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        Sri Ganeshaya Namaha!
      

      
        Vakthrathundam mahakaya!

kodisuryasamaprabham!

avignam kuru me deva!

Sarvakaryeshu sarvada!
      

      O God, of huge body and curled trunk,

With the brilliance of a thousand suns,

Let me never have any obstacles,

At any time, in anything I do.
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        Sri Ramaya Namaha!
      

      
        Dedicated to my revered father Rama, who was a living embodiment of Sri Rama
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        Sri Hanumanthaya Namaha!
      

      
        I bow to Lord Hanuman,

the sole witness to the story of Rama
      

      
        The Ramayana
      

      
        May he bless us with ears to listen

and hearts to understand.
      

       

       

      
        Vedavedye pare punsi jate Dasaratatmaja,

Prachetasadasit sakshadramayanatmana.
      

      The Ramayana is indeed a Veda, which was revealed to us by the sage Valmiki, since the Supreme Being, who is known only through the Vedas, manifested himself as Rama, the son of Dasaratha.
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      Foreword

      By His Holiness Sri Swami Satchidanandaji Maharaj

      After first reading Mata Devi Vanamali’s earlier book, The Complete Life of Krishna, I read it again and again, as it was so charming and inspiring that every reading brought added pleasure. So when the author telephoned to say that she would be publishing The Complete Life of Rama and asked that I write a foreword for the same, I was filled with joy that I would be able to go through the manuscript in the near future.

      I am supremely happy that Devi Vanamali was inspired to write The Complete Life of Rama. It is different from The Complete Life of Krishna in that anyone who reads this wonderful book cannot but be moved to tears. Though the book deals with the life of an avatara, who played the part of a perfect person upholding dharma at any cost, the trials and tribulations Rama had to pass through during his sojourn on this Earth—except for a few years of his childhood and wedded life—were severe and heartbreaking.

      As the author mentions, the Ramayana is a love story. Sri Rama loved Sita Devi dearly. He also had great love for his father, mothers, brothers, and subjects, but his love for dharma surpassed everything. He sacrificed everything, including his wife, father, and brother, to uphold dharma. Such incidents, which are many in the Ramayana, depict the characters concerned in striking color, leaving a deep impression on our minds and stirring our emotions so intensely that it’s as if the entire scene is being enacted before us. We feel we are moving with Sri Rama right from Ayodhya to all the places in which the original scenes were enacted.

      Many readers of the Ramayana are perplexed when they encounter some of the controversial issues, such as why Sri Rama abandoned his wife, Sita Devi, whom he loved most. Before leaving Ayodhya for the forest, he folded his agitated wife in his arms, kissing her tears away, saying, “Not knowing the strength of your purpose, O Janaki, I tried to deter you, not because I wanted to leave you but only because it was my duty to point out to you the dangers of forest life. You know that I cannot bear to cause distress to you, my lovely princess. O beloved Sita, even heaven has no charms for me without your bewitching presence. I, too, would love to sport with you in the woods and glades of the forest and on the mountain tops, so make haste to give away all your jewels and costly clothes and prepare yourself for a sojourn in the forest with me.”

      The same Rama in later years asked his brother, Lakshmana, to take Sita Devi, then pregnant, to the forest and leave her there alone. What a sacrifice! And for what purpose? Only to uphold dharma. Then the killing of Vali, and so on, are all controversial points for those who give the epic only academic value, whereas any devotees who love Sri Rama as the avatara purusha will try to accept whatever the Lord has done as perfectly correct, and no question bothers their minds. They know that our puny intellect cannot understand the ways of the Lord and, therefore, the best thing is to accept them, as he knows best. The author, however, has taken pains to beautifully explain such controversial subjects. Whatever Sri Rama did was to uphold dharma and, therefore, for the good of humanity.

      The beauty of this book is that it is written by one who has great love and devotion for Sri Rama. The subtle chords it touches in the reader’s heart will engender ecstasy. The more we read it, the more devotion we develop.

      Those who have read Sri Krishna Lila will surely be eager to possess this book. Thus may it reach every house so that by reading it and listening to it, and chanting Sri Rama’s glorious name, pure love and devotion may overflow from the hearts of all to charge the atmosphere in the house with the fragrance of Sri Rama’s eternal presence, and cause all to live a life of righteousness.

      
        Aum Sri Ram, Jai Ram, Jai Jai Ram!
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      SRI SWAMI SATCHIDANANDAJI 
MAHARAJ (1919–2008), born Anantasivan, was a devoted student of Swami Ramdas (Beloved Papa). He began living at Swami Ramdas’s ashram, Anandashram, in 1949 where he received the title Satchidananda from the Beloved Papa. He lived his life in devotion to his gurus, Swami Ramdas and Pujya Mataji (Beloved Papa’s nearest devotee and mother to the ashram community). Swami Satchidanandaji recorded the day-to-day life of his masters in The Gospel of Ramdas. In 1989 he inherited the running of the Anandashram from Mataji, which he carried out with love, compassion, and devotion.

    

  
    
      Foreword

      His Holiness Sri Swami Krishnanandaji Maharaj

      The Ramayana of the sage Valmiki is a literary masterpiece in the Sanskrit language; it excels in beauty, style, and diction. Both the Ramayana and the “Gayatri Mantra” begin with the word tat, and it is believed that the twenty-four “seed letters” of the “Gayatri Mantra” are hidden within the Ramayana—the first word of every thousand verses starts, in consecutive sequence, with a word of the Gayatri. The holy Ramayana is believed to be the Veda itself: “Vedah prachethiasath aseed sakshath Ramayanatmana.” Spiritual seekers read it as protection against all the problems of life, believing it acts as a shield. Some make a regular practice of reading the fifth book of the Ramayana, “Sundara Kanda,” in order to absorb the strength and prowess of Hanuman. No one can fully plumb the depths of meaning in Valmiki’s Ramayana.

      Usually the reading of the Mahabharata is done in the morning, the Ramayana in the afternoon, and the Sreemad Bhagavatam in the evening. The Sanskrit verse that describes this is as follows: “Good people engage in playing dice in the morning (meaning they read the Mahabharata), talking about women at noon (referring to Sita, wife of Rama, in the Ramayana), and at night, in thievery (meaning the Sreemad Bhagavatam).”

      There are many controversies in the Ramayana, such as the absence of Bharata during the coronation of Sri Rama, and Rama’s attacking Vali from behind a tree, and finding fault with Vali on trumped-up charges. Valmiki has produced in Rama an aspect of human nature that is impossible to understand—a single person who embodies both the might of God and the frailty of man. This presentation of the ideal man is either totally ignored by devotees or subjected to critical examination. Either way, the Ramayana is a great exercise in disciplining the mind in its attempt to bring God and man together in a single individual. Valmiki often refers to Rama as Narayana—the Supreme God. It is said that in his last moments, Ravana saw Rama as the mighty Vishnu, or god of the universe.

      The Ramayana should be studied diligently by everyone, for the dignity of the language in which it is written as well as the depth of the message it conveys. It presents the inscrutable manner in which God works and the fickle nature of all human decisions, thus bringing God to Earth and raising the Earth to heaven. Since this type of blending is inconceivable to human perception, the Ramayana is endlessly interpreted by pundits, storytellers, and scholars.

      It is certain that intensive study of the Ramayana will fill the reader’s mind with inordinate strength and incalculable blessedness. Valmiki says that the glory of the Ramayana will remain as long as the sun and the moon last. The astounding descriptions of the rule of Rama and his administrative skill may truly reflect the conditions of a life in heaven. Great is the Ramayana. Glory to the courageous and dedicated path of Rama in every branch of life.

      Mata Devi Vanamali has done a unique service to the religious community in exploring the complex meanings of the Ramayana text and making it attractive to the modern mind with beautiful English phrasing.

      
        Sri Ramachandra Bhagavan ki Jai!
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      SRI SWAMI KRISHNANANDAJI
MAHARAJ (1922–2001) was general secretary of the Divine Life Society for forty years, president of the Sivananda Literature Dissemination Committee, and editor of The Divine Life, the Divine Life Society’s monthly publication. He was intiated into the holy order of Sannyasa by Swami Sivananda in 1946 and remained at Swami Sivananda’s ashram near Rishikesh, India, until his death in 2001. He was a serious student of Sanskrit scriptures and Advaita philosophy and was particularly devoted to the works of his guru Swami Sivananda. He was the author of forty-one books, including The Realisation of the Absolute, The Study and Practice of Yoga, The Philosophy of Life, and Lessons on the Upanishads.
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        Ramabhadraya Namaha!
      

      Introduction

      
        Sri Rama Rama Ramethi Reme Rame Manoreme,

Sahasranama Tat tuliam Rama nama varanane.
      

      Repetition of the name of Rama is equivalent to the chanting of the thousand and one names of Vishnu.

      This is the story of the Lord’s descent to Earth as Rama, the seventh incarnation of Lord Vishnu, scion of the race of Raghu, pinnacle of human perfection. It is a story that has enthralled the minds of all who have read it, not only in India, the land of its origin, but throughout the world. The story of Rama has spread everywhere, including such places as Tibet, Turkey, Myanmar, and South- and Southeast Asia, particularly Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand. In Bali and Thailand, as in India, Sri Rama is worshipped as God incarnate.

      This flow of the Ramayana outside India has been in four directions. One stream went north, as proven by Tibetan and Turkish manuscripts. Its presence in China can be seen from the Chinese translation of two Buddhist works, Anamakam Jatakam and Dasarath Kathanakam. The second direction was to Indonesia. Stone carvings in two of the ancient fourteenth-century Shiva temples in Jogjakarta and one in East Java at Pantaran depict scenes from the epic. Later, both in Indonesia and Malaysia, extensive literature on the Ramayana theme was composed. The third flow of the epic was to Indochina, Thailand, and Myanmar. Inscriptions dated from the seventh century show that the Valmiki Ramayana was very popular in those regions. The story of Rama that is widely read in Thailand is known as Rama Kiyn. The Burmese version, one of the most important poetic compositions of the country, is based on this and is known as Rama Yagan. The fourth stream of the Rama story is found in the writings of western travelers and missionaries who visited India from the fifteenth century onward. These writings are found in many European languages, including English, French, Spanish, and Dutch.

      One may well marvel that this story, based on local episodes, has had worldwide appeal and continues to cast its spell through the ages. This is because the story is based on certain eternal verities that appeal to the best in human nature. Indeed, these values have such a universal appeal that the character of Sri Rama has risen above the limits of sect, religion, race, and country. Obviously it is a tale that is capable of touching the human mind and heart.

