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    A prince exiled to honor a promise, a spouse stolen by a formidable adversary, and a world where the measure of a person is tested against duty: the poem unfolds as a long, lucid blaze of conscience, love, and resolve, moving from palace to forest to distant shores while asking what it means to act rightly when every choice cuts across desire, loyalty, and the fragile order of the cosmos, and it binds personal grief to public responsibility until destiny itself seems to hinge on how faithfully one life can embody a code larger than any one kingdom or kinship.

The Rámáyan of Válmíki endures as a classic because it unites narrative grandeur with ethical inquiry, marrying swift, memorable episodes to reflections on justice, leadership, and human frailty. It is one of the two great Sanskrit epics, its companion being the Mahābhārata, and it has shaped the imaginations of readers, performers, and thinkers for centuries. Its power lies not only in heroic action but in the intricate textures of feeling and choice that animate its heroes and antagonists. The poem articulates ideals while recognizing their cost, sustaining a living conversation about virtue and its limits.

Tradition attributes the poem to Válmíki, revered as the first poet, whose voice crystallized a sweeping oral inheritance into a sustained work of art. Composed in ancient India over a long period and preserved in Sanskrit, the epic bears signs of layered growth; many scholars place its core before the Common Era, with later accretions reflecting evolving social and religious horizons. Whatever its precise chronology, the poem’s authority has never rested on a single moment of authorship, but on its capacious memory for human motives and its disciplined form, which helped shape the very possibilities of epic storytelling.

At its heart lies a lucid premise that needs no ornament to compel attention: Rāma, an heir of Ayodhyā, accepts exile to fulfill a pledge; Sītā and Lakṣmaṇa share his banishment; their forest life is shattered when Sītā is carried off by Rāvaṇa, ruler of Laṅkā; and a quest to recover her brings unexpected allies, tests of loyalty, and a struggle that entwines personal vows with the fate of realms. The poem invites readers to follow a journey across landscapes and communities, holding back resolutions while clarifying the stakes of steadfastness, friendship, and lawful power.

The Rámáyan is traditionally divided into seven books, or kāṇḍas, a structure that moves from origins and royal decision to exile, search, embassy, conflict, and aftermath. This architecture allows the narrative to modulate between intimate scenes and panoramic action, and it provides a framework for exploring the responsibilities of sons, spouses, rulers, and sages. The poem belongs to a genre that bridges history-like narrative and poetic invention, and it uses recurring motifs and episodes to bind its parts together without sacrificing momentum. Its layered composition has encouraged centuries of commentary, performance, and retelling.

Formally, the poem is cast largely in the śloka meter, whose steady cadence steadies the story even as emotions surge. Válmíki’s style favors clarity, direct feeling, and luminous description—of forests breathing with life, of cities resonant with ceremony, of seas that seem to listen when promises are spoken. Characters are etched with economy yet depth, their speech and gestures revealing inner measure as much as any narrated thought. The poem balances human perspective with divine presence, allowing wonders without discarding the real, so that marvel and morality are felt as parts of a single intelligible world.

Few works have traveled farther across languages and arts. The narrative has been reimagined by poets such as Kamban in Tamil and Tulsidas in Awadhi, by Krittibas in Bengali, and in courtly and popular forms across regions. Beyond India, it animates the Thai Ramakien, the Khmer Reamker, and other Southeast Asian traditions; it breathes in temple carvings at Angkor and in dance, theater, and shadow puppetry. Painters, sculptors, and dramatists have mined it for archetypes and scenes, while modern novelists and filmmakers adapt its tensions to contemporary frames, attesting to a reach few epics can match.

Its ethical resonance is anchored in the concept often glossed as duty or order, a living code that binds persons to roles and relationships they did not choose but may ennoble. The poem does not present this code as effortless, nor as simple adherence to rules; it shows how principles strain under grief, ambition, and entanglement. Vows carry unintended consequences; kindness can conflict with justice; silence can both protect and wound. Such tensions give the narrative its searching energy. Readers are not pressed toward one lesson, but invited to weigh competing goods with unusual attentiveness.

Equally compelling is the poem’s portrait of character. Rāma’s unwavering self-command, Sītā’s courage and clarity, Lakṣmaṇa’s fierce devotion, Bharata’s refusal to profit from wrong, and Hanumān’s tireless service come to life as more than emblematic figures. They speak to the complexity of love between siblings, spouses, and companions; they suggest that strength includes restraint, and that loyalty sometimes demands dissent. The adversaries, too, are drawn with recognizable motives of desire, pride, and fear, lending the conflict a moral landscape textured enough to resist caricature while sustaining the urgency of the quest.

The poem also thinks deeply about kingship and governance: how power should be acquired, exercised, and restrained; how promises bind rulers to subjects, and subjects to a common order. It is attentive to counsel and deliberation, to the demands of diplomacy, and to forms of alliance that cross species and status. Forest and city are not mere backdrops but jurisdictions of law and care, testing what it means to protect life and secure justice. In this, the epic has offered language for political thought as much as for devotion, shaping ideals that communities continue to debate and refine.

As a work transmitted for audiences across centuries, the Rámáyan has been recited, staged, sung, and translated into scores of tongues. Every act of translation must decide how to carry the poem’s cadence, imagery, and layered meanings into new idioms without flattening its voices. A World’s Classics edition situates the epic within a global library, inviting readers to encounter it as literature and as a historical imagination. The series setting underscores that this is not a relic but a living text, one that benefits from careful notes while rewarding any attentive reading with clarity and force.

In our own era of contested authority, displacement, and fragile ecologies, the Rámáyan speaks with renewed clarity. It honors fidelity without denying pain, and it imagines leadership accountable to law and compassion. Its landscapes feel timely as sites of refuge and risk; its relationships model perseverance and the courage to deliberate under pressure. Because it invites many interpretations without losing its shape, it remains an incomparable guide to collective and private life. To read it now is to join a long conversation about how to act, and why steadfastness still matters.
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    The Rámáyan of Válmíki presents a foundational Sanskrit epic whose narrative blends courtly life, forest austerity, and cosmic stakes. At its center stands Ráma, a prince of Ayodhyá celebrated for rectitude, whose life becomes the measure of duty and kingship. A traditional prelude situates the poet’s composition as an inquiry into the nature of the ideal person, guiding readers from prophecy to remembrance. With measured pace, the early cantos set the moral horizon: order threatened by predatory power, virtue tested by circumstance, and the promise that steadfast conduct can restore balance. This World’s Classics presentation follows the poem’s unfolding in clear, sequential episodes.

Ráma’s early years depict ideal preparation for rule: training in arms, deference to elders, and attention to sacred instruction. Called to defend sages, he demonstrates prowess without cruelty, aligning strength with restraint. A turning point arrives when he journeys with a mentor to a neighboring court, where a contest of valor determines the bridegroom for Sítá, a princess renowned for nobility. By mastering an extraordinary bow, he wins her hand and forges a marriage that the poem frames as a union of virtue and mutual duty. Harmony between families and subjects follows, and the succession in Ayodhyá appears assured.

That promise is broken by palace intrigue and the binding force of old obligations. Through a fateful claim upon royal vows, the court is compelled to alter the line of accession, and Ráma accepts a sentence of exile to safeguard his father’s honor and civic stability. Sítá insists on sharing his fate, and Lakshmaṇa, his devoted brother, accompanies them. The departure empties the city of joy and tests private loyalties within the royal household. In the wilderness, the trio adopt austere habits, moving between hermitages, while back in Ayodhyá a reluctant rearrangement of authority attempts to preserve legitimacy.

