he is not 

sure whether or not she is a virgin. Here the speaker reflects the 

moral corruption in the life of a few modern girls. He next turns 

himself to a much matured, bl8ck F~nd fat maid who h~s of lFJte been 

aping foreign culture. He counsels her to uphold steadfastly the 

c·ulture, traGli tion and religion of the .qncestors. He repeats this 

counsel in the 15th and the 17th stanzas also. 

In the next movement the speaker turns himself to a minor 

girl. He chides and warns her that if she continues to push herself 

too much to men of 9ny character, the chanqe is that she is going to 

have children without a father and care-taker. On the other hand in 

the depth of this address one sees ·che danger of too much liberty 

enjoyed by girls in the Kh8si society. The monologue has an appeal 

to both children and parents. 

In the tenth stanza Jche speaker draws _the 8ttention of a 

Khasi young man to a well-dressed and well-behaved girl whose beauty 

might h8Ve engaged the AUditor's Attention. He tells the auditor 
' 

that there are girls who pretend to be virgins and innocent; but the 
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fact is that they have given their first love to s orne others who 

have left them. The speaker feels relief that he has done his duty 

of telling his ad~tor of ~what he knows and leaves him to judge 

things for himself. 

Breach of marriage contracts is not a new phenomenon in the 

Khasi society. It was there i~ the past and may continue to happen 

in future too; but the speaker has not ignored the awkwar~ness of 

such an event. This time he directs his weapon against a husband 

who has just broken his marri:.:oge contract with his wife. That aparrt, 

the husband is in search of a new one now. The speaker wants to 

know the reason for the breach. There is no scope for a reply in the 

dramatic. monol~e, so here too, we do not have to demand for a reply 

from the auditor. But as usual, the speaker warns the husband that 

time may come when he will return to his first love; but by then she 

may not have any love to retu.r:-n to him. Later in the thirteenth 

stan:;i9, the speaker seems to return to the same man only to find that 

hts prediction has happened already. 

The speaker makes a scathing remarks on the private life of 

one illiterate lady of whom he has heard from many people. He says 

thF.Jt he finds the fact now himself and that she looks high and dry 

with the cheekbones standing high on her face. The reason for such a 

condition is physical exhaustton. The reference to her dirty frock 

suggests that the lRdy is· a whore~ i-Ie does not condemn her for good 

because he 8dVises her to think also' of 8 life hereinafter. 
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The social evils reach the climax in the degeneration of the 

family life. In as mAny AS e1ghtye:!.ght lines the sp8aker whips 

modern daughters who do not rc~qpect and honour their own parents •... 

In the relAtionship between the mother and the daughter, ttle speaker 

finds th8t the society hRs reached the edge of the cliff when the 

daughter does no longer consider it a taboo i:Jo sue her mother in the 

court of lm-1 or to speak irreverently of her. Such ingrateful 

daughters will not prosper iD life. 

A brief summary of the poem shows that it is in itself a series 

of moniogues most of which aLn at r:::vi ving the traditional values. The 

speaker in the poem is the mouthpiece of the poet. Viewed the poem 

this way, the conclusion is thAt Bronath Thangkhi ew is a revivalist, 

a patriot, and a social critic who J.ongs to see that people of all 

walks of life live circumspectly upholding all what they clalim to be 

their own. 
; ; . - .L 

:_ .:.':.·. ..• Li-
•. :. £ ~-. ---- : ~ ..I. 

"·;/v:_:;2 __ -~ (:- --~~~-:,._ __ ~--~~;::=-~ ·-.~-~·:.r. _:~~:~ :::.·.·:~: .: ·::·-;_._· .~_:_·:.~ --~~: ... ::;~ :~~c--·::·_:x-· .::·-.;~~~-r: _~.-.~,-~-: :.· ·::',~r~t_:.:: ... 
The year 1937 saw the publication of Hopewell Elias Sohliya' s 

K~: P~a~nfp.~~-t"~IZ"~ia-; xi· saw>--Ai~m ( Th~ crol.den' crown 6:f::ir1~ ·F~~ s~·o'n.s). 

