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Translation

[Once Lord Visnu, changed into feminine form propiciated great
goddess Sri Bhuvanesvari (overlady of the all regions) (in the following
words (26) ].

Sri Bhagavan said : Salutation to goddess Prakrti, continuous
obeisance to creatress; salutation to auspicious one, salutation again and
again to giver of desires. Thoui art Vrddhi (increase) and Siddhi (success).
.I'bow down to thee (27)

Salutation to the goddess who is of the nature of sat (everlasting
existence), cit (knowledge) and Ananda (bliss) and Arani (origin) of the
world. Salutation again and again to Bhuvanesi (lord of the world) and
creatnx of five fold things (creation, preservation, dissolution, order, and
favour to created beings) (28)

Thou art of the form of the-dwelling seat of all (things) and thou art
the supreme soul (immovable, unchangeable and perpetually the same). I
bow down to thee again and again. Thou art the meaning of the half a
syllable and thou art the Hrllekha (grief or pleasure of the heart).
Obeisance to thee again and again (29)

O mother ! Today I realise that this whole (universe) is stationed in
thee and from thee it originates and dissolves in thee. In its creation thy
power is visible. Now I know that verily thou art formed of all the Jokas
(regions) (30)

Extending all these transformations comprised of real (sat) and
unreal (asat) thou show it intact to Purusa at the (proper time). By sixteen
and seven elements for our amusement thou appear like a mirage (31)
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O mother ! without thee no object. becomes visible. Thou art stationed
pervading this whole (universe). It is the reason why wise man says that
without Sakti (power) Purusa (the highest soul) can not act, (32)

O Goddess ! through thy eficacy thou regularly satisfy and createst
the whole universe. At the time of dissolution thou swiftly devour (all
which is created). Who knows thy powers ? (No body is able to fathom
'thy powers). (33)

O mother ! By thee we were protected from (demons) Madhu and
Kaitabha. By thee extended regions of thine have been shown to us. In thy
house (manidvipa ) we have been brought to extreme position of joy and
happiness because looking at thee (i.e. your appearance) has great
efficacy. (34)

O mother! neither myself, nor Siva nor Brahman are able to know thy
inconceivable deeds then who else can know ? Bhavini ! O thou having
great powers ! who knows how many more than the several regions (seen
by us in the nails of thy feet) exist in thy heap of creations (35)

O Goddes ! in this region (of thine) another Visnu, another Siva and
another Brahman of great majesty have been seen by us. Who knows in
other regions how many (such Brahmans etc) are ? Thy great majesty is
extended all over. (36)

O Mother ! I bow down thoroughly to thy lotus feet and beg to
thee that this form of thine always remain in my mind. Thy name
should always be in my mouth and Thy lotus feet should always
be visible. (37)

O Mother ! may thou always treat me as Thy servant and [ always
contemplae in my mind on thee as my goddess. O Great one ! may this
relation of mother and son always remain between thee and me (38)

O Mother of the world ! there is nothing in the world which is
unknown to Thee because Thou art the only Omnicient. O Bhavani ! then
what is to proclaimed by my wicked self. Now whatever Thou desirest and
think proper do. (39)

It is famous among the people that Brahman creates, Visnu preserves
and Mahe$vara annihilates (the creation). Is it true ? It is through Thy
desire O Unborn one ! that endowed with Thy power we are able to
perform it (as our duties). (40)

O Daughter of mountain (Himalayas) ! this earth is not supporting
this universe, it is Thy holding power that is holding all this. O grantress of
boons ! even sun when endowed with thy lustre shines. Thou stainless
make shine all this (41)
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When Brahman, myself and Mahes$vara are not eternal but take birth
through thy power, then who other gods headed by Indra are eternal. O
mother | thou art only eternal and ancient Prakrti (42)

Now I am in thy close contact and realise that thou show mercy (dost
impart knowledge of Brahman) to ancient Purusa (and He realises his true
nature); otherwise He will remain always under ignorance that He is
mighty, beginingless, desireless, lord and universal knowledge. (43)

Surely; thou art knowledge (vidya) of the learned people and might
(Sakti) of the powerful (mighty) persons, thou art fame (kirti), lustre
(kanti), wealth (kamala) and pure (Amala-spotless), satisfaction (Tusti).
In the world of man thou art freedom from worldly attachment and
Muktirapa (freedom from bondage of life and death). (44)

Thou art the Gayatrl mantra, the first part (origin) of the Veda, Svaha
(to be used in offering of oblations to the gods), Svadha (used in oblations
of manes), Bhagavati, possessed of attributes and Ardhamatra (Half
sylluble or consonant). It is thou that givest Amnaya (Veda) and Nigama
($astra ?) for the preservation of Devas and Brahmanas. (45)

Thou create this whole phenomenon of visible universe for the
liberation of souls (Jivas). Those Jivas are the parts of Brahman which is
beginningless, endless and pure (sinless) as the extensive waves are the
parts of the complete ocean. (46) A

When Jiva knows that all this is thy creation and thou destroyest all
this creation as in theatre actor pefrorms, a drama enacted on a false
theatre thou of famous majesty then after thy actions th6u retire. (Then
Jiva becomes free from bondaage) (C9))

O mother ! thou art the protector of myself from this worldly ocean of
delusion. I continueously approach to thee. Kindly protect me at the time
of most painful and sorrowful end of my life which is comprised of great
passion etc. (48)

O Goddess ! O Mahavidya ! I make my obeisance to thee; I bow
down to thy feet. O Sive ! O giver of all wealth ! Give me always light of
knowledge. (48)

O Goddess ! salutation to thee; O Mahavidye ! I make my obeisance
to thy feeet. O giver of all objects, O auspicious one ! always give me the
light of knowledge. (49)

— Dr. Ganga Sagar Rai
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I pay homage to the cuckoo, Valmiki who, having
ascended the tree of poetry, perches there sweetly
warbling the sweet song, "Rama, Rama!"

For who, having once heard the tale of Rama, the roar of
Valmiki, lion among sages, who ranges the woodlands of
poetry, would not attain the highest Bliss?