In the forests, the narrative widens from domestic duty to the protection of righteous communities. Ráma and Lakshmaṇa ward off predatory beings who harass ascetics, drawing the attention of forces beyond the human realm. An encounter with a demoness, rebuffed and humiliated, triggers a vendetta that reaches a distant island kingdom. The poem interlaces pastoral calm with sudden violence, emphasizing the cost of moral steadfastness when confronted by desire and resentment. Through visits to sages and sacred sites, the exiles learn of prior conflicts and curses, foreshadowing how private choices may disturb an already fragile cosmic balance.

Deception soon invades the hermitage. A dazzling animal draws Ráma away, and a cry for help lures Lakshmaṇa after him, leaving Sítá vulnerable to a carefully planned seizure. The ruler of the island realm, intent on revenge and desire, carries her off across the sea, while allies encountered in the wild attempt valiant resistance. Separated from his wife, Ráma descends into grief and resolve. The poem dwells on recognition, oath, and restraint as he seeks a path that harmonizes personal love with public obligation, setting in motion a search that must bridge vast distances and formidable loyalties.

Guidance from sages leads Ráma to a forest kingdom of monkeys, where a new alliance forms under a recently restored ruler. There, Hanumán emerges as a model of service whose insight and daring complement his devotion. Scouts disperse to the horizons, and Hanumán’s solitary journey across the sea becomes the epic’s great reconnaissance. Disguises, counsel from sympathetic onlookers, and steadfast memory of Ráma enable him to locate Sítá and assess her condition. He delivers assurance, gathers critical knowledge, and returns, turning grief into directed action while the poem underscores the power of loyal initiative in the service of justice.

Armed with information, the allies undertake an audacious campaign. Engineers and warriors collaborate to span the waters with a causeway, an achievement presented as communal labor aligned with sacred sanction. The march to the island capital proceeds with omens, stratagems, and calls for honorable conduct. Envoys and negotiations test whether conflict can be averted, yet the obligations of hospitality and recompense collide with pride and possessiveness. As lines tighten around the city, the poem balances logistical detail with an ethic of restraint, insisting that victory must be consonant with virtue as well as strength, even under extreme provocation.

The ensuing battles unfold through duels of champions, shifting tactics, and invocations of celestial weaponry, each engagement testing resolve as much as force. Figures on both sides confront loyalty to kin against obligations to truth, while commanders weigh mercy against deterrence. As the contest approaches decisive stages, personal identity and public duty press upon Ráma with renewed urgency. The narrative then turns to the uneasy terrain of reputation, law, and the expectations of subjects, exploring how private relationships fare under the glare of governance. Questions of justice, trust, and example continue to shadow triumph as responsibilities widen.

Across its arc, the Rámáyan articulates an ideal of conduct that binds household, polity, and cosmos. Its figures exemplify devotion, fidelity between brothers, the perseverance of companions, and the measured authority of a ruler who must reconcile compassion with order. The poem’s influence radiates through literature, performance, and ritual in South and Southeast Asia, continually inviting fresh readings of duty and love. In this classic presentation, readers encounter a narrative that marries grandeur with ethical inquiry, offering an enduring meditation on how power should serve virtue and how individuals sustain integrity when fate and public demand seem at odds.
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    The Ramayana, traditionally attributed to the sage Valmiki, arose within the social and political world of early historic South Asia. Scholars generally situate its core composition between the mid–first millennium BCE and the early centuries CE, with layers added over time. Its geography centers on northern India—especially the Ganga plains—with Ayodhya (in Kosala) and Mithila (in Videha) as prominent royal centers, and extends south toward an island kingdom called Lanka. Dominant institutions included hereditary kingship, Brahmanical ritual authority, the varna social order, and patrilineal households, alongside forest hermitages where ascetics cultivated learning and ritual power, forming a parallel sphere to the court and city.

The political backdrop to the poem reflects the era of the sixteen mahajanapadas (c. sixth–fourth centuries BCE), when states like Kosala, Videha, and Magadha competed for supremacy. This period culminated in Magadha’s imperial expansion and the Mauryan unification of much of the subcontinent in the fourth–third centuries BCE. Against this history of consolidation, the Ramayana’s focus on an idealized kingship in Kosala speaks to contemporary concerns with righteous rule, succession, and territorial integrity. While not a chronicle, the poem resonates with state-building dynamics, contrasting orderly heartlands with frontier forests and highlighting how a king’s legitimacy hinges on protecting subjects and sustaining justice.

Kingly governance in this milieu involved councils, ministers, spies, tax systems, and codes of conduct later theorized in political and legal treatises. Although the Arthashastra and the Dharmasutras likely reached written form between roughly the second century BCE and the early centuries CE, their concerns—treasury, justice, diplomacy, and social discipline—are echoed in the Ramayana’s ideals of rajadharma. The epic dramatizes how royal obligation intersects with ritual authority, how a ruler must secure borders yet remain constrained by law, and how counselors and priests mediate power. These features mirror an increasingly bureaucratized political life, even as the poem upholds exemplary, personal virtue as the foundation of sovereignty.

The centuries in which the Ramayana took shape were also marked by the rise of Sramana movements—Buddhism, Jainism, and other ascetic traditions—that questioned Vedic sacrificial centrality and proposed alternative paths to liberation. Forest hermitages and itinerant ascetics gained public influence, often seeking protection from royal courts against violence and disruption. The poem’s recurrent scenes of sages dwelling in forests, endangered by predatory forces, align with historical frictions at the boundary of settled kingdoms. In presenting the defense of hermitages as a king’s duty, the narrative affirms a political compact: sovereign protection in exchange for ascetic endorsement of a moral order that transcends raw power.

Economic life in the middle and late first millennium BCE was transformed by the “second urbanization” in the Ganga basin. Towns expanded, craft guilds grew, and regional trade intensified along the Uttarapatha and Dakshinapatha routes. Punch-marked coins circulated; tax and tribute systems matured; and markets linked agrarian hinterlands to royal centers. The Ramayana’s landscapes include bustling cities, caravan routes, and courtly gift economies that match this milieu. Gifts to Brahmins, alms to mendicants, and patronage of temples and hermitages appear as obligations of power and prosperity. The poem’s horizon—stretching from fertile heartlands to trading corridors—reflects an economy increasingly integrated by roads, commodities, and credit.

Material culture of the period featured iron tools and weapons, war chariots, cavalry, elephants, fortified cities, and siegecraft. While the technological mix varied regionally, iron’s spread reshaped agriculture and warfare, enabling forest clearance and enhancing military capability. The poem’s detailed scenes of archery, martial training, and battlefield etiquette echo the prestige of warrior skills among kshatriya elites. Descriptions of armored contingents, drums, conches, and banners correspond to ceremonials of organized armies. Such depictions present warfare as both a technical and an ethical practice, linking prowess to discipline, oath, and counsel—features consistent with the increasingly formalized codes of conduct in early historic polities.

The epic’s prominent forest settings speak to an ecological frontier across central India, historically rich in timber, game, and mineral resources. Agrarian expansion and state penetration into these regions required alliances with, and sometimes subordination of, forest-dwelling groups. The Ramayana’s vanaras and other non-courtly communities can be read, in historical terms, as literary reflections of varied forest polities encountered by expanding kingdoms. The poem does not offer ethnography, but its stress on negotiation, loyalty, and reciprocal aid across cultural lines mirrors real processes by which states recruited local expertise, secured passage, and extended authority into zones beyond intensive cultivation.