The. book i's di vide"ct fnt6- .four s ect:ions'., The -first is -·-a_ 'treatl.~·e·; on 

~'o~tr;: -the '~first 2hapfer of which is larg.eiy ~ct~pte-d fro~ wl. iliam 

Be';:;y: ~~d~ on'~ ·:A~ I ~trodl.Cti~n to. ~he Study_'_ of __ 1;ft·e~atlli;~; ·.tri'~- second 

i;s 'a c;oiiection~-of orai-poetry:;' the third contains the poet 1 s major. 

poems; and:,th~ l,<?,st ~-q a ;col~:ectio_n o_f_ t'lis; simple ,poem.s.. Ii;; ,is_ iD:. yh8 

t:t;lir.d. ~section:-_- wh.lrch _Qa.s $~_nee 1963 ;_t?t;?t?:ll _rrint~cf ·along, with :_t.h:~, 

ftrs.t_ and the sec.ond secti.ons with Ka Hamsaia Ki .. Por ( T.he l''lusing .-.9f _,_. . ~__,.--~-... . .. . . . . . 

. \. 



266 

The monologues are preceded by a prologue and followed by 

an epilogue where the poet speaks in his own person. Inspite of 

these, he has not succeeded in loosing h.is iden"',;i.ty in ·che monologues 

because his participation, though s:i_E•ply to int.OOcLUCG the names Of 

the speakers, is clear. Elias km;ws that in dram8tic poetry tr~e poet 

does not reveal himself and aL' E1ct.tcms, tncludj.ng speeches, are 

. expressed through the c haracter:'.o .. 5 He could ha-;,re safely withdrawn 

himself from the monologue by '- ·j) telling the speakers' names in the 

prologue, pr ( 2) ali owing ·the speakers to disclose their identities as 

· Tha.m did in "U Sib~', or{?) tell.J.ng the speakers 1 names in the ti.tles 

of the poems. 

In each monologue the lJoet 1..1ses an,. ancient king to speak to 

his subjects. Because some e'rents in the history are focussed Ln t~e 

speech, each speaker is a prophet _2a1: §.)_{;.cellen_£g when he speaks of 

the political -:vents which are to hAppen in his i~:rcngdom. Because of 

the allusions to actual historical events also that. the poet fails on 

qeveral counts us he has not taken enough care to verify hts source 

materials before he allows imagination to have a free play in his 

poetic creation. Each monologue is, therefore, an imperfect soci o-

political history of the ancient Sutnga, Shillong, Sohra and the 

~1\.::>.dur-Maskut empires':, I refer to the 1 source materials' because a 

perusal of the four monologues E: hows that where the poet has more 

inforrn8tion about the past he maKes his speakers daliver long 

speeches as in UNa WRikhyri", "K0 Dymm:··_ew-Ryngngi 11 and "U LU.m Lawbah4~9 

~a Harnsaia Ki Por (Shill ong ; St. Mthor~y 1 s College, 
·1963), p. 19. 
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but when records are few and fAr between the speaker also makes a 

short speech AS in "U Lap ongnai -Ksiar 11 which contains only sixty 

lines. 

Arnbi gui ty hAs its plAce in two c h,gpters. A reader who knows 

that the erstwhile JaintiA or Sutnga empire had two kings by the same 

nAme -- Ram Singh I (died 1708 A.D) and Ram Singh II (died 1832) 

does not know which one is intended by the poet. A reader is at a 

loss too which Buh Singh the poet has in mind in another poem as t:., _ 

there were two Buh Singhs who ruled over the Sohra kingdom long ago. 

Buh Singh I belonged to the Swer clan while Buh Singh II belonged to 

one of the Sutnga ruling clans. His originAl name was Don Singh. 

A critic ·who considers the prologue and the epilogue as pArts 

of the entire scheme would be encountered with 8 serious question. 

The poet tells in the prologue th8t he was sitting alone on a peak, 

Bnd saw a vision of the Durbar of the thri ty Bncient kings in a great 

field. It is relev8nt to consider All the four monologues as the 

speeches delivered in the same meeting because in the epilogue he 

again tells th::1t Rll whAt he h::1s seen Rnd heBrd disappear when a 

strong wind coming from .qfr:Jr ::1W8kens him. The major defect of the 

scheme lies in the selection of the speakers. The first king of the 

undivided Shillong kingdom cAn never be brought to the durbar where 

RAm Singh, MRilong, And Buh Singh who lived in different centuries 

are made to speak. Again, I douht if a reference to Jaintiapur by 

the speaker in UKa Dymrniew-Ryngngi 1' is relevant because the village 

(now in Bangladesh) might not h8Ve been known by that name in that 

ancient time. It is equally doubtful if the Jaintias of the past 
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were familiar with the Diengiei peak because in none of the religious.·· 

chant;Lngs by the Jaintia divines has the name of the peak ev~r _;ccurr 

occurred. The use of histori.cal events in the poems is so inaccurate 

that any serious attempt to examine the monologues from the historical 

aspect would mean dislodging Elias from the position he has been 

enjoying as one of the major Khasi poets. A reader would enjoy the 

monologues if he considers the:n as the product of the interaction of 

the poet's historical sense and creative imagination. 

Elias devised the same structure for all the four ... __ , 

monologues. Each speaker begin.s yvi th eulogising the' achievements made 

by his predecessors or by himself; and each speaks of the glory, pomp 

and prowess of the ancients which em;:mated from the unity and a high 

sense of responsibility for the common welfare. The pr!td.= of each 

speaker soon yields to pessimism as he envisbons the future when the 

people will bend towards materialism and self-interest which will 

destroy their own strength. In the ·process of changes, the people 

will worship ne~ gods, as the speaker in the first monologue says, and 

will be in good terms with the devils including Ren and Jom as the 

speakers in the other th'ree monologues foresee. These show that the 

moral strength of man has degenerated from time to time. Inspi te of 

the degeneration, the commemorative v.JOrks of the ancients like lakes, 

ponds, monoliths, the rivers and mountains as well as the beauty of 

nature will stand as living witnesses of tQ.e glorious past of the 

Kh.gsis. 

The sympathy and concern of the readers go not with the 

speakers, but with the fate of the kingdoms. Viewed from the r'l.::~te of 



publication of the poems, the anger of the readers is stirred against 

people who were responsible for the complete downfall of the 

Madur-Maskut kingdom, and the eli vj_::d.on of the erstwhile Shi llong 

kingdom. The. readers would f:l.nd too that they are partly or wholly 

responsible for further degenerat1.on if they remain content with 

being passive spectators of the events. 

The theme for all the four monologues is patriotism 9 and 

this theme reveals the stamp of the poet. Elias too makes dramatic 

monologue a medium for his own view. 

5 

The foregoing analysis shows that all the three poets make 

dramatic monobgue a medium for their own philosophy. While 

Thane,~hiew and Elias concern themselves directly With the J:\.hasi 

society and make their first person speakers preach direct sermons, 

Tham makes his speak about themselves. Tham' s monologues end with a 

pleasurable relief, while those of the other two engage the mind of 

the readers with some pessimistic··. note. 

monologuist than Thangkhiew and Elias. 

Tham is, therefore, a better 

But all have shown the way 

how a poet can withdraw himself from his poems, if he so desires. 
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Khasi poetry has gone· through an interesting process of 

change and development in the hundred years or so since its 

beginnings. The pioneers of written poetry, namely, the Christian 

missionaries wrote for a specific purpose and limited readers hip·. 

Their readers were mostly school children and a few converts. As 

we have seen, Jones and Lewis made an effort to teach people reading 

and writing so that they could understand the principles of 

Christianity in their own tongue. Songs were part of the school 

curricula, but had to be good and inspiring so that the learners 

toOk interest in them. Because the early missionaries had evange­

lization as their ultimate aim, the poems set in music too· have a 

palpable Christian intention. That is why I have classified them as 

Christian poetry. The early Khasi poetry, is, therefore, obviously 

didactic, but not entirely devoid of varied patterns of tone and 

emp~asis within a broad religious stereotype. It shows in a variety 

'of ways that this world is a temporary abode for man 1and his 

permanent home is heaven. Most of the early poems are songs of 

praises, and prayers to God. Hopewell Elias observes that in such 

poetry we discover aspirations of the human heart, 41 there are 

supplications asking for forgiveness, there are bitter and deep 

lamentations coming out of a lones orne and oonyicted heart." 1 

Later poets like Arnjad Ali, Ivlorkha Joseph, Soso Tham, 

Primros'e Gatphoh, Bronath Thangkhiew, D. Nihon Si-ngh Wahlang, and 

Hopewell Elias have often made poetry a platform to propagate 

education and promote moral virtues. In their poetry we have the 

1Ka Hamsaia Ki Por ( 1963), p. 24. 



271 

second variety of didacticism. The thi.td variety of the mode is 

reflected in the poe~s of Mrs" Lewis, John Roberts and Primrose 

Gatphoh which stress the value of bard work and diligence in any good 

undertaking. The style of this poetry is like that of an elevated 

sermon. 