So I make my obeisance to the blameless sage
Pracetasa, who drinks incessantly from the ocean of the
nectar of the tale of Rama, and yet is never sated.
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The art critic Holland Cotter began his review in the New York Times!
of the 1999 "International Asian Art Fair,” (an annual New York event
since 1996) with the following comment: " 'Asia’ doesn't exist and it never
has. It isn't a place or a culture; it's a geopolitical fiction, a patchwork of
people, climates and languages stitched together lightly, and only here and
there, by the bright thread of Buddhism." Leaving aside the fact that,
substituting Christianity for Buddhism, Cotter's remark might equally
plausibly refer to Europe, it does raise a number of theoretical as well as
practical difficulties in considering how to conceptualize Asia as a
distinctive area of scholarly investigation.

Por one thing, the term "Asia" itself is loosely theorized and is subject
to various forms of contestation on both intellectual as well as political
grounds. The term which seems innocuous at first glance ss a more or less
objective reference to simple geography has in many cases only relatively
recently (in the post-Said era, let us say) supplanted the once similarly
innocuous-seeming but now deeply problematic term "Orient.” In the
academic arena, moreover, this latter term was however somewhat
nebulous in its reference, a reference that varied significantly from one
university to another. At the University of Pennsylvania, when [ was a
graduate student there, the Department of Oriental Studies included the
fields of Sinology, Japanology, Indology and studies of the ancient Near
East. At Berkeley, the Department of Oriental Languages (subsequently
re-named the Department of East Asian Languages and then the
Department of East Asian Languages and Cultures) covers (as its current
name indicates) only the languages and literatures of East Asia. The
University of Chicago's famous Oriental Institute deals exclusively with
the languages and texts of the ancient Near East.

In some cases the term "Oriental" also carried with it an implicit
chronological as well as a geographical reference, used often only to
describe the study of ancient and even extinct languages as opposed to
the more modern languages and cultures of the "Orient" however that
domain was geographically limited. Thus while Biblical Hebrew was an
oriental subject at Chicago, the modern language belonged to Near
Eastern Studies.

1. Cotter, Holland "Dizzying Realm of Asian Art". New York Times. Friday, March 26,
1999 Section B, p. 33.
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Similarly, while Sanskrit was oriental at Penn, Hindi was South Asian.
Consider also the fact that the Ainerican Oriental Society. America's oldest
scholarly association dealing with Asia, includes under its aegis the
languages, literatures, and religions of South, Southeast, East, North, West
and Central Asia—in short all of Asia as we understand it geographically--
while the Association for Asian Studies, America's largest such association,
excludes West Asia from its purview.

In popular and bureaucratic parlance, the term "Asian" generally
refers to the peoples and cultures of East and Southeast Asia, especially
China, Japan, Korea, Viet Nam, the Phillipines etc. and in the context of
such phenomena as preferences, set-asides and affirmative action this has
not infrequently led to the exclusion of, for example, people or South
Asian origin who, in the course of their history as an immigrant group in
the United States, have, at different periods, been considered "oriental"
and, in apparent contrast, "Caucasian."

Thus we see that the problematic term "oriental” which once seemed so
transparent in its meaning, is in fact taken in one institution after another,
to refer to different geographical areas and separate historical periods. By
contrast the term "Asian" appears to be more precise in its reference and
far less open to interpretation. But is it really? For one thing, as we see with
reference to the AAS and AOS, even Asia can be defined differently in the
scholarly imagination. Then, too, in the increasingly global and
transnational universe in which we live Asia, in terms of its peoples,
languages, economies and cultures is hardly restricted to any geographical
region.

Finally, when we reflect upon the vast, ethnic, linguistic, religious,
cultural, historical etc. diversity of the immense Asian (really, of course
Eurasian) landmass, we must consider to what extent the term is really
useful as anything other than a convenient geographical designation. In a
political-economic climate in which one has heard, in recent years, of
Asian models and Asian values we may with reason ask if chere is really
any meaningful sense in which a Pakistani peasant has anything more in
common as a function of his imagined "Asian-ness" with, say, a
"salaryman" in Osaka or a bureaucrat in Beijing than the latter two would
have .with their European or American counterparts? In short does the
term "Asian" really have more than a stereotypical value when used to
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refer to customs, social values, aesthetic norms etc. or are there in fact,
some set of definable cultural norms and values that justify thinking
about Asia in a rapidly globalizing world as anything more than a
geographical term?

These questions are not idle ones. They have increased in relevance
with the emergence of some Asian nations into economic, geostrategic and
political prominence in recent decades and the simultaneous dramatic
increase in Asian populations in the United States and their increasingly
critical role in the economic, scientific, medical, artistic and intellectual life
of this nation. They come too against a background of a still
overwhelmingly Eurocentric academic environment in this country in
which Asia or vast geographical regions of the continent are bundled into
one or a few small university departments in which a handful of faculty
are expected to cover a wide variety of subjects covering hundreds or even
thousands of years while, by way of contrast, there may be separate
departments or programs for each European language in which members
of large faculties may be free to specialize in a single decade, or genre or,
not infrequently, a single author. Beyond the academy critical political
matters (human rights and technology transfer in China, nuclearization of
India and Pakistan, North Korea), economic concerns (recession in Japan
and SEA) and social issues ("model" minorities, affirmative action, anti-
immigration sentiment) continue to loom very large in the American
consciouisness. As new stereotypes concerning work ethic, discipline and
obsessions with education, parental control and economic matters displace
the older ones of Oriental despotism, tiie indolent and mystical East etc. it
is, I would suggest, an appropriate moment in which to reexamine our
conceptions of Asia as a cultural area with an eye towards determining
whether there are meaningful areas of inquiry that could help to shed light
on the question of whether there is any value at all to the term Asian other
than those of geography, convenience, and stereotyping.

One way to open perhaps a small window onto this complex area, |
believe, is to explore some of the reasons for the extraordinary spread and
popularity of one of Asia's most characteristic and enduring cultural
phenomena, the virtually unique spectrum of literary, performative,
plastic, and religious artifacts that we call collectively the Ramayana.

I would like, therefore, to turn my attention to certain aspects of one
of my own areas of special interest and what many, myself included,
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regard as the oldest surviving version of the Rama story, the Valmiki
Ramayana. In so doing I will attempt toc highlight some of the aspects of
this great work and to evaluate them as possible causes for two
phenomena. The first of these is the unparalleled ease with which the
Ramayana lent itself to a myriad of adaptations to root itself in so many
different Asian cultures. The second is its lack of similar success in
penetrating the cultures and languages of ancient and medieval Europe
while other corpora of Sanskrit and Middle Indic narratives appear to have
readily spread to and naturalized themselves throughout the
Mediterranean world and Western Europe.

