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RĀMA THE STEADFAST


THE AUTHOR of the Rāma story is known only from the content of his work. He was an oral poet speaking a distinct dialect of Sanskrit in the central Ga[image: image]gā region of northern India in about the fifth century BC. He was a man with the traditional outlook of a man, familiar with the interests and pursuits of the warrior class in a small, agriculturally based kingdom within which there was as yet limited social differentiation, still observing an archaic pattern of worship. He was also a perceptive craftsman, skilled and sensitive, whose work was appreciated, emulated and augmented by generations of successors.

It is clear that the text translated in this volume is the product of many minds and many tongues, but what about the original text? Was there one author or many? Was it, in outline, the product of a single composer’s mind, or did the story emerge gradually from the coalescence of multiple pre-existent sources? Scholarly opinion is divided.
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‘Journey steadfastly, my son; may your path be safe and free from all danger, and may fortune and prosperity attend your return.’
[2,31.26]
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Introduction

(Readers are warned that elements of the plot are discussed in this Introduction; for necessary background information see the Note to the Reader.)


Rāma, the hero who became God

Ever since about the twelfth century AD the warrior-prince Rāma has been widely recognized and revered in India as God. This understanding did not result from a single, sudden, historical revelation like the birth of Christ or Mohammed; it developed over many centuries, and it will continue to develop. As faith in Rāma’s divinity has grown, devotees have turned for spiritual insight and revelation to the tale of his earthly heroism, the tale of Rāma the steadfast mortal hero, of his selfless preservation of his father’s integrity, of his quest for his lost wife and his triumphant battle to rescue her.

This tale had by then already been being told, heard and retold for many centuries in a long Sanskrit narrative poem known as the Rāmāya[image: image]a belonging to that diverse category of early literature collectively labelled ‘anonymous’. Indian tradition and most Western scholars are united in believing that it was originally composed orally, and transmitted for several centuries by oral recitation, but opinion is divided about the date of composition: Indian tradition would place it several millennia ago, while scholars have proposed various later periods. Based on the language, style and content of the work, we suggest a date of roughly the fifth century BC. The Mahābhārata, an even longer Sanskrit narrative poem, probably originated at much the same time. It is the earliest levels of the story that have been translated in this book, that is to say, those passages which can be identified as the work of the original author as augmented by his immediate successors; these passages, detailed in the Note on the Text Translated, which have been identified by careful evaluation of the linguistic evidence, together represent the first stage of development of the tale.

Scholars are in the habit of referring to the Rāmāya[image: image]a and the Mahābhārata alike as epics, but their origins are cast in very different genres, and in the case of the Rāmāya[image: image]a the term ‘epic’ can justifiably be applied only to its later, developed form; the story lying at its heart would in Western literary terms best be classified as a heroic romance, for it is the personal story of the Prince, a lone figure, supported in his adventures only by a younger brother who functions merely as his squire or confidant, and the outcome affects only himself and the individuals he encounters: no wider or national interests are involved. It is the struggle for integrity and happiness of one man, not a war of conquest. Victory for Rāma twice involves transfer of sovereignty merely between ‘bad’ and ‘good’ members of the same family, and while defeat for him would be a private grief for those close to him, the destiny of his subjects would be unaffected. In the Mahābhārata the situation is quite different: that text chronicles a bitter struggle for sovereignty between two groups of cousins, with the fate of several kingdoms depending on the outcome, and explores the issue of how far it is permissible for the heroes to compromise their integrity in pursuit of their legitimate claim and still remain fit to rule. Indian tradition too distinguishes between the two works, designating the Rāmāya[image: image]a as the ādikāvya, ‘the first poetic work’ or perhaps ‘the first work of pure literature’, but the Mahābhārata commonly as itihāsa, ‘thus indeed it was’, a term roughly equivalent to ‘history’. It is the practice in many households for a copy of Rāma’s story to be kept in an honoured place, while presence of a Mahābhārata text is regarded as unlucky.

From these early origins there developed the more lengthy versions represented by their Critical Editions, so that the Rāmāyana with almost 20,000 verses and the Mahābhārata with more than three times that number are now among the most extensive literary works in the world. It has long been recognized that these two great narrative poems are central to the whole of Indian culture, exercising an enormous formative influence and doing much to establish the canons of taste. The Rāmāyana furnished the plots of many works of classical Sanskrit literature and a much greater number of vernacular adaptations at all levels of society and culture within India and throughout much of Southeast and East Asia. Ample testimony to the text’s significance is provided by the wide variety of art forms in which it has been expressed over the centuries. Alongside conventional retellings by storytellers, the tale thrives in puppet plays and in the Rāmlīlā (a form of popular dramatic presentation analogous to the Western medieval mystery plays); in the last years of the twentieth century, a long-running nationwide adaptation on Indian television achieved huge popularity and has been repeated on Western channels. Important insights into the popular understanding of the tale can also be gained from non-verbal forms of the story, including temple sculptures and narrative friezes, paintings and dance; in many cases the temple sculptures are the earliest testimonia we have, antedating the manuscript evidence by several centuries.

The original conception of the Rāma story as it emerges in this volume reflects the interests and concerns of the warrior aristocracy (the ksatriya class): Rāma is a martial hero whose actions are accepted without question as necessary and, for that reason, as justified. Later times and different milieux had different values, and new characteristics were attributed to Rāma through the centuries during which the text was expanded and reworked. First he becomes a moral hero, then a regal but still human figure; later he was viewed as the earthly manifestation (avatāra) of the god Vi[image: image][image: image]u, finally as God in his own right, with the developed text acquiring the status of holy scripture. The Rāma story has been in a constant state of re-creation, and in the development of many of these later adaptations (though by no means all), the role played by the faith of believers has been crucial. Some of the issues raised by these subsequent developments are explored in Afterthoughts.


What does the story of Rāma tell us?

External sources tell us absolutely nothing about the author of the poem or any of his early successors: names, dates, geographical location, social status, interests, all are unknown. Linguistic evidence, based on comparison with other texts which can be roughly dated, points to a date for the earliest parts of about the fifth century BC, but this is a period about which we have hitherto known little. Yet if we turn to the text translated in this volume we can see a clear picture emerge of the original author and the world in which he lived.