      The Ramayana may be an ancient chronicle, but it has deep meaning even in modern times. We live in an age that is at a loss to know the meaning of human existence and doubts the existence of God. We are perplexed as to how we can act with righteousness when the whole world seems to have gone mad, when the meaning of truth and love cannot be found, and when hate and self-interest seem to be the only rules of conduct, from the highest to the lowest. Answers to these perplexing questions can be found in the Ramayana, for human nature, as such, has hardly changed through the years. Situations may change, avataras come and go, but human nature remains the same. However, the individual can and must change if society is to progress, and the characters found in this book are worthy of emulation. Our lives may well take a turn for the better when we read of the heroic way in which Rama and Sita faced the trials and tribulations of their lives. Herein lies the greatness of Rama. When we read the life of Krishna, we find that it is the story of a god—a divine person who was always master of every situation and never the victim. That is why he is known as the poornavatara. In the case of Rama, however, there is a difference. In Rama, God took on a human form with all its frailties in order to show us how our aspirations for a dharmic life can be fulfilled. In him we see how we can surmount our frailties and become divine, if we are prepared to completely subjugate the ego, live only for the good of the world, and act in consonance with the duties and obligations of our particular positions in society. Valmiki’s Rama is the portrait of a man who shakes off the limitations of mortality and becomes divine by strict adherence to truth and honor. If Rama, like Krishna, had been above all human emotions, he would not have made such an impact on the Indian mind. However Valmiki’s Rama has all the qualities of the average man—attachments, desire, anger and love, compassion and serenity. The greatness of his character lies in the fact that he surmounted obstacles in his character, perfected himself, and became superhuman, putting his duty above all personal considerations. This type of perfection is available to all of us, however weak we may be. Hence the popularity of the Ramayana. Rama is an example to all men, as Sita is to all women, and each one of us in reading their story can identify with them and try to perfect our own character as they perfected theirs.

      Another endearing feature of the Ramayana, which for centuries has enthralled all who have read it, is that it is, above all, a love story, and love as a theme never fails to touch a chord in even the hardest of hearts. But the Ramayana is a love story with a difference, because it deals with all facets of human love, both dharmic and adharmic: the love of a father for his son, of a son for his parents or a sibling, the love of a husband, wife, or friend, and finally even the love that is condemned by dharma—the passion for another man’s wife. All these are depicted in the Ramayana in the highest and most exalted manner.

      The author of the Ramayana is the sage Valmiki, who is considered to be the first of all poets, the adi-kavi; and the Ramayana itself is known as the adi-kavya, the first poem ever to be composed. It is also the first of the Indian epics, the second being the Mahabharata of the sage Vyasa.

      An epic is generally a narration of inspiring events in the lives of great kings and warriors who lived long ago. Their heroic themes offer rules of conduct intended to affect readers and listeners in a positive manner. Miraculous deeds are everyday events in an epic, and gods take on human forms and interact with humans in order to ensure that righteousness will triumph and truth prevail. The Greek epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey, are representative of these characteristics, but unlike the Greek epics, which were recounted long after the events took place, the authors of the Indian epics were contemporaries of the main characters, with important roles in the dramas they chose to narrate.

      When Valmiki composed his Ramayana, India was at a peak of cultural and moral refinement, and people were acutely aware of the importance of living according to the dictates of dharma, or the highest moral values. Thus, they were able to appreciate all the qualities of a noble character such as Rama, who was prepared to sacrifice everything at the altar of dharma.

      The life of Krishna, though filled with conflicts, arouses only joy in us. When we read the life of Rama, however, we are filled with sorrow. From the depths of this sorrow wells up a poetic outpouring that only grief can evoke. This is true of almost all poetry, in all cultures, and at all times. All Greek drama is tragic, for the Greeks believed that only the tragic sequences of human life can bring about a catharsis in human nature, which will help the person to evolve.

      As Valmiki acknowledged, “From shoka comes sloka.” Poetry streams from sorrow. Pain and grief touch a deep chord in the depths of every human being in a way that happiness and joy cannot. The knife can penetrate depths that the finger cannot reach. The baby comes into our physical world with a cry of pain and the aged depart from life with a sob; in the time between these two traumatic events, we live in an ocean of tears, in which we are hard put not to drown. We keep ourselves afloat by clutching at the straws of so-called happiness that float past us in our make-believe material world, and pretend that we are happy. Most of the time we are in the grip of some misery or other. This being the case, some of the world’s most exquisite poetry has gushed forth from the spring of sorrow. The Ramayana is no exception to this rule. It is an epic of compassion and wrenches the heartstrings in a way that few other books can.

      Before we actually go into the story, it would be good to clear some doubts that may arise in the reader’s mind regarding various situations found in the book.

      There are hardly any controversies around Sri Tulsidas’s retelling of the story of Rama in Hindi, since it is an obvious treatise on bhakti alone, or devotion to a personal god, who is Rama. However, controversies rage around Valmiki’s Ramayana, since there are so many incidents that do not seem to fit our conception of a perfect human being, which is what Valmiki intended in writing his version of the story of Rama. One thing we must realize before diving into these controversies is that Valmiki was not a fool. He must have realized that the recounting of these incidents would surely taint the character he wished to depict as perfect. So then the question arises: Why did he do it? He could easily have avoided ambiguous situations, as Tulsidas did, and recounted only incidents that highlighted his hero in a most favorable way. Since Valmiki did not do this, we have to conclude that there must have been a very good reason for him to have kept those controversial situations in his book. In fact, unraveling the mystery of these very situations may reveal the key to Rama’s character and a true understanding of the Ramayana.

      Before going into the story of Rama, it would be useful to determine if he was only a figment of Valmiki’s imagination or was a historical figure. It is generally believed that India has no recorded history. However our Itihasas (literally “histories” in Sanskrit), or epics—the Ramayana and the Mahabharata—give a faithful account of the history of India of those times. Valmiki was a contemporary of Rama, so the Ramayana is actually a firsthand account of events that took place in that age. We might wonder how this truth became so distorted through time that even the Indian people now believe Rama was a mythical character.

      When westerners first came to India, they were appalled to discover that if Indian history as given in the Itihasas was true, then a glorious civilization existed in India at a time when Europeans were barbarians running around brandishing crude weapons. Realizing that the only way they could enforce their culture on the country would be to cast scorn on the two great gods of Hinduism—Rama and Krishna, they took pains to prove that they were purely mythical characters materialized by the fertile brains of Valmiki and Vyasa. Unfortunately, the Hindu elite, educated in English universities, believed them, since they had been inculcated with the belief that all civilization started with the Greeks.