The poem’s journey southward to an island realm called Lanka engages a world increasingly aware of maritime horizons. Early historic Sri Lanka saw urban developments, including Anuradhapura by around the fourth–third centuries BCE, and maintained ties with the Indian mainland through trade in pearls, gems, and other goods. The Ramayana’s oceanic crossing and encounter with a powerful southern ruler should not be read as literal history, but the narrative resonates with knowledge of sea routes and southern polities. It encodes a sense of distance, wealth, and difference associated with the island world, aligning mythic geography with the period’s expanding coastal and overseas contacts.

Family and gender norms in the Ramayana align with Brahmanical ideals that shaped household life. Marriage alliances reinforced political networks; forms like the swayamvara appeared in elite narratives; and the pativrata ideal framed wifely fidelity, chastity, and service as moral exemplars. Queens, queen mothers, and step-relations in the royal household index the fragility of succession politics. The poem uses intimate dilemmas—loyalty within marriage, duty toward parents, guardianship of younger kin—to model broader ethics of obedience, restraint, and reputation. These ideals reflect a society where household order undergirded political legitimacy, and where women’s honor and male guardianship were central to public notions of virtue.

The sacrificial and gift economy of the Vedic tradition, transformed but still potent in the early historic period, shapes the poem’s political theology. Royal consecration, seasonal rituals, and large-scale sacrifices displayed sovereignty, redistributed wealth, and affirmed alliances with priestly elites. Dana (charitable giving) to Brahmins and support for hermitages sustained networks of ritual specialists whose endorsements conferred moral visibility. The Ramayana consistently casts righteous rule as inseparable from ritual correctness and generosity, mirroring historical patterns in which kings secured legitimacy through piety, redistribution, and adherence to ritual codes that linked cosmic order with the mundane tasks of governance.

The Ramayana is composed in Sanskrit, primarily in the anustubh (shloka) meter that became the signature of epic narration. Its language sits between late Vedic and classical Sanskrit, reflecting the standardization processes associated with grammarians like Panini (commonly dated to roughly the fourth century BCE), even as it preserves older idioms. Oral performance and court recitation were crucial to the poem’s transmission before writing gained administrative and literary traction. The epic’s formulaic diction, mnemonic structure, and episodic design suit a world in which storytellers, bards (sutas), and priests sustained cultural memory through repeated, context-sensitive performances across courts, temples, hermitages, and marketplaces.

Textual history shows the Ramayana surviving through numerous regional recensions, copied on palm leaf or birch bark and periodically revised by scribes and scholars. Two broad families, often labeled Northern and Southern, present significant differences in verses, episodes, and sequencing, reflecting centuries of oral variation and editorial intervention. In the twentieth century, the Oriental Institute at Baroda produced a multi-volume Critical Edition (1960–1975), collating manuscripts to approximate an archetype for scholarly study. This work did not create a definitive text but offered a transparent apparatus for analyzing layers, variants, and relationships among witnesses, anchoring modern discussions of the poem’s evolution and structure.

Religious interpretation of Rama shifted over time. In the poem’s earlier strata, he exemplifies an ideal prince whose extraordinary qualities align with divine favor. Later layers more emphatically identify him as an avatara of Vishnu, a move consonant with the rise of Vaishnavism in the early centuries CE and its elaboration in the Puranas. This theological deepening fostered cultic devotion to Rama, elaborated in temple worship, liturgy, and later vernacular literatures. The epic thus straddles ethical and devotional modes: it instructs in righteous conduct while inviting worship, a dual legacy that allowed communities to read the text as both statecraft manual and sacred narrative.

From the nineteenth century onward, colonial and European philology placed the Ramayana within global comparative literature and historical linguistics. Scholars collated manuscripts, compared recensions, and produced editions and translations for academic and general audiences. Gaspare Gorresio published a Devanagari text with an Italian translation between the 1840s and 1860s, and Ralph T. H. Griffith issued an English metrical translation later in the century. These projects reframed the epic as a “world classic,” circulating it through print capitalism and university curricula. Modern translations, including those in major classics series, reflect this legacy, bringing historical criticism, textual notes, and cross-cultural framing to a long-performed work.

Performance and visual culture carried the poem far beyond Sanskrit manuscript circles. Courtly and temple recitations, narrative singing, and dramatic enactments multiplied regional Ramayanas in South Asia. The story traveled with traders, monks, and diplomats to Southeast Asia, inspiring adaptations in Old Javanese (Kakawin Ramayana) and Thai and Khmer courts. Monumental reliefs at Prambanan (ninth century) and Angkor (twelfth century) demonstrate the tale’s integration into royal iconography and civic space. In South Asia, later public festivals and theater traditions made the narrative a touchstone of communal ethics. This performative history underscores the epic’s role as a social script as much as a literary text.

The ethical universe of the Ramayana aligns with normative literature on dharma. Dharmasutras (such as Apastamba and Baudhayana, roughly third–first centuries BCE) and later Dharmaśāstra (including the Manusmriti, often placed between the second century BCE and second century CE) articulated duties by life-stage and social group. The Arthashastra tradition addressed strategy, administration, and law. The epic does not legislate, but it dramatizes conflicts among competing obligations—family loyalty, truthfulness, non-harm, royal responsibility—showing how decisions radiate consequences across household and kingdom. Its persistent concern with the costs of moral choice mirrors a broader intellectual climate preoccupied with codifying conduct while acknowledging real-world complexity.

Everyday life in the poem’s world was shaped by rice and barley agriculture, cattle wealth, seasonal rhythms, and craft specialization in textiles, metalwork, and wood. Water management ranged from wells and tanks to riverine transport; messengers and caravan leaders connected dispersed settlements. Writing in Brahmi and Kharosthi scripts is securely attested by the third century BCE, but the poem’s core likely circulated orally before widespread scribal copying. Dietary and dress ideals varied by region and status, with ascetic restraint set against courtly abundance. These material textures—household rites, work routines, and travel logistics—form the background against which the Ramayana’s ethical and political dramas unfold, grounding mythic action in familiar practices and spaces to its early audiences and later readers alike.
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    Vālmīki is the ancient Indian sage-poet traditionally credited with composing the Sanskrit Ramayana, one of Asia’s most influential epics. He is commonly honored as the Adi Kavi, or first poet, a title reflecting his foundational role in shaping classical Sanskrit narrative verse. Although precise dates are uncertain, the figure is generally placed in the broad milieu of the first millennium BCE, when oral-poetic and Brahmanical traditions flourished. The Ramayana’s account of Rama, Sita, and their companions became a touchstone for literature, performance, and ethical reflection across the subcontinent and beyond, positioning Valmiki as a seminal author in the history of world literature.

Reliable biographical documentation for Valmiki does not survive, and most details about his life arise from later tradition. Modern scholarship therefore focuses on the poem itself, its language, and transmission. Linguistic and cultural evidence suggests that the core of the Ramayana took shape over the middle to late first millennium BCE, with subsequent layers added over time. The epic exists in multiple recensions, notably northern and southern families, and has been assembled in a critical edition by twentieth-century scholars. This complex textual history highlights a long process of composition, preservation, and redaction rather than the work of a single moment.

