
PREPARING to 

fROM THE 

YAN.! 
WIMManoftbeforest 
The Ramayana (rt-mi'y&-08), or 
"journey of Rama." is India's 
second great epic and may be 
even more popular than the 
Mahabharata. Most of what is ,.~ t j known about its author, Valmiki 

-T' · ) (vil-m6'ki), comes from the epic 

1 
'------' '3 itseH, for Valmiki is a character in 

Villllllk1 the story. 
c. 400 LC.7 According to the prologue. 

Valmiki was a wise man who 
wed deep in the forest. One day Narada, messenge. of 
the gods. visiCed him and told him the story of Rama. 
the ideal rMf\. Although very mc,yed, \lalmiki didn't lee! 

of writina an epic worthy of so great a hero. 

Ill I ph .. l,y ....,. Later, as he was walki.ns by 
the riwft. valmiki spocted a pair of herons nesting in 1 
rree. SuddenlY, a hunter shot the male heron with an 
-,row. valmiki was so affected by the female's grie-f 
tor her mate that he cursed the huntet tor causing 
such misery. He utteted this curse in a rhymed ¥etSe 
torm mac had never beef1 heard before. He caled it • 
,Joko ("116'u). after solQ. the Samkrit word kif gne(. 
VallrYw realized ttwt the sJo/lo ~the~ 
medium ID convey the story of Rama and his 

,eper.oon trom hi, wk Sita. 

-°"""""~_,.......,_ ...... "--.. 
C-.W, f •- I -r,.,;,, Cl 11w - '-C-. • -

India's First Poet The classical poets who 
after Valmiki hcliled him as the fi~ true ol lndil 
and praised his a,tistry. lAtef poets such as Kambln 
and Tukidas used \lalnv"kl~s RomOyOnO as the bisrs a 
their own venionS in the popular languages of India 
The e9'( lives on., folk songs and drama6c 

in nc,n-H.mdu countries 5Ud, Ii 
Thaiwnd -,ct toldol~ A$ R. K. Narayan WY' in mt 
lf\trodudion ID M Enplh tTanslat>on. -~ 

thl ,aory but lowie\ to bsten to rt ag11n.• 

' 



'Id Background 
BUI :.:_....,;.---------'"" 

StotY of Rama 
fhe . th f' In Exll• Rama 1s e son o King 
~atha, the ruler of Kosala. Exceptionally strong 
°::brave. he wins the hand of the princess Sita 
a i,ending and stringing a bow that no other 
by could lift King Dasaratha intends that Rama man . h k. g' . stiaU be his heir. However, t e m s second wife-
wtiom he had earlier promised to grant any two 
wisJleS-demands that her own son, Bharata, be 

iYen the throne and that Rama be exiled to the 
for 14 years. The king cannot break his 

promise, so Rama must leave. Sita and 
1,akshmana, Rama's loyal brother, go with him. 

In the forest. Rama and Lakshmana kill demons 
who have been harassing holy men. Lakshmana 
cuts off the ears and nose of a female demon 
whose brother, Ravana, rules the island of Lanka. 
Ravana is immensely powerful, with 10 heads and 
20 arms. He kidnaps Sita in revenge. 

Monkeys Venus Delllons Searching all of India 
fof Sita, Rama makes an alliance with Sugreeva, 
the king of the monkeys. Hanuman, the monkey 
general, proves to be a particularly loyal and 
valuable ally. He leaps to the island of Lanka and 
finds the captive Sita. He watches as Ravana begs 
her to become his wife, whereupon Sita protests 
that she will have no other man but Rama. When 
they are alone, Hanuman offers to carry Sita back 
to Rama, but she refuses to be touched by any 
male but her husband. Hanuman returns to Rama, 
and they prepare to wage war on Ravana. The 
monkeys build a bridge aaoss the sea to Lanka, 
and the battle begins. 

for living In India, the Ramayana is not 
JUst an entertaining story, but a guide for living. 
Rama is viewed as the ideal man and ruler. He is 
:rshiped as an incarnation of the god Vishnu. 

of
e devoted Sita is seen as the ideal wife; millions 
Id' n 1an women are urged to be like her. 

"-•--·· • rties activity. click on: 

<@nlfotmrna 
CL ASS ZO NE .COM 

Connect to Your Life 
RMall a grand battle between good and evil, 
perhaps presented in a movie, TV show, comic 
book or novel Who was the hero and who was 
the villain 7 What was at stake 7 What powers or 
weapons were used? Who won 7 Make some 
notes for later comparison. 

Focus Your Reading 
LITERARY ANALYSIS: 
CONFLICT IN AN EPIC 
A conflict is a struggle between opposing forces 
that moves a plot forward. In an epic, conflict is 
often on a grand scale-supreme good versus 
monstrous evil, life versus death for thousands. 
In epic battles, the hero and his opponent often 
use supernatural powers and are aided by the 
gods. Look for such elements in the battle 
between Rama and Ravana. 

ACTIVE READING: 
CLASSIFYING CHARACTERS 
There are many characters in this battle, and 
their names are probably unfamiliar. It may help 
you to dassify, or sort, these characters as allies 
of either Rama or Ravana. Vibishana, for 
example, is Ravana's brother, but he is on 
Rama's side. 

[l)READER'S NOTEBOOK As you read, put 
the characters in two groups according to their 
loyalty, either to Rama or to Ravana. Beside each 
name, write down something that will help you 
remember the character-such as a description 
of a physical or personality trait-and note the 
character's role in the battle. 

WORDS TO KNOW Vocabulary Preview 
benediction 
dejectedly 
formidable 

impervious 
incarnation 
ineffectually 

intermittently 
parrying 

primordial 
pristine 
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from the Ramayana 
Retold by R. K. Narayan 

RAMA »n, HAVANA IN BATTLE 

E ame to Ravana of fresh disasters in his 
very moment, news c 
camp. One by one, most of his commanders were !ost. ~o one 
who went forth with battle cries was heard of agam. Cnes and 

shouts and the waihngs of the widows of warriors came over the 
chants and songs of triumph that his courtiers arranged to keep up 
at a loud pitch in his assembly hall. Ravana became restless and 
abruptly left the hall and went up on a rower, from which he could 
obtain a full view of the city. He surveyed the scene below but 
could not stand it. One who had spent a lifetime in destruction, 
now found the gory spectacle intolerable. Groans and waitings 
reached his ears with deadly clarity; and he noticed how the mon-
key hordes revelled in their bloody handiwork. This was too much 
for him. He felt a terrific rage rising within him, mixed with some 
admiration for Rama's valour. He told himself, "The time has come 
for me to act by myself again." 

He hurried down the steps of the tower, returned to his chamber, 
and prepared himself for the battle. He had a ritual bath and per-
formed special prayers to gain the benediction of Shiva-I donned 
his battle dress, matchless armour, armlets, and crowns~ He had 
on a protective armour for every inch of his body. He girt his 
sword-~elt and attached to his body his accoutrements2 for 
protection and decoration. 

1. Shiva (shc'va): an important Hindu god. 
2. accoutrements (:,-koo'tar·mams) : military equipment other 

than uniforms and weapons. 

WORDS TO KNOW 
benediction (ben"T-dTk"shanJ n. a blessing 



Rama fights Ravana. Courtesy of the Trustees of 
the Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 

HUMANITIES CONNECTION Rama has 
dark blue skin because he is a form of the 
god Vishnu. Vishnu's blue skin represents 
endlessness or infinity. 
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When he emerged from his chamber, his her~ic 
appearance was breathtaking. He summoned his 
chariot, which could be drawn by horses or move 
on its own if the horses were hurt or killed. People 
stood aside when he came out of the palace and 
entered his chariot. "This is my resolve," he sa_id 
to himself: "Either that woman Sita,3 or my wife 
Mandodari,4 will soon have cause to cry and roll 
in the dust in grief. Surely, before this day is done, 
one of them will be a widow." 

The gods in heaven noticed Ravana's deter-
mined move and felt that Rama would need 
all the support they could muster. They 

requested Indra5 to send down his special chariot 
for Rama's use. When the chariot appeared at his 
camp, Rama was deeply impressed with the mag-
nitude and brilliance of the vehicle. "How has 
this come to be here?" he asked. 

"Sir," the charioteer answered, "my name is 
Matali.6 I have the honor of being the charioteer 
of Indra. Brahma, the four-faced god and the cre-
ator of the Universe, and Shiva, whose power 
has emboldened Ravana now to challenge you, 
have commanded me to bring it here for your 
use. It can fly swifter than air over all obstacles, 
over any mountain, sea, or sky, and will help you 
to emerge victorious in this battle." 

Rama reflected aloud, "It may be that the rak-
shasas7 have created this illusion for me. It may be 
a trap. I don't know how to view it." Whereupon 
Matali spoke convincingly to dispel the doubt 
in Rama's mind. Rama, still hesitant, though 
partially convinced, looked at Hanumans and 
Lakshmana9 and asked, "What do you think of 
it?" Both answered, "We feel no doubt that this 
chariot is Indra's; it is not an illusory creation." 

Rama fastened his sword, slung two quivers 
full of rare arrows over his shoulders, and 
climbed into the chariot. 

The beat of war drums, the challenging cries 
of soldiers, the trumpets, and the rolling chari t 

d
. l o s spee mg a ong to confront each other, created a 
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f 
. g mixture of noise. While Rava 

dea enin . na had 
. red his charioteer to speed ahead R 
instruc . h . . ' ania tly ordered his c anot-dnver, "R 
very gen II avan . . ge· Jet him perform a the antics h a~ 
1n a ra , e 
d 

. and exhaust himself. Until then be es1res calm 
d n't have to hurry forward. Move slo 1 ; we o . wy 

and calmly, and you must stnctly follow my 
instructions; I will tell you when t? drive fastec 

Ravana's assistant and one of his staunch 
d 

to h . est 
supporters, Maho ara -t e giant among giants 
in his physical appearance-begged Ravana, "I.er 
me not be a mere spectator when you confront 
Rama. Let me have the honour of grappling wi L 

kR 
,, to 

him. Permit me to attac ama. 
"Rama is my sole concern," Ravana replied. 

"If you wish to engage yourself in a fight, you 
may fight his brother Lakshmana." 