      Indian history as recorded by Valmiki in the Ramayana clearly states all the details of his lineage. He belonged to the Surya Vamsa (the line of the Sun) and was the sixty-fourth ruler of the Ikshwaku dynasty. The names of his predecessors are also given. What more proof is needed to establish his historicity? Yet western historians were determined to prove he was a myth.

      Valmiki was not only the first poet, he was also the first astronomer, and due to his extraordinary astronomical observations, it is possible to pinpoint the exact dates he gave. His study of planetary configurations has stood the test of time, and the latest computer software corroborates his calculations. He gave Dasaratha’s (Rama’s father) zodiac sign as Pisces and his star as Revathi. Rama left for his exile at one of the conjunctions of these stars. Modern calculations reveal that this configuration took place January 5, 5089 BCE, at which time Rama was twenty-five years old, according to Valmiki. He also mentioned a solar eclipse that took place at the time of Rama’s fight with the asuras Khara and Dhushana. He noted that it was amavasya, or the night of the new moon, and Mars was flanked by Venus on one side and Mercury on the other. When this data was inserted into the software, it came up with October 7, 5077 BCE.

      By following other planetary configurations as mentioned by Valmiki, we can see that Ravana was killed on December 4, 5076 BCE. Rama completed his exile on January 2, 5075 in the bright phase of the moon (shukla paksha) in the month of Chaitra (April/May), which was the month of his birth, and returned to Ayodhya at the age of thirty-nine.

      There are twenty-three places on the Indian subcontinent with memorials commemorating events of Rama’s life as he passed through them. All of Hindu India and many parts of Southeast Asia believe in the historicity of Rama and Krishna, and most of the festivals in India revolve around events in the lives of these great incarnations. They are the life force flowing through the collective consciousness of India and knitting its diversity into a united country.

      Now let us try to analyze the controversial situations in the book before starting on the main story. For this we should try to probe the mind of the author, Valmiki, to determine what he considered to be the main characteristic of Sri Rama. Only by doing this will we be able to understand the reason for Rama’s apparently strange behavior, which has provoked criticism from all sides and which even the staunchest of his supporters find difficult to explain.

      The invincible, rocklike foundation of Rama’s character, around which Valmiki has built the entire story, is his absolute and unequivocal adherence to dharma, his first and last love. All the other loves of his life paled into insignificance before this all-consuming passion for dharma, which sometimes amounted to fanaticism. This is the basic facet of his character that we have to understand before we can begin to appreciate many of his actions, which seem to conflict with our ideas of a noble human being. As he told Bharata, “I will follow the path of dharma and obey the will of my father. A man of dharma should obey his guru; he must be true to himself and must keep his word.”

      According to Hindu tradition, the triple laws that govern the universe are rita, satya, and dharma. The first two are universal laws that when translated to human life, are called dharma. One who bases life on this dharma would be true to himself and to the laws of the universe, and therefore such a person could well be called a perfect human being. Sri Rama is the personification of such a character. He is dharma incarnate. In the Mahabharata it was Yudhishtira who portrayed this role, though not as perfectly as Rama.

      The universal laws of rita and satya, when reflected through the medium of the human mind, become distorted, and that is why we find that though many of us struggle hard to become totally dharmic, we do not always hit the mark. Even God, when he takes on a mortal body, appears to come at least a little under the sway of maya. That is why we often find even Sri Rama falling prey to the frailties of human emotion. For example, he is totally bereft at the loss of Sita and weeps like any infatuated husband who has been parted from his beloved wife. But there was an additional reason why Valmiki showed Rama in this state; despite his overwhelming love for Sita, he was prepared to banish her so as to be true to his dharma as king. Rama shows that a king’s first loyalty should be to his country and its citizens, always placing public duty before personal satisfaction. This is true of anyone holding a government position. If all politicians followed this rule, every country would be a Ramarajya. It is to prove this point that Valmiki lost no opportunity in describing Rama’s great attachment to his wife. In fact, unusual for the custom of the age, when it was quite common for kings to have many wives, Rama refused to remarry after the banishment of Sita. The lesson Valmiki tries to teach us from this is “not that Rama loved Sita less, but that he loved dharma more.”

      As mentioned above the life of Rama shows that when a human being tries to uphold dharma at all costs, he must be prepared to sacrifice all other loves. Dharma is a stern disciplinarian and brooks no straying from its strict path. One who adheres fanatically to the path of dharma will find, like Rama, that even the strongest of material attachments must be sacrificed for the sake of his beliefs. The Ramayana is a fascinating story because we see in it the terrible anguish and pain that Rama felt as a mortal when the time came to sacrifice his greatest loves on the altar of dharma. On the other hand, we also see that despite this agony he did not deviate from the strict ideal he kept for himself and did not flinch from making the final sacrifice of even his beloved brother, Lakshmana. We who live in an age of easy morality, where ideals are conveniently renounced for the sake of self-interest, where greed and selfishness are the standards to be followed, may consider Rama a fool, but to ancient Indian society he was a god, for none but a god could conduct his affairs with absolutely no trace of self-interest. This is why Rama is deified in Tulsidas and why his picture can be found on every Hindu altar. The morals that have been instilled in the Indian people from Vedic times help us to at least appreciate godliness, even if we are unable to emulate it. Unfortunately, the younger generation has not tried to understand why Valmiki portrayed such a character. They denounce certain of Rama’s actions without understanding the tremendous moral purpose that motivated him. He has been held up as the model son, brother, friend, and husband. He played each role to perfection, no doubt, but eventually he was forced to sacrifice each of those whom he loved so dearly. The Ramayana is a story of utter pathos that ascends to sublime heights of glory, the pinnacle of divinity, for no ordinary mortal could be so utterly selfless to the point of being considered heartless. Whatever role he played, he followed only this rule: Am I acting according to dharma? In following this path of fire, he burned himself time and again and was instrumental in bringing about the death of all his dear ones, beginning with his father. Each person he loved had to be sacrificed as a yajna to that implacable law of dharma, which he was bent on following to the bitter end.

      In the “Ayodhya Kanda,” we find that Rama’s stepmother Kaikeyi prevails on the king, Rama’s father, to grant her two boons he had promised—to appoint her son, Bharata, as prince regent and to banish Rama to the forest for fourteen years. Rama did not flinch when he heard this harsh order of his stepmother delivered to him on the eve of his coronation as heir apparent. His father could not even speak, due to his overwhelming sorrow, but Rama cheerfully agreed to this proposal and was quite prepared to renounce the golden throne of the kings of Ayodhya, to keep his father’s promise to Kaikeyi. He was fully prepared to discard the glory of a life as king; be parted from his newly wedded wife, beloved brothers, and parents; and wander alone in the forest for fourteen years, true to his role as dharmanuchara. His father, however, could not bear the loss and died of a broken heart.

      Another controversy concerns his killing of Tataka and disfiguring of Shurpanekha. How could he have done this to women? Again, one has only to refer to his role as the upholder of dharma to understand this. One of the duties of a king was to see that the rishis were left unmolested during their spiritual practices; this was imperative, because the prosperity and well-being of the country depended on it. The rishis were no doubt powerful enough to protect their territory against evil forces but if they killed anyone, it would be a violation of their vows of nonviolence. This would lessen the psychic powers they had gained through their austerities, so they always sought help from the rulers whose dharma it was to give protection. Rama had agreed to protect the sacrifice at all costs, so Vishwamitra asked for Rama’s support. It was immaterial whether the distracting culprit was a man or a woman.

      The case of Shurpanekha was a different story. The amorous rakshasi was so enamored of Rama that she was determined to have him. Since she took Sita to be the only obstacle in her path, she pounced on her and would have gobbled her up in a trice had not Rama intervened. Naturally it was his duty to protect his innocent wife, but he did not relish the task of killing Shurpanekha, since she was a woman and her only crime had been in desiring him. However he could not afford to let her go unpunished, since she was sure to return with more importunities and would most probably bide her time to kill Sita when her husband would not be around to protect her. Therefore he told Lakshmana to disfigure her and thus teach her a well-deserved lesson.

      The next ambiguous incident is the one in which he killed Vali from behind a tree. To understand this one has to recall his earlier promise to Sugriva. When Sita was abducted by Ravana, the demon king, Rama was bereft. His foremost dharma at that moment was to rescue his wife at all costs. To help him accomplish this, Hanuman directed Rama to forge a friendship with Sugriva, deposed king of the vanaras, by which Sugriva would be bound to help him. This solemn pact of friendship was forged before a blazing fire; Rama and Sugriva went three times round the fire and Rama swore to help Sugriva defeat Vali and restore his kingdom, while Sugriva promised to help Rama rescue Sita. According to the ancient laws of dharma, death was the penalty for a man who committed adultery with his own daughter, his daughter-in-law, or the wife of his younger brother. Vali, Sugriva’s older brother, had abducted Ruma, Sugriva’s beloved wife, just as Ravana had abducted Sita, and now Rama was bound to kill Vali in order to uphold dharma. He was also honor bound to keep his promise to his friend that he would depose Vali, place Sugriva on the throne of Kishkinda, and restore his wife, Ruma, to him.

      One might ask why he did not face Vali in straightforward combat; Vali was a bhakta and Rama would never have been able to kill him in a duel, since Vali would have thrown himself on Rama’s mercy. Rama would then have been placed in a dilemma: he would not have been able to kill Vali, as he deserved to be killed, for having misappropriated his younger brother’s wife; nor would he have been able to keep his pledge to his friend Sugriva. Considering all this, Rama decided that the only way to kill Vali was from behind a tree. In this way he was able to uphold his dharma as king to see that justice was done, as well as his dharma to his friend by keeping his pledge.

      The last and most inexplicable episodes, which have aroused criticisms from all and sundry, are the two concerning Sita. Why did he ask her to undergo the ordeal of fire, and why did he banish her to the forest when she was with child? Valmiki gave us countless instances before the fire ordeal that proved beyond a doubt that Rama was madly in love with his wife. There never was, and never would be, another woman for him. In fact, there were many scenes in which he seemed extreme in bemoaning the loss of his wife. Even Lakshmana gently pointed out to him more than once that this sort of behavior was not worthy of him. Valmiki deliberately depicted these scenes to show us how much Rama loved Sita; no woman was ever loved as much as Sita was. Rama entertained absolutely no doubts about her chastity, even though she lived in the city of the lustful Ravana, because he knew that her innate purity would protect her. But his dharma as king necessitated that he make a public demonstration of her purity. His dharma as a king demanded that his wife should not be above the law, or else he would be guilty of setting a bad example to his people, whom he was bound to rule as a benevolent patriarch. Knowing that “Caesar’s wife should be above suspicion,” Rama asked his beloved Sita to step into the fire. Had he been concerned even for a minute that she would be consumed by the fire, it is unlikely he would ever have had the courage to ask his love to undergo this ordeal. Knowing this Sita fearlessly agreed to enter the fire. Later events proved that Rama had, indeed, been right in taking such a precaution, but even this test of fire was not enough to subdue the envious voices of those who are always thirsty for another scandal, especially a royal scandal.