Nothing certain is known about Valmiki’s education. His command of Sanskrit diction, metrics, and narrative organization, however, indicates deep immersion in learned and oral traditions. The poem primarily employs the anustubh śloka, a couplet-based meter that became standard in later Sanskrit verse. A popular legend describes how a surge of grief on witnessing a bird’s death shaped the earliest śloka; while this tale is not verifiable history, it expresses the perceived link between emotion and poetic form. The Ramayana’s idiom reflects Vedic vocabulary and ritual discourse, yet it advances toward the polished aesthetics that would characterize classical kāvya.

The Ramayana, traditionally ascribed to Valmiki, is divided into seven kāṇḍas, though many scholars view the seventh, the Uttarakāṇḍa, as a later addition. The poem narrates Rama’s exile, Sita’s abduction, and the ensuing struggle with the rākṣasa king Rāvaṇa, interweaving moral debate with adventure and wonder. It employs simile, dialogue, and gnomic verse to articulate questions of duty, kingship, and compassion. Within its narrative frame, a sage named Valmiki composes the poem and it is performed by the twins Lava and Kuśa—an internal device that underscores the epic’s self-awareness about memory, recitation, and authorship without serving as external biography.

From an early stage, the Ramayana circulated through recitation and performance, sustaining a vast commentary and storytelling culture. Over centuries it inspired retellings across South and Southeast Asia, taking distinct forms in Sanskrit, Prakrits, Pali, and numerous regional languages. Courtly poetry, temple sculpture, shadow-puppet theater, dance-drama, and later print and broadcast media drew on its characters and episodes. The poem’s adaptability helped shape local aesthetics and ethics while preserving core narrative arcs. Multiple scholastic traditions analyzed its language and morals, ensuring that Valmiki’s composition remained a living text rather than a closed canon, responsive to context yet anchored in an ancient source.

Thematically, the poem probes dharma in personal, royal, and ascetic registers, exploring the tensions between vows, affection, social obligation, and justice. Its treatment of pathos, bravery, loyalty, and righteous anger informed later theories of aesthetic emotion, and the belief that poetic form arises from felt experience. Valmiki’s reputation as Adi Kavi reflects this union of meter, narrative craft, and ethical reflection. Even where communities differ on interpretation, the work’s language and structure have served as a model for epic narration, shaping expectations about plot architecture, characterization, and the moral testing of heroes, allies, and adversaries across literary traditions.

Little can be said with certainty about Valmiki’s later years or historical death. Traditions associate him with hermitages and sacred sites, but these connections are devotional rather than documentary. His literary legacy, however, is clear. The Ramayana remains central to education, performance, and public culture in many societies, while also generating sustained academic study of its layers, recensions, and historical setting. New translations, commentaries, and adaptations continue to revisit its questions about duty and empathy. Through this enduring circulation, the figure of Valmiki stands as a symbol of poetic innovation and as the putative author of a text of global resonance.
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Praise to Válmíki,2bird of charming song,3

Who mounts on Poesy’s sublimest spray,

And sweetly sings with accent clear and strong

Ráma, aye Ráma, in his deathless lay.




Where breathes the man can listen to the strain

That flows in music from Válmíki’s tongue,

Nor feel his feet the path of bliss attain

When Ráma’s glory by the saint is sung!




The stream Rámáyan leaves its sacred fount

The whole wide world from sin and stain to free.4

The Prince of Hermits is the parent mount,

The lordly Ráma is the darling sea.




Glory to him whose fame is ever bright!

Glory to him, Prachetas’5holy son!

Whose pure lips quaff with ever new delight

The nectar-sea of deeds by Ráma done.




Hail, arch-ascetic, pious, good, and kind!

Hail, Saint Válmíki, lord of every lore!

Hail, holy Hermit, calm and pure of mind!

Hail, First of Bards, Válmíki, hail once more!



1The MSS. vary very considerably in these stanzas of invocation: many lines are generally prefixed in which not only the poet, but those who play the chief parts in the poem are panegyrized. It is self-apparent that they are not by the author of the Rámáyan himself.

2“Válmíki was the son of Varuṇa, the regent of the waters, one of whose names is Prachetas. According to the Adhyátmá Rámáyaṇa, the sage, although a Bráhman by birth, associated with foresters and robbers. Attacking on one occasion the seven Rishis, they expostulated with him successfully, and taught him the mantra of Ráma reversed, or Mará, Mará, in the inaudible repetition of which he remained immovable for thousands of years, so that when the sages returned to the same spot they found him still there, converted into a valmík or ant-hill, by the nests of the termites, whence his name of Válmíki.”

 Wilson. Specimens of the Hindu Theatre, Vol. I. p. 313.

 “Válmíki is said to have lived a solitary life in the woods: he is called both a muni and a rishi. The former word properly signifies an anchorite or hermit; the latter has reference chiefly to wisdom. The two words are frequently used promiscuously, and may both be rendered by the Latin vates in its earliest meaning of seer: Válmíki was both poet and seer, as he is said to have sung the exploits of Ráma by the aid of divining insight rather than of knowledge naturally acquired.” Schlegel.

3Literally, Kokila, the Koïl, or Indian Cuckoo. Schlegel translates “luscinium.”

4Comparison with the Ganges is implied, that river being called the purifier of the world.

5“This name may have been given to the father of Válmíki allegorically. If we look at the derivation of the word (pra, before, and chetas, mind) it is as if the poet were called the son of Prometheus, the Forethinker.” Schlegel.
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Canto 1. Nárad.2

OM[1].3


To sainted Nárad, prince of those

Whose lore in words of wisdom flows.

Whose constant care and chief delight

Were Scripture and ascetic rite,

The good Válmíki, first and best


Of hermit saints, these words addressed:4

“In all this world, I pray thee, who

Is virtuous, heroic, true?

Firm in his vows, of grateful mind,

To every creature good and kind?

Bounteous, and holy, just, and wise,

Alone most fair to all men’s eyes?

Devoid of envy, firm, and sage,

Whose tranquil soul ne’er yields to rage?

Whom, when his warrior wrath is high,

Do Gods embattled fear and fly?

Whose noble might and gentle skill

The triple world can guard from ill?

Who is the best of princes, he

Who loves his people’s good to see?

The store of bliss, the living mine

Where brightest joys and virtues shine?

Queen Fortune’s5 best and dearest friend,

Whose steps her choicest gifts attend?

Who may with Sun and Moon compare,

With Indra,6 Vishṇu,7 Fire, and Air?

Grant, Saint divine,8 the boon I ask,

For thee, I ween, an easy task,

To whom the power is given to know

If such a man breathe here below.”

Then Nárad, clear before whose eye

The present, past, and future lie,9

Made ready answer: “Hermit, where

Are graces found so high and rare?

Yet listen, and my tongue shall tell

In whom alone these virtues dwell.

From old Ikshváku’s10 line he came,

Known to the world by Ráma’s name:

With soul subdued, a chief of might,

In Scripture versed, in glory bright,

His steps in virtue’s paths are bent,

Obedient, pure, and eloquent.

In each emprise he wins success,

And dying foes his power confess.

Tall and broad-shouldered, strong of limb,

Fortune has set her mark on him.

Graced with a conch-shell’s triple line,

His throat displays the auspicious sign.11


High destiny is clear impressed

On massive jaw and ample chest,

His mighty shafts he truly aims,

And foemen in the battle tames.

Deep in the muscle, scarcely shown,

Embedded lies his collar-bone.

His lordly steps are firm and free,

His strong arms reach below his knee;12

All fairest graces join to deck

His head, his brow, his stately neck,

And limbs in fair proportion set:

The manliest form e’er fashioned yet.

Graced with each high imperial mark,

His skin is soft and lustrous dark.