The monumental Sanskrit epic poem entitled the Ramayna and
attributed to the legendary poet-sage Valmiki, appears to have been
originally composed around the middle of the first millennium BCE.?2
Despite the fact that (at least until the era of the modern Asian Diaspora
and the attendant exposure of western audiences to a variety of Asian
performing arts) the story had remained virtually unknown to all but a
tiny scholarly community in the West, the Ramayana and its virtually
innumerable retellings in one form or another have, since that time,
become, to a greater or lesser degree, part of the cultural heritage of
virtually all regions of Asia. Indeed in this respect the Ramayana, in its
most broadly conceived form, may be rivaled only by Cotter's "bright
thread of Buddhism" in all of its equally numerous varietes. In fact the
two cultural phenomena, Buddhism and the Ramayapa, are to at least
some extent interconnected and have much the same geographical range
in the pre-modern world.

What [ would like to attempt to do this afternoon is to examine some
of the particular features of the Valmiki Ramayana and subsequent
versions of the Rama story, that have enabled it to travel so freely and
widely across geographic, linguistic, ethnic, class, and religious barriers to
become, in many respects, as close to being a pan-Asian text as we can
identify, while at the same time failing to penetrate deeply3 the cultures of
the west.

2. The dating of the poem is complicated by the lack of any independent historical
evidence concerning its composition and by the fact that it grew by stages over what
appears to have been a considerable period of time. For recent discussions of the
question see Goldman, R.P. The Ramadyana of Valmiki: Volume I: Balakanda.
Princeton. Princeton University Press. 1984. pp. 14-23 and Brockington, John The
Sanskrit Epics Leiden, Brill 1998. pp. 379-383 etc.

3. By "deeply" here I mean to refer to the way in which a text or tradition like the
Ramayana becomes fully naturalized in a culture other than the one from which it
originated. This would be in contrast to traditions that are read or performed for or by
ethnic diasporic communities, religious converts, and consumers of ethnic arts etc.
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In order to do this I will begin about the epic poem of Valmiki in
particular and then move on to a discussion of some of its central concerns
which have enabled the Rama legend to become "naturalized' as it were in
a dazzling variety of religious, linguistic, and social milieus in South Asia
as well as far-flung regions of the continent that have been perhaps less
hospitable to other artifacts of Indic culture.

If educated Westerners know anything at all of the Ramayana, they
would generally recognize it as an epic poem held in high esteem as a
religious text of Hinduism. Some, who follow international news, might be
aware that it has been placed in- recent decades at the center of the politics
of religious nationalism in India, Others with a bit more specialized
interest in South Asian culture or religion would additionally be aware
that it is one of the primary literary sources for the specifically, Vaisnava
theological motif of the avatara. This is the periodic "descent" into history
and the world on the part of the supreme divinity, the Lord Visnu, in one
form or another in order to reestablish the dominance of righteousness
over evil which has been subverted through the agency of a powerful,
demonic figure, who, through the acquisition of a divine boon of some
kind this figure, has managed to tip the moral balance of the universe in
favor of what Darth Vader referred to as "the dark side." This doctrine of
the avatara is perhaps best Known and most succinctly stated in its often
quoted formulation from the Bhagavad Gita (4.7-8).

g gq fe wde menfiafa ara |
AR R GTRIE |
gfmoma wryAt faamena | gepar o
yriERgIgETgE gventy g gh o

"Whenever righteousness declines, O Bharata, and unrighteousness is
rampant, I project myself into the world. It is for the protection of the
virtuous and the destruction of the wicked—that is for the re-establishment
of righteousness—that I take birth age after age".

People with such a sense of what the Ramayana is, are of course quite
correct as far as their information goes. For without a doubt the
representation of Rama as an incarnation of the supreme Godhead come
to earthr in human form to rid the world of the monster Ravana and his
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demonic legions is the central theme of the epic in its most widely known
versions in Hindu India. This theme is absolutely central to the Sanskrit
poem of Valmiki, and of numerous influential devotional re-tellings of
the tale such as the 16th century Avadhi Hindi Ramaaritamanasa of the
poet-saint Tulsi Das and countless other literary and folk versions in the
many languages of the Indian subcontinent.

A closer look, however, at the Indic materials suggests that the Rama
story was popular and widely circulated in a variety of contexts where the
divinity of its hero was either only a collateral issue or even entirely
antithetical to the purposes and interests of the authors and audiences of its
various versions. Consider, for example, what is perhaps the oldest
surviving re-telling of Valmiki's tale, the Ramopakhyana of the
Mahabharata. This version occupies nine full chapters (MBh. 3. 257-76)
of the great Sanskrit epic's third Book, the Aranyaka Parvan. The narrator
acknowledges briefly the avataric character of Rama but clearly is
interested in using the narrative more as an exemplary tale. For the
Mahabharata poet Rama's virtues of self-sacrifice, filial devotion and
stoic endurance in the face of adversity are extolled chiefly as an
exhortation to the epic hero, Yudhisthira, who, having suffered hardships
similar to those of Rama is inclined to complain about them. This is
hardly a devotee's celebration of God's earthly incarnation. Moreover,
within the capacious boundaries of Hinduism the Rama legend has been
often used as a vehitle for the magnification of divinities other than
Visnu. Thus as W.L. Smith 4 and others have pointed out, there are
numerous versions of the story, largely in Eastern India, that have been
composed by adherents of Sakta schools of theology in which the power of
the mother Goddess is regarded as far greater than that of any male
divinity. In such versions, Rama, incarnation and hero though he may be,
is by no means omnipotent. On the contrary, he is often represented as
running into insuperable difficulties and superior adversaries from which
he must be rescued by his spouse, Sita, his $akti who is, in the more
familiar Vaisnava versions, generally represented as a devoted, but rather
passive and even somewhat helpless creature.