      The next incident is the one in which he asked Lakshmana to abandon Sita in the forest when she was pregnant. We of the modern age are so obsessed by momentary sensual infatuations with no basis in dharma that we are unable to understand, much less appreciate, a person who is prepared to sacrifice the one he loves above everything in order to uphold the abstract ideal of a king’s dharma. We can appreciate the English king who gave up his kingdom for the sake of a woman, but we cannot esteem a Hindu king who gave up his beloved wife for the sake of his people. An individual who is prepared to sacrifice personal happiness at the altar of public service is totally alien to our modern culture, accustomed as we are to politicians who use their official status to feather their own nests. We have strayed so far from this ancient code of righteousness that we are unable to see the godlike nobility of such a character. As has been said before, there never was, and never would be another woman in Rama’s life. He was in the prime of life when he forsook his wife but refused absolutely to marry again, for he could not bear the thought of living with any other woman. Valmiki gave us enough incidents from their sojourn in the forest to allow us to imagine the years of loneliness and pain Rama must have gone through after having sent away his beloved, yet he was prepared to sacrifice his own pleasure and become a lifelong celibate for the sake of his royal dharma. When the time came for him to perform the ritual ashvamedha yajna, his guru urged him to take another wife, for a yaga (yajna) was incomplete unless it was conducted along with a consort, but Rama refused to do this and had a golden figure of Sita to stand beside him during the ceremony in lieu of a live woman. One cannot but feel a sense of awe in the face of such an overwhelming sacrifice.

      Next we might wonder why he did not tell Sita of his decision before banishing her, and why he made Lakshmana do this painful task instead of doing it himself. This becomes clear if we put ourselves in Rama’s place on the night of the impending abandonment. Could any man, as much in love with his wife as Rama was, ever have been able to sustain the agony of seeing her weep when he made his dire pronouncement? Even Rama’s great determination would have broken down in the face of his beloved’s tears and he would have been forced to break his adamantine resolve of observing his kingly dharma. The same concern dissuaded him from taking her to the forest himself. How could he bear to desert her in those sylvan glades where they had sported so happily during their forest sojourn? How would he be able to resist his dear one’s tears as she pleaded with him not to abandon her? He had not been able to do so many years before, when she begged him to allow her to accompany him to the forest. At that time had he crept silently away at daybreak, perhaps he could have spared her this later agony, but he had relented and knew that even now he could not be sure of keeping his resolve in the face of her tears. Even his mighty heart would have broken and he would never have been able to forsake her, as was his duty. Thus we see that far from condemning him as a heartless wretch, we would do better to stand back in amazement that such a man can ever have existed. No wonder he was deified, for only a god could behave in such an exalted manner.

      The incident of Shambuka is again a painful one to modern eyes. We will never understand it without understanding the strict caste system that was followed in those times. The ancient Vedic caste system provided for a peaceful coexistence of all the castes, thus ensuring a smoothly functioning society. Each caste had its own strict code of conduct. Any attempt to violate these codes was strictly suppressed and the culprit chastised immediately. The laws were based on mutual cooperation among all parts of the society rather than on unhealthy competition, as it is today. It was the king’s duty to see that this social machinery stayed well oiled, and sometimes he had to ruthlessly sacrifice an individual for the sake of the society. The decapitation of Shambuka was an instance of this. Rama had sacrificed his entire happiness for the sake of the people of Ayodhya. It is only natural that he was prepared to kill an individual who was transgressing the laws of the land, thus jeopardizing the smooth running of the society. It may seem ruthless to us but this incident is shown by Valmiki in order to depict a hero who was invincible in his resolve to uphold the king’s dharma at any cost.

      Thus we see in Rama the portrait of a mighty superman who based his entire life on a strict adherence to the implacable law of dharma. It is a blind law and, like all the laws of nature, it knows no compassion and brooks no disobedience. An ignorant child is burned by fire, just as much as an adult who knows the danger. In all of nature there is no question of granting mercy on grounds of ignorance. Human beings, however, allow their greedy minds to overrule their heads. Rama was the one exception and paid a heavy penalty for his utter loyalty to a blind law.

      His life is one of sheer pathos from beginning to end. He was forced to be the instrument of death of each of his loved ones, one by one. His father died because of the separation from his beloved son, Sita gave up her life when she was asked to undergo the test of fire a second time, and finally, at the end of his life, he was forced to banish his beloved brother, Lakshmana, in order to keep his word to the ascetic; Lakshmana left the city and walked into the Sarayu river, thus ending his life. This was the final straw and even Rama’s mighty heart could no longer tolerate the strain. Lost in deep thought, he murmured to himself, “Nothing will remain, nothing will remain.”

      Taking leave of the citizens for whom he had sacrificed so much, he departed for his higher abode, followed by the faithful who could not bear to live without him. His was a life spent only for the sake of others—the people of Bharathavarsha, whom he had ruled and cared for as a father cares for his children. His only happy years had been the thirteen years spent in the forest with Sita and Lakshmana, before Sita was abducted by Ravana. He bore his trials with heroic fortitude and firmly abided by the high code of conduct he had set for himself, despite insuperable odds. What wonder that the Indian nation has upheld him as the glowing example of human perfection.

      A reading of the Ramayana has the effect of cleansing us of our negative emotions and charging us with the moral fervor and grace of the great characters of the poem—Rama, Sita, Lakshmana, Bharata, Hanuman, and so on.

      In this rendering of the immortal classic, the author has relied primarily on Valmiki’s narration, while also including stories from the vast oral tradition. Lord Vanamali (Krishna) has guided her and to him goes all credit. May the story of Sri Rama guide and inspire us to act with justice and honor at all times.

      
        Meditate on the long-armed Sri Ramachandra

Who is cloud blue in color, has matted hair,

And is adorned with all accoutrements.