Large are his eyes that sweetly shine

With majesty almost divine.

His plighted word he ne’er forgets;

On erring sense a watch he sets.

By nature wise, his teacher’s skill

Has trained him to subdue his will.

Good, resolute and pure, and strong,

He guards mankind from scathe and wrong,

And lends his aid, and ne’er in vain,

The cause of justice to maintain.

Well has he studied o’er and o’er

The Vedas[2]13and their kindred lore.

Well skilled is he the bow to draw,14

Well trained in arts and versed in law;

High-souled and meet for happy fate,

Most tender and compassionate;

The noblest of all lordly givers,

Whom good men follow, as the rivers

Follow the King of Floods, the sea:

So liberal, so just is he.

The joy of Queen Kauśalyá‘s15heart,

In every virtue he has part:

Firm as Himálaya’s16 snowy steep,

Unfathomed like the mighty deep:

The peer of Vishṇu’s power and might,

And lovely as the Lord of Night;17

Patient as Earth, but, roused to ire,

Fierce as the world-destroying fire;

In bounty like the Lord of Gold,18

And Justice self in human mould.




With him, his best and eldest son,

By all his princely virtues won

King Daśaratha19 willed to share

His kingdom as the Regent Heir.

But when Kaikeyí, youngest queen,

With eyes of envious hate had seen

The solemn pomp and regal state

Prepared the prince to consecrate,

She bade the hapless king bestow

Two gifts he promised long ago,

That Ráma to the woods should flee,

And that her child the heir should be.




By chains of duty firmly tied,

The wretched king perforce complied.


Ráma, to please Kaikeyí went

Obedient forth to banishment[1q].

Then Lakshmaṇ‘s truth was nobly shown,

Then were his love and courage known,

When for his brother’s sake he dared

All perils, and his exile shared.

And Sítá, Ráma’s darling wife,

Loved even as he loved his life,

Whom happy marks combined to bless,

A miracle of loveliness,

Of Janak’s royal lineage sprung,

Most excellent of women, clung

To her dear lord, like Rohiṇí

Rejoicing with the Moon to be.20

The King and people, sad of mood,

The hero’s car awhile pursued.

But when Prince Ráma lighted down

At Śringavera’s pleasant town,

Where Gangá‘s holy waters flow,

He bade his driver turn and go.

Guha, Nishádas’ king, he met,

And on the farther bank was set.

Then on from wood to wood they strayed,

O’er many a stream, through constant shade,

As Bharadvája bade them, till

They came to Chitrakúṭa’s hill.

And Ráma there, with Lakshmaṇ‘s aid,

A pleasant little cottage made,

And spent his days with Sítá, dressed

In coat of bark and deerskin vest.21

And Chitrakúṭa grew to be

As bright with those illustrious three

As Meru’s22 sacred peaks that shine

With glory, when the Gods recline

Beneath them: Śiva’s23 self between

The Lord of Gold and Beauty’s Queen.




The aged king for Ráma pined,

And for the skies the earth resigned.

Bharat, his son, refused to reign,

Though urged by all the twice-born24 train.

Forth to the woods he fared to meet

His brother, fell before his feet,

And cried, “Thy claim all men allow:

O come, our lord and king be thou.”

But Ráma nobly chose to be

Observant of his sire’s decree.

He placed his sandals25 in his hand

A pledge that he would rule the land:

And bade his brother turn again.

Then Bharat, finding prayer was vain,

The sandals took and went away;

Nor in Ayodhyá would he stay.

But turned to Nandigráma, where

He ruled the realm with watchful care,

Still longing eagerly to learn

Tidings of Ráma’s safe return.




Then lest the people should repeat

Their visit to his calm retreat,

Away from Chitrakúṭa’s hill

Fared Ráma ever onward till


Beneath the shady trees he stood

Of Daṇḍaká‘s primeval wood,

Virádha, giant fiend, he slew,

And then Agastya’s friendship knew.

Counselled by him he gained the sword

And bow of Indra, heavenly lord:

A pair of quivers too, that bore

Of arrows an exhaustless store.

While there he dwelt in greenwood shade

The trembling hermits sought his aid,

And bade him with his sword and bow

Destroy the fiends who worked them woe:

To come like Indra strong and brave,

A guardian God to help and save.

And Ráma’s falchion left its trace

Deep cut on Śúrpaṇakhá‘s face:

A hideous giantess who came

Burning for him with lawless flame.

Their sister’s cries the giants heard.

And vengeance in each bosom stirred:

The monster of the triple head.

And Dúshaṇ to the contest sped.

But they and myriad fiends beside

Beneath the might of Ráma died.




When Rávaṇ, dreaded warrior, knew

The slaughter of his giant crew:

Rávaṇ, the king, whose name of fear

Earth, hell, and heaven all shook to hear:

He bade the fiend Márícha aid

The vengeful plot his fury laid.

In vain the wise Márícha tried

To turn him from his course aside:

Not Rávaṇ‘s self, he said, might hope

With Ráma and his strength to cope.

Impelled by fate and blind with rage

He came to Ráma’s hermitage.

There, by Márícha’s magic art,

He wiled the princely youths apart,

The vulture26 slew, and bore away

The wife of Ráma as his prey.

The son of Raghu27 came and found

Jaṭáyu slain upon the ground.

He rushed within his leafy cot;

He sought his wife, but found her not.

Then, then the hero’s senses failed;

In mad despair he wept and wailed.

Upon the pile that bird he laid,

And still in quest of Sítá strayed.

A hideous giant then he saw,

Kabandha named, a shape of awe.

The monstrous fiend he smote and slew,

And in the flame the body threw;

When straight from out the funeral flame

In lovely form Kabandha came,

And bade him seek in his distress

A wise and holy hermitess.

By counsel of this saintly dame

To Pampá‘s pleasant flood he came,

And there the steadfast friendship won

Of Hanumán the Wind-God’s son.

Counselled by him he told his grief

To great Sugríva, Vánar chief,

Who, knowing all the tale, before

The sacred flame alliance swore.

Sugríva to his new-found friend

Told his own story to the end:

His hate of Báli for the wrong

And insult he had borne so long.

And Ráma lent a willing ear

And promised to allay his fear.

Sugríva warned him of the might

Of Báli, matchless in the fight,

And, credence for his tale to gain,

Showed the huge fiend28 by Báli slain.

The prostrate corse of mountain size

Seemed nothing in the hero’s eyes;

He lightly kicked it, as it lay,

And cast it twenty leagues29 away.

To prove his might his arrows through

Seven palms in line, uninjured, flew.

He cleft a mighty hill apart,

And down to hell he hurled his dart.

Then high Sugríva’s spirit rose,

Assured of conquest o’er his foes.

With his new champion by his side

To vast Kishkindhá‘s cave he hied.

Then, summoned by his awful shout,

King Báli came in fury out,

First comforted his trembling wife,

Then sought Sugríva in the strife.

One shaft from Ráma’s deadly bow

The monarch in the dust laid low.

Then Ráma bade Sugríva reign

In place of royal Báli slain.

Then speedy envoys hurried forth

Eastward and westward, south and north,

Commanded by the grateful king

Tidings of Ráma’s spouse to bring.




Then by Sampáti’s counsel led,

Brave Hanumán, who mocked at dread,

Sprang at one wild tremendous leap

Two hundred leagues across the deep.

To Lanká‘s30 town he urged his way,

Where Rávaṇ held his royal sway.


There pensive ‘neath Aśoka31 boughs

He found poor Sítá, Ráma’s spouse.

