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For the past two thousand years the Ramayana has been among the most important literary and oral texts of South Asia. This epic poem provides insights into many aspects of Indian culture and continues to influence the politics, religion and art of modern India. The following material is designed to provide an entry into the study of this tradition. We hope that it will be useful to teachers and students of Indian culture. 

Synopsis

The Story of Rama

Retiring King Dasaratha of Ayodha chooses his son Rama as his heir. His wife Kaikeyi asks that he appoint another son Bharata, instead. Kaikeyi pleads that he owes her two favors, and she feels misfortune will come upon her if he doesn't crown Bharata king and banish Rama to the forest for fourteen years. The king reluctantly agrees, so Rama goes with his beautiful wife, Sita, and his brother Laksmana, leaving their riches to live a simple life.

In the forest the three meet the demoness Surpanakha who falls in love with Rama. Rama refuses her advances and Laksmana wounds her. She flees to her brother Ravana, ruler of the island kingdom of Lanka. After hearing Surpanakha's report of the beauty of Sita, Ravana decides that he must have Sita and changes himself into in wandering holy man to find her in the forest. When Rama and Laksmana are distracted, Ravana carries Sita off to Lanka.

Sita mourns in Ravana's garden in Lanka, while Rama and Laksmana enlist the services of Hanuman, the monkey king, to help them find her. Hanuman, able to make himself larger or smaller, starts his search for Sita by taking a giant step to the Island of Lanka. Carrying Rama's ring he finds Sita and identifies himself as Rama's messenger. Sita is delighted, but Hanuman is caught and Ravana sets Hanuman's tail on fire. Hanuman escapes and sets fire to Lanka.

Rama, Laksmana, Hanuman, and his monkey army lay siege on Lanka. The monkeys make a bridge to Lanka, and after a long battle with spears, bows and arrows, Rama kills Ravana. Sita, however, is not received by Rama unreservedly; he questions her chastity after having lived in the house of another man. When he asks her to undergo the test by fire; she agrees. Proving her chastity by remaining unscathed by the fire, she rejoins Rama. Later, Rama abandons her to maintain the sanctity of public opinion and she goes to live in the ashram of sage Valmiki and bears twin sons Lava and Kusa, who as young men became reunited with their father, the god-king Rama. 

(From:   http://www.maxwell.syr.edu/maxpages/special/ramayana/Intro.htm )

The Oral Tradition and the Many "Ramayanas"

(Philip Lutgendorf, Chair, South Asian Studies Program, University of Iowa)

 Rama is born in countless ways, and

there are tens of millions of Ramayanas...

Tulsidas (16th cent.) Ramcarittnanas 1:33:6

All right (you may be asking at this point), just how many of these things are there, anyway? The title of this curriculum guide speaks reassuringly of "The Ramayana" but later subheadings suggest a kind of textual population explosion, speaking of "many," "a thousand," and finally, "tens of millions." Is this just epic hyperbole, like the myriads of arrows that shoot forth whenever the hero Rama releases his bow? And if not, how are American educators and students supposed to get a handle on a non-Western text and tradition that is (as they say) growing even as we speak?

I've been teaching the Ramayana for years, and (like most of the contributors to this guide) have found that it serves as an excellent window through which to open to American students great vistas of the world of Indian civilization. But I always begin by explaining that "the Ramayana" (in spite of the definitive article) is not a single book like "the Bible" but rather a story and a tradition of storytelling. For more than two millennia, this tradition has enjoyed a unique popularity throughout the subcontinent of South Asia (comprising the modern states of India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri Lanka) and beyond - for versions of the tale have flourished in Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, and Indonesia. Although the core story of the travails of Prince Rama and Princess Sita and their companions remains much the same everywhere, storytellers and poets in dozens of languages have chosen not simply to translate some "original" version, but instead have retold the saga in their own words, often modifying and embellishing it according to regional traditions or their own insights and interpretations. At the same time, this tale has been continuously recreated orally - with all the fluidity we expect in oral performance - by a whole spectrum of tellers ranging from traditional bards and singers to modern film and video producers (an epic television serialization of the story held Indian audiences spellbound in 1987-89), and also including countless grandmothers. Indeed, for most modern Indians, the "original" Ramayana is as likely to mean a bedtime story heard in childhood as the 2000+ year old Sanskrit epic of the poet-sage Valmiki.