Noticing Mahodara's purpose, Rama steered 
his chariot across his path in order to prevent 
Mahodara from reaching Lakshmana. Whereupon 
Mahodara ordered his chariot-driver, "Now dash 
straight ahead, directly into Rama's chariot. " 

The charioteer, more practical-minded, advised 
him, "I would not go near Rama. Let us keep 
away." But Mahodara, obstinate and intoxicated 
with war fever, made straight for Rama. He 
wanted to have the honour of a direct encounter 
with Rama himself in spite of Ravana's advice; 
and for this honour he paid a heavy price, as it 
was a moment's work for Rama to destroy him, 
and leave him lifeless and shapeless on the field. 
Noticing this, Ravana's anger mounted further. 
He commanded his driver, "You will not slacken 
now. Go." Many ominous signs were seen 

J. Sita (sc'tii): Rama's wife. 
4. Mandodari (m;m-do'd;i-re). 
5 · Indra ('l:n' dr:i): a warrior god, the lord of rain aocl thundlL 
6. Matali (ma't:i-le). 
7. rakshasas (rak'sh:i-s:iz): demons. 
8· Hanuman (hun'oo-m:in): a monkey ally of Rama's. 
9. Lakshman (I"''·' hm h a '"'s :i-n:i): Rama's brot er. 

10. Mahodara (m:i-ho'd:i-r:i). 



now-his bow-strings suddenly snapped; the 
Untains shook; thunders rumbled in the 010 

skies; tears flowed from the horses' eyes; 
elephants with decorated foreheads moved along 
~- Ravana, noticing them, hesitated only 
for a second, saying, "I don't care. This mere 
mortal Rama is of no account, and these omens 
do not concern me at all." Meanwhile, Rama 
paused for a moment to consider his next step; 
and suddenly turned 
wwards the armies sup-

each other in hostility, and the flags topping the 
chariots-Ravana 's ensign of the Veen a 14 and 
Rama's with the whole universe on it--clashed, 
and one heard the stringing and twanging of 
bow-strings on both sides, overpowering in vol-
ume all other sound. Then followed a shower of 
arrows from Rama's own bow. Ravana stood 
gazing at the chariot sent by Indra and swore, 
"These gods, instead of supporting me, have gone 

to the support of this 
petty human being. I will 

porting Ravana, which 
stretched away to the hori-
zon, and destroyed them. 
He felt that this might be 
one way of saving Ravana. 
With his armies gone, it 
was possible that Ravana 
might have a change of 
heart. But it had only the 
effect of spurring Ravana 
on; he plunged forward 
and kept coming nearer 

When he emerged from 
teach them a lesson. He 
is not fit to be killed with 
my arrows but I shall 
seize him and his chariot 
together and fling them 
into high heaven and 
dash them to destruc-
tion." Despite his oath, 
he still strung his bow 
and sent a shower of 
arrows at Rama, raining 

his chamber, his heroic 
appearance was breathtaking. 
He summoned his chariot, 
which could be drawn by 
horses or move on its own if 
the horses were hurt or killed. 

Rama and his own doom. 

Rama's army cleared 
and made way for Ravana's chariot, unable 
to stand the force of his approach. Ravana 

blew his conch 11 and its shrill challenge reverber-
ated through space. Following it another conch, 
called "Panchajanya," 12 which belonged to 
Mahavishnu13 (Rama's original form before his 
present incarnation), sounded of its own accord 
in answer to the challenge, agitating the universe 
with its vibrations. And then Matali picked up 
another conch, which was Indra's, and blew it. 
This was the signal indicating the commencement 
of the actual battle. Presently Ravana sent a 
shower of arrows on Rama; and Rama's follow-
ers, unable to bear the sight of his body being 
studded with arrows, averted their heads. Then 
the chariot horses of Ravana and Rama glared at 

WORDS TO KNOW 

in thousands, but they 
were all invariably shat-
tered and neutralized by 
the arrows from Rama's 

bow, which met arrow for arrow. Ultimately 
Ravana, instead of using one bow, used ten with 
his twenty arms, multiplying his attack tenfold; 
but Rama stood unhurt. 

Ravana suddenly realized that he should 
change his tactics and ordered his charioteer to 
fly the chariot up in the skies. From there he 
attacked and destroyed a great many of the 

11. conch (kl:lngk): a large spiral seashell, sometimes used as a 
trumpet. 

12. Panchajanya (piin'ch;i-jun'y:i). 

13. Mahavishnu (m:i-ha'v'l'sh'noo): Hinduism's supreme god, 
who divides himself into the trinity of Brahma, Vishnu, 
and Shiva. 

14. ensign of the Veena (ve'n;,): a flag depicting a stringed 
musical instrument. 

dejectedly (dY-jl!k't'rd-le) adv. sadly; in a depressed way 
incarnation (Yn'kiir-na'shanl n. a bodily form taken on by a spirit RAMAYANA 135 
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monkey army supporting Rama. Rama ordered 
Matali, "Go up in the air. Our young soldiers 
are ~ing attacked from the sky. Follow Ravana, 
and don't slacken." 

There followed an aerial pursuit at dizzying 
speed across the dome of the sky and rim of the 
eanh. Ravana's arrows came down like rain; he 
was bent upon destroying everything in the 
world. But Rama's arrows diverted, broke, or 
neutralized Ravana 's. Terror-stricken, the gods 
watched this pursuit. Presently Ravana's arrows 
struck Rama's horses and pierced the heart of 
Matali himself. The charioteer fell. Rama paused 
for a while in grief, undecided as to his next 
step. Then he recov-
ered and resumed his 
offensive. At that 

. asthras 1s which could be made of vanous . . 
• w·ith special mcantatwns. At this p . d~am~ . 

fi h became one of attack with supernar ' the g t UraJ 
and e_arrying of such an attack with powers, 

other supernatural powers. 

R vana realized that the mere aiming of sh ~-
a f hi a,~ 
with ten or rwenty o s arms would be 
of no avail because the mortal whom be had 

so contemptuously thought of destroying with a 
slight effort was proving fo~midable, and his 
arrows were beginning to pierce and cause pain. 
Among the asthras sent by Rav~na was one called 
"Danda," a special gift from Shiva, capable of 

pursuing and pulverizing 
its target. When it came 
flaming along, the 

moment the divine 
eagle Garuda was seen 
perched on Rama's 
flagpost, and the gods 
who were watching 
felt that this could be 
an auspicious sign. 

There followed an aerial 
pursuit at dizzying speed 

gods were struck with 
fear. But Rama's arrow 
neutralized it. 

Now Ravana said to 
himself, "These are all 
petty weapons. I should 
really get down to proper 
business. " And he invoked 
the one called ~Maya" 
-a weapon which created 
illusions and confused the 
enemy. 

across the dome of sky and 

After circling the 
globe several times, 
the duelling chariots 
returned, and the fight 
continued over Lanka. 

rim of the earth. 

Ir was impossible to be very clear about the 
location of the battleground as the fight occurred 
here, there, and everywhere. Rama's arrows 
pierced Ravana's armour and made him wince. 
Ravana was so insensible to pain and impervious 
to attack that for him to wince was a good sign, 
and the gods hoped that this was a turn for the 
better. But at this moment, Ravana suddenly 
changed his tactics. Instead of merely shooting 
his arrows, which were powerful in themselves, 
he also invoked several supernatural forces to 
create strange effects: He was an adept in the use 

WORDS TO KNOW 

With proper incantations and worship, be 
sent off this weapon and it created an illusion 
of reviving all the armies and its leaders-
Kumbakama 16 and Indrajit17 and the ochers-
and bringing them back to the battlefield. 
Presently Rama found all those who, he 
thought, were no more, coming on with bank 

IS. asthras (!b'thnz): arrows o r other we.lpons powertd 11' 
supcmarural forces. 

16. Kumbakama (lr.d6mbkllr'n~): Ravana's brother. 
17. lndrajit (ln'ru,jct): Ravana"s son. 
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Impervious (Tm-pOr've-es) adj unable to be affected 
parrying (pllr'e-Tngl n a warding off°' turning aside parry 
formidable lfOr'mT-de--ball adj hard to OYercome v 



Rama cuts off Ravana's heads. Copyright© The British Library, London. 

HUMANITl~S CONNECTION 1:his painting is one of about 400 from a 17th-century Ramayana manuscript created 
tor Jagat Singh I, ruler of Uda1pur. It presents a sequence of events in Rama and Ravana's battle, so the same 
figures appear more than once. 

cries and surrounding him. Every man in the 
enemy's army was again up in arms. They 
seemed to fall on Rama with victorious cries. 
This was very confusing and Rama asked 
Matali, whom he had by now revived, "What is 
happening now? How are all these coming 
back? They were dead." Matali explained, "In 
your original identity you are the creator of illu-
sions in this universe. Please know that Ravana 
has created phantoms to confuse you. If you 
make up your mind, you can dispel them imme-
diately." Matali's explanation was a great help. 
Rama at once invoked a weapon called 
"Gnana" 18-which means "wisdom" or "per-
ception." This was a very rare weapon, and he 
sent it forth. And all the terrifying armies who 
seemed to have come on in such a great mass 
suddenly evaporated into thin air. 

Ravana then shot an asthra called "Thama," 
whose nature was to create total darkness in all 
the worlds. The arrows came with heads expos-

WORDS TO KNOW 

ing frightening eyes and fangs, and fiery tongues. 
End to end the earth was enveloped in total 
darkness and the whole of creation was 
paralyzed. This asthra also created a deluge of 
rain on one side, a rain of stones on the other, 
a hail-storm showering down intermittently, and 
a tornado sweeping the earth. Ravana was sure 
that this would arrest Rama's enterprise. But 
Rama was able to meet it with what was named 
"Shivasthra." 19 He understood the nature of 
the phenomenon and the cause of it and chose 
the appropriate asthra for counteracting it. 

Ravana now shot off what he considered his 
deadliest weapon-a trident20 endowed with 
extraordinary destructive power, once gifted to 
Ravana by the gods. When it started on its 
journey there was real panic all round. It came 

18. Gnana (gna'nJ). 

19. Sbivasthra (sh'i'-vus'thrJ). 

20. trident (trid'nt): a spear with three prongs. 

intermittently ((n'tar-m'it'nt-le) adv. with stops and starts; on and off RAMAYANA 137 



on flaming toward Rama, its speed 0 ~ course 
unaffected by the arrows he flung at it. 

When Rama noticed his arrows falling 
down ineffectively while the trident 
sailed towards him, for a moment he loS

t 

heart. When it came quite near, he uttered a cer-
tain mantra21 from the depth of his being and 
while he was breathing out that incantation, an 
esoteric syllable in perfect timing, the trident col-
lapsed. Ravana, who had been so certain of 
vanquishing Rama with his trident, was aston-
ished to see it fall down within an inch of him, 
and for a minute wondered if his adversary might 
not after all be a divine being although he looked 
like a mortal. Ravana thought to himself, "This 
is, perhaps, the highest God. Who could he be? 
Not Shiva, for Shiva is my supporter; he could 
not be Brahma, who is four faced; could not be 
Vishnu, because of my immunity from the 
weapons of the whole trinity. Perhaps this man is 
the primordial being, the cause behind the whole 
universe. But whoever he may be, I will not stop 
my fight until I defeat and crush him or at least 
take him prisoner." 

With this resolve, Ravana next sent a weapon 
which issued forth monstrous serpents vomiting 
fire and venom, with enormous fangs and red 
eyes. They came darting in from all directions. 

Rama now selected an asthra called "Garuda" 
(which meant "eagle"). Very soon thousands of 
eagles were aloft, and they picked off the serpents 
with their claws and beaks and destroyed them. 
Seeing this also fail, Ravana's anger was roused 
to a mad pitch and he blindly emptied a quiver 
full of arrows in Rama's direction. Rama's arrows 
met them half way and turned them round so 
that they went back and their sharp points 
embedded themselves in Ravana's own chest. 

WORDS TO KNOW 
138 primordial (pri-mor'de-al) ad; first-exist·, . · • , . ng, original 

a was weakening in spirit. Her 1• 

Ravan d f h' ea,~ 
h 

he was at the en o 1s resour :Cd t at . . ces. Ali 
his learning and equipment t.n weaponry 

f 
avail and he had practically co 

were o no . ·f f d rneto 
d 

f his special gt ts o estruction ,~'h· 
the en ° R , ·. w 1le 

g
oing down thus, arna s own spirit 

he was Wa1 
. p The combatants were now nea 

soaring u • . r 
enough to grapple with each other and Rama 

I
. d that this was the best moment to cut 

rea 1ze off 
R 

's heads He sent a crescent-shaped a avana · , rrow 
which sliced off one of R~vana s heads and flung 
it far into the sea; and this process continued; 
but every time a head ~as cut off, Ravana had 
the benediction of havtng another one grown in 
its place. Rama's crescent-shaped weapon was 
continuously busy as Ravana's heads kept crop-
ping up. Rama lopped off his arrr~s but they grew 
again and every lopped-off arm hit Matali and 
the chariot and tried to cause destruction by 
itself, and the tongue in a new head wagged, 
uttered challenges, and cursed Rama. On the 
cast-off heads of Ravana, devils and minor 
demons, who had all along been in terror of 
Ravana and had obeyed and pleased him, exe-
cuted a dance of death and feasted on the flesh. 

Ravana was now desperate. Rama's arrows 
embedded themselves in a hundred places on his 
body and weakened him. Presently he collapsed 
in a faint on the floor of his chariot. Noticing his 
state, his charioteer pulled back and drew the 
chariot aside. Matali whispered to Rama, "This 
is the time to finish off that demon. He is in a 
faint. Go on. Go on." 

But Rama put away his bow and said, "It is 
not fair warfare to attack a man who is in a 
faint. I will wait. Let him recover," and waited. 

When Ravana revived, he was angry with his 
charioteer for withdrawing, and took out his 
sword, crying, "You have disgraced me. Those . 
who look on will think I have retreated." But his 

21. mantra (-"-' ) d as a " 1411 Ir.I : a word, sound, or phrase use 
prayer or spell. 



. teer explained how Rama suspended the cha.Clo k 
d forbore to attac when he was in a fi ht an . 

g Somehow, Ravana appreciated his explana-
~int, d patted his back and resumed his 
non an xh d h. . 

ks Having e . auste 1s special weapons artac . , 
. desperation Ravana began to throw on Rama :i, sorts of things such as staves, cast-iron balls, 
heavy rocks, and oddments he could lay hands 

None of them touched Rama, but glanced on. 
1 off and fell ineffectual y. Rama went on shooting 

his arrows. There seemed to be no end of this 
srruggle in sight. 

Now Rama had to pause to 
consider what final mea-
sure he should take to 

anger, conceit, cruelty, lust, and egotism which 
had encrusted his real self, and now his personal-
ity came through in its pristine form-of one 
who was devout and capable of tremendous 
attainments. His constant meditation on Rama 
although as an adversary, now seemed to bear ' 
fruit, as his face shone with serenity and peace. 
Rama noticed it from his chariot above and com-
manded Ma tali, "Set me down on the ground." 
When the chariot descended and came to rest 
on its wheels, Rama got down and commanded 
Matali, "I am grateful for your services to me. 
You may now take the chariot back to Indra." 

Surrounded by his 
brother Lakshmana 
and Hanuman bring this campaign to an end. 

After much thought, he decided 
to use "Brahmasthra, "22 a 
weapon specially designed by 
the Creator Brahma on a for-
mer occasion, when he had to 
provide one for Shiva to 

While he had prayed for and all his other 
war chiefs, Rama 
approached 
Ravana's body, and 
stood gazing on it. 
He noted his crowns 
and jewelry scat-
tered piecemeal on 

indestructibility of his 
several heads and arms, he 
had forgotten to strengthen 

destroy Tripura,23 the old mon-
ster who assumed the forms of 
flying mountains and settled 
down on habitations and cities, 

his heart. 

seeking to destroy the world. The Brahmasthra 
was a special gift to be used only when all other 
means had failed. Now Rama, with prayers and 
worship, invoked its fullest power and sent it in 
Ravana's direction, aiming at his heart rather 
than his head; Ravana being vulnerable at heart. 
While he had prayed for indestructibility of his 
several heads and arms, he had forgotten to 
strengthen his heart, where the Brahmasthra 
entered and ended his career. 

Rama watched him fall headlong from his 
chariot face down onto the earth, and that was 
the end of the great campaign. Now one noticed 
Ravana's face aglow with a new quality. Rama's 
arrows had burnt off the layers of dross,24 the 

WORDS TO KNOW 

the ground. The dec-
orations and the 
extraordinary work-

manship of the armour on his chest were 
blood-covered. Rama sighed as if to say, "What 
might he not have achieved but for the evil stir-
ring within him!" 

At this moment, as they readjusted Ravana's 
blood-stained body, Rama noticed to his great 
shock a scar on Ravana's back and said with a 
smile, "Perhaps this is not an episode of glory 
for me as I seem to have killed an enemy who 
was turning his back and retreating. Perhaps I 
was wrong in shooting the Brahmasthra into 

22. Brahmasthra (brrmi:is'thr.>). 
23. Tripura (tr1·poo'r:1). 
24. dross (dr/Ss): waste matter; impurities. 

ineffectually ('fn'T-f!!k'choo-a-le) adv. in a useless manner 
pristine (prr s'ten ') adj. pure; uncorrupted RAMAYANA 139 
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him.~ He looked so concerned at this supposed 
lapse on his part that Vibishana,z.s Ravana's 
brother, came forward to explain. "What you 
have achieved is unique. I say so although it 
meant the death of my brother." 

"But I have attacked a man who had turned 
his back," Rama said. "See that scar." 

Vibishana explained, "It is an old scar. In 
ancient days, when be paraded bis strength 
around the globe, once he tried to attack the 
divine elephants that guard the four directions. 
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When he tried to catch them, he was gored in 
the back by one of the tuskers and that is the 
scar you see now; it is not a fresh one though 
fresh blood is flowing on it." 

Rama accepted the explanation. "Hono~~ 
him and cherish his memory so that his spirit 
may go to heaven, where he has his place. And 
now I will leave you to attend to his funeral 
arrangements, befitting his grandeur." 

25. Vibishana M-be' sha-na). 



RELATED READING 

from ARROW OF THE BLUE-SKINNED GOD: 
RETRACING THE RAMAYANA THROUGH INDIA 

JONAH BLANK 

In 1990, the anthropologist and journalist Jonah Blank traveled through India, following 
the path Rama took in the Ramayana. In his book Arrow of the Blue-Skinned God, Blank 

relates this famous epic to life in India today and tells what the epic means to him. 

When I was a boy, like war of their own, knights just 
most boys, I longed as righteous or unrighteous 
to become a knight in as the thundering chivalry of 

shining armor. My heroes were Europe. Nor did I think much 
Sir Lancelot, King Richard about the women and children 
the Lionheart, and ... Saint slaughtered by the Lionheart 
George. I believed that there for the crime of being Muslim. 
really had been a time when My heroes had not yet been 
brave men devoted their lives demythologized.4 ••• But even 
to the cause of right. I would then the knight with whom 

1 read Thomas Malory! entire Rama and the archer in a carriage attack Ravana. I most identified was Saint 
, afternoons and evenings, and Copyright «:> The British Llb_,a_ry_, _Lo_n_do_n_. _______ _ 

> 

desperately wish to slip back to those times. 1. Thomas Malory: author of Le Morte d'Arthur, a 
It always made me sad to put the book down collection of tales about King Anhur and such knights 
and look out the window at the mundane2 world, as Sir Lancelot. 
th I II d 2. mundane (mun-dan'): ordinary; everyday. e Word in which "Sir" was what a waiter ca e 
my father if he wanted a tip. 

I did not bother to think that the Saracens3 

slain by valiant Crusaders were fighting a holy 

3. Saracens (sh'n:mz): Muslims from the time of the 
Crusades, against whom Richard the Lionheart and 
others did battle. 

4. been demythologized (dc'm'l'-thlSl':>-jitd' ): had the mythical 
or mysterious elements removed. 
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George. Becau~e he, more than any oth~r, 
personified the triumph of good over evil. · · · 

What Saint George represented, without '.11Y 

I
. . . . Id iew in which rea 12111g 1t, was an entire wor v . 

good always beats evil, without even working up 
a sweat. When he kills the dragon, it is not a 
titanic clash between equally powerful enemies. 
For the knight, slaughtering a monster is no 
more difficult than swatting a mosquito. There 
is little drama, no chance that the dragon might 
actually win. Virtue must prevail-that is the 
natural order of the universe. It is an immensely 
comforting notion of life. 

It is also the notion of life that underlies the 
Ramayana. I don't want to spoil the suspense 
(and I won't reveal the kicker), bur in the end 
Rama wins. It was fated from the beginning. 
All the characters know it. Even the 
Demon King's counselors tell their master 
that he will lose, and only suicidal 
arrogance lets him ignore their warning. 
All Indians know how the epic turns out, 
yet they cluster around their televisions, 
radios, and school stages just the same. 

Everyone, I think, longs for a world 
where good always trounces evil. When 
we go to the movies we know the hero 
will win out and the villain will be 
crushed, but we still grip the armrests 
in anticipation. What are action-thriller 
films if nor morality plays? Does the 
sadisric5 drug lord ever walk away 
unpunished? Ir is the same in most 
popular forms of fiction: right must 
defeat wrong, or else we'd feel cheated . 

I 
. livelihoods at the flick of a corpo 

I ·c rie1r . h rJtc 
0 ~d , pen. Perhaps that 1s w y w_c so dcsp, 

ra1 er s h f er. ' 
1 

·k escape. We ac e or a world whe -ire y sec h . re 
' d !ways wins, because t at 1s not the re· I 
goo a . f S . a 
world we inhahit. We long or amt George. 

We long for Rama. . 
If you look at the icons of these two holy 

• rs you notice that both faces wear the· 
warno , . 
same untroubled express10n. Both mouths are 
tinged with the same taint shado_w of a placid 
smile. It is a smile of mner serernty, of divine 
self-confidence, of quiet contentment, a smile 
that comes from utter certainty that good is 

destined to prevail. 

5. sadistic (sJ·d1s'trk): loving or delighting in cruelty. 

In real life, ir is quite often evil rhat 
triumphs. In real life, rapists and murder-
ers go free on judicial technicalities 
slumlords and stock manipulators flourish 
as respected members of society. In real 
life, good, honest, hard-worki;g people 

. ~,,] 
~~mt Gt·orge and the Dru- ,-, --..:.___...;::_-'-_:_::__::-.--
I meroioffhc Art A h . ~ J 11 ( 171h ,enturi ). lrnrv. Ca,alr\ 1,lu, ru rn 

. re ive/Dagli Ort1. . . 
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Connect to the Literature 
1, What Do You lhlnk? Comprehension Check 

What is your reaction • What kinds of weapons do Rama 
to the battle between and Ravana use against each 
Rama and Ravana? other? 

Think Critically 

• How does Rama finally win the 
battle? 

• How does Rama treat Ravana 
after killing him? 

2. Ravana, with his 10 heads and 20 arms, would seem to 
have an advantage over Rama. Why do you think Rama is 
able to defeat him? 

3, AalVE READING: CLASSIFYING CHARACTERS 
Review the chart of characters you classified in your 
[])READER'S NOTEBOOK. How much do Rama's and 
Ravana's allies affect the course of the battle? 

4. How would you describe Rama's heroic code-that is, the 
set of rules that he, as a hero, must follow? 

{ 

• the chance he gives Ravana to recover 
I THINK I • his strategy and behavior in battle 
ABOUT • what he tells Ravana's brother after Ravana 

has been killed 

5. Do you think that Ravana is heroic? Support your answer. 

Extend Interpretations 
6. Critic's Comer Barbara Powell writes of the Ramayana, 

"While it is alive with exciting action, intrigue, and profound 
emotions, it is sublimely spiritual as wen:• What spiritual or 
religious dimensions do you see in this excerpt? 

7. Comparing Texts How would you compare Rama with 
Arjuna from the Mahabharata? 

8. Comparing Texts In Arrow of the Blue-Skinned God 
(page 141), Jonah Blank compares Rama to Saint George. 
Name other heroes whom you would compare to Rama. Do 
you agree with Blank about why people need such heroes? 

9. Connect to Life What similarities can you see between 
Rama and Ravana's struggle and the battle between good 
and evil that you recalled for the Connect to Your Life activity? 

LITERARY ANALYSIS: 
CONFLICT IN AN EPIC 
The conflict. or struggle, in an 
epic Is large-scale. It involves great 
heroes, vast armies, and the fate of 
nations. Supernatural elements are 
common: the combatants have 
powers beyond those of ordinary 
humans, and the gods themselves 
may intervene on either side. The 
battle between Rama and Ravana is 
a perfect example of an epic conflict. 
Cooperative Leaming Activity 
With a group of classmates, discuss 
elements of the battle that make it 
an epic conflict, such as the flying 
chariot sent by Indra and the 
ominous signs that herald Ravana's 
attack. Keep a list during your 
discussion. Then choose a real-life 
conflict, such as a city-council 
election or a football game. 
Describe it as an epic conflict, 
adding elements similar to those 
on your list. Share your description 
with the rest of the class. 
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Inquiry & Research Writing Options 
1. Comparison Essay Compare 
the battle between Rama and 
Ravana with a struggle between 
good and evil in modern culture. 
You might see echoes of the 
Ramayana in Star Wars, or 
superhero comic books, for 
example. 
2. Battle Lines Try to put the 
Ramayana back into its original 
form-poetry. Take a scene from 
this selection and rewrite it in 
rhymed or unrhymed verse 
suitable for reciting with music. 
Perform the poem. 