In all probability he was a man resident in the central Ga[image: image]gā basin (English form, Ganges), with only limited knowledge of areas beyond: the focus of the story is the city state of Ayodhyā situated on the river Sarayū, at the heart of the Kosala region, and portrayed as a real place probably to be identified with modern Faizabad on the Gharghara. Apart from this, the geographical horizons of the text are limited. Its early authors and reciters have heard of Videha, the region to the northeast, around modern Darbhanga between the Ga[image: image]gā and the southeast boundary of Nepal; its capital Mithilā, though not itself mentioned, gives Sītā one of her names (Maithilī, ‘Princess of Mithilā’), but no part of the story is set there. To the northwest, the grandfather and uncle of Bharata and Śatrughna live at Rājag[image: image]ha in the northern Panjab, and we are given a realistic account of the route taken there by messengers sent from Ayodhyā to summon the princes back home after the death of their father. It is noteworthy that on the banks of the Ga[image: image]gā, Rāma, Lak[image: image]ma[image: image]a and Sītā make contact with the Ni[image: image]āda tribe, a group whom they treat with respect, not with the contempt of later Indian culture.

Most of the poem, however, details the wanderings of the exiles in a fantasy land, the uncultivated, uncharted forest immediately south of the Ga[image: image]gā. Here live hermits, but here too they encounter monsters, rāksasas, monkeys, bears and vultures, all with human speech and human characteristics, some living in cities, using artefacts like humans, and, by an apparent slip of the teller’s memory, occasionally referred to in human terms. The Vindhyas, the east–west chain of mountains dividing northern India off from the peninsula, is the effective limit of the poets’ knowledge at this time. The sea is mentioned rarely, and located immediately south of the Vindhyas, but it too is a hostile environment, full of monsters, a barrier between the forest and the enemy’s island capital, La[image: image]kā. Many attempts have been made to identify Lankā and Kiskindhā, the vānaras’ city, with real sites on mainland India, and especially to equate Rāva[image: image]a’s kingdom with the island in modern times renamed Śrī La[image: image]ka, but there is nothing in the first stage of the text to indicate that they are anything more than the product of the storytellers’ imaginations, with little help even from travellers’ tales.

The Ayodhyā Book portrays a city state, headed by a royal family where primogeniture is the norm and family ties are important, a pattern copied in the non-human societies of Kiskindhā and Lankā. Rulers regularly have more than one wife, and the importance of a queen’s family background in cementing political alliances with marriage ties is shown by the frequency with which women such as Kausalyā, Kaikeyī and Sītā are referred to by names indicating their family. Respect for parents and obedience to them are of the highest importance, but particularly among the humans there is clearly genuine affection too, both between Daśaratha and his sons and between Bharata and his grandfather and uncle; equally genuine is the affection of the people of Ayodhyā for their royal family, with whom they have a direct relationship. The king’s court is fairly simple with a council of advisers who take charge in the absence of a monarch, but with no elaborate array of officials. It is the king’s duty to protect his subjects in return for their loyalty, and there is some stratification within society, but little significance is attached to the topic. The work is founded on the values of the warrior aristocracy (ksatriyas): devotion to duty, integrity, pride and valour – both physical and spiritual – with brāhmanic values acknowledged but not inappropriately obtrusive. No incongruity is seen in the performance of a sacrifice by the ksatriya Rāma to consecrate the hut Lak[image: image]ma[image: image]a has built for them to live in on Citrakūta. If the rigidity of the developed class structure or of four stages of life (from student to renunciant) existed at all by this time, the tellers of the Rāmāyana took no interest in them. Women too are accorded rather greater freedom than might be expected, superficially at least, although a wife’s duty to be subordinate to her husband is already emphasized. Widows are not yet regarded as inauspicious, but courtesans can convey auspiciousness by their presence on special occasions.

It is clear that various practical forms of learning were well developed, but formal education for young warriors seems to consist only of the necessary instruction in weaponry, alongside knowledge of the Vedas; for a princess a good upbringing means learning the duties of a wife.

Writing, if known at all, is not used to any significant extent for communication; messages are delivered orally, with recognition tokens functioning only to confirm a messenger’s credentials. Music figures occasionally as part of city life, but more often in a military context. The one area of learning that appears more prominently than an outsider to the culture might expect is astronomy or astrology (the two are not differentiated); this science had already been well developed in the Vedic period because of its practical importance in regulating the calendar and thus the timing of periodic rituals.

The interest of the early authors was not focused on the activities of merchants or farmers, so economic life and agricultural pursuits are taken for granted. It is clear that agriculture, as at all pre-modern periods of India’s history, was the main activity and source of revenue for the king, but there is little mention of the utilitarian cereals which must have been widely grown, nor do we hear much of the cattle that must have been common. The poets and their audience among the warrior aristocracy were obviously more interested in horses and elephants because of their use in battle and hunting, and the considerable number of wild animals mentioned bears testimony to their wide acquaintance with the natural world, as well as close observation and appreciation. Trees are an important part of the landscape, with several different species distinguished, but the plant accorded greatest prestige is the lotus: beautiful faces are compared to lotus blooms and eyes to lotus petals in shape, while its growth from the slime of the pond and its flowers’ ability to shed water symbolize the triumph of purity over impurity.

The food and drink mentioned are basically those typical of a heroic society, and have not yet given way to the pattern typical of later Indian culture. There are frequent references to meat-eating, with Rāma and Lak[image: image]ma[image: image]a often killing game to eat and sometimes for sacrifice. Only the diet of ascetics is vegetarian: fruit and roots gathered from the forest. Similarly, alcoholic drinks do not attract the same opprobrium as later: an episode of drunken hooliganism attributed to the hero’s monkey allies is indulgently exploited for its comic value.