Since the Ramayana is a story, and a charming one at that, students find it relatively easy to get into - even with four syllable foreign names. Like contemporary fantasy fiction and video-gaming, it ushers them into a world of superhuman heroes and hyperbolic deeds, within which a strangely-familiar scenario unfolds: a handsome prince wins a beautiful princess for his bride, but is deprived of his kingdom by a scheming step-mother and unjustly exiled to the forest, where a wizard-king abducts the prince's wife and imprisons her in a golden island-fortress. The prince then sets out on a daring quest to recover his beloved, aided by talking animals and birds, and ultimately triumphs over his adversary (a villain so egotistical he has sprouted ten heads!) in a cataclysmic battle, to return in triumph and reclaim his throne. This skeletal outline resembles many European folktales, but as students are drawn deeper into the details of its epic plot, they encounter much that is unfamiliar, for the Ramayana encodes many of the cultural values of Hindu civilization: from a cosmology of cyclically-recurring eons, to a stratified social order and a patriarchical, extended-family structure based on arranged marriage, to the overarching theme of Dharma-a central cultural concept suggested by terms like "morality," "duty," "cosmic order," or simply, "the Way." Thus the story can open a portal leading students to encounter with the world-view of a great civilization that both resembles, and markedly differs from, their own and (a process, by the way, which may enable them to realize that they have a world view in the first place.)

The contributions in this guide - the work of educators who have come to value the Ramayana - are designed to help other teachers to facilitate such a cultural encounter by helping them to read "between the lines" of the epic story and to recognize some of the ethical and social values it encodes and the issues it raises. This last point is important, because as a fluid storytelling tradition, the Ramayana doesn't simply provide set answers. It also raises troubling questions that have been pondered and debated by audiences for centuries, and that have resulted, in some cases, in radical reinterpretations of characters and events, or in the creation of such "alternative" retellings as those that give greater prominence to women or that even cast the "villains" as the real such heroes. In this way, it has functioned less as a fixed message than as a kind of language within which South Asian culture thinks about itself, and projects (and argues about) its ideals of the good life and the just society. Since one out of every seven people on earth today lives on the Indian subcontinent, there are literally "tens of millions" of Ramayanas out there - and still others "over here" as well, brought by a prosperous and culturally vibrant group of recent immigrants. Through studying the Ramayana story, you and your students will learn something important about the myriad bearers of this tale, and hopefully about yourselves.

(From:  http://www.maxwell.syr.edu/maxpages/special/ramayana/Intro.htm )

Ramayana Glossary

· Ayodhya (EYE-’YODE’-YA)- Capital city of Kosala which was ruled by Dasaratha, later by Rama. 

· Avatar (AH-VAH-’TAR’) - The incarnation of a god into another form. The incarnation of Vishnu on earth is Rama.  

· Brahma (‘BRAH’-MA) - The creator god of the Hindu triad of gods which includes Shiva and Vishnu.  

· Dharma (‘DAR’-MA)- Laws, duties and obligations 

· Ganges (‘GAHN’-JEEZ)- The river considered sacred by Hindus. 

· Garuda - (GAH-’ROO’-DA)- King of winged creatures 

· Hanuman (‘HUN’-YOU-MUN)- Monkey warrior who became Rama's devoted friend and servant.     

· Lanka (‘LAHNG’-KA)- Island kingdom ruled by Ravana 

· Lotus (‘LOW’-TUSS)- Flower; Hindu symbol of beauty, purity & good fortune 

· Mantra (‘MAHN’-TRA)- Hindu prayers or incantations.  

· Ravana (‘RAH’-VA-NA)- King of Lanka who kidnaped Sita and was defeated by Rama. 

· Sanyasi (SUN-’YAH’-SEE)- A religious man who lives in a forest, a hermit. 

· Sari (‘SAH’-REE)- A garment of yards of cloth draped to form a skirt and head or shoulder covering. 

· Sat-purusa (SAHT-POO-’ROO’-SHA)- The ideal Hindu man. 

· Shiva (‘SHIV’-AH)- The deity whose bow Rama lifted to win Sita's hand in marriage. 

· Sita (‘SEE’-TA)- Daughter of King Janaka, wife of Rama; name literally means “furrow.”  

· Valmiki (VAHL-’MEE’-KEE)- Poet and author of the Ramayana who helps Sita and her twin sons.  

· Vishnu (‘VISH’-NOO)- God who came to earth in the form of Rama to rid the world of demons. 