4. Smith, W. L. Ramayana Traditions in Eastern India: Assam, Bengal, Orissa. 1988
Stockholm: Department of Indology, University of Stockholm.
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But the Ramdyana in India is by no means popular only among the
adherents of the various sectarian divisions of Hinduism. The tale and the
figure of its hero were of considerable importance to the followers of
ancient India's two great non-Hindu religious traditions, Buddhism and
Jainism. Moreover, this is so despite the fact that both religions steadfastly
deny the divinity or salvific power of Rama or indeed any of the Vaignava
avataras even if the Vaisnavas will later not hesitate to appropriate the
Buddha as an avatara himself.

The Rama story was adapted early on by the Buddhist authors in
whose its various parts come to figure significantly in the important
collection of Jataka tales which provides a transmigrational biography of
the previous births of the Buddha. One of these tales, the Dasaratha
Jataka, Tecounts a version of the epic story that completely excises its
central avataric narrative of the rapacious demon king and his abduction
of Sita, focusing instead on Rama Pandita's legendary self-controi as an
example of this cardinal Buddhist virtue. In another, the Sama Jataka, the
Ayodhya Kanda episode in which the banishment of Rama is attributed to
a curse laid upon his father for having, in his youth, accidentally slain the
son of a blind ascetic couple is reworked with a different cast of
characters. In these stories the hero of the Ramayana is represented one of
the earlier incarnations of the bodhisattva the peson destined to one day
attain enlightenment. Moreover, Valmiki's poem is known to and admired
by the first century CE Buddhist poet ASvaghosa who not only alludes to
the Ramadyana's representation of Valmiki as the First Poet but also
clearly uses his poem as the model for his poetic biography of the Buddha,
the Buddhacarita.

Jain authors have been especially fond of the Rama legend, regarding
Rama not, of course, as an avatara of Godhead, but as one of the sixty-
three Salakapurusas, or exemplary Jain laymen and the hero of numerous
Jain Ramayanas in both Sanskrit and Prakrit. Here even the martial
character of the epic warrior hero, the scourge of the demonic raksasa-s
must give way before the Jain imperative of ahimsa or non-injury to all
living beings. Thus the Hindu avatara's central and most defining feat, the
slaughter of his ten-headed nemesis, Ravana, is, in Jaina versions of the
tale, assigned to his loyal younger brother Laksmana.

In these and similar ways, with numerous shifts of emphasis, religious
and philosophical orientation, the Rama story came, in time, to dominate
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the folk, literary, and religious literatures of virtually every one of South
Asia's numerous languages and regions. Similarly it comes to be one of
the most commonly represented and influential themes in the plastic and
performative arts from temple friezes and courtly miniature paintings to
elaborate folk and dance dramas and contemporary film and video.

But the cultural saturation of the Rama story is by no means confined
to the Indian subcontinent. As is well known to students of Southeast Asia
it has achieved a position of productive cultural centrality in virtually all
of the countries of this far-flung and highly diverse region. In Burma,
from at least the 11th century CE dramatic, prose and poetic courtly
versions of the story extol Rama as an idealized bodhisattva. Similarly in
Buddhist Thailand, the Ramakien becomes the foundational epic for the
Ayutthayan dynasty (1409-1767) which names its dynasts after the epic
hero (Rama I, I etc.). At least six or seven poetic or dramatic versions of
the story, many of which are attributed to the various King Ramas are
widely known and performed. In Laos the Phra lak Phra Lam and the
Gvay Dvorahbi give eloquent testimony to the localization and
naturalization (to use Sachchidanand Sahai's phrase) of the epic in a
variety of milieus. In Islamic Malaysia and Indonesia, as is well known,
the Rama story in the form of texts such as the Hikayat Seri Rama, the
Javanese Ramayana Kakawin, the widespread and diverse styles of
wayang or shadow puppet theater, and the temple sculptures of such
complexes as Prambanan have established the story of Rama, there
regarded as the model of an ideal Islamic prince, as one of the region's.
principal cultural artifacts and acculturative devices. The Ramayana
tradition is, as I noted, well attested in Burma in the performance tradition
of the Yama-pwe and has deeply saturated traditional Cambodian culture
in a wide variety of forms including various literary renderings of the
Réama story, the Ramakerti from around the 16th century CE and the
famous reliefs at Angkor Wat. In Sri Larika the literary rendering of the
story attributed to the sixth century CE monarch Kumaradasa, the
Janakiharana, is thought to be the earliest Sanskrit work to have been
composed in that country. Even as far as the Philippines we find texts such
as the Maharadia Lawana, current among the Maranao ethnic group
from perhaps the 17th century discovered and studied by Juan Francisco?
which have kept the story, derived here no doubt from Malay sources,
alive.

5. Francisco, Juan R. 1980. The Rdmayana in the Philippines. In V. Raghavan, ed.
The Ramayana Tradition in Asia, 155-177. Delhi: Sahitya Akademi.
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But the Ramayana story has spread in other directions as well. It has
traveled to the West where there are a number of poorly studied Persian
versions of the tale and, notably to the North and East. Scholars including
de Jong and others have studied and translated the Tibetan manuscripts of
the Ramavanpa found at Tun-huang while the Mongolian seholar, T.S.
Damdinsuren® has discovered and studied four versions, of varying
length, in Mongolian as well as three Tibetan versions. Khotanese versions
have been found at Tun-huang as well, Mongolian versions appear t
have come from Tibet and their influence can in turn be found as far
north as Central Asia as a Kalmuk folk version of the epic preserved in
manuscript form in the Siberian branch of the Russian Academy of
Sciences.”

Although the presence and the destiny of the Ramadyana story in East
Asia is harder to trace than in some other areas of the continent where its
influence is clear and pervasive, it is no less real and may, in some ways,
be more interesting. There can be little doubt that some versions,
particularly those found in the Jatakas and other Buddhist sources would
have been known to Chinese scholars from the early centuries CE. K'ang-
seng-hui, for example is said to have transiated Jataka tales into Chinese
in 251 CE and other versions followed in the ensuing centuries as the
passion for the translation of Indic Buddhist texts into Chinese grew into a
virtual industry. It is also well known, as mentioned above, the Tibetan
and Khotanese texts of the Ramayana were kept in the cave library at
Tun-huang along with the pien-wen manuscripts of early Chinese literary
texts8. Indeed, it has been a subject of extensive scholarly debate as to
whether, and to what extent the character of the hero of the famous
sixteenth century novel the Hsi-yu chi, the divine monkey, Sun Wu-k'ung
and his antecedents in Chienese literature can have been inspired by the
monkey divinity and hero of the Ramayana tradition Hanuman who
shares many of his characteristics and exploits.