As against the unworldliness of the poetry of Jones, Lewis 

and others, Larsingh Khongwir stresses the importance of this world,· 

this life. It is to him a place where man shall live peacefully. 

Like St. John in the Book of Revelation Khongwir waits for. a day when . 
God himself shall come down from heaven and rule the world in peace. 

Mrs. Lewis on the other hand introduces a non-theologlcal and non­

evangelical ideal of good life. This marks a major shift of ideas 

and orientation in Khasi poetry. 

We have in the period cowered ; oets who interpret life from 

various points of view. Sos o Tham is nmtalgic about the past, 

criticisms the present, and looks ·forward expectantly to the future. 

In this sense, Tham' s poetry can be regarded, to use Arnold Toynbeer s 

terms, as both 1 archaic' and 1 futuristic'. Futuristic elements in 

K hasi poetry are present right from the poems of Roberts ahd Arojad 

Ali, poems primed by their faith in an immense future awaiting Khasi 

culture and society. Tham in his las.t poetical works envisions the 

""; Tig -Gf a golden age in the Kh8si society symbolized by a Ra:irbow, 

~ wi.ll prosper with a new awareness of a common good. This 

1U s "U Simpyllieng" and 11Ka Aiom Ksiar". In Gatphoh' s 

0. there is no polarisation between past and 

·,oetry of those 'na.tural sorrw, loss, or 
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pain, / ThAt has been, and may be 8gain'. Gatphoh sees life in all 

its recurrent complexities. 

Bron8th Th:=mgkhiew is 8 poet of the ordinary forms of life in 

his society. He evokes the rhythms of life in a rural community and 

contrAsts those with the V8nity 8nd corruption of the towns. He is 

a revivalist and 8 social critic;. 

The patriotic note struck by Roberts has been echoed by other 

poets. The poetry of ·•Roberts, Ali, Tham, Gatphoh, Thangkhiew and 

Elias is deeply imbued with a sense of Khasi patriotism. This has 

influenced later poets especially Victor G. Bsreh, Simon Jenkin 

Duncan and B. Chedrack Jyrwa. This concern with the special desti~1y 

of the Khasi peopbes continues in Khasi poetry to this day. The 

·theme of many? major or minor Khasi poem is ~Whither we Khasis?' 

!'he treatment of nature in Khasi poetry has varied from one 

decade to another. To Mrs. Lewis, nature and the natural objects 

serve as good illustrations of the manifest love of God for man; 

Roberts finds that nature has a message; Amjadr Ali sees in it a 

strange divinity; to Gatphoh mture is a university, and to Th~m it 

is a library which m8n can consult for meaning. Morkha Joseph and 

L. Lewis see U8ture, as Alfred Tennyson sees it 'red in touth and 

claws'. This is what we find in Joseph's ;ru Jumai•• and in the Summer 

and Winter poems of L. Lewis, ::md upto a point Tham too sees the 

cruelty and mutability of mture. But Khasi poetry, on the whole, 

takes a Romantic-christian r8ther than a scientific - Darwinian view 

of nature. 
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The variety of form and style in Khasi poetry is quite 

interesting too. Allegory as a form of poetic expression has been 

used by Roberts, Ali, Joseph and Gatphoh. However,·it is their 

fable-like quality that most uniquely differentiates most Khasi poems. 

The themes too vary. Some poets have chosen topical and 

local themes while others have discovered the universal in the local 

and have thus· made a contribution to the universal metaphors of the 

human situation. Roberts' 11 The Driving away of the Enemies";; Alit s 

"The Merchant and the Barbar" and .-Tai and the Poorman~; Josepht s 

"Earthquake"; Thamls au Lyoh" and ''U Rngiewn and Gatphoh's major 

poems for example, are all metaphors of man in relation to his 

1 circumbient universe', as D. H. Lawrence puts it. Khasi poetry can 

lay any claim to greatness only in such enduring metaphors as these. 

The poetry covered by this thesis mirrors the development 

of an ancient tribal culture. It is the story of a civilization as 

well as a method of discourse about, and release of, the personal 

feelings of various p_oets. 

Admittedly, I),hasi poetry upto 1940 has achieved greatness 

only occasionally. Most of it is didactirr and annalistic, not a free 

play of the mind issuing in enduring images of life, but .a forum for 

religious and social propaganda. Tham and Gatphoh, however, are great 

poets. They are the true founders of a poetic tradition in the Khasi 

language, that poets. of today and tomorrow will do well to turn to 

them .for a sense of direction. 
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