Hunting is a favourite pastime for princes, and we find numerous allusions to deer being hunted for sport or food. In hunt and battle alike, at this stage the bow is the standard weapon, often firing a fantastic number of arrows with awesomely fanciful results. Spears and missiles of all kinds are also employed, particularly by the rāksasas, while the monkeys achieve shattering results by ripping up and wielding trees and even mountain-tops. The typical form of combat is a duel fought between two leading warriors, often preceded by the formalized boasting characteristic of single combat in heroic literature generally. The warriors would be expected to be mounted on horse-drawn chariots, but the exigencies of the plot dictate that for most of the story Rāma must fight on foot. This is clearly felt inappropriate for a warrior of his status, and he is eventually supplied with a chariot by supernatural means so that he may fight his supreme enemy on more nearly equal terms.

The religious pattern found in the early Rāmāya[image: image]a is the older pattern of deities and of rituals based on sacrifice leading to heaven, rather than the newer patterns of worship, usually seen as leading to liberation (mok[image: image]a), even though they are found in the later parts of the Mahābhārata. The gods mentioned or playing any part in the narrative are largely those of the Vedic pantheon. Indra is particularly prominent, both as the leader of the gods and as the performer of various heroic deeds; not surprisingly, therefore, Rāma is most often compared with Indra and receives the help of Indra’s charioteer in the final duel at the climax of the battle; this is in marked contrast to the later assimilation of Rāma to Vi[image: image][image: image]u, who hardly appears at all. Yama appears quite often in his role as King of the Dead (a role later to be incompatible with the concept of transmigration, samsāra); a common formulaic expression refers to dispatching warriors to Yama’s realm. Varuna too still finds mention, mainly as the Lord of the Ocean, but also in his association with Indra, reflecting an early stage in the relative importance of these two deities. In general, the opposition between gods and anti-gods and their contests for supremacy show a Vedic or immediately post-Vedic pattern, very different from the pattern in later Hinduism.

The commonest rituals mentioned are the morning and evening worship, but sacrifice in general and some individual sacrifices are occasionally mentioned. The narrative requires that funerals take place, but comparatively little attention is paid to their ritual aspect and more to their practicalities.

The various sages who feature in the narrative and offer hospitality to Rāma and his companions also represent an archaic pattern: they are vānaprastha hermits, continuing to practise simple rituals and may be accompanied by their wives, not the later samnyāsins, renunciant ascetics who have abandoned all links with society. Nevertheless, the idea is already present that supernatural powers may be acquired, or even extorted from the gods, by the practice of severely exaggerated forms of asceticism.


Who composed the story of Rāma?

Almost the only thing the text does not tell us about the earliest teller of Rāma’s story is his name. He was a poet familiar with the geography of the central Ga[image: image]gā region at a period before the rise there of large-scale monarchies (which culminated in the Maurya dynasty of the fourth to second centuries BC), a time when local chieftains held sway over small, agriculturally based kingdoms within which there was limited social differentiation, a poet familiar with the interests and pursuits of the ksatriya class, for whom warfare and the pleasures of the hunt in the surrounding forest areas were of most importance, a poet speaking a distinct dialect of Sanskrit, probably to some extent regionally based in the Ga[image: image]gā basin but more specifically the language of the ksatriya class, a poet still observing the older pattern of worship and untouched by heterodox trends that were soon to result in the emergence of Buddhism and Jainism, or the development of brāhmanic Hinduism with its rigid social stratification. This poet gives no indication of knowing the Mahābhārata, although many passages of that epic refer to Rāmāyana episodes: it is to be hoped that Mahābhārata linguistic scholarship will one day enable us to judge how far this absence indicates a difference in date or milieu, and how far the Rāmāyana poets may have been deliberately avoiding any reference to the other poem. Taken as a whole, the evidence suggests that the Rāma story as first composed about the fifth century BC was then augmented by poets of similar outlook throughout its first stage of development, with the boundary between this stage and the next (a boundary as real as a contour line on a map) very roughly 300 BC.

That this poet was a man there can be no doubt. The sufferings of women characters are portrayed in moving fashion, but these sufferings – whether the grief of Daśaratha’s queens, the mourning of Tārā and Mandodarī or the hardships and stoic resistance of Sītā – are all centred on the loss of their menfolk. Women do not direct positive events, but react to them with sweetness, malice, common sense, jealousy, meekness or frivolous desire – the stereotypical attributes of women: more than once a husband dies with the words ‘I told you so’ ringing in his ears. When disaster is to ensue, it is women who are made to direct the plot: Kaikeyī contrives the banishment and Śūr-pa[image: image]akhā’s infatuation with Rāma is treated as ludicrous, with no hint that the concerns of either female should be taken seriously; and Sītā’s desire for the golden deer and insistence on sending Laksma[image: image]a after Rāma make her responsible for her own capture. Sītā’s initial request to accompany Rāma into exile is subject to his consent, and is not merely indispensable to the plot but a useful means by which the author can deflect criticism from his hero for exposing her to the hardships of forest life. The author’s main concern is with the men. Only a male author could expect to evoke sympathy for his noble, considerate, thoughtful hero with the utterly self-centred, self-pitying laments he utters when he believes his beloved wife has been captured and probably devoured by a monster, and the misfortune falls on Rāma, not on Sītā. More successful is his treatment of the act of injustice that opens the poem: Daśaratha’s granting of Kaikeyī’s request to banish Rāma is portrayed as strength rather than as weakness or folly. The king has given his word, and must keep it, no matter how great the personal cost to him, and the cost to the pathetic old man is portrayed in the most moving and convincing terms that outweigh the mild criticism expressed by the citizens and by his far from impartial senior queen, Rāma’s mother.

There can be no doubt that the author was a poet of considerable skill and sensitivity, who put great thought and care into planning his plot. The narrative is enclosed within a structured framework designed to enhance the humanity of Rāma and soften the edges of his martial heroism, opening with his capitulation to his wife’s pleas to accompany him into exile, and closing with his capitulation to his allies’ desire to accompany him back to Ayodhyā; in both cases we are clearly intended to assume that this flagrant disregard of his instructions coincides with his own inner wishes. Within this framework, each Book begins and ends with parallel themes or episodes: in the Ayodhyā Book it is Sītā and the duties of wife; the Forest Book is framed by episodes with sages; the Kiskindhā Book moves from despair to despair, before ending on a final note of elation; Beauty opens with Hanumān’s search for Sītā and closes with his report of finding her; War begins with Rāma’s preparations for the journey to Lankā and ends with his preparations for the return journey to Ayodhyā.

Parallelism of structure is echoed by parallelism of theme. The poem is constructed around the relationships within three contrasting families of brothers, the humans, the vānaras and the rāksasas, expressed in warm, lively, realistic terms. The humans are characterized by a love and loyalty to each other that overwhelm all feelings of rivalry or resentment, without entirely obliterating them. The situation in Kiskindhā parallels that in Ayodhyā, with Vālin and Sugrīva the counterparts of Rāma and Bharata respectively, but the issues of right and wrong are much less clear-cut and suspicion, harshness and distrust rule among the vānaras. The rāksasas display virtually no family feeling. Rāvana has already usurped the position of his elder half-brother, and his abduction of Sītā is motivated far less by revenge for his sister’s disfigurement or even the slaughter of his brothers and the army commanded by Khara than by his lust for her, a lust that Sūrpa[image: image]akhā recognizes and deliberately excites. The one who has usurped his elder finds himself in turn replaced by his youngest brother, the virtuous Vibhī[image: image]ana, a shameful state of affairs in itself. This outcome has been created by the poet to allow Rāma to leave Lanka in good hands and return home, for the death of Rāvana and the recovery of Sītā are his only objectives, not the conquest of the city. Nevertheless, the strength of brotherly ties cannot be altogether eliminated, even from these most quarrelsome of families. The dying Vālin begs Sugrīva’s forgiveness, awakening in his brother the affection that befits an ally of Rāma and robs Sugrīva of his initial exultation at his brother’s death. Even Rāvana exhibits genuine grief at the death of Kumbhakarna: his lament is his first display of real emotion in the poem, and has analogies to Rāma’s laments when he twice thinks Lak[image: image]ma[image: image]a dead and realizes that he values his faithful brother more than his lost wife.

The author’s craftsmanship is apparent throughout. His plot is a series of skilfully contrived surprises which contrasts markedly with the doom-laden inevitability of the Mahābhārata. Rāma’s uncomplaining acceptance of his exile and his agreement to allow Sītā and Laksma[image: image]a to accompany him, his father’s feeble efforts to prevent the fulfilment of his own decree and Bharata’s angry attempt to reject the sovereignty his mother has contrived for him set the story in motion, and find their echo at the end in the revelation that Bharata, almost as strong-willed as his elder brother, has only outwardly carried out Rāma’s insistence that it is he who should act as king of Ayodhyā, and has in fact been sharing his brother’s ascetic life at home – a revelation that sends Rāma hurrying back to Ayodhyā with the promise of the appropriate happy-ever-after ending. It is sad to think that the impact of these beautifully crafted surprises was destined to be blunted by the story’s very popularity, so that the twists of plot no longer come as a surprise. So familiar are Indians with the story, from their earliest years, that it is now said that ‘Nobody hears the story of Rāma for the first time’, a paradox that has contributed both to the fervour of later tellers to embellish the beloved story, and to the need for some way of renewing interest in the well-known plot with elaborations that have gone far towards obscuring or even obliterating the original.

The unobtrusive way in which the author sets the tone of his story provides a further demonstration of his craftsmanship. The first thing we learn about Sītā is her fear of being separated from Rāma, and Rāma’s first speech expresses his thoughtfulness for his wife and mother in the midst of his distress. Not until well into the Forest Book does the first rāksasa, Sūrpanakhā, participate in the action, but the audience have been prepared for danger from rāksasas from as early as Kausalyā’s lament after her son’s departure, a peril more emphatically expressed in the opening paragraphs of The Forest.

The narrative is never flat. There is lively dialogue, especially within a family context, and there is the pompous sermon Prahasta directs to the captive Hanumān. Jatāyus’ speech challenging Rāva[image: image]a is a masterstroke. Just as the audience’s fears and emotions have been roused to fever pitch by Sītā’s anguished cries, the sleepy bird delivers a long, slow, moralizing speech exhorting Rāva[image: image]a to release his captive – a change of pace that represents not so much a release of tension as a maddening increase; readers could skip the passage, but in an oral performance listeners impatient to hear what happens next are compelled to await the pleasure of the teller. The rumbustuous coarseness of the Honey Orchard episode is deftly handled to combine the maximum comedy with the minimum offensiveness, and the fantastic count of monkeys assembled for the siege of Lankā and the descriptions of their movements throughout the second half of the text are merely a vivid exaggeration of the impression a real troop of monkeys can give.

Subtle, though, is the progressive disintegration apparent in the morale of Rāvana from the beginning of the War Book as he first ponders the damage Hanumān has caused to Lankā, then sees that the vānara army has crossed the sea; as his spies Śuka and Sāra[image: image]a report back and show him the army and its leaders in a dramatically visual panoramic display (to which Śārdūla’s colourless supplementary report bears no comparison), he begins to feel the first stirrings of doubt about his power to resist.

Disagreements in particular are full of movement and life. When Bharata meets Rāma on Citrakūta, he finds his resolve to replace his brother in exile gently but inexorably undermined by arguments playing not on any weak points of his character but on the strong ones, until finally he crumples and agrees to return to Ayodhyā as Rāma’s regent. Sītā’s rejection of the lovelorn Rāva[image: image]a’s proposition when he shows her around his palace builds up powerfully as patient explanation (as if she were speaking to a simpleton) gradually gives way to confident defiance.

To present the necessarily repetitive series of battles that compose the bulk of the War Book in a way that sustains the audience’s interest while whetting their appetite for the climactic final encounter poses a challenge which the author meets in a number of ways. Physical battles are interspersed with episodes of magic, and variety is introduced into the largely episodic and linear construction by Rāma’s duel with Makarāksa, whose attempt to avenge the death of his father Khara recalls the earlier conflict in Da[image: image][image: image]aka forest. The tone is varied, with the humour of Kumbhakarna’s grumpiness and Hanumān’s decision to bring a whole mountain-peak to ensure he has brought the right healing herb; there is an extensive passage of puns on the names of vānaras who Rāvana pretends have been killed; and Rāma taunts Rāvana with biting sarcasm before their final duel. This is the battle for which the audience have been waiting ever since the beginning of the War Book, but even when Rāvana finally takes the field, it is repeatedly put off and then long drawn out, to the extent that the villain’s inevitable death, when it comes, shocks by its abrupt finality just as much as Daśaratha’s had done. Unlike Vālin, Rāvana is given no opportunity for a dying speech, last-minute repentance or reconciliation with victim, opponent or virtuous brother: he retains his heroic stature and remains a villain to the end, mourned only by his wives. Vibhī[image: image]ana is still so bitter that Rāma has to order him to fulfil his fraternal duty and perform the funeral rites.


What happened next?

The heroic tale that formed the core of the Rāmāya[image: image]a was expanded considerably by generations of reciters and redactors, both before and after it was written down (perhaps about the first century AD) by compilers who gathered together differing, sometimes contradictory, treatments, passages or episodes into an increasingly unwieldy text; we have explored the content of some of these developments in Afterthoughts. Most manuscripts were written on palm leaves, some on birch bark. Neither medium is as durable as the skins used in Europe, which would have been unacceptable to Indian sensibilities in the context of growing respect for animals, so manuscripts had to be recopied frequently. The oldest Rāmāya[image: image]a manuscript known dates from AD 1020, but most were copied as late as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The process of writing did not fix the text, and large amounts of modification and additional material continued to be made as manuscripts were copied. Rāma was by now enjoying increasing prestige as an object of veneration, and the scribes were evidently intent on including every scrap of material they could find that could even remotely be considered relevant to his story; the one thing these copyists did not do was deliberately delete anything. The manuscripts were copied in widely different parts of the huge area roughly corresponding to pre-Partition India, and though the language remains Sanskrit, copyists used their local script. These developments resulted in the emergence of a complex of recensions (groupings of manuscripts according to content and script). To over-simplify the position drastically, we can say that the Southern group is regarded as remaining closer than the Northern to the origins, but it is coming to be recognized that there has been a great deal of cross-fertilization within and between recensions and sub-recensions; much work remains to be done before a clear picture of the main directions of influence emerges.


The search for a text

Under the influence of Western scholarship, towards the end of the nineteenth century certain individual recensions were printed and published; the second half of the twentieth century saw an ambitious project conducted by Indian scholars at Vadodarā (the Westernized spelling ‘Baroda’ is still often employed); it culminated in the publication of the Critical Edition (listed in Further Reading). Evidence was collated from a wide variety of manuscripts, in the hope of identifying a version of the Rāma story as close as possible to the original, while distinguishing and printing a large amount of later material. It is possible to criticize this project as misguided in that the text it produced may never have existed in precisely that form, and it is legitimate to dispute individual readings, but the achievement of this group of scholars must never be underestimated in providing in readily accessible form the materials that have given a new impetus to Rāmāya[image: image]a scholarship. Most subsequent study takes the Baroda Critical Edition as its base text; a close translation of this text into English (still in progress at the time of writing) was begun soon afterwards by a team of scholars in the United States. Our translation too is based on the relevant portions of the Baroda text.

Transmission of the Rāmāya[image: image]a and Mahābhārata in their oral stages had been a different process from transmission of the Vedic texts that preceded them, which in traditional circles still retain their original oral form. Knowledge of Vedic texts was restricted to the brāhmanic class, and the words themselves took on a ritual, even a magic, significance largely unrelated to their semantic meaning. They were handed down verbatim over the centuries without variation, and the reciter’s or hearer’s understanding of them – or lack of it – was immaterial. The case of the Rāmāya[image: image]a and the Mahābhārata has been completely the opposite. They were heroic tales, narratives conceived as entertainment. Both began, and both continued for several centuries, as the preserve of the warrior k[image: image]atriya class, before being taken over by brāhman redactors. Meaning, as opposed to sound, has been crucial, and additions and modifications have been freely made. All living languages evolve, and the important point here is that later material, naturally, was composed in the diction and style of the teller’s own day, alongside the earlier material that they felt unable to omit. The diction of the Rāmāya[image: image]a did not become relatively fixed until perhaps the Gupta period (fourth to sixth centuries AD), a period of consolidation of the high culture, the best part of a thousand years after the core material had been composed in the fifth century BC. The distance in time, language, ethos, interests and material culture can be compared to that between the Old English heroic narrative Beowulf and the eighteenth-century Augustan poet Alexander Pope. As Sanskrit later became less and less a living language, tellings were also composed in the vernaculars, but these authors felt less constrained by the now growing sanctity of the Sanskrit text, and were uninhibited about reworking the story in their own words.

As for the Sanskrit text, most of the material now contained in the first kā[image: image][image: image]a (‘Childhood Book’) and the last (‘Further Book’) has long been recognized by scholars not to have been present in the earliest tellings. What has attracted only isolated scholarly attention is the wide divergence in expression throughout the central five Books. This volume is based on a rigorous linguistic analysis of those five core Books, which has identified the passages preserved in the earlier diction. Only these passages appear in this translation, and even they cannot be claimed to be ‘original’, merely ‘the earliest text yet recoverable’.

The content of the poem at this earliest stage is still not entirely straightforward to identify: later passages may consist of insertions of new material, which are relatively easy to remove again; but they may consist of elaborations made to a necessary part of the existing text, which are not. In the latter case it is much more difficult to determine what was there before, a particularly annoying problem since it is the most dramatic points of the narrative that naturally attract the most embellishment.

Linguistic analysis cannot tell us all we should like to know, but it represents an advance on previous research. By revealing much information about the earliest poets, their language, their skill, their horizons, and the customs, material culture and religious pattern with which they were familiar, undistorted by presuppositions conditioned by our knowledge of Hindu beliefs and practices as they were to develop later, it gives scholars the opportunity to follow these clues through the stages of the poem’s growth, contributing to a better understanding of the development of Indian culture.

The methodology employed in determining the stages of transmission has been rigorously applied to minimize any element of subjectivity. What it has not done, and should never be expected to have done, is create rigid boundaries between the stages. A certain amount of overlapping must be expected. Composition was a continuous process taking place over several centuries and involving many tellers, so ‘earlier’, ‘later’ or simply ‘different’ styles can be discerned within each stage, as can narrative anomalies or contradictions symptomatic of multiple, continuous authorship. A prime example is the fact that Sītā seems to have forgotten that she believes Rāma to have been killed by the golden deer, but immediately screams for his help and continues to expect him to rescue her, showing no surprise when Hanumān brings her news of him. This and other problems in the Mārīca episode, notably that he claims a previous encounter with Rāma in exile that is not recorded in the text, and that Sītā herself believes Rāvana to have been the decoy deer, imply that the episode as it now appears has been developed from a much simpler original no longer extant. Similarly, there are two largely incompatible forms of the Kabandha episode. Narrative criteria suggest that episodes such as the history of Dundubhi, and the first fight between Vālin and Sugrīva, may have been composed in the later part of stage i, while the relatively elaborate style of other passages shows them to be nearing the boundary with the second stage.

Other anomalies are of a different nature, and do not necessarily indicate multiple authorship or a corrupt text. Some, such as the reference to Rāma’s battle with Timidhvaja’s son, an exploit otherwise unrecorded, may have been devised by the author simply to add colour to the narrative. Rāma appears to know of Daśaratha’s death before Bharata tells him of it, for he has already made an offering for the dead; but doings of the Ayodhyā court are clearly common knowledge among the sages, and there is no reason for the author to have narrated such an episode when he gains much greater effect by presenting the discovery as a shock to the queens.

Trivial anomalies abound in the text, but can best be attributed to lapses of memory on the part of the poet, entirely characteristic of an oral work of this length and complexity. As such they have no bearing on the question of authorship. The attentive reader can waste many an hour pointing out that at one point Sumitrā and at another Kaikeyī is described as ‘middle mother’ of the princes (i.e. the second of Daśaratha’s three wives); that discuses appear twice in one list of weapons when Rāva[image: image]a tries to frighten Sītā into thinking Rāma has been killed; that a number of rāk[image: image]asas appear to be killed twice if not three times; that Su[image: image]e[image: image]a claims it was Jāmbavān who told Hanumān about the herb mountain when in fact it was Su[image: image]e[image: image]a himself.

It is clear that the text translated in this volume is the product of many minds and many tongues, but what about the original text? Was there one author or many? Was it, in outline, the product of a single composer’s mind, or did the story emerge gradually from the coalescence of multiple pre-existent sources? Scholarly opinion is divided.

Most hold that the origins may be traced back to ballads about gods and heroes recited within the context of Vedic rituals and more particularly to the bardic tradition which emerged at the courts of ksatriya chieftains, where stories about the exploits of heroes would naturally be welcome. Eulogies of heroes and cycles of stories about warrior exploits were composed by bards (sūtas) who were attached to the courts of chieftains and recited the glorious deeds of their lords for entertainment and on festive occasions. Sūtas had first-hand experience of the kind of events they described, for they also acted as charioteers to their masters, in battle or in the hunt. In one view, the next stage was simply the progressive clustering of ballads and similar material around some central theme, the fortunes of a hero or events of particular significance, with such cycles gradually becoming linked together into works with a more complex plot, giving rise to the extant poems, which continued to grow in transmission.

The contrary opinion is that the coherence and careful planning apparent in the core story of the Rāmāyana demonstrates it to be the conception of a single creative intelligence – an author – though this conception has subsequently been much obscured by the amplifications and modifications of later generations of redactors. In either case, the nature of the compilers or author, the milieu in which they or he operated, and the interests of the audience addressed, would be the same.

Objective evidence of any precursors of the central Rāma story is lacking. Two characters (Sītā and her father Janaka) bear names which are found in Vedic literature, but there is nothing in the earliest levels of the text to suggest that this is more than a coincidence. Sītā bears the name of a minor Vedic goddess connected with agriculture (the name means ‘furrow’), an association which gave rise in later additions to the text of an increasingly fantastic birth-story which made her the daughter of Rāvana or of Daśaratha, cast away and discovered in a furrow by Janaka when that king was ploughing. In the early form of the text there is no hint that she is anything other than the natural-born daughter of Janaka. Nor is there anything apart from their common dynastic name to identify Janaka with the king who had figured in debates presented in the Upanisadic texts (sixth century BC onwards). A number of the peripheral characters mentioned even in the early stages (deities, sages and the like), and the allusions sometimes made to stories associated with them, have roots in the earlier Vedic hymns and tales, but their incorporation into the text merely demonstrates that they were still well known to the storytellers and widely enough understood by their audiences to be employed as part of their stock in trade, not that the story of Rāma as such has any pre-history. Nor does any trace remain of any divergent versions of the basic story, such as would be expected to persist in at least some of the countless vernacular retellings, if the Rāmāyana was in reality the survivor of an amorphous mass of ballads. Widely different though some of these retellings are, they can all be shown to adapt the same core story, modified according to the peculiar needs of the context. Someone must have composed that core story.


The text itself

The form of the poem echoes the simplicity of the expression. The metre employed is the standard narrative metre, the śloka, a simple metre comprising non-rhyming verses of four pādas (quarters) of eight syllables each, grouped in pairs. Verses are grouped into units called sargas, which vary greatly in length (from in the teens of couplets to over one hundred), with twenty-five to thirty being a rough average; this division probably dates back to the earlier stages of the text, if it is not indeed original, although it has been much obscured in transmission. The sargas are grouped into kā[image: image][image: image]as, or Books, varying between about sixty and a hundred and twenty sargas long. In its fully-developed form, the poem comprises seven kā[image: image][image: image]as.

Each śloka couplet is normally a complete unit and it is unusual for the sense or construction to be carried over into a subsequent verse. Grammatical structure regularly coincides with the four-quarter metrical structure: 2+2 or 3+1 are the usual subdivisions. The greater emphasis often placed on the first and last words of the verse, coupled with a general tautness of expression, can in themselves convey subtleties of meaning best brought out by the intonation and similar interpretative skills of an oral performer.