From China, it is hardly surprising to note, versions of the Rama
legend made their way in time to Japan. The Japanese Sanskrit scholar

6. Damdinsuren, T. S. 1980. Ramayana in Mongolia. In V. Raghavan, ed. The
Ramayana Tradition in Asia, 653-9. Delhi: Sahitya Akademi.

7. Lokesh Chandra, "Ramayana, the Epic of Asia" in the Ramayana Tradition in Asia,
V. Raghavan, ed. Sahitya Akademi Delhi 1980. pp. 651-2.

8. Dudbridge, Glen, The Hsi-yu chi. A Study of Antecedents to the Sixteenth-Century
Chinese Novel. 1970. Cambridge University Press. p. 160-161.
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Minoru Hara® has studied two interesting texts derived from Chinese
Buddhist sources, one an abridgement of the Rama legend found in the
twelfth century collection of popular tales the Hobutsushi of Tairano
Yasuyori which appears to derive from a Chiense canonical Liu=po-lo-mi-
ching (=Liu-tu-tsi-ching = Rokudojikkyo, The Six Paramita Sitra) and
the other, a rendering of the Ramayana's episode in which Dasaratha is
cursed for accidentally killing a blind ascetic couple's son from a tenth
century collection of tales, the Samboekotoba of Minamotono Tamenori
derived, no doubt from the canonical version of the Sdma Jataka which I
mentioned earlier. In addition to these Buddhist canonical sources, which
inspired, it would seem, popular literary authors, Hara hypothesizes that
the Rama story may have made its way into popular or courtly
circulation directly from the oral versions narrated by Indian savants like
Bharadvaja Bodhisena who were known to have visited Japan from the
eighth century onwards. 10

This extraordinary spread of the Rama story with all of its
innumerable local variations and its naturalization in the many cultures
where it found a home is fairly well known. What needs to be explored is
the question of what it is about the Ramayana in all of its possible
variations that has made it so appealing throughout the immense distances
and diversity of Asia and yet so utterly alien to the peoples of neighboring
regions. Why, for example, do we not find a Greek or a Roman or an
Arab Ramayana ? The Greeks had significant cultural, military and
political relations with India at least from the time of Alexander and the
Hellenistic successor kingdoms of the Indian northwest persisted for
centuries after his time. There is evidence of artistic and even
philosophical-religious exachnge between the cultures and the Greeks
surely appreciated a good epic tale of love and war. The Romans
maintained lively commercial relationships with India in the first centuries
CE and exotic eastern religions such as Mithraism and later Christianity
became powerful forces in Imperial Rome. The Arabs too established
close trading relationships across the Arabian Sea and were among the

9. Hara, Minoru, 1983. Rama Stories in China and Japan : A Comparison. In K.R.
Srinivasa Iyengar, ed. Asian Variations in Ramayana, 340-356. Delhi : Sahitya
Akademi.

10. Hara, Minoru. "Rama Stories in China and Japan : A Comparison” ‘In Asian
Variations in Ramayana K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar, ed. Sahitya Akademi Delhi 1983
pp- 340-356.
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bearers of the elaborate story and fable literature of Hindustan that spread
so widely and productively throughout the Middle East and Europe. But
in none of these traditions do we find anything that can realistically be

called a direct representation in literature, religion or art of any known

version of the Ramayana. :

. Why is this ? The diverstiy of. the manifestations of the Ramayana in
Asia would appear to suggest that there are certain features of the older.
versions of the story that can be ruled out as reasons for its appeal to some
cultures and its lack of appeal to others. For example we can with some
certainty rule out linguistic affinity. This old Indo—Aryan saga spread
widely and easily across many major linguistic families including Indo-
Aryan, Dravidian, Munda, Tibeto-Burmese, Altaic, Malay-Indonesian ©
name a few. The same can be said of some hypothetical boundaries of
literary genres. The South and Southeast Asian cultural universes are
particularly fond of long epic poetic narratives while those of East Asia are
stereotypically said not to favor this genre. Yet the tale has spread widely
in a variety of genres through many parts of East Asm while it appears to
have made no impression on the epic-friendly cultures of the Near East
and Mediterranean world. Religion, too, nrust be discarded: as an index of
the epic's spread. Although it is doubtless true that the Rama story has
spread to most of the countries stitched together—to use Cotter's phrase—by
the "bright thread of Buddhism," and that, moreover the medium for this
spread was, especially in East Asia, Buddhist texts, the story has become
enormously popular amongst non-Buddhist groups, Hindus, Jains,
Christians, Muslims, Parsis and Sikhs in South Asia. Similarly, it emerged
as one of the prémier cultural artifacts of the Islamic peoples of insular
and peninsular Southeast Asia and the Buddhist cultures of the mainland.
With this as a background, let me turn to a brief discussion of some of the
critical elements in Valmiki's elaborate rendition of the Ramakatha into
some 50,000 lines of epic Sanskrit verse. For, as | noted above, it is this
text that first fixes the basic outlines of the story and is the probable source,
directly or indirectly for all, other versions.

The immense success of the Valmiki Ramayana and its perennial
power to inspire re-workings in mainstream Hindu (particularly Vaisnava)
India derives, I believe, from its influence, at varying periods, in four

critical areas of life : the religious, the political, the aesthetlc and the
social.
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The first three of these, although immensely important in establishing
the prestige of the story and accounting for its diffusion in many contexts
in India, are not, in my opinion, significant factors in the spread of the
story to other parts.of Asia. I have also discussed them elsewhere and so
will touch upon them only briefly in the .present' context.

As noted above, for Véimiki, Tulasi Das etc. and hundreds of
millions of Hindus who know and love their poems, the epic hero Rama is
a manifestation of God on earth. This factor, However, is of little or no
importance to the authors and-audiences of Jain, Bud&hist, arid Islamic
versions of the tale except insofar as the resonance of its hero as an
extraordinary and exemplary man or a bodhisattva may be seen as
having originally recommended the story to wider, non-Hindu audiences.

Closely related to the religious reading of the Ramayana is the way in
which the text has been read, at least since the advent of Islam as a
political force in the Indian subcontinent, as a kind of national epic; the
saga of Aryan or Hindu India's struggle against alien and menacing
political forces represented in the narrative as the barbaric and fearsome
raksasa-s, the implacable foes of brahmanical culture and’ civilization.
This reading of the story has been popular from the twelfth or thirteenth
centuries onward and is tied closely to the history of the incultation of
Rima as a temple divinity and his homology with a distinctly and self-
consciously Hindu conception of monarchy that arises apparently in
response to the threat posed by the powerful and unassimilable forces of
Muslim state power in India. 1t is also deeply tied up with the currént
resurgence of militant forms of Hindu nationalism in India which used the
Ramayana as its principal rallying strategy in the campaign to destory the
sixteenth century Babri Masjid with is said to have been built ori the ruins -
of a destroyed Hindu temple erected at Rama's actual birthplace in the
pilgrimage town of Ayodhya. Here ‘the avatara Rama's vow, as
represented in Tulasi-Das' immensely popular Ramadyan, to rid the land
of alien demonic forces, is explicitly read by political orators of the Hindu
Right as a charter to call for the conversion, subjugation or expulsion of
India's huge Muslim minority. 1! Here again, this reading of the poem is
part of a particular historically conditioned world view of Indian

11. Pollock, Sheldon, "Ramayana and Political Imagination in India" Journal of Asian
Studies 52, no. 2 (May 1993) 261-297.
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Hinduism and can hardly be seen as related to or as a-reason for the
spread of the Rama tale to other parts of Asia.

The aestlietic component in the prestige and popularity of Valmiki's
and the monumental epic poem ascribed to him is absolutely unique
within the realm of Sanskrit peetry and poetics. For if the poet and his
poem have not been regarded universally as the best that the tradition has
to offer, there is nearly unanimous agreement that they are the first. The
poem, as it has come down to us, is provided with prologue (upodghata)
in the form of a celebrated metapoetical narrative which tells how the sage
Valmiki, moving through a sequence of transformative personal
experiences, the first edifying, the second emotive, and the third
inspirational, is able to fuse them into the production of a new medium of
expression, the poetic This characterization of Valmiki as the First Poet or
Adikavi and his Ramayana as the First Poem or Adikavya appears to
have gained an acceptance that was both early and widespread so that at
least as early as the era of the celebrated Buddhist poet Asvaghosa!? in the
first or second century CE poets and rhetoricians writing in Sanskrit and
non-Sanskritic traditions alike will offer conventional forms of homage to
Vilmiki as standing at the head of the lineage of poets.

Clearly the accomplishment of Valmiki is one that the literary culture
of traditional India regards as foundational although, since the episode
has received little detailed analysis!3 from this perspective, it is not easy to
say in exactly what ways the Ramayana was seen (o be sharply
differentiated from the textual milieu (the genre of itihasa-purana) from ]
which it emerged. Nonetheless it seems clear, both from the upodghata
and later discussions of the events it describes, that the creation of true
kavya is possible only when there is an equal blending of the didactic
(content) and the aesthetic (form) and the whole is imbued with a
sublimated form of powerful emotionality (rasa). The upodghata also
seems to give great importance to the fact that the literary product thus
engendered gains something of its claim to the title "poetry" through the
very fact that it is performable and appreciable by performers and
audiénces other than the poet whose own, unsublimated, emotions
originally triggered its production.

12. Buddhacarita 1.43 : Valmikir adau ca sasarja padyam.
13. An exception is Pollock's work in progress.
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There is thus no doubt that part of the great prestige Valmiiki and his
creaction have enjoyed in South Asia derives from the idea that his work is
divinely inspired and constitutes the first manifestation of the genre of
poetry in the world. This is clear from the attention paid to him and his
work in the copious Sanskrit literature on poetics and in later poetry and
drama as well. Moreover Valmiki's upodghata first represents the Rama
story as a musical and performative piece and this may well have had
some influence on the numerous renditions of its story in the folk theatre,
dance drama and puppet theater traditions of South and Southeast Asia.
Still, it is unlikely that either so general a feature as the performative
aspect of the story or the highly culture-specific tradition of Valmiki as
the first poet could be seen as powerful factors in the broad diffusion of
the Rama story across Asia.

This leaves what I would call the social or the social-didactic element
in Valmiki's work and it is his, I would argue, that has been the most
"exportable" feature of his poem. That is to say it is the one, which, in its
innumerable local variations, has most centrally accounted for the spread
and popularity of the Rama legend through so much of Asia.

As it happens, Valmiki's stated source, an oral narrative of Rama's
career to him by the divine seer Narada makes no explicit reference to
theology or indeed to any cosmic or even "national” mission on the part of
its hero. It is instead the story of an ideal prince, endowed with all the
virtues of an Aryan aristocrat of the Vedic age and narrated in response to
a series of questions about the existence of an exemplary man. Rama, so
the story goes, willingly foregoes his royal inheritance in deference to a
vow of his father and cheerfully accepts a life of banishment and penury
rather than assert his own claims against his society's powerful imperatives
of filial deference, truthfulness (satya ), and righteousness ( dharma ). In
exile, he suffers the agony of the abduction of his beloved wife, but
exhibits exemplary fortitude and perseverance, mounting a successful
military campaign to recover her and punish her abductors. Finally, he
returns to his native land, regains his birthright and rules. wisely as a
righteous emperor, maintaining ritual order and social harmony
throughout his vast realm through his exemplary conduct and his
sagacious governance. In order for him to achieve this summum bonum-—
the creation and maintenance of a utopian state—he must once again
prove to the world his valorization of austere conformance to the social,
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moral and political codes by cruelly abandoning his beloved queen, once
again sacrificing personal pleasure on the altar of public duty. There are
to be no fairy tale endings for Valmiki. ‘ .

What Narada's brief account gives us and Valmiki's monumental
epic embellishes and enriches is the classic and never superseded
representation of the idealized South Asian personality. This is a man who
is powerful, lovable and learned, capable of commanding nations and
contesting even the gods, but always ready to renounce his own interests
and desires in favor of those of the social and ritual order. Rama is above
all a prodigy of selfcontrol, of the mastery of the senses and the
submission of the individual to the demands of the socius. In Freudian
terms he is a living example of the triumph of the superego over the id. As
such for countless generations, he has become one of Asian civilization's
most recognizable exemplars of behavior, the antithesis of his demonic
counterpart, the grotesque caricature of unbridled self-indulgence and
contempt for legitimate authority, personified as the monstrous ten-headed
raksasa tyrant, Ravana. (el

It is-this characterization, surely, and not his status for Valmiki and
the Hindu tradition as an avatara of Visnu, that has led Buddhist, Jain
and Muslim authors and singers of tales throughout much of Asia to
adapt the Ramakatha to their own purposes and their own cultures. Thus
Rama came to be an exemplar of the Buddhist virtues of self-control in
the Dasaratha Jataka and the Thai Ramakian, and ideal practitioner of
ahimsd in the Jain Ramayanas, a paragon of the clever and resourceful
Islamic prince in the wayang dramas of the Malay-Indonesian world and
the exemplar of sagacity, restraint, and self control of the Chinese and
Japanese popular versions of the Jataka tales. Moreover, in addition to his
towering creations, Rama the paragon of self-restraint and his radical
antithesis, the licentious demon king Ravana, Valmiki has peopled his
poem with a cast of characters designed to be exemplars of various kinds
of both normative and sociopathic behavior in traditional South Asian
society. ' .
Thus Valmiki's Sita is characterized as the very archetype of the ideal
South Asian wife, held up as a shining example to this day while
Laksmana has become the archetype of the perfectly deferential and
devoted-younger brother similarly held up for emulation right down to the
present. On the other hand Kaikeyi has become proverbial as the
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insubordinate wife, the dreaded figure who, as the modern idiom has it,
"eats her husband." Ravana, the gargantuan ten-headed monster is the
grotesque paragon of unrestrained desire, the negative ego-ideal and
qui’ntess:ential "other" to Rama. Hanuman, the powerfal, wise and
resourceful flying monkey becomes, in the Ramayana tradition, the great
model for the loyal, self-restrained and devoted servant subordinating
everything to his.master's interests. These paradigmatic figures,
particularly the positive ego ideals like Rama, Sitd, Bharata, Laksmana
and Hanuman are-with appropiiate modifications to suit local customs
and con@:eptions—cleéﬂy in harmony with the normative and culturally
syntonic personalities as they are constructed by the gréat mainstream
cultures of Asia, Buddhist, Hindu, Islamic, Taoist and Confucian. By the
same token, in his hegatfve or ambivalent characters such as the
manipulative junio'r wife Kaikeyl, the vacillating sensualist Dasaratha,
and above all the monstrous énemy of all social, moral, and religious
constraints, Ravana, Valmiki provides counter examples that serve'
only—through stark contrast—to more cleariy highlight the virtues of his
idealized characters. '

Vilmiki's heroes and heroines, paragons of filial piety, fraternal
loyalty, ascetic self-control, wifely devotion etc. abound in the religious
and literary texts of the région. Heroes who-are strong but compassionate,
masterful but self restrained, desirable but ascetic and who in short
combine the ideal virtues of the warrior and the sage are heavily
foregrounded in many Asian written and oral texts. Rama in particular,
whom the péet has crafted to combine the virility of the ksatriya or
warrior -with the mildness, compassion and self restraint of the
brahmanical sage, is surely the most fully developed and widely admired
of them all.!4 In a sense his only real rival in the Asian tradition may well
be the historical Buddha himself, the prince who has become both world
renouncer and compassionate spiritual warrior. But the narrative of the
life of the Buddha remained very closely tied to the systems of thought
and religious praxis that he and his many followers developed. Thus he
became an exemplar of the idealized personality only in those lands in

14. For an insightful exposition of the way in which Valmiki's R@ma combines the
qualities of the warrior and renunciant see Pollock, Sheldon, The Ramayana of
Valmiki : Volume II : Ayodhyakanda. Princeton, Princeton University Press. 1986.
pp. 64-73. :
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which, though a variety of historical circumstances, one or more schools
of Buddhism became established. For non-Buddhists, if regarded at all, he
could at best be seen, as in the tradition of the Vaisnava Purétgas, as
merely a minor figure, an apostle of a false and delusive doctrine.

Moreover, the life of the Buddha, exemplary though it may be, is that of a
religious renunciant and a monastic pure and simple. It only partially
serves the needs of diverse populations that range from bhiksus,

mandarins, princes and pandits to merchants, villagers and peasants for
entertainment, emotional and moral guidance. In this realm, the Rama
story with its tales of love, war, . abducted princesses, ten-headed villains,

monkey armies and flying palaces is unsurpassed. For it has provided
audiences of dozens of countries belonging to all social classes and

religions with an endlessly fascinating array of literary, artistic and

performative media combining the spiritual and the moral with the
excitement and romance of a complex epic narrative of love, intrigue and

war.

If we set aside, for the moment, as I have tried to do, the vital
theological, the aesthetic and the political layers of meaning of Valmiki's
Ramayana, then we would have to say that the quintessential and defining
moment of its hero's career is not the destruction of the demon king and
his evil legions. Rather it is his stoic and unwavering obedience to his
father's fateful promise to deprive him, on the eve of his consecration as
king, of his rightful-inheritance and banish him as a pauper to the
wilderness for fourteen years. That this promise was deceitfully extorted
from the unwilling monarch by a cunning wife only makes the heroism of
Rama in his unvarying adherence to the truth of his father's word the
greater and the contrast between his self-control with the sensual
infatuation of Dasaratha more stark.

What we discover though this kind of analysis, in effect, is that the
Ramayana, or at any rate the Ramakatha in whole and in parts, has had
an unusually broad appeal in much of Asia precisely because the figure
of Rama~with all the variations and shifts that his character is subject to in
the vast array of cultures in which his story has found currency-remains a
recognizable and immensely attractive model for an idealized heroic
personality. Critical, in most cases to this characterization'is a particular
pattern of behavior in which the hero subordinates his own interests to
those of his father, sacrifices his personal gain in favor of the family and
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the larger Aryan society, and chooses in most cases, renunciation over
gratification. This is one of the most powerfully normative constructions
of the ideal personality in traditional India and it clearly has considerable
resonance in other Asian settings. Rama is by far the most popular of such
figures; but others of the type such as the Mahabharata's Bhisma, Puru,
and Rama Jamadagnya and the central figures in many Jataka tales
abound in the literature. It is, to look at it in another light, as [-and some
other scholars have suggested!5 in fact a type of negative oedipal
character that has been established as a particularly favored ego ideal in
South Asia from vedic times until the present day. This type differs
strongly from some other major heroic types in South Asia such as the
socially more problematic, if equally fascinating; figure of Krsna.
Moreover, it contrasts very profoundly with a particularly favored western
heroic type that we may call the positively oedipal. Figures of this kind
from such ancient models as Achilles, Oedipus himself, Hamlet, and the
heroes of innumerable western novels, plays and Hollywood films are
generally rebellious against authority, challenging, overcoming and
supplanting their fathers or father-figures and putting their own interests
and emotions ahead of those of their family or social group.

Rama, by way of contrast, cheerfully and unquestioningly accepts
being wrongfully deprived of his rightful inheritance and goes quietly into
exile without a word of blame for his father or even the scheming
stepmother who has brought about his ruin. The Kaurava prince
Devavrata unhesitatingly and voluntarily renounces both his right of
succession to another imperial throne and the imperatives of marriage and
progeny in order to gratify his father's infatuation for a fisher girl; and in
so doing earns immortal fame as "Bhisma," the Awesome One. 16 Pyru
willingly exchanges his youth and virility for his father's senescence and
impotence. |7 Rama Jimadagnya beheads his own mother to please his

15. Goldman, R.P. "Fathers, Sons, and Gurus Oedipal Conflict in the Sanskrit Epics.”
Journal of Indian Philosophy. Vol. 6, 1978, pp. 325-92. : Ramanujan A. K. "Is
There an Indian Oedipus ?" In Vishnu on Freud's Desk : A Reader in Psychoanalysis
and Hinduism. T. G. Vaidyanathan and J. Kripal, eds. New Delhi Oxford University
Press. 1998.

16. The Mahabharata For the First Time Critically edited (hereafter Mbh). V. S.
Sukthankar et al eds. Poona, The Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute. 1933-
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jealous father.18 In compensation for these heroic acts of deference and
renunciation these figures are, in the end, rewarded and are held up as
culturally central models of behavior for centuries. By contrast Achilles
sulks in his tent in a fit of pique over his king's appropriation of a prize of
war, letting his friends and allies'die rather than swallow the insult. Hamlet
broods and agonizes and plots to do away with his wicked uncle. All self-
respecting Hollywood action heroes thumb their noses at authority figures
to pursue their own plots of intrigue and revenge. Painful thought it may
be Luke Skywalker must overcome and destroy his dark father; and
Oedipus is... well... Oedipus.

Thus, if we examine the most normative, popular and influential
mythical and literary texts of Europe, from the Homeric epics onwards, we
see a general favoring of and reflection of social and cultural norms that
are quite different from those foregrounded in the Ramayana &and other
foundational texts of the elite and popular literatures of many Asian
nations. Figures of this latter type are exceptional in European literature
and it is therefore hardly surprising that characters like Rama or the
Buddha, should resonate faintly if at all with western.authors and
audiences. Homer's creations, the Iliad and the Odyssey and Valmiki's
Adikavya are all Indo-European epic poems of approximately the same
antiquity and with rather similar themes of quests and battles to recover
lost heroines. But the delineation of their heroes and other central figures i
as different as can be imagined. The Ramayana, which in one form or
another has spread so widely through a variety of scholarly, commercial
and religious exchanges into the folk, and elite texts of most if not all of
Asia appears to have made virtually no impression on the lands to the west
of Iran just as the western epics, before the era of colonialism at any rate
appear to have had little if any impact in Asia. Thus although we can find
Persian, Philippine, Japanese and Mongolian versions of the Ramayana
or at any rate of Ramayana stories, and although the more picturesque
tale and fable cycles (Paficatantra etc. Tales of Pilpay, Kalila and
Dimnah) of early India had enormous success in Europe and the Middle
East we do not find Greek, Latin, Arabic, Celtic, Germanic or Slavic
Ramayanas.

18. Mbh. 2. 116.13-18.
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If this broad and very preliminary sketch of the distribution patterns of
Ramayana- related texts should hold up upon what I would hope would
be further detailed studies by scholars specializing in the various
languages and cultures of Asia, then it would, I think, give us séme cause
to resist Cotter's totalizing deconstruction of Asia as a cultural region. For
it would appear that there are some areal social and cultural values other
than his "bright thread of Buddhism" that, to one degree or another, mark
Asia as something more than a random "patchwork of people, climates
and languages."

All of this is not, of course, to try to revive an essentializing or
stereotypical notion of a passive or spiritual East. Rather it is an effort to
bring new kinds of considerations to bear upon the study of particular
configurations of the continua of styles of national self-representation that
may be observed though the examination of powerful areal cultural
artifacts such as the Buddhist religion or the Ramadyana. Such an effort
will of necessity be complicated by a number of factors. Clearly some
cultures, for example, such as those of Southeast Asia have been far more
receptive to the Ramayana than the powerful cultures of East Asia and
these complex variations need to be studied. Thus, it may be possible that
a broad set of studies that include psychological as well as textual modes
of inquiry conducted through the collaboration of scholars working on,
the different cultural and linguistic areas of Asia could shed new light on
such vexed problems as the relationship, if any between, for example the
fascinating figures of the Ramayana's Hanuman and the Hsi-yu Chi's
Sun Wuk'ung. Then too, on the practical side, language and area studies
in the contemporary academy have by no means immune to the pressures
of nationalistic cultural historiography and modern identity politics. There
is thus often a tendency to view the cultures one studies or with which one
is otherwise associated as the monolithic and self-referent, even as the
source of all culture in the surrounding region and even the whole world.
Certainly we have seen a good bit of this in the area of Indian Studies. Yet
close and impartial inquiry has tended to show that all cultures are, as
they say, always already subject to hybridity. It is the sorting out of the
fascinating mechanisms through which cultures grow and develop and
influence one another that presents us as, dare I use the term, Asianists
with extraordinary opportunities to further our understanding of one of
the world's richest and most diverse cultural regions.
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