Activities & 
Explorations 
1. Battle Scene In India, 
people frequently perform ~he 
Ramayana in folk plays. Wnte 
dialogue, then stage the battle 
between Rama and Ravana. Use 
masks or makeup to express the 
characters' larger-than-life 
qualities. Invent creative ways to 
suggest supernatural events that 
would be difficult to show on-
stage. - PERFORMING 

The Epic Performed Research 
a performance tradition based on 
the Ramayana. You might 
investigate Ramlilas, or annual 
drama festivals; wayang kulit, or 
Indonesian shadow-puppet 
plays; or kathakali or 
bharatnatyam, forms of Indian 
classical dance. Present your 
findings in an oral report that 
includes photographs or a 
videotape. 

3. Definition Essay What did it 
take to be a hero in ancient 
India? Write a definition based 
on the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata. Use Rama, Arjuna, 
or any other characters from the 
epics as examples to support 
your ideas. 

Vocabulary in Action 

2. comic Book The Ramayana 
was once published as a comic 
book of more than 100 pages. 
Draw a few comic-book panels 
of your own to depict the battle 
scene. How do you envision the 
terrifying Ravana? - ART 

Communication Handbook 
See page R45: Finding Sources. 

1tU:fi!M31iibi;ii3il ;1 CL ASSZ0N E. C0M 

EXERCISE: WORDS IN CONTEXT For each underlined word, write the Word to 
Know that could substitute for it in the context. 
The two armies fought on aimlessly and {1) unproductively. Neither had realized 
how (2) overpowering the other's forces were; both had considered themselves 
{3) invulnerable to attack. But in truth they were evenly matched: the (4) avoidance 
of an attack by one brought on an equally clever move by the other. And so the 
battle went on (5) periodically for days. 

The countries of the two armies were long-standing enemies, almost since the 
(6) earliest days of the world. Worshippers of different gods, both had gone into 
battle with a special (7) blessing from their priests to bring on victory. At a certain 
point one army thought they saw the (8) personification of their chief god floating 
high and {9) uncorrupted over the battlefield. But the image disappeared, and they 
went {10) sadly back into battle. 

WORDS TO KNOW 
benediction 
dejectedly 
formidable 

impervious intermittently 
incarnation parrying 
ineffectually 

primordial 
pristine 
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Build ing Vocabulary 
For an in-depth lesson on using 
context clues, see page 674. 



rJodern Views of Rama and Sita 
d·an culture, Rama and his wife, Sita, embody such virtues 

In In 1 gth leadership, devotion, and purity. However som stren , . , e 
as . question whether Rama and Sita are good role mod 1 ind1ans . • • h e s . od ,15 world. lheir actions m t e seventh book of the ,nt ar d . vana the Uttara Kan a, are particularly troubling to Ramo, ' 
rnanY people. 
unhaPPf Ending Afther Rama . sladys Ravana,. he rejects Sita, 
sa0ng he doubts ~he as remame pure dur~ng her captivity. 
She demands a tnal by fire, and the god Agm, knowing she 
is innocent, saves her from the flames. Rama then states he 
had put Sita through the ordeal to prove her innocence 
before all his subjects. Months later, however, the people 
remain suspicious of Sita. For the good of the kingdom, Rama 
orders his brother Lakshmana to abandon Sita in the forest. 
There the pregnant Sita takes refuge with the poet Valmiki 
and gives birth to twin sons. These sons learn to recite the 
Ramayana, and eventually they perform it before Rama's 
court When Rama realizes who they are, he invites Sita to 
return to him. He asks her to prove her purity once more, 
but she refuses and asks Mother Earth to swallow her up. 
Her wish is granted, and she disappears. 
Are Rama and Sita Heroic? Given these events, 
modern Indians disagree about how to view Rama and Sita. 
Contemporary rural women sing folk songs calling Rama 
heartless and expressing sympathy for Sita. A 1998 exhibit, 
'Sita in the City," showed that South Asian immigrants in 
New York held wildly varying views of Sita. One mother saw 
Sita's chastity as something for teenage girls to emulate, but 
an activist against domestic violence called Sita ua lousy role 
model for women.• Some people admiringly compared Sita to 
a modern single mother raising children alone. Some saw her 
fire test as a sign of virtue and strength, while others saw it as 
proof of women's oppression. 
Group Discussion Who are some of the men and women-
real or fictitious-held up as ideals in your own culture? 
Would you want to imitate them? Have they ever been 
challenged as proper role models? Explain. 

Rama and Sita are seen as role models for 
modern Indian couples. 
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