The diction of this text is vivid and enlivened by alliteration, but direct and uncomplicated when compared with later Sanskrit. It is also distinctive. Around the fifth century BC (at roughly the same time as the Rāmāya[image: image]a was first being composed) the grammarian Pā[image: image]ini made a minute description of the language exemplified by the later Vedic texts and spoken by the learned individuals who studied them, a description that soon became prescriptive and is exemplified in classical Sanskrit literature, which reached its height from about the fourth century AD onwards. However, the text here translated shows certain well-defined deviations from this norm, deviations (to a large extent shared with the Mahābhārata) that help to establish the language of the Rāmāya[image: image]a as genuinely a variant form, a dialect, distinct both from Vedic and from classical Sanskrit.

In this earliest stage, the use of standard phrases (or ‘formulae’) conforms to the pattern common in oral, improvised poetry: they aid the reciter, allowing him to build his narrative without too much effort of memorization or improvisation, and aid the audience by refreshing their memory of the main lines of the narrative when they cannot pause or turn back the pages to check something they may have forgotten or misheard. In the text translated, the formulae commonly consist of a character’s name plus descriptive adjective (for example, lak[image: image]ma[image: image]ah śubhalak[image: image]a[image: image]ah, ‘Fortune-favoured Lak[image: image]ma[image: image]a’), and their use adds vitality to the text, often directing the audience’s attention with subtle economy of expression to some factor the teller wishes to emphasize, or to the irony of the situation, in contrast to later stages of transmission when the formulae tend to be applied mechanically and inappositely, a feature which indicates that the technique is breaking down and suggests that the oral style is being imitated in a written work.

The work of the first author of the Rāmāya[image: image]a and his immediate successors, belonging as they did to an age and a culture accurately characterized as ‘highly literary, but illiterate’, is best judged in the context within which it was composed, that of multi-dimensional oral performance. Its drama inevitably loses much of its force in the single, restrictive medium of the printed page; orally transmitted narratives such as the Rāmāya[image: image]a should never be regarded as works preserved by being written down, but rather as works in danger of being destroyed by being written down. That this one in some measure survived that danger and was transformed by subsequent generations of admirers into a vibrant, living and still developing work of art in so many different media is testimony to the skill and achievement of those first tellers of the tale of Rāma.





Further Reading
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The Rāmāya[image: image]a of Vālmīki, An Epic of Ancient India, general editor Robert P. Goldman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984– ): I, Bālakā[image: image][image: image]a, translated by Robert P. Goldman; II and III, Ayodhyākā[image: image][image: image]a and Ara[image: image]yakā[image: image][image: image]a, translated by Sheldon I. Pollock; IV, Ki[image: image]kindhākā[image: image][image: image]a, translated by Rosalind Lefeber; V, Sundarakā[image: image][image: image]a, translated by Robert P. Goldman and Sally J. Sutherland Goldman. When complete, this will be a translation of the whole Critical Edition with full introductions, notes and other scholarly apparatus, aimed at the serious scholar.
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—, ‘Who was the golden deer? narrative inconsistency in the abduction of Sītā’, in 2nd International Conference on Indian Studies: Proceedings, Cracow Indological Studies 3–4 (Kraków: Księgarnia Akademicka, 2003). Notes various anomalies in the narration of this central episode which point to the golden deer having been Rāvana himself, rather than Mārīca, in a simpler and tauter original narrative.
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Bose, Mandakranta, ed., The Rāmāya[image: image]a Revisited (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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—, Questioning Rāmāya[image: image]as: A South Asian Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001). The articles in these two collections by some major scholars demonstrate the hold of the story on the Indian consciousness, centring around the variety of forms that it has taken as a result and its use to subvert as well as to uphold traditional social values.






Note to the Reader

The translators hope that you will read this story for enjoyment, with your ears more than with your eyes. It was originally composed to be spoken aloud and heard, not read silently.

You will come across a number of concepts or images familiar to the Western mind that have a very different value in this text: elephants should not be thought of as the cuddly gentle friends from zoo or nursery, but as symbolic of the forces of power, swiftness and destruction. Bulls, elephants and tigers, as symbols of strength, are frequent in formulae to express the idea of excellence, leading to the incongruous expression ‘elephant of a monkey’. Cloud imagery evokes neither fluffy cotton-wool wisps, nor dull pale-grey skies, both varieties so familiar to British and to many North American readers, but towering, black, fearful monsoon thunderclouds with torrential, often destructive, rain. Mountains are regularly given a degree of personality or even deified, as is the Ocean. Truth is thought of as an entity with inherent power. Sanskrit repeatedly classifies actions as ‘hard’ to perform, where English, more pessimistically, thinks of them as ‘impossible’.

Another culturally specific feature is the treatment of large numbers. One that has been retained in this translation is ‘crore’ for ten millions (this is the modern term: the Sanskrit form is koṭi/koṭī). Other less frequent terms have been transferred into the Western system, occasionally with some adaptation for the sake of readability when they are obviously just vague large numbers (as in the colloquial use of ‘millions’).

Without making it unintelligibly literal, we have aimed to keep this translation as close as possible to the text, with all its rich variety of style and expression, and to reproduce natural speech-patterns, bearing in mind that the whole poem, not just the speeches, was designed to be spoken. The original poem was composed in the verse rhythm then natural for telling a narrative; we have attempted to render it in the rhythm now natural for this purpose, continuous prose, but the original 4-pāda end-stopped śloka structure is still sometimes apparent. Oral performance gave ancient audiences considerable non-verbal clues to understanding the tale which are lacking to modern readers with nothing but words on a page to guide them, so we have occasionally felt it necessary to give our readers a little help to bring out the implicit meaning. Details of metaphors, similes or other items that have been paraphrased to make them meaningful to a modern Western reader can be found in the Notes.

All names, whether proper names or names of flora and fauna, are presented in the standard transliteration used for Sanskrit, whose great advantage is that each sound can be spelled in only one way, and each spelling can represent only one sound. Long vowels (ā, ī, ū) are distinguished from short by the macron (¯); e, ai, o and au are always long, since they are diphthongs in origin. The letter h always indicates aspiration, even in combinations like th and ph (to be pronounced as in goatherd and uphill). A dot below the letter distinguishes retroflex consonants (ṭ, ṭh, [image: image], [image: image]h, [image: image]), pronounced with the tip of the tongue far back in the mouth, from the dentals (t, th, d, dh, n) made with the tip of the tongue against the teeth. The retroflex nasal is distinguished as [image: image], the gutteral nasal by [image: image] and the palatal by ñ, and in certain contexts nasalization is represented bym. There are three sibilants, s pronounced as in English seat, and ś and [image: image] both approximating to sh as in sheet. In addition, c is always pronounced as in English church.

The majority of names end in a vowel. Those ending in a short vowel (-a, -i and occasionally -u) are those of males and those ending in a long vowel (-ā, -ī and -ū) are those of females; so, for example, a rāk[image: image]asī is a female rāk[image: image]asa. It is important not to confuse length of vowel with stress in pronunciation: all syllables should be given equal stress. English-speaking readers should be particularly careful not to overstress the second syllable.

Another point that might confuse the unwary is the formation of words denoting ‘belonging to’: the most frequent instances are patronymics or metronymics, terms meaning ‘son of, descendant of someone (as originally did surnames like Johnson, McDonald, O’Neil, and so on). The first and final syllables of the name may be modified in various ways: a son of Daśaratha is Dāśarathi, the son of Rāva[image: image]a is Rāva[image: image]i, Airāvata comes from mount Irāvata, a descendant of Raghu is Rāghava, the daughter of Janaka is Jānakī and the princess from Mithilā is Maithilī. Readers can find these characters identified by both names in the Index/Glossary.

Marginal figures refer the specialist to the Sanskrit text of the Critical Edition (see Further Reading); more precise details can be found in the Note on the Text Translated. Where it has proved impossible to recover the poem’s early text, the translators have composed brief bridging passages to explain what has been lost; they are printed in italics within square brackets. The translation is not intended as a crib, so annotation has been kept to a minimum to avoid distracting attention from the story. Unavoidable notes are indicated in the text by superscript numbers, but most of the information that the new reader will need can be found gathered together in Appendix 1 or the Index/Glossary. Appendix 1 should be consulted for all greetings, rituals and other customs puzzling to the modern Western reader; where it may not be immediately apparent that any explanation is needed, an asterisk (*) directs attention to that Appendix. Similarly, names in Sanskrit are normally meaningful and quite often occur in punning combinations; we recommend the reader to consult the Index/Glossary for an explanation of words that have an initial capital letter or are italicized, as well as for more general terms.




Principal Characters

(For genealogical tables see Appendix 2; fuller details can be found in the Index / Glossary.)

Daśaratha, king of Ayodhyā. Also called Kākutstha, the Rāghava, the Mahārāja

Kausalyā, senior queen to Daśaratha; mother of Rāma

Kaikeyī, junior queen to Daśaratha; mother of Bharata; daughter of King Aśvapati of Kekaya

Sumitrā, junior queen to Daśaratha; mother of Lak[image: image]ma[image: image]a and Śatrughna

Rāma, son of Daśaratha and Kausalyā; husband of Sītā. Also called Dāśarathi, pride of the Iksvākus, Kākutstha, pride of the Raghus, the Rāghava

Sītā, wife of Rāma; daughter of King Janaka of Mithilā. Also called Jānakī, Maithilī, Vaidehī

Laksma[image: image]a, elder son of Daśaratha and Sumitrā; Rāma’s companion. Also called Dāśarathi, Saumitri, Kākutstha, pride of the Raghus, the Rāghava

Bharata, son of Daśaratha and Kaikeyī. Also called Kaikeyī’s son, pride of the Iksvākus, Kākutstha, the Rāghava

Śatrughna, younger son of Daśaratha and Sumitrā; Bharata’s companion

Sumantra, charioteer to Daśaratha

Vānaras

Sugrīva, king of Kiskindhā; husband of Rumā

Vālin, elder brother of Sugrīva; husband of Tārā; father of A[image: image]gada

A[image: image]gada, son of Vālin and Tārā

Tārā, wife of Vālin; daughter of Su[image: image]e[image: image]a

Hanumān, monkey captain


Rāksasas, also called Paulastyas

Rāva[image: image]a, king of La[image: image]kā; son of Viśravas. Also called Daśagrīva

Dū[image: image]a[image: image]a, Khara, Kumbhakar[image: image]a, Vibhī[image: image]a[image: image]a: four of Rāva[image: image]a’s full brothers

Śūrpa[image: image]akhā, their sister

Vaiśrava[image: image]a, their dispossessed elder half-brother. Also called Naravāhana, Kubera

Mandodarī, wife of Rāvana

Indrajit, son of Rāva[image: image]a. Also called Rāva[image: image]i



AYODHYĀ


[Prince Rāma is expecting to be consecrated Young King when he receives devastating news, which he must tell his wife Sītā Vaidehī.]


Rāma was sure that he was pursuing the right course: he was [2,23.1–7] setting out for the wilderness. He took leave of his mother Kausalyā, who gave him her blessing. To the men lining the king’s highway the king’s son seemed to radiate light, and his goodness stirred the hearts of the people. Of course, poor Vaidehī had heard nothing of all this; her thoughts were fixed on his consecration as Young King. She had performed the rituals she knew were due to the gods and her mind was dwelling in delight on royal duties as she waited for the prince, when Rāma entered his handsome private rooms, embarrassed and unable to meet the gaze of the many excited occupants. Sītā jumped up trembling to see her husband tormented by grief and distraught with anxiety. She looked at his pallid, sweat-stained, impassioned face and sorrow gripped her.

‘What’s the matter, mighty lord?’ she asked. ‘Your consecration [23.7,17] is prepared – what’s the matter? Never before have I seen your face with no vestige of colour or delight!’

Seeing she was on the point of tears, the pride of the Raghu [23.18–22] dynasty declared, ‘Sītā, his majesty – my papa – has banished me to the forest! Jānakī, you were brought up in a good family – you know what’s right – you behave properly
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