He gave the hapless girl a ring,

A token from her lord and king.

A pledge from her fair hand he bore;

Then battered down the garden door.

Five captains of the host he slew,

Seven sons of councillors o’erthrew;

Crushed youthful Aksha on the field,

Then to his captors chose to yield.

Soon from their bonds his limbs were free,

But honouring the high decree

Which Brahmá32 had pronounced of yore,

He calmly all their insults bore.

The town he burnt with hostile flame,

And spoke again with Ráma’s dame,

Then swiftly back to Ráma flew

With tidings of the interview.




Then with Sugríva for his guide,

Came Ráma to the ocean side.

He smote the sea with shafts as bright

As sunbeams in their summer height,

And quick appeared the Rivers’ King33

Obedient to the summoning.

A bridge was thrown by Nala o’er

The narrow sea from shore to shore.34

They crossed to Lanká‘s golden town,

Where Ráma’s hand smote Rávaṇ down.

Vibhishaṇ there was left to reign

Over his brother’s wide domain.

To meet her husband Sítá came;

But Ráma, stung with ire and shame,

With bitter words his wife addressed

Before the crowd that round her pressed.

But Sítá, touched with noble ire,

Gave her fair body to the fire.

Then straight the God of Wind appeared,

And words from heaven her honour cleared.

And Ráma clasped his wife again,

Uninjured, pure from spot and stain,

Obedient to the Lord of Fire

And the high mandate of his sire.

Led by the Lord who rules the sky,

The Gods and heavenly saints drew nigh,

And honoured him with worthy meed,

Rejoicing in each glorious deed.

His task achieved, his foe removed,

He triumphed, by the Gods approved.

By grace of Heaven he raised to life

The chieftains slain in mortal strife;

Then in the magic chariot through

The clouds to Nandigráma flew.

Met by his faithful brothers there,

He loosed his votive coil of hair:

Thence fair Ayodhyá‘s town he gained,

And o’er his father’s kingdom reigned.

Disease or famine ne’er oppressed

His happy people, richly blest

With all the joys of ample wealth,

Of sweet content and perfect health.

No widow mourned her well-loved mate,

No sire his son’s untimely fate.

They feared not storm or robber’s hand;

No fire or flood laid waste the land:

The Golden Age35 had come again

To bless the days of Ráma’s reign.




From him, the great and glorious king,

Shall many a princely scion spring.

And he shall rule, beloved by men,

Ten thousand years and hundreds ten,36

And when his life on earth is past

To Brahmá‘s world shall go at last.”




Whoe’er this noble poem reads

That tells the tale of Ráma’s deeds,

Good as the Scriptures, he shall be

From every sin and blemish free.

Whoever reads the saving strain,

With all his kin the heavens shall gain.

Bráhmans who read shall gather hence

The highest praise for eloquence.

The warrior, o’er the land shall reign,

The merchant, luck in trade obtain;

And Śúdras listening37 ne’er shall fail

To reap advantage from the tale.38



1 Called in Sanskrit also Bála-Káṇḍa, and in Hindí Bál-Káṇḍ, i.e. the Book describing Ráma’s childhood, bála meaning a boy up to his sixteenth year.

2 A divine saint, son of Brahmá. He is the eloquent messenger of the Gods, a musician of exquisite skill, and the inventor of the víṇá or Indian lute. He bears a strong resemblance to Hermes or Mercury.

3 This mystic syllable, said to typify the supreme Deity, the Gods collectively, the Vedas, the three spheres of the world, the three holy fires, the three steps of Vishṇu etc., prefaces the prayers and most venerated writings of the Hindus.

4 This colloquy is supposed to have taken place about sixteen years after Ráma’s return from his wanderings and occupation of his ancestral throne.

5 Called also Śrí and Lakshmí, the consort of Vishṇu, the Queen of Beauty as well as the Dea Fortuna. Her birth “from the full-flushed wave” is described in Canto XLV of this Book.

6 One of the most prominent objects of worship in the Rig-veda, Indra was superseded in later times by the more popular deities Vishṇu and Śiva. He is the God of the firmament, and answers in many respects to the Jupiter Pluvius of the Romans. See Additional Notes.

7 The second God of the Trimúrti or Indian Trinity. Derived from the root viś to penetrate, the meaning of the name appears to be he who penetrates or pervades all things. An embodiment of the preserving power of nature, he is worshipped as a Saviour who has nine times been incarnate for the good of the world and will descend on earth once more. See Additional Notes and Muir’s Sanskrit Texts passim.

8 In Sanskrit devarshi. Rishi is the general appellation of sages, and another word is frequently prefixed to distinguish the degrees. A Brahmarshi is a theologian or Bráhmanical sage; a Rájarshi is a royal sage or sainted king; a Devarshi is a divine or deified sage or saint.

9 Trikálajǹa. Literally knower of the three times. Both Schlegel and Gorresio quote Homer’s.


Ὅς ἤδη τ’ ἐόντα, τά τ’ ἐσσόμενα,

πρό τ’ ἐόντα.




“That sacred seer, whose comprehensive view,

The past, the present, and the future knew.”



 The Bombay edition reads trilokajǹa, who knows the three worlds (earth, air and heaven.) “It is by tapas (austere fervour) that rishis of subdued souls, subsisting on roots, fruits and air, obtain a vision of the three worlds with all things moving and stationary.” Manu, XI. 236.

10 Son of Manu, the first king of Kośala and founder of the solar dynasty or family of the Children of the Sun, the God of that luminary being the father of Manu.

11 The Indians paid great attention to the art of physiognomy and believed that character and fortune could be foretold not from the face only but from marks upon the neck and hands. Three lines under the chin like those at the mouth of a conch (Śańkha) were regarded as a peculiarly auspicious sign indicating, as did also the mark of Vishṇu’s discus on the hand, one born to be a chakravartin or universal emperor. In the palmistry of Europe the line of fortune, as well as the line of life, is in the hand. Cardan says that marks on the nails and teeth also show what is to happen to us: “Sunt etiam in nobis vestigia quædam futurorum eventuum in unguibus atque etiam in dentibus.” Though the palmy days of Indian chiromancy have passed away, the art is still to some extent studied and believed in.

12 Long arms were regarded as a sign of heroic strength.

13 “Veda means originally knowing or knowledge, and this name is given by the Bráhmans not to one work, but to the whole body of their most ancient sacred literature. Veda is the same word which appears in the Greek οίδα, I know, and in the English wise, wisdom, to wit. The name of Veda is commonly given to four collections of hymns, which are respectively known by the names of Rig-veda, Yajur-veda, Sáma-veda, and Atharva-veda.”

 “As the language of the Veda, the Sanskrit, is the most ancient type of the English of the present day, (Sanskrit and English are but varieties of one and the same language,) so its thoughts and feelings contain in reality the first roots and germs of that intellectual growth which by an unbroken chain connects our own generation with the ancestors of the Aryan race — with those very people who at the rising and setting of the sun listened with trembling hearts to the songs of the Veda, that told them of bright powers above, and of a life to come after the sun of their own lives had set in the clouds of the evening. These men were the true ancestors of our race, and the Veda is the oldest book we have in which to study the first beginnings of our language, and of all that is embodied in language. We are by nature Aryan, Indo-European, not Semitic: our spiritual kith and kin are to be found in India, Persia, Greece, Italy, Germany: not in Mesopotamia, Egypt, or Palestine.”

  Chips from a German Workshop, Vol. I. pp. 8. 4.

14 As with the ancient Persians and Scythians, Indian princes were carefully instructed in archery which stands for military science in general, of which, among Hindu heroes, it was the most important branch.

15 Chief of the three queens of Daśaratha and mother of Ráma.

16 From hima snow, (Greek χειμ-ών, Latin hiems) and álaya abode, the Mansion of snow.

17 The moon (Soma, Indu, Chandra etc.) is masculine with the Indians as with the Germans.

18 Kuvera, the Indian Plutus, or God of Wealth.

19 The events here briefly mentioned will be related fully in the course of the poem. The first four cantos are introductory, and are evidently the work of a later hand than Valmiki’s.

20 “Chandra, or the Moon, is fabled to have been married to the twenty-seven daughters of the patriarch Daksha, or Aśviní and the rest, who are in fact personifications of the Lunar Asterisms. His favourite amongst them was Rohiṇí to whom he so wholly devoted himself as to neglect the rest. They complained to their father, and Daksha repeatedly interposed, till, finding his remonstrances vain, he denounced a curse upon his son-in-law, in consequence of which he remained childless and became affected by consumption. The wives of Chandra having interceded in his behalf with their father, Daksha modified an imprecation which he could not recall, and pronounced that the decay should be periodical only, not permanent, and that it should alternate with periods of recovery. Hence the successive wane and increase of the Moon. Padma, Puráṇa, Swarga-Khaṇḍa, Sec. II. Rohiṇí in Astronomy is the fourth lunar mansion, containing five stars, the principal of which is Aldebaran.” Wilson, Specimens of the Hindu Theatre. Vol. I. p. 234.

 The Bengal recension has a different reading:


“Shone with her husband like the light

Attendant on the Lord of Night.”



21 The garb prescribed for ascetics by Manu.

22 “Mount Meru, situated like Kailása in the lofty regions to the north of the Himálayas, is celebrated in the traditions and myths of India. Meru and Kailása are the two Indian Olympi. Perhaps they were held in such veneration because the Sanskrit-speaking Indians remembered the ancient home where they dwelt with the other primitive peoples of their family before they descended to occupy the vast plains which extend between the Indus and the Ganges.” Gorresio.

23 The third God of the Indian Triad, the God of destruction and reproduction. See Additional Notes.

24 The epithet dwija, or twice-born, is usually appropriate to Bráhmans, but is applicable to the three higher castes. Investiture with the sacred thread and initiation of the neophyte into certain religious mysteries are regarded as his regeneration or second birth.

25 His shoes to be a memorial of the absent heir and to maintain his right. Kálidása (Raghuvaṅśa, XII. 17.) says that they were to be adhidevate or guardian deities of the kingdom.

26 Jaṭáyu, a semi-divine bird, the friend of Ráma, who fought in defence of Sítá.

27 Raghu was one of the most celebrated ancestors of Ráma whose commonest appellation is, therefore, Rághava or descendant of Raghu. Kálidása in the Raghuraṇśa makes him the son of Dilípa and great-grandfather of Ráma. See Idylls from the Sanskrit, “Aja” and “Dilípa.”

28 Dundhubi.

29 Literally ten yojanas. The yojana is a measure of uncertain length variously reckoned as equal to nine miles, five, and a little less.

30 Ceylon.

31 The Jonesia Aśoka is a most beautiful tree bearing a profusion of red blossoms.

32 Brahmá, the Creator, is usually regarded as the first God of the Indian Trinity, although, as Kálidása says:


“Of Brahmá, Vishṇu, Śiva, each may be

First, second, third, amid the blessed Three.”



  Brahmá had guaranteed Rávaṇ‘s life against all enemies except man.

33 Ocean personified.

34 The rocks lying between Ceylon and the mainland are still called Ráma’s Bridge by the Hindus.

35 “The Bráhmans, with a system rather cosmogonical than chronological, divide the present mundane period into four ages or yugas as they call them: the Krita, the Tretá, the Dwápara, and the Kali. The Krita, called also the Deva-yuga or that of the Gods, is the age of truth, the perfect age, the Tretá is the age of the three sacred fires, domestic and sacrificial; the Dwápara is the age of doubt; the Kali, the present age, is the age of evil.” Gorresio.

36 The ancient kings of India enjoyed lives of more than patriarchal length as will appear in the course of the poem.

37 Śúdras, men of the fourth and lowest pure caste, were not allowed to read the poem, but might hear it recited.

38 The three ślokes or distichs which these twelve lines represent are evidently a still later and very awkward addition to the introduction.


Canto 2. Brahmá‘s Visit


Válmíki, graceful speaker, heard,

To highest admiration stirred.

To him whose fame the tale rehearsed

He paid his mental worship first;

Then with his pupil humbly bent

Before the saint most eloquent.

Thus honoured and dismissed the seer

Departed to his heavenly sphere.

Then from his cot Válmíki hied

To Tamasá‘s1 sequestered side,

Not far remote from Gangá‘s tide.

He stood and saw the ripples roll

Pellucid o’er a pebbly shoal.

To Bharadvája2 by his side

He turned in ecstasy, and cried:

“See, pupil dear, this lovely sight,

The smooth-floored shallow, pure and bright,

With not a speck or shade to mar,

And clear as good men’s bosoms are.

Here on the brink thy pitcher lay,

And bring my zone of bark, I pray.

Here will I bathe: the rill has not,

To lave the limbs, a fairer spot.

Do quickly as I bid, nor waste

The precious time; away, and haste.”




Obedient to his master’s hest

Quick from the cot he brought the vest;

The hermit took it from his hand,

And tightened round his waist the band;

Then duly dipped and bathed him there,

And muttered low his secret prayer.

To spirits and to Gods he made

Libation of the stream, and strayed

Viewing the forest deep and wide

That spread its shade on every side.

Close by the bank he saw a pair

Of curlews sporting fearless there.

But suddenly with evil mind

An outcast fowler stole behind,

And, with an aim too sure and true,

The male bird near the hermit slew.

The wretched hen in wild despair

With fluttering pinions beat the air,

And shrieked a long and bitter cry

When low on earth she saw him lie,

Her loved companion, quivering, dead,

His dear wings with his lifeblood red;

And for her golden crested mate

She mourned, and was disconsolate.




The hermit saw the slaughtered bird,

And all his heart with ruth was stirred.

The fowler’s impious deed distressed

His gentle sympathetic breast,

And while the curlew’s sad cries rang

Within his ears, the hermit sang:

“No fame be thine for endless time,

Because, base outcast, of thy crime,

Whose cruel hand was fain to slay

One of this gentle pair at play!”

E’en as he spoke his bosom wrought

And laboured with the wondering thought

What was the speech his ready tongue

Had uttered when his heart was wrung.

He pondered long upon the speech,

Recalled the words and measured each,

And thus exclaimed the saintly guide

To Bharadvája by his side:

“With equal lines of even feet,

With rhythm and time and tone complete,

The measured form of words I spoke

In shock of grief be termed a śloke[3].”3

And Bharadvája, nothing slow

His faithful love and zeal to show,

Answered those words of wisdom, “Be

The name, my lord, as pleases thee.”




As rules prescribe the hermit took

Some lustral water from the brook.

But still on this his constant thought

Kept brooding, as his home he sought;

While Bharadvája paced behind,

A pupil sage of lowly mind,

And in his hand a pitcher bore

With pure fresh water brimming o’er.

Soon as they reached their calm retreat

The holy hermit took his seat;

His mind from worldly cares recalled,

And mused in deepest thought enthralled.




Then glorious Brahmá,4 Lord Most High,

Creator of the earth and sky,


The four-faced God, to meet the sage

Came to Válmíki’s hermitage.

Soon as the mighty God he saw,

Up sprang the saint in wondering awe.

Mute, with clasped hands, his head he bent,

And stood before him reverent.

His honoured guest he greeted well,

Who bade him of his welfare tell;

Gave water for his blessed feet,

Brought offerings,5 and prepared a seat.

In honoured place the God Most High

Sate down, and bade the saint sit nigh.

There sate before Válmíki’s eyes

The Father of the earth and skies;

But still the hermit’s thoughts were bent

On one thing only, all intent

On that poor curlew’s mournful fate

Lamenting for her slaughtered mate;

And still his lips, in absent mood,

The verse that told his grief, renewed:

“Woe to the fowler’s impious hand

That did the deed that folly planned;

That could to needless death devote

The curlew of the tuneful throat!”




The heavenly Father smiled in glee,

And said, “O best of hermits, see,

A verse, unconscious, thou hast made;

No longer be the task delayed.

Seek not to trace, with labour vain,

The unpremeditated strain.

The tuneful lines thy lips rehearsed

Spontaneous from thy bosom burst.

Then come, O best of seers, relate

The life of Ráma good and great,

The tale that saintly Nárad told,

In all its glorious length unfold.

Of all the deeds his arm has done

Upon this earth, omit not one,

And thus the noble life record

Of that wise, brave, and virtuous lord.

His every act to day displayed,

His secret life to none betrayed:

How Lakshmaṇ, how the giants fought;

With high emprise and hidden thought:

And all that Janak’s child6 befell

Where all could see, where none could tell.

The whole of this shall truly be

Made known, O best of saints, to thee.

In all thy poem, through my grace,

No word of falsehood shall have place.

Begin the story, and rehearse

The tale divine in charming verse.

As long as in this firm-set land

The streams shall flow, the mountains stand,

So long throughout the world, be sure,

The great Rámáyan shall endure.7

While the Rámáyan’s ancient strain

Shall glorious in the earth remain,

To higher spheres shalt thou arise

And dwell with me above the skies.”




He spoke, and vanished into air,

And left Válmíki wondering there.

The pupils of the holy man,

Moved by their love of him, began

To chant that verse, and ever more

They marvelled as they sang it o’er:

“Behold, the four-lined balanced rime,

Repeated over many a time,

In words that from the hermit broke

In shock of grief, becomes a śloke.”

This measure now Válmíki chose

Wherein his story to compose.

In hundreds of such verses, sweet

With equal lines and even feet,

The saintly poet, lofty-souled,

The glorious deeds of Ráma told.




1 There are several rivers in India of this name, now corrupted into Tonse. The river here spoken of is that which falls into the Ganges a little below Allahabad.

2 “In Book II, Canto LIV, we meet with a saint of this name presiding over a convent of disciples in his hermitage at the confluence of the Ganges and the Jumna. Thence the later author of these introductory cantos has borrowed the name and person, inconsistently indeed, but with the intention of enhancing the dignity of the poet by ascribing to him so celebrated a disciple.” Schlegel.

3 The poet plays upon the similarity in sound of the two words: śoka, means grief, śloka, the heroic measure in which the poem is composed. It need scarcely be said that the derivation is fanciful.

4 Brahmá, the Creator, is usually regarded as the first person of the divine triad of India. The four heads with which he is represented are supposed to have allusion to the four corners of the earth which he is sometimes considered to personify. As an object of adoration Brahmá has been entirely superseded by Śiva and Vishṇu. In the whole of India there is, I believe, but one temple dedicated to his worship. In this point the first of the Indian triad curiously resembles the last of the divine fraternity of Greece, Aïdes the brother of Zeus and Poseidon. “In all Greece, says Pausanias, there is no single temple of Aïdes, except at a single spot in Elis.” See Gladstone’s Juventus Mundi, p. 253.

5 The argha or arghya was a libation or offering to a deity, a Bráhman, or other venerable personage. According to one authority it consisted of water, milk, the points of Kúsa-grass, curds, clarified butter, rice, barley, and white mustard, according to another, of saffron, bel, unbroken grain, flowers, curds, dúrbá-grass, kúsa-grass, and sesamum.

6 Sítá, daughter of Janak king of Míthilá.

7 “I congratulate myself,” says Schlegel in the preface to his, alas, unfinished edition of the Rámáyan, “that, by the favour of the Supreme Deity, I have been allowed to begin so great a work; I glory and make my boast that I too after so many ages have helped to confirm that ancient oracle declared to Válmíki by the Father of Gods and men:


Dum stabunt montes, campis dum flumina current,

Usque tuum toto carmen celebrabitur orbe.”






Canto 3. The Argument.


The hermit thus with watchful heed

Received the poem’s pregnant seed,

And looked with eager thought around

If fuller knowledge might be found.


His lips with water first bedewed,1

He sate, in reverent attitude

On holy grass,2 the points all bent

Together toward the orient;3

And thus in meditation he

Entered the path of poesy.

Then clearly, through his virtue’s might,

All lay discovered to his sight,

Whate’er befell, through all their life,

Ráma, his brother, and his wife:

And Daśaratha and each queen

At every time, in every scene:

His people too, of every sort;

The nobles of his princely court:

Whate’er was said, whate’er decreed,

Each time they sate each plan and deed:

For holy thought and fervent rite

Had so refined his keener sight

That by his sanctity his view

The present, past, and future knew,

And he with mental eye could grasp,

Like fruit within his fingers clasp,

The life of Ráma, great and good,

Roaming with Sítá in the wood.

He told, with secret-piercing eyes,

The tale of Ráma’s high emprise,

Each listening ear that shall entice,

A sea of pearls of highest price.

Thus good Válmíki, sage divine,

Rehearsed the tale of Raghu’s line,

As Nárad, heavenly saint, before

Had traced the story’s outline o’er.

He sang of Ráma’s princely birth,

His kindness and heroic worth;

His love for all, his patient youth,

His gentleness and constant truth,

And many a tale and legend old

By holy Viśvámitra told.

How Janak’s child he wooed and won,

And broke the bow that bent to none.

How he with every virtue fraught

His namesake Ráma4 met and fought.

The choice of Ráma for the throne;

The malice by Kaikeyí shown,

Whose evil counsel marred the plan

And drove him forth a banisht man.

How the king grieved and groaned, and cried,

And swooned away and pining died.

The subjects’ woe when thus bereft;

And how the following crowds he left:

With Guha talked, and firmly stern

Ordered his driver to return.

How Gangá‘s farther shore he gained;

By Bharadvája entertained,

By whose advice he journeyed still

And came to Chitrakúṭa’s hill.

How there he dwelt and built a cot;

How Bharat journeyed to the spot;

His earnest supplication made;

Drink-offerings to their father paid;

The sandals given by Ráma’s hand,

As emblems of his right, to stand:

How from his presence Bharat went

And years in Nandigráma spent.

How Ráma entered Daṇḍak wood

And in Sutíkhṇa’s presence stood.

The favour Anasúyá showed,

The wondrous balsam she bestowed.

How Śarabhanga’s dwelling-place

They sought; saw Indra face to face;

The meeting with Agastya gained;

The heavenly bow from him obtained.

How Ráma with Virádha met;

Their home in Panchavaṭa set.

How Śúrpaṇakhá underwent

The mockery and
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