Who wears yellow clothes and is holding

The bow and arrow and is sitting in the lotus pose.

His lotus petal eyes are turned to the left,

And are gazing at the lotus face of Sita.
      

      
        Hari Aum Tat Sat
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            Sri Ramachandraya Namaha!
          

          
            BOOK ONE
          

          Bala Kanda

          Book of Boyhood
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        Shaswathaya Namaha!
      

      CANTO I

      Valmiki

      
        Ramaya Ramabhadraya, Ramachandraya vedase,

Raghunathaya Nathaya Sitayapathaye Namaha!

Sita-Lakshmana, Bharatha-Shatrugna, Hanumat-sametha

Sri Ramachandra swamine Namaha!
      

      I bow to Rama, scion of the race of Raghu,

husband of Sita.

To Ramachandra I bow,

along with Sita, Lakshmana, Bharata, Shatrugna, and

Hanuman.

      Before we go into the story of the Ramayana, let us pay attention to the story of the sage Valmiki, who was the author. It is said that he was born of Brahmin parents who abandoned him in the forest at birth. He was found and brought up by a hunter, and thus became a hunter and a robber by profession. He was a wild and savage man known as Ratnakar and knew nothing of culture or civilization. All those who went into the forest went in fear of their lives, for he was known to be ruthless. He lived with his wife and brood of children in the depths of the forest and never went near a town. One day he saw a man approaching him. With the ferocity of a wild animal, he pounced on him to kill him and rob him of his money. He was surprised to find that the man did not show any signs of fear but stood absolutely still. Ratnakar had seen only two types of animals before in his life—those who turned tail and ran away as soon as they saw him and those who bared their teeth and pounced on him. It was the first time he had seen a creature that looked at him fearlessly, with eyes filled with compassion. Love and compassion were emotions to which he was an utter stranger, and for a minute he faltered in his tracks, his upraised arm holding a brutal knife freezing in the air.

      Slowly he brought down his hand that was holding the knife and asked the man, “Who are you, who shows no sign of fear? Everyone I know runs away upon catching sight of me, and I catch them all easily. Why don’t you run?”

      “I am Narada, the heavenly sage, and I do not run because I am not afraid of you.”

      “Why aren’t you afraid of me?” asked the hunter. “Don’t you know that I can kill you?”

      “Then why didn’t you kill me?” asked the sage curiously.

      “Because I saw something in your eyes that is bothering me.”

      “What did you see?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before in any other eyes, but it’s pleasing.”

      “I’ll tell you,” said the sage. “What you saw was love and compassion.”

      “Why should you feel love for me?” asked the savage, surprised for he had never seen that look before, not even in the eyes of his wife.

      “Because I love everybody and everything.”

      “Why should you do that?” asked Ratnakar.

      “Because everything and everyone is the form of that Supreme Being whom I worship. Now let me ask you something,” said the sage. “Don’t you know that by killing all these creatures and people, you are incurring great sin?”

      “Yes, I suppose I know it,” said the hunter doubtfully.

      “Then why do you do it?” asked the sage.

      “Because I have to provide for my family,” said the hunter.

      “Will they share at least part of the sin that will accrue to you by these acts?” questioned the sage.

      “I am sure they will,” said the hunter.

      “Why don’t you go and ask them,” said Narada, “and I’ll wait for you till you return.”

      The hunter ran back and asked his wife and children if they would take their share of his sins, as they were taking more than their fair share of ill-gotten goods. They were quite surprised at this question and asked him what he meant by this. He explained to them that since he was committing so many crimes for their sake, it was only fair that they should also share his sins.

      They were quite horrified by this request. The woman said that it was the duty of a husband to look after his wife, and the children said that it was the duty of a father to look after his progeny. As for his sins, naturally they were the outcome of his own acts and he would have to bear the consequences himself. The hunter did not wait to hear any more. He ran back to the sage, who was quite sure of his return and was waiting with a smile on his lips. “Well, what did they say?” he asked. “Were they not eager to share your sins, as they were to share your spoils?”

      Ratnakar hung his head and admitted that no one was willing to share his burdens. Then Narada gave him a discourse on the law of karma and told him that he alone would have to bear the consequences of his actions. To commit sinful acts for the sake of another was quite foolish.

      The hunter looked lost and unhappy and asked the sage, “Now what should I do?”

      “Meditate on the Supreme Being,” the sage advised. “Only then will you be able to attain salvation. He alone is your relation. He alone your friend. I will give you a mantra that will enable you to do tapas.”

      “I am your servant, please guide me,” said the hunter, and knelt before the celestial sage.

      Narada whispered the glorious mantra “Rama” into his right ear, but the poor savage was so untutored that he was unable to repeat it. Then Narada asked, “Can you repeat the word mara?”

      “Of course I can,” he said, since the word “mara” means “tree,” and that was a thing he was always cutting down.

      So Narada blessed him and told him how to sit in a meditative pose and repeat the word constantly. The word “mara” when repeated quickly becomes “Rama,” and thus without knowing, the hunter started repeating the word “Rama” instead of “mara.” Due to his past samskaras, he went into deep meditation for many years, until he was covered by a hillock of mud brought by ants.

      Many years later, Narada returned and found the anthill in the exact place where he had left the hunter. He broke open the valmeekam (anthill) and awakened the person seated within it.

      “Arise O sage!” he said. “Do you remember who you are?”

      “Yes, your holiness,” he answered, “I am the poor hunter upon whom you took pity and advised to repeat the glorious mantra, ‘Rama.’”

      “Now you are no longer a hunter but a sage and from now on you will be known as Valmiki since you have emerged from this anthill.”

      “Why have you awakened me, O divine sage?” asked Valmiki. “I would prefer to meditate for another few years.”

      “Your time for meditation is over. Now is the time for action. You have many more things to achieve in your life. Go to the banks of the river Tamasa where it meets the Ganga, and there make your hermitage. Very soon Sita, beloved wife of Rama, will be coming there. She is with child and has been abandoned by her husband. It is your duty to look after her and the babies until they are old enough to return to their father.”

      “O holy one,” Valmiki said, “This world is a wicked place filled with ignoble people. If I could find at least one human being who possesses the qualities of a noble soul, I would be willing to return to the world. Otherwise it would be better for me to remain within the security of my anthill. Tell me, do you know of such a one?”

      Narada asked him to enumerate these qualities. Valmiki replied, “Integrity, bravery, righteousness, gratitude, truthfulness, dedication to principles, concern for all living beings, learning, skill, beauty, courage, ability to keep anger under control, lack of jealousy, and undaunted heroism. O sage, pray tell me, am I expecting too much? Can any one person have all these qualities?”

      Narada was pleased to answer this question and said, “Indeed I do know of such a person. He is born in the line of Ikshvaku and his name is Rama.”

      Narada then proceeded to acquaint Valmiki briefly with the story of Rama, who possessed all the qualities of a perfect man. He concluded the story by saying, “This Rama now resides in the city of Ayodhya and rules the kingdom with righteousness. He was born to establish dharma on Earth. Very soon, as I said, his wife Sita will be coming here and it is your duty to take care of her.” Thus saying, the sage departed, strumming his lute.

      After he had left, Valmiki went to the land near the Tamasa river and made his hermitage. Soon he had many disciples. One winter morning he went to the banks of the river for his bath. On the way he saw two cranes mating. As the sage gazed in joy at their spontaneous love for each other, a fowler aimed a fatal arrow at the male bird and shot him, contrary to all rules of dharma. Pierced by that cruel arrow, in the midst of the act of love, the bird fell to the ground with a heartrending cry. Wrenched from her lover, the female bird screamed piteously, beating her breast with her wings. She fluttered about, terrified and bewildered. Her piteous cries brought a gush of compassion into the heart of the sage and he cursed the fowler. As soon as the curse left his lips, he felt great remorse; he was horrified that his compassion for the bird had made him break his vow of nonviolence by cursing the fowler, who was, after all, only a helpless victim of his own karma, as Valmiki had been a long time before. He felt very unhappy about the whole episode until he realized that his curse had flowed from his lips in a spontaneous verse of four lines with eight syllables each. He was struck by the beauty of the verse and told his disciple Bharadvaja to memorize it. The sage then continued with his interrupted ablutions and returned to his ashrama. Just then two young brahmacharis from the neighboring ashrama ran to him and told him that a beautiful woman had been abandoned near the river and appeared to be contemplating jumping into it. Valmiki ran to the woman and knew that it was Sita, the wife of Rama, as foretold by Narada. He escorted her home and told the wives of the sages to look after her, for she was carrying the heir to the throne of the Ishvakus.

      Later, when he sat for meditation, he was filled with remorse over the episode of the two cranes and his involuntary curse of the hunter. Brahma, the Creator, appeared to him and told him not to brood over this strange event because from this incident would arise the inspiration to narrate the story of Rama, Sita, and Lakshmana.

      Brahma spoke thus: “You will be inspired, O rishi, to compose a most memorable poem on the exploits of Sri Rama. The whole life of Rama will be revealed to you. Everything that you say in your poem will be based on facts that you have witnessed. You will be able to see each and every one of the glorious episodes in the life of Sri Rama. You will achieve great fame as the first of all poets. The story of Rama will endure as long as these mountains and rivers stay on the face of this Earth. Your fame will resound in the realms of heaven above and the kingdoms of the Earth below.”

      Having blessed Valmiki thus, Brahma departed. Valmiki then sat down and meditated on the Lord and from his mouth gushed forth the immortal poem called Ramayana—the way of Rama.

      This is how the Ramayana came to be written—from the depths of Valmiki’s sorrow at the fate of two birds very much in love and cruelly parted. It does not take much imagination to see the parallel between this story and the fate of the two lovers, Rama and Sita, who were parted time and time again, despite their intense love for each other.

      The poem took twelve long years to complete, and Sita’s twin sons grew along with it.

      Having composed this remarkable poem of twenty-four thousand verses on the life of Sri Rama and Sita, the seer looked around for a person with a prodigious memory who could memorize the entire story. Just then the twelve-year-old twin sons of Sri Rama—Lava and Kusha—who were being raised by Valmiki in his hermitage, appeared before him clad in hermit’s garb. Knowing them to be endowed with great intelligence and mastery of music, the sage proceeded to teach them the entire poem, which they mastered with ease. At an august assembly of sages, the twins sang the entire poem exquisitely, in one voice. The sages were charmed and gave them many boons.

      It was at this time that news was brought to the ashrama that the king was going to hold the ashvamedha yajna, which would last for one whole year at the forest of Naimisharanya. When he heard this, Valmiki told Lava and Kusha to go to the yaga and recite the entire Ramayana in front of Rama and the assembled sages. The children did as they were told. As the melodious voices of the children rose in unison with faultless rhythm and perfect harmony, tears poured down the cheeks of Sri Rama and the entire court became totally absorbed in the narrative. This is the story of the Ramayana that they sang.

      
        Rama asks:
      

      
        “Holy one, please describe the Lord.”
      

      
        Vasishta replies:
      

      
        “That intelligence in which the universe of names and forms ceases is the Lord.
      

      
        He is the emptiness in which the universe appears to exist.
      

      
        In him there is no subject-object relationship.
      

      
        In him consciousness stands still like a mountain.”

        
        
          *1
        
      

       

      
        Hari Aum Tat Sat
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