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This paper looks at Valmiki’s use and placement of his female characters as sig-
nificant markers of religious identity. It argues that Valmiki conceptualizes and
creates specific types of female figures and carefully locates the episodes in which
they appear to mark specific narrative transitions and real or imagined anxiety-
inducing threats to the author’s idealized world. Moreover, Valmiki provides his
audience with potential resolutions to those threats. Thus, in addition to such
major figures as Sita, Kausalya, and Kaikeyi, characters such as Anasiiya, Sabari,
Svayamprabha, and even the non-human characters Surasa and Nikumbhila are
demonstrated to have a specific and integrated function within the narrative and
are argued to form part of a larger, gendered narrative frame in which the epic
action occurs. Each of these characters, I contend, represents a particular level of
the feminine intruding into the culture’s religious practices in an ever-increasing
destabilization of the poet’s idealized vedic world or as the means for its reemer-
gence as a stronger, more stable, and less corruptible one. Valmiki’s creation and
use of these intriguing figures provide further testament both to the author’s genius
and the underlying unity of structure of his great epic.

In the Sundarakanda, the very heart of Valmiki’s Ramayana, the hapless heroine, Sita, pale
and dejected, sits raptly meditating on her lord, Rama, in the midst of the asokavanika.
There, as the heroine awaits rescue and contemplates suicide, she is guarded and tormented
by hideous raksasis. At this most poignant of junctures, the epic introduces another figure,
the goddess Nikumbhila. ! About this figure, Valmiki provides little information. We are told,
however, that this goddess delights in offerings of blood and various human and animal body
parts and that sacrificial rites dedicated to her appear to include such offerings. The raksasi
wardresses threaten Sita with taunts that she would be among those offerings and that she
would be, literally, “sliced and diced,” and then eaten by them as part of their frenzied rites—
dancing and making offerings to the goddess. The juxtaposition of the two: Sita—literally
the feminine face of the arya world—and Nikumbhila—the voracious goddess of the raksasa
world—is not accidental, nor is this the first time, although clearly it is the most dramatic,
that Valmiki introduces his audience to women who participate in religious observances or
to devouring goddesslike figures.

In the following discussion, I will suggest that, at one level of this multivalent poem, the
poet’s alignment of the feminine and religion can be understood as intentional and as mark-
ing real or imagined, much-feared threats to the arya world as it is conceptualized and repre-
sented by Valmiki. Moreover, I will argue that Valmiki provides his audience with potential
resolutions to those threats. While this paper will focus primarily on those women who fall
outside of the Kosalan ruling family and those events that occur outside of the kingdom of

1. For a detailed discussion of the role of the figure Nikumbhila in Valmiki’s Ramayana, see S. J. S. Goldman,
“Nikumbhila’s Grove.”
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Ayodhya, in light of the broader structural argument put forth, I need to briefly highlight
some relevant features and episodes of the first two books of the poem.

AYODHYA: THE NOT SO PERFECT WIFE

At the outset of the epic the poet depicts an ideal arya/brahmanic society ruled over
peacefully by King Dasaratha with the aid of his ministers.? Valmiki’s construction of this
kingdom is so central to his narrative agenda that he expends two entire sargas in its descrip-
tion (1.6-7), reconstructing a fantasized and idyllic world that harks back to a utopian and
glorious past. Of particular note is the poet’s emphasis on the perfect vedic society, which is
described through its religious, social, and ethical activities.? The emphasis the poet places
on these very markers of the ideal past indicates a present that has experienced challenges to
and even deviation from such ideals.

Immediately following upon this description, the poet reveals a flaw within this society
and a tension is introduced: Dasaratha, the perfect vaidika king, has no son.* In order to pro-
cure the one key element that would ensure the continuation of his lineage, kingdom, and,
by extension, the vedic/brahmanic society, Dasaratha resorts to what appear to be extreme
measures. Not only must he enlist the aid of a surrogate, here the sage Rsyasmga, but he
performs two separate rituals to ensure offspring: an asvamedha, the horse sacrifice (1.13),
and a putresti, a rite for producing a son (1.14). 3

The asvamedha is normally undertaken to sanctify a king’s hegemony. Nevertheless,
it has a strong fertility component encapsulated within it that requires participation of the
king’s queens.® Moreover, from an early time, it has additionally been associated with puri-
fication.” Even so, the seemingly unexpected use of the asvamedha in this context has not
escaped the attention of scholars.® The standard, and not unreasonable, rationale is that the
sacrifice is needed to remove obstacles that have prevented Dasaratha from fathering a child.®

It is during the asvamedha that Kausalya, Dasaratha’s chief queen and the future mother
of Rama, makes her first appearance in the epic narrative (1.13.27). She “unites” with the
horse, as do the other wives of Dasaratha (1.13.28). Her actions here are important, since the
aspects of sexuality and fertility clearly are foregrounded in the ritual, and it is these very

2. Despite the contention of many, it appears that at least the core narratives of both the Bala- and Uttarakandas
are close to, if not of, the same period as the “core books,” and that their inclusion is integral to the epic narrative.
See Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics, 391-95, and R. P. Goldman and S. J. S. Goldman, Uttarakanda, 63, 77.

3. See, for example, 1.6.12-17.

4. 1.8.1.

5. For a discussion of a structural and narrative rationale for the two rites, see S. J. S. Goldman, “Gendered
Narratives,” 58-59.

6. See Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, Sacrificer’s Wife, 65-72. It is interesting to note the positions around the horse
that wives of the king are assigned: the crowned queen is in the front, the favorite queen in the middle, and the
discarded queen at the back of the horse (Kane, History of Dharmasastra vol. ii, 1234).

7. On the purificatory function of this rite, see S. J. S. Goldman, “Gendered Narratives,” 58-59, and R. P. Gold-
man, Balakanda, 60, 74, 149-53, 302-9. Rama’s own asvamedha, which is described at Uttarakanda sargas 82-83,
one can argue, has just such a purificatory function. See R. P. Goldman and S. J. S. Goldman, Uttarakanda, 114-56.

8. See R. P. Goldman, Balakanda, 74, and Bulcke, “The Genesis of the Balakanda.” The commentarial tradition
is concerned with the issue as well. See, for example, Govindaraja’s comments on Ram GPP 1.12.2.

9. According to Kane (History of Dharmasastra vol. iv: 91-92), the asvamedha can function in a variety of
ways including as an expiation for the sacrificer of a mahapataka ‘major sin’, such as brahmahatya ‘murder of a
brahman’. This is the very purpose to which Bhatt assigns it (Critical Edition, vol. 1, 331, 334). See R. P. Goldman
and S. J. S. Goldman, Uttarakanda, 114-56.
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elements that tie the use of the asvamedha to the concerns of the Balakanda.'®© Although
the asvamedha is described in other contexts in epic literature, women are not specifically
mentioned as participants.!! In Dasaratha’s asvamedha, however, Kausalya is a major par-
ticipant. That fertility and impregnation are fundamental concerns of Dasaratha’s rationale
for undertaking the asvamedha is reinforced by the second ritual, the putresti, which occurs
in the following sargas (14—15). At verse 2, the text transitions:

istim te "ham karisyami putriyam putrakaranat / 1.14.2ab
In order to procure sons for you, I shall perform the son-producing sacrifice. 12

This rite is smaller and less imposing than the first and appears to have the same basic func-
tions: the impregnation of the queen and the procuring of sons. In contrast to the asvamedha
with its relatively thick description, the mechanics of this rite are passed over.!'3 We are told
only that from the sacrificial fire a great being arose bearing a vessel filled with celestial
payasa ‘porridge’ (1.15.8-13), which will impregnate the three women. Dasaratha divides
the payasa among his three wives (1.15.25-27). The participation of the women here is mini-
mal. They are passive, serving only as the recipients and consumers of the porridge. Never-
theless, their presence at and involvement in the rite are crucial to its successful completion. 4
The women are apparently willing and necessary participants in both rites. They are
named but are not given voice. They participate in these ritual activities in order to fulfill
a cultural and biological obligation of motherhood and to guarantee the ritually sanctioned
production of an heir to maintain the lineage specifically and the vedic tradition in general.
Toward the end of the Balakanda, as the main narrative reasserts itself, another “rite” is
introduced, here a marriage, which, like both the asvamedha and putresti, requires the pres-
ence of a woman. It is here that the poem first introduces Sita, the heroine of the narrative.
Sita’s wedding is not described in detail, but is used by Valmiki to mark his hero’s coming

10. S.J. S. Goldman, “Gendered Narratives,” 58-59.

11. In the Mahabharata the most famous of these asvamedhas is that of Yudhisthira, which is narrated in the
Asvamedhikaparvan. The asvamedhas of Yudhisthira and Dasaratha show clear similarities. Compare Balakanda
13.4-7; 15-22; 25cd; 29-31 with Asvamedhikaparvan 90.20-22; 24-30; 34cd; 91.3-5. Brockington (The Sanskrit
Epics, 154, 480, 483) understands the similarities to arise from a similar source rather than borrowing. At the conclu-
sion of Rama’s own asvamedha, Sita is summoned to take a vow of fidelity, and upon doing so she enters the earth
(7.85-88). Sita’s role here is narratively important and will be discussed below, but she does not participate in the
actual asvamedha as Kausalya does.

12. Unless otherwise noted all translations are from the Princeton translation, The Ramayana of Valmiki: An
Epic of Ancient India, with occasional minor adjustments. Individual volumes are listed under translators’ names.
All textual references are to the Critical Edition of the Valmiki Ramayana unless otherwise noted.

13. No performance details are given. Rsyasrnga announces to Dasaratha that in order to procure a son, he
must carry out a putresti (1.14.2-3) and that it must be done “in accordance with the injunctions of the ritual texts
and rendered efficacious by potent verses set down in the Atharvaveda.” The putresti is mentioned again at 1.15.8.
Here we are told that Visnu chose King Dasaratha to be his father (1.15.7) at the very moment that Dasaratha
was performing the rite (1.15.8). Striking, too, is the nature of the texts used for legitimization of each rite. The
asvamedha draws upon the ritual tradition of the veda, whereas the putresti specifically calls upon the Atharvaveda,
a text understood to be later and held in somewhat less esteem than those of the Rg, Sama, and Yajur traditions. The
texts have different audiences and functions, as do the rituals they support. The asvamedha harks back to the high
brahmanical world of the formal and elaborate sacrifice, while the putresti clearly functions as a domestic, popular
rite for obtaining a son. Bulcke understands the putresti as “superfluous” (“Genesis of the Balakanda,” 331), while
Goldman argues that it is the asvamedha that is “redundant” (Balakanda, 74). I would argue that the first functions
primarily as a purificatory rite, while the second is more specifically a rite of impregnation (S. J. S. Goldman, “Gen-
dered Narratives,” 58-59).

14. Given the nature of many of the births in the epic tradition, especially the Mahabharata, the necessity of a
woman in procreation is not a forgone conclusion.
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of age and sets the stage for the epic adventure to begin in earnest.!> Thus among its other
concerns, through these two sections the Balakanda marks normative and approved roles of
women in the culturally sanctioned rites and religious observances of Valmiki’s world. In
addition, the book describes and reflects the idealized role and position of women in tradi-
tional brahmanic society, mother and wife. 16

In the Ayodhyakanda, at its outset, the status quo prevails—the vedic/brahmanic culture
is dominant, but there are clear threats to that world from within.!? While the kanda pro-
vides few explicit references to women as participants in religious rites or sacrifices, we
are provided a rather detailed description of Kausalya, who is the senior inhabitant of the
antahpuram ‘inner apartments or harem’ and is portrayed as intensely religious. In general,
Kausalya is a somewhat shadowy figure through much of the epic, one often mentioned but
rarely seen or heard from. Valmiki has remarkably little to say about the physical appearance
of this important figure. Perhaps her most defining moment in the epic occurs toward the
beginning of the Ayodhyakanda. Rama, upon hearing of his imminent coronation, goes first
to tell her the tidings. Of Kausalya we are told:

tatra tam pravanam eva mataram ksaumavasinim /

vagyatam devatagare dadarsa yacatim sriyam // 2.4.30

There in the shrine-room he saw his mother, clothed in linen, solemnly and silently praying for
his royal fortune.

tasmin kale hi kausalya tasthav amiliteksana | 2.4.32ab

Srutva pusyena putrasya yauvardajyabhisecanam |

pranayamena purusam dhyayamana janardanam // 2.4.33

At that moment Kausalya stood with her eyes closed . . . from the moment she received word
that her son was to be consecrated as prince regent on Pusya day, she had been controlling her
breathing and meditating on the Primal Being, Janardana.

tatha saniyamam eva so 'bhigamyabhivadya ca [ 2.4.34ab
... While she was engaged in these observances, (Rama) approached her and did obeisance . . .

amogham bata me ksantam puruse puskareksane / 41ab
[and she said] “Truly the vows of self-denial I made to the lotus-eyed Primal Being were not in
vain ....”18

The image presented is of a woman who is completely devoted to the welfare of her son and
one who is engaged in religious meditative practices and observations. Even her sartorial
choice mirrors this self-denial.!® Valmiki is silent here on her relationship to her husband. 20

15. For an excellent and thorough discussion of Sita’s marriage in Valmiki’s text see Heidi Pauwels, The God-
dess as Role Model, 163-201.

16. In addition the kanda knows many other women, some of whom actually carry out austerities. See, for
example, the stories of Diti (1.45) and Ahalya (1.47). See S. J. S. Goldman, “Gendered Narratives.”

17. These threats come in the form of Dasaratha’s second wife, Kaikey1, and her maid, Manthara. See Suther-
land, “Seduction.”

18. Literally, “Truly my patience in reference to the lotus-eyed Man is not in vain.” The commentator Sivasahaya
understands the word ksantam ‘patience’ here to refer to “austerities that are performed which are characterized by
patience” (ksantam tadupalaksitatapah krtam). Govindaraja understands “patient endurance of the pain of fasting,
vows, etc.” (vratopavasadiklesasahanam). One might note the irony in the last line, where, in fact, her vows will
prove to be in vain. Pollock (Ayodhyakanda 89.41 and notes) is following the commentators but does not provide
a note on the term.

19. See S. J. S. Goldman, “Anklets Away,” 132.

20. Sutherland, “The Bad Seed,” 25-27.
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A few sargas later, following his sudden change in fortune, Rama comes once more to
his mother’s inner apartments (antahpuram), this time to tell her that he is being banished.
At this juncture, Valmiki pauses to describe Kausalya once more, further reinforcing her
image as a woman totally immersed in and devoted to religious observances. Here too, the
description is of a pious woman who has focused her energies and life on her son, rather than
on her husband (2.17.6-8). Hearing of her son’s reversal in fortune, she wishes to join him
in his sojourn in the forest. That Kausalya is so intent upon her religious duty and wishes to
abandon her husband and follow Rama to the forest is, in fact, culturally inappropriate. And
Rama must remind her of her primary duty. Thus he says somewhat harshly to her:

vratopavasaniratda ya nari paramottama /

bhartaram nanuvarteta sa ca papagatir bhavet // 2.21.20

“Even an excellent women, who is devoted to vows and fasts, would come to an evil end, if she
does not obey her husband.”?!

It is this duty to her husband that Kausalya has ignored. When Rama finally takes leave of his
distraught mother, she again is described and marked by her religious observances (2.21.25).

The intensity of Kausalya’s piety is further emphasized, as the entire following sarga is
a prayer that she intones for her son’s safe journey. The sarga comes to a conclusion with
Kausalya bestowing an amulet on her now banished son:

osadhim capi siddhartham visalyakaranim subham /

cakara raksam kausalya mantrair abhijajapa ca I/ 2.22.15

Then Kausalya made an amulet, using the visalyakarani (remover of arrows), an auspicious
medicinal herb that accomplished its goals, and intoned mantras over it.??

The constant references to Kausalya’s religious practices coupled with the absence of any
other descriptions of her are not, I would argue, accidental or haphazard on the part of the
epic poet. He has carefully drawn her in this manner to address numerous larger concerns of
the epic. Of particular interest here is the amount of attention that Valmiki feels it is neces-
sary to devote to demonstrating the existence of feminine participation in the vedic/brah-
manic religious tradition and its importance within that tradition. At the same time the poet
introduces some additional measures, i.e., the amulet and the devotional worship of Visnu
(2.4.33), which are more reminiscent of popular practices less directly tied to the traditional
vedic ritual practices. The introduction of such additional measures might even suggest the
(potential) ineffectiveness of the brahmanical tradition and the necessity of introducing sup-
plementary mechanisms to ensure the desired results.

Playing out here, too, is the fact that Kausalya is depicted as everything that Kaikeyi,
Dagaratha’s second and favorite wife, is not. Both, of course, have as their ultimate goal the
success of their respective sons, but Kaikeyi uses her sexuality to this end, while Kausalya
uses her religion. But neither has her husband’s welfare at heart. The former is seen to lead
to the destruction of the brahmanic culture, the latter to its preservation. And yet, as righteous
and devoted as Kausalya is, she has, in fact, neglected her primary religious duty, that of a
pativrata, or a wife devoted to her lord, and this neglect, too, must be considered as partially
underlying the banishment of Rama.

21. My translation. Throughout this passage, Rama rather sternly lectures his mother on the duties of a wife; see
Ayodhyakanda 21, especially verses 7-21.

22. My translation. On visalyakarani as an herb used for the removal of arrows, etc., see 6.40.30; 6.61.32-33;
6.89.24; and notes in R. P. Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda.
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THE FOREST: LIVING AT THE MARGINS

As the epic story progresses, the action moves to the forest. Unlike the city, only a few
women inhabit the forest. Those who do, with the exceptions of Sita and the raksasis Tataka
and Sitirpanakha,?? are depicted as being engaged in religious practices. At the end of the
Ayodhyakanda, prior to the departure of Rama, Laksmana, and Sita from Citraktta for
Paficavati, the threesome visits the asrama of the sage Atri. At this juncture we are introduced
to the wife of Atri, a woman named Anastuya. Valmiki provides us with a graphic physical
description of the virtuous Anastya: she is very old, has wrinkled and loose skin, her hair is
white with age, and her body constantly trembles.?* Here is a woman, unlike Kausalya, who
has renounced the world with her husband rather than in spite of him.

anasityam mahabhagam® tapasim dharmacarinim /

pratigrhnisva vaidehim abravid rsisattamah /1 2.109.8

This was Anasiiya, an illustrious ascetic who followed the way of righteousness, and the best of
seers bade her receive Vaidehi.

ramaya cacacakse tam tapasim dharmacarinim /

dasavarsany anavrstya dagdhe loke nirantaram // 2.109.9

yaya miilaphale srste jahnavi ca pravartita |

ugrena tapasa yukta niyamais capy alamkrta // 2.109.10

And he told Rama about his ascetic wife who followed the way of righteousness: “Once when
the world was utterly ravaged by drought for ten years, it was she who created roots and fruit
and caused the Jahnavi river to flow, for the ascetic power she has acquired is awesome, and
mortifications adorn her.”

Note that Valmiki has constructed a woman who is respected by her husband and the reli-
gious community at large. She is a wife, but so old as not to be regarded as a sexual being.
She also functions as the mother of the world. She fed the world during a ten-year drought
and she caused the Jahnavi [Ganges] River to flow. Her power is immense, but it is construct-
ed as positive as it functions within the framework of the vedic society and to the benefit of

23. Rama encounters the fearsome raksasi Tataka as he journeys through the forest with his brother Laksmana
and the sage Visvamitra. We know only that she was originally a yaksi, who was married to Sunda and cursed to
become a raksasi, and that she is the mother of the raksasa Marica. Rama kills her at the behest of Vi§vamitra
(1.23.24-1.15.14). Strpanakha, the younger sister of Ravana, first appears in the epic when she, wandering the
forest, comes across the exiled Rama, Laksmana, and Sita, who are living in the Paficavati in exile (3.16ff). Neither
woman is associated with ascetic practices. For a discussion on the character of Tataka, see S. J. S. Goldman, “Gen-
dered Narratives,” 62—63; for one on Sﬁrpal_la.khﬁ, see Erndl, “The Mutilation of Sﬁrpauakhé.”

24. 2.109.18.

25. According to the DCS (s.v.), the term mahabhaga, here rendered as ‘illustrious’, is only used adjectively in
the Valmiki Ramayana, some eighty-eight times. Of those, twenty-four, or slightly more than one quarter (27%),
refer to women, and, of those, twelve refer to Sita. When used of a woman, the term can refer to a married woman,
but is not exclusively so used. It is used of both Santa (1.10.3) and Sita (7.17.30) prior to marriage and of Varuni
(Sura), the daughter of Varuna (and called kanya), when she is produced from the churning of the ocean (1.44.21).
It modifies two rivers, the Godavari (4.40.9) and the Kausiki (1.33.11—originally Satyavati, wife of Rcika, who
upon following her husband to heaven, was transformed into the river). Vedavati uses the term to speak of her
mother, who has followed her husband to heaven (7.17.13). It is used of ascetic women both married and unmar-
ried—Ahalya (1.48.11, 13), Anastiya (2.109.8, 19), and Svayamprabha (4.50.1). Ahalya’s situation is particularly
striking as she has been cursed to a liminal existence for adultery. The term is also used to refer to Kaikeyi (2.9.21)
and Kumbhinasi the younger (7.53.16). To understand Valmiki’s use of this term it is instructive to consider the rela-
tionship of the speaker or narrator to the woman: in each of these cases the speaker stands in a socially subordinate
relationship to the woman being addressed or described.
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that society. Described as a pativrata (2.109.19), who would be better qualified to articulate
the traditional values of this role?

nagarastho vanastho va papo va yadi va subhah /

yasam strinam priyo bharta tasam loka mahodayah /1 2.109.23

“A woman who holds her husband dear whether he is in the city or the forest—whether he is
good or evil—gains worlds that bring great blessings.”

(For va subhah for CE vasubhah see Pollack, Ayodhyakanda, n. to 109. 23.) While Anasiiya’s
words (2.109.23-28) both echo Rama’s own, albeit somewhat gentler, words to his mother
at sarga 21 and remind us of Kaikey1’s failings as well, at the same time they allow for the
possibility that Sita, too, may have to confront similar challenges.

The encounter between Anastiya and Sita, with its emphasis on the normative religious/
societal role of a wife, further punctuated by Sita telling the ascetic woman of her own
birth and marriage, marks an important transition in the story. As the narrative moves from
internal threats and challenges to the kingdom to a world of exogenous threats, Valmiki
uses gender and religion to mark those very threats. The introduction of Anasiiya, an ascetic
woman whose role is nurturing and whose powers clearly rival those of the gods, acknowl-
edges the presence of powerful women but also contains that power within a cultural frame. 20
Moreover, Anasiiya’s discourse with its emphasis on the pativrata clearly foreshadows the
forthcoming disruption of and challenge to that cultural ideal. That Valmiki would mark this
crucial narrative transition with the female voice and that the voice and its message clearly
disturbed or disrupted the narrative must be viewed as meaningful. Important, too, is that this
disruption by a female ascetic is not an isolated occurrence.

Much as the Ayodhya ends with the exiled party arriving at the asrama of Atri and the
meeting with Anastiya, the Aranyakanda, too, ends in an asrama and with an encounter with
a female ascetic. Here the ascetic woman is Sabari, who has been awaiting the arrival of
Rama (3.70). Earlier, in the Ayodhyakanda, the exiled royal couple Rama and Sita had met
with Atri and Anastiya. But now, at the end of the Aranyakanda, Sita has been abducted, leav-
ing Rama distraught and alone. Searching for his beloved wife, he encounters and kills the
demon Kabandha (3.65-68). As Kabandha ascends to heaven in his true form, he instructs
the brothers to go to Lake Pampa and to meet with the monkey Sugriva (3.68.11-22). As
Kabandha continues his instructions to the two brothers, he tells them of the asrama of the
sage Matanga, where the ascetic woman Sabari still lives (3.69.19-20).

Following Kabandha’s advice, Rama and Laksmana travel west to Lake Pampa and
shortly arrive at Matanga’s asrama (3.70.1—4). There Sabari, described as an elderly ascetic
woman and apparently unmarried, has served the asrama’s inhabitants for years. On the very
day that Rama arrives at Citraktta, those inhabitants who had lived in the asrama have all
departed for heaven (3.70.10). Sabari remains its sole occupant, instructed by the sages to
stay until Rama should arrive (3.70.11-12). She, of course, longs for reunion with those to
whom she has dedicated her life, but will only be allowed to join them upon completing her
duty toward Rama (3.70.13-24).

The character of Sabari is a bit problematic. That she is an elderly ascetic woman is
made clear. She is called siddha ‘perfected’, sramani?’ ‘female mendicant’, samsitavrata ‘of
rigid or fierce vows’, vrddha ‘old’, and tapasi ‘ascetic or wretched’. She lives in an asrama

26. Anasilya is by no means the first powerful woman to be encountered in the Ramayana nor the first woman
who lives the life of an ascetic; see, for example, the stories of Tataka (1.23-24) and Ahalya (1.47).

27. In his Mahaviracarita Bhavabhiiti does not use the name Sabari, referring to her only by the title sramana
(V.28.1ff).
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and is questioned by Rama about her many ascetic practices and their fruition (3.70.7-8).
Thus her credentials as an ascetic woman who practices numerous religious rites are firmly
established. But twice she is also called paricarini (3.69.19; 3.70.24), a word that can have
a range of meanings such as ‘servant, attendant, or assistant’.28 givasaha‘tya in his comments
to 3.69.19 is unambiguous in his understanding that the term refers to a dasi ‘slave or ser-
vant’. Govindaraja clearly see her as a low class woman, calling her jatya hina “low or base
through birth or jati,” an interpretation in keeping with later tradition.2® B. C. Law identi-
fies the Savaras (v.1. Sabaras) as a non-arya tribe.3° According to Aitareyabrahmana 7.18,
Visvamitra’s eldest son is cursed to become the founding father of this tribe. The situation is
further complicated by the fact that Sabari is portrayed by Valmiki as not only carrying out
austerities—an activity seen elsewhere in Valmiki to be a serious threat to the brahmanical
world when practiced by people of low social or ritual status and for which other low class
individuals are severely punished3'—but as being rewarded for such actions with her final
ascent directly to heaven.32 Moreover, at 3.70.1433 we are told she is vijiane tam nityam
abahiskrtam. This was translated by Pollock as “clearly not kept in ignorance,”3* but literally
means “never excluded from vijiana (knowledge).”

Finally of Sabari we are told: tar punyam Sabari sthanam jagamatmasamadhina, “Sabari
went to that holy place through her armasamadhi.” The compound atmasamadhi is ambigu-
ous, and the later tradition is clearly uncomfortable with it as an attribute of Sabari. The
word, as noted by Pollock, can be read to mean “by virtue of [her] meditation on the Self”
or “through [her] own meditation.” > The commentators also take some pains to explain this
compound. Nagesabhatta merely glosses brahmasamadhina “through [her] meditation on
brahman.” Sivasahaya, however, clearly disconcerted by a woman, especially gabari, medi-
tating on brahman, glosses, svacittaikagryena “through [her] own single-minded focus.”
Govindardja, too, is somewhat disturbed by the idea of Sabari carrying out meditation and
understands the term to be used in reference to both the rsis and Sabari, but with slightly
different connotations. Thus the rsis gain heaven through their yogic concentration that has
as its focus the arman (atmavisayayogena), whereas when the term refers to Sabari, he under-
stands her to gain heaven through the power of her own meditation (svasamadhibalena).
Govindaraja clarifies, explaining, “Even in reference to a woman . . . the authority for yogic
concentration (yoga) is possible” (striyam api . . . yogadhikarah sambhavati).3°

Regardless of how unsettling the character of Sabari is to the commentators, her participa-
tion in the religious activities of the asrama—activities clearly identified as vedic (3.70.18)—
does not seem to present an overt threat to Valmiki or his intended audience. Whether or not
Valmiki understands Sabari to be a tribal or low caste woman is unclear. However, if he does,

28. Pollock (Aranyakanda) translates it once (3.69.19) as “their servant” and once (3.70.24) as “whom I used to
serve.” The term paricarini is rare in epic literature, used only in these two instances in the Ramayana and never in
the Mahabharata. The apparently synonymous term paricarika- is used once in the Ramayana (1.44.19), where it
clearly means ‘attendants’, and nine times in the Mahabharata. In the early literature, the term paricarini is appar-
ently known only to the Chandogyopanisad, where it is used twice of Jabala, the mother of Satyakama (4.4.2, 5).
Olivelle (The Early Upanisads, 219) translates the term both times as “maid.”

29. Lutgendorf, “Dining Out at Lake Pampa,” 120-21.

30. Law, Tribes in Ancient India, 172.

31. For example, see the Sambiika episode (Uttarakanda 64—67).

32. 3.70.27.

33. 3.70.14 = Ram GPP 3.74.19.

34. Pollock, notes on Aranyakanda 70.14.

35. Pollock, notes on Aranyakanda 70.14.

36. Govindaraja on Ram GPP 3.74.19.
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that he allows her participation in such activities is even more remarkable. Valmiki clearly
feels a need to end his kanda with a passage that involves yet another ascetic woman. In the
Ayodhyakanda Anastiya’s narrative role is relatively clear: she is a supportive and nurturing
maternal figure and her words mark Sita as a pativrata. At the same time Anasiiya voices
the possibility of disruption of that status. On the other hand, the role of Sabari in the nar-
rative seems more obscure. She offers no real advice to Rama nor does she tell him what to
expect in the future, as does Kabandha in the immediately preceding sargas. Her only real
interaction with Rama and Laksmana is to offer them appropriate hospitality and show them
around Matanga’s asrama, which she does at the behest of her departed gurus. The inclusion
of the passage, however, is, it appears, consistent within the logic of the narrative, in that
it is one of a series of such encounters that mark transitions in the text, marked literally by
the kanda’s boundaries and, in the narrative, by the movement of the heroes further into the
realm of the unknown. Sabari is a single female, without a lord or protector, and an ascetic.
It is the very uncertainty of her identity and the ambiguity of her status that challenge and
disturb the narrative. Her mere presence in a location normally inhabited and dominated
by masculine figures but now absent those same markers is disruptive and at odds with the
traditional role of a woman.

At the same time that the narrative disrupts the traditional notions of asrama and ascetic,
it creates a space for new constructions of religious identity to form. Sabari has been excluded
from the original rewards of the vedic rites—whether because of gender or social status or
both—and awaits the arrival of “godlike Rama,” the mere sight of whom will allow her at
last to go to heaven. Rama’s role as god and savior, in general so carefully obfuscated by the
poet elsewhere, is here momentarily unveiled to the audience.3” Sabari’s former religious
teachers have deserted her; she remains in limbo, awaiting Rama, who will ultimately free
her from her liminal existence, allowing her to transition, as it were, from a path of vedic
rites, austerities, and meditation to one, it seems, heavily aligned with that of devotion.
Finally, as the heroes move away from the aryavarta, the female ascetic, especially if we
understand her as a “tribal,” marks a narrative movement from the edges of the human world
to one even more removed, that of the exotic monkey-kingdom of Kiskindha.

ON THE MARGINS OF KISKINDHA

The episode with Sabari occurs in the closing moments of the Aranyakanda, and follow-
ing it Rama and Laksmana enter into Kiskindha. Toward the end of the Kiskindhakanda,
once again Valmiki introduces his audience to a female ascetic figure. The incident here,
unlike the episodes of the previous two kandas, does not occur at the very end, but rather
just prior (49-52.13) to the culminating events of this short kanda, i.e., the dejection of the
monkeys over their seeming failure to find Sita (52.13-54), the meeting of the monkeys with
Sampati, the elder brother of Jatayus (55-57), and the preparations for Hanuman’s jump to
Lanka (58-66). Nevertheless, with the introduction of the third ascetic women, there can be
little doubt that these women are intentionally crafted on the part of the author and carefully
integrated into the narrative as markers of disruption and transition.

The monkeys of the southern search party, headed by Angada and including Jambavan
and Hanuman, have searched the entire southern region for Sita to no avail. Exhausted from
their heretofore fruitless search, Hanuman suggests that they enter a cavern, which appears

37. Recall, too, that Ahalya is rescued by Rama in the Balakanda (sargas 47-48). See Gautama’s curse of
Ahalya at 1.47.28-32 and her release from the curse at 1.48.13-21. Note, however, that Ahalya is not offered such
redemption in the Uttarakanda’s version of the episode (7.35.34-37).
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to have a pool within from which they can sate their thirst (4.49.13—14). The monkeys enter
the cave, but once inside they roam about without finding water, food, or an exit, until they
are exhausted and desperate. Finally, despairing of their lives, they come across a light, and
before their eyes there miraculously appear lovely golden and silver palaces, ornamented
with jewels and surrounded by lotus ponds.38 Finally they see an old woman:

tam drstva bhrsasamtrastas cirakrsnajinambaram |

tapasim niyataharam jvalantim iva tejasa // 4.49.31

They saw that she was a fasting ascetic clothed in bark garments and a black antelope skin, who
seemed to blaze with power, and they were greatly frightened.

Hanuman asks her who she is and where they are. She tells the monkeys that she watches
over “this wonderful forest, this golden mansion,” which belongs to the apsaras Hema and
was a gift from Brahma. Further questioned by Hanuman, she tells her own history as well
as the history of this magical place. It was made by the danava Maya, who possessed magi-
cal powers (maya). He performed austerities for thousands of years and gained the wealth
of Usanas from Brahma. He created the entire forest and lived there happily for a long
time. He was attached to the apsaras Hema, but Indra killed him. Then Brahma gave this
place to Hema. The woman identifies herself as Svayamprabha, the daughter of Merusavarni
(4.50.10-17).3° Hanuman then tells Svayamprabha who the monkeys are and how they have
come to this place (4.51.1-17).

The passage once again occurs at a crucial juncture.*? Of Svayamprabha or her father
Merusavarni we know very little. Matsyapurana 9.36 identifies Merusavarni as a son of
Brahma and one of the Manus. Valmiki appears to intend Svayamprabha to be a semi-divine
figure or one who is closely aligned with the divine and of a lofty social status. Her lineage
and her association with the apsaras Hema attest to this. In this way she is very differ-
ent from Sabari, who is provided with no lineage and whose name and description (viz.,
paricarini) are the only hints to her status and role.

Like Anasiiya and Sabari, Svayamprabha is described as an elderly ascetic woman.
Valmiki, however, expends much more energy on her description than he does on Sabari’s.
We are told seven times that she is a tapasi.*! We are also told repeatedly that she is clothed
in the garments associated with asceticism (cirakrsnajinambara, krsnajinambara) and that
she is a dharmacarini, which Lefeber generally translates as ‘righteous,” ‘devoted to righ-
teousness’.*2 She is niyatahara ‘one who has restricted her intake of food’ (4.41.39; Lefe-
ber ‘fasting’) and mahabhaga ‘fortunate’ (4.50.1; Lefeber ‘illustrious’).*3 She is repeatedly

38. 4.49.22-24.

39. Compare 7.12.3-13, where Maya tells Ravana of his love for Hema and offers their daughter, Mandodari,
in marriage to the raksasa overlord.

40. The description of the monkeys at a loss as to how to proceed, entering and roaming about lost in a dark,
impenetrable cavern from which birds covered in [red] pollen emerge and which is in the possession of an apasaras
and guarded by an ascetic woman, is striking with its sexualized imagery (4.49.8-9). Once the monkeys emerge
from the cave, they will go on to discover Sita’s location.

41. The Valmiki Ramayana uses the term tapasi fifteen times. In addition to the seven referring to Svayamprabha
(4.49.31; 4.50.1, 9; 4.51.1; 4.52.1; 4.52.6, 11), it is used four times of Anastya (2.109.8, 9, 20; 6.111.24), once of
Sabari (3.70.9), once of Sita (5.13.29), and twice generically of the women who reside at the outskirts of Valmiki’s
asrama (7.48.11, 14).

42. The term dharmacarini is used thirteen times in the Valmiki Ramayana: three times of Sita (2.109.21;
5.63.24; 7.87.14), twice of Sabari (1.1.46; 6.111.18), four times of Anastiya (2.109.8, 9; 2.110.25; 6.111.24), and
four times of Svayamprabha (4.50.1, 9; 4.51.1; 4.52.11). Although not used exclusively of married women in
Valmiki, the employment of the term may well play on a culturally meaningful marital trope found in the $astraic
literature. See Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, 211.

43. On the term mahabhaga see n. 25.
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associated with light; for example her name, svayamprabha, means ‘self-radiant’, and she
is also characterized by such adjectival phrases as jvalantim tejasa “blazing with her tejas”
(4.49.32; Lefeber “who seemed to blaze with power”). Furthermore she is sarvajiia ‘omni-
scient’ (4.51.18) and sarvabhiitahite rata, “devoted to the welfare of all creatures” (4.50.9).

Valmiki makes us fully aware of the ascetic power of this woman. Her power is poten-
tially as dangerous as it is beneficial. He lets us know that the cave in which she dwells is
both dangerous and virtually impossible to leave once entered (4.52.6), and it is only by the
grace and ascetic power of Svayamprabha that the monkeys are allowed to escape from its
clutches (4.52.7). Sabari is said to practice austerities. However, her asceticism is apparently
fruitful only for her, as it allows her direct access to heaven. Even so, Sabari must await
Rama’s arrival before she is allowed to ascend to heaven. Svayamprabha’s powers, on the
other hand, somewhat like those of Anasiiya, are more salvific in nature and can be beneficial
to others. She rescues those who placate her appropriately (cf. 4.51.19a “I am well pleased
with all of you swift monkeys,” sarvesam paritustasmi vanaranam tarasvinam). As demon-
stration of this, she promises to save the monkeys through the very power of her austerities. 4+

Equally important to this discussion is Svayamprabha’s relationship with Hema and the
cave. According to Lefeber, for the Kiskindhakanda at least, the term used for cave or cav-
ern here, bila, literally ‘cave, hole, or a burrow (of an animal)’, is otherwise employed by
Valmiki exclusively to mark the dwellings of the demons Maya and Mayavin.® 1t is clear
that the cave and its elaborate interiors, palaces, gardens, etc., have demonic associations. It
was originally fashioned by the danava Maya through his maya. That maya is used for this
purpose further ties the cave with the demonic nether world.*® While Maya’s relationship
with Hema is given little attention—we are told only tam apsarasi hemayam saktam “(Indra
killed) him, who was attached to the apsaras Hema” (4.50.14)—it provides an explicit asso-
ciation between the apsaras and the demonic, one that is reinforced in the Uttarakanda,
where Maya gives his and Hema’s daughter to Ravana in marriage (7.12.3—13). The nature
or duration of this relationship is, however, left to the audience’s imagination. We are told
that Hema is nrttagitavisarada, ‘skilled at singing and dancing’ (4.50.17), but such talents
are expected of an apsaras. It is clear though that their relationship is strong enough that
Brahma feels it appropriate to give her the golden residence upon her paramour’s death,
along with the forest and “ever-lasting enjoyment of the objects of her desire” (4.50.15 idam
ca brahmana dattam hemayai vanam uttamam | Sasvatah kamabhogas ca grham cedam
hiranmayam 1/).4

It is with Hema that Svayamprabha is associated; Hema is her dear friend (priyasakhi
hema), and Hema gives her a boon to guard this excellent residence (4.50.17). What stand
out in this episode then are the focused (ekdagra) asceticism of an unmarried woman, the
powers gained from that asceticism, and the fact that that asceticism—described here in
terms generally used of that practiced by normative male (usually brahmanical) ascetics—is
used to guard a locus that is clearly aligned with the feminine and the demonic. These pow-
ers can be salvific, as evidenced by their eventual release of the monkey party from the cave,
but such salvation is rare (4.52.6). The monkeys, fallen into the clutches, as it were, of the
demonic, are rescued by the powers of the feminine. While Svayamprabha and her lifestyle
fall outside of the normative brahmanic tradition, the mechanism through which she is able

44, 4.52.7.

45. See Lefeber, Kiskindhakanda, 324 (note to 5-7), who notes that Mankad (p. lix) understands the two princi-
pal bilas in the kanda to be the same. The term bila is used forty-two times in the Critical Edition, all, save for one
(1.3.18), are found in the Kiskindhakanda.

46. See S. J. S. Goldman, “Illusory Evidence.”

47. Compare Lefeber, Kiskindhakanda, translation and annotation to 4.50.15.
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to access her powers, i.e., asceticism, and the description of that asceticism appear, as do
Sabari’s and Anastiya’s, to fall within a normative frame.

With the introduction of Svayamprabha, the role of the ascetic female, which previously
just disrupted the narrative, has, additionally, become aligned with the demonic world. She
is fear inspiring—the monkeys at 4.49.31 are described as bhrsasamtrastah upon spying
her—and yet she can be placated. Moreover, here the ascetic and the asceticism are clearly in
the possession of the feminine. There is no male interference or intermediary (only Brahma’s
gift of the place to Hema). We are never in doubt that it is Svayamprabha who is in control of
herself and her asceticism. She, like Sabari, is protecting the location of and for another, but
here the possessor is Hema. There is no lord or husband, there are no gurus, and there is no
male who comes to the rescue. The womblike world is controlled by the feminine, and it is
threatening, dangerous, sexualized (Hema), and aligned with the demonic. One is delivered,
literally uplifted, by the grace of the feminine. Once again the narrative movement is seem-
ingly slowed by the introduction of the ascetic woman, but, very much as do Anasiiya and
Sabari, Svayamprabha fulfills an important narrative function for both the author and audi-
ence in providing a transition, this time to the very core of the demonic world, the kingdom
of the raksasas.

LANKA: WITHIN THE MARGINS

As the movement of the narrative gains proximity to the demonic world, encounters with
the feminine as participant in or object of religious practice intensify and multiply. Thus at
the beginning of the Sundarakanda, as Hanuman leaps across the vast ocean to the realm
of the demonic overlord, Ravana, he is confronted, in succession, by the fanged, devouring
demonesses Surasa and Simhika.*® The encounters that Hanuman has with these monstrous
women not only mark his entry into the demonic world, i.e., the world of the raksasas, but
physically locate the demonic on/within the body of the female. Both these ocean-dwelling
giantesses regard Hanuman as food.*° Here Surasa is of particular import.3°

At the end of the opening sarga of the Sundarakanda, immediately upon Mount Mainaka’s
sinking into the sea, we are introduced to the figure of Surasa. Divine and semi-divine crea-
tures approach Surasa, who we are told is the nagamatr ‘mother of the nagas’, in order to
solicit her aid.>! Valmiki leaves little doubt that we are in presence of divinity. At 5.1.134,
he identifies Surasa as a devi, ‘goddess’, who is requested by the daivatas (‘divinities’) to
test Hanuman.>2 In order to do this, Surasa is described as taking on the form of a raksasa.

48. See 5.1.134-153; 166—179. The narratives belong to a class typed as vagina dentata, wherein the womb is
represented as having teeth and thus being able to castrate and devour its male victim.

49. S.J. S. Goldman, “Re-siting Sita,” 117-18.

50. On Simhika, see S. J. S. Goldman, “Re-siting Sita,” 118.

51. 5.1.130:

tato devah sagandharvah siddhas ca paramarsayah |

abruvan siaryasamkasam surasam nagamataram //

52. 5.1.134:

evam ukta tu sa devi daivatair abhisatkrta /

samudramadhye surasa bibhrati raksasam vapuh //

The full narrative is told at 5.1.130-55. The Ramayana, unlike its sister epic, expends little energy on these
serpentine figures. What we do know about them is that in Valmiki’s epic they are aligned with the raksasa world
and/or associated with the feminine. Cf. the Uttarakanda (7.88.11-14), where Sita descends into the earth on a
naga-supported throne (S. J. S. Goldman, “Gendered Narratives,” 54-55). We also see them as aligned with Indrajit,
as they become the weapons with which the raksasa prince binds the two brothers in the Yuddhakanda (sarga 35).
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Toward the end of this brief episode Surasa is given one additional epithet, Daksayani.>* The
term normally refers to any daughter of Daksa, including Aditi, Diti, and Kadri. Since Surasa
has also been described as nagamatr, it is not unlikely that the reference is to Kadrii, who
is said to be the mother of the snakes and is a figure mentioned by Valmiki elsewhere.>* Of
Surasa, her divinity, her role as the “mother” of the subterranean creatures, or her associa-
tion with the raksasas, we know nothing beyond this passage.> Nevertheless, through the
introduction of this female figure, who is identified as a deity onto whom maternity is super-
imposed and who has assumed the form of a raksasi,>° the episode introduces a relationship
between a feminine deity and the demonic world. What is different from previous episodes,
however, is that here the feminine and the divine are superimposed upon the same figure.

As we move further into the Sundara- and Yuddhakandas, that is to say into the world
of the raksasas, the juxtaposition of the divine, demonic, and feminine becomes explicit.
After Hanuman completes his leap, the epic action now moves to Lanka, the capital city the
raksasas, a place that seems in many ways to reflect the brahmanic worlds of Ayodhya and
the forests of Citrakiita and Paficavati and yet is clearly different. In the midst of a graphic
description of the deformed raksasa guards of Lanka (5.3.26-33), we are told of demonic
yvatudhanas engaged in vedic recitation (svadhyayaniratan) and of raksasas who are con-
secrated to perform vedic sacrifices (diksitan). Some raksasas are depicted as ascetic, with
matted locks (jatilan) or shaven heads (mundan). Some wear garments of cowhide, while
others are naked (gojinambaravasasah). They carry articles for the sacrifice, such as darbha
grass and vessels for the sacrificial fire (darbhamustipraharanan agnikundayudhams tatha).>’
Significant here is the very commonality between the brahmanic practices of the ascetics
of the Pafcavati and those of Lanka which these descriptors reflect. The one exception is
the wearing of ‘cowhide’ (gojina-), which disrupts the notion of Brahmanism. This word is
not used elsewhere in the epic corpus and stands in stark contrast to the expected krsnajina
‘black antelope skin’, the normative ascetic garb. The description of the religious practices
found in Lanka, so similar to those of cities like Ayodhya and yet framed by the grotesque,
along with this subtle but significant shift of vocabulary, provides a clear marker for the audi-
ence that the territory is at once familiar but nevertheless alien.

Hanuman searches the city and eventually finds Sita in the asokavanika that is attached to
Ravana’s antahpuram. It is here in the center of Lanka, in the center of the raksasa kingdom
(and at the center of both the kanda and the poem), that Valmiki situates his heroine, who
gives voice to the concerns and ideals of her brahmanic worldview.38 It is in this context that
the poet will introduce the very antithesis of all that Sita’s world stands for, the horrific femi-
nine goddesslike figure called Nikumbhila, who delights in the offerings of flesh and blood
and is worshiped by the terrifying, brutal, and deformed raksasi wardresses of Sita.>°

53. Compare R. P. Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda, 40.49 and note.

54. 6.40.49. The commentators only mention the genealogical connection. Thus Govindaraja understands that
she is the descendant of Daksa (daksasyapatyam daksayani), while Nagesabhatta understands that she belongs to
the lineage of Daksaprajapati (daksayani daksaprajapatisamtane). Hanuman appears to realize Surasa’s real nature,
addressing her as daksayani before she resumes her true shape (5.1.133-34). For the story of Kadri and Vinata, see
Mahabharata 1.14ff.

55. The word, which in its masculine form daksayana is not uncommonly used as an epithet of Siva or Visnu,
conveys a semantic range of meanings such as ‘capable, able, right, southern’.

56. S.J. S. Goldman, “Nikumbhila’s Grove,” 259—-60.

57. 5.3.26ab, 28.

58. See S. J. S. Goldman, “Sita Speaks,” 232-38.

59. See S. J. S. Goldman, “Nikumbhila’s Grove.”
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But first Valmiki will paint a verbal picture of Sita, as she is first seen through the eyes
of the monkey hero in what is arguably one of the most beautifully crafted poetic passages
of the epic. But beyond the poetry and numerous other important structural and thematic
concerns and devices that thread themselves throughout the epic and kanda, much of the
imagery that Valmiki employs to describe Sita objectifies her. It is through this objectifica-
tion that he articulates the very threats, real or imagined, to his fantasized perfect society as
well as the xenophobic anxieties of that idealized vedic tradition. Thus, in sargas 13 and 17,
interspersed with the more standard adjectives used of women, we discover that many of the
adjectives and similes employed to describe Sita invoke ascetic images. Thus, Hanuman saw

istam sarvasya jagatah pirnacandraprabham iva /

bhiimau sutanum asinam niyatam iva tapasim // 5.13.29

That lovely woman—cherished by all living things, as is radiance of the full moon— was seated
on the ground, like an ascetic woman practicing austerity.

Similarly, for example, Sita is described as upavasakrsa ‘emaciated with fasting’ (5.13.18,
22;5.17.14,19), she is called tapasi and tapasvini ‘ascetic or wretched’ (5.13.21),% and she
is samsitavrata ‘of rigid or fierce vows’ (5.17.5). Many of these adjectives are multivalent
and, additionally, can be descriptive of a woman who is merely wretched or unhappy.

Images eliciting culturally significant tropes abound and are subtly and carefully crafted
to contrast the present, filled with loss, failure, and catastrophe, with an idyllic past. We are
told that

Sokajalena mahata vitatena na rajatim //

samsaktam dhimajalena Sikham iva vibhavasoh /

tam smrtim iva samdigdham rddhim nipatitam iva // 5.13.30bc-31

By virtue of the vast net of sorrow spread over her, her radiance was dimmed like that of a flame
of fire obscured by a shroud of smoke. She was like a blurred memory or a fortune lost.

vihatam iva ca Sraddham®' asam pratihatam iva |

sopasargam yatha siddhim buddhim sakalusam iva /1 5.13.32

She was like faith lost or hope dashed, like success undermined by catastrophe or intellect
dulled.

abhiitenapavadena kirtim nipatitam iva / 5.13.33ab
She was like a reputation lost through false rumors.

The images echo both narrative concerns, through the use of terms such as apavada
‘rumors’ %2 and kirti ‘fame’, and cultural ones, through references to fire obscured, destroyed
memory, and lost faith.

Two central cultural markers of vedic society emerge in these images: the sacrifice and the
language that preserves and transmits that sacrificial tradition. Fire is a central religious sym-
bol and is at the heart of both the domestic and sacrificial rites. Its continuance is vital to the
maintenance of the vedic tradition. Therefore, in a ritual context, the dimming or loss of fire
is clearly associated with the loss of that tradition. The word here for fire, vibhavasu, is found

60. See n. 41 above.

61. Sraddha, a feminine noun meaning here ‘faith or trust’, resonates with its derivative sraddham, a neuter
noun that refers to the mourning and funerary observances to the ancestors carried out for the departed.

62. Consider particularly the use of the word apavada in the context of the epic’s concluding kanda (R. P. Gold-
man and S. J. S. Goldman, Uttarakanda, 82—104 and sarga 44).
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only eleven times in Valmiki. Its use is somewhat restricted and relevant here in mapping
a religious imaginary onto the fire. In addition to the two occurrences in the Sundarakanda
used to describe Sita (5.13.19, 31), four of the eleven occurrences are used in battle motifs
and one is arguably so,% while four others are clearly associated with a ritualized use of fire.%*
Two of the latter are additionally and importantly directly linked to Sita as she emerges from
the fire at her agnipariksa (6.106.1, 3) and will be discussed below. Given that the passage
here has no connection whatsoever with battle imagery and that a ritualized use of the term
vibhavasu is employed later in the kanda at one of the most emotionally charged moments
of the epic in direct association with Sita, the use of the word here and at 5.13.19 appears to
be intentional and strongly suggestive of a sacrificial fire. Similarly memory and memoriza-
tion, especially of the vedic corpus, which allow the proper performance of the ritual, are a
central feature of the tradition. Loss of memory suggests the loss of what must be remem-
bered. That this is at least a latent concern here is reinforced by the very word employed for
memory, smrti,% a term that has strong semantic resonances in the vedic world, as it stands
for the collectivity of its traditional memory. Such an understanding is supported by both
Govindaraja and Mahesvaratirtha, who understand smyrti to refer to “the pronouncements of
Manu, etc.” (manvadyuktih).

But these images only hint at the object of such neglect, loss, and decline. At verse 36
Valmiki finally leaves no doubt whatsoever as to his referent: it is the vedic tradition itself.

tasya samdidihe buddhir muhuh sitam niriksya tu /

amnayanam ayogena vidyam prasithilam iva // 5.13.36

As he examined Sita closely, Hanuman’s mind was once more afflicted with uncertainty; for
she seemed barely discernible, like some vedic text once learned by heart but now nearly lost
through lack of recitation.

Again Valmiki has carefully chosen the images and the vocabulary through which he
describes Sita. The simile amnayanam ayogena vidyam prasithilam iva “[she was] like vidya
(knowledge) slackened through the non-use of traditional training of learning sacred texts
through repetition” is the clearest indication yet that the poet intentionally uses these similes
to equate Sita to the sacred tradition of the vedas. The word amndaya here, ‘sacred tradition
or sacred texts handed down through repetition’, is particularly powerful. This is the only

63. 6.24.24; 6.44.14; 6.45.42; 6.57.65; 6.114.40. Two of these (6.24.24 and 6.57.65) are comparisons using
the image of a burning forest fire. The first compares the radiance of weapons to the forest fire, and the second
compares Narantaka’s destruction of the monkeys to the destruction of a forest by fire. One (6.44.14) compares the
irresistibility of Hanuman to that of a blazing fire. One (6.45.42) compares Prahasta’s entry into battle with that of
a moth entering a fire. One referent is somewhat problematic in its classification (6.114.40). Here Hanuman, nar-
rating to Bharata Rama’s adventures since his departure from Ayodhya, compares Rama desiring to destroy Lanka
to “Vibhavasu desiring to destroy all the worlds at the end of a cosmic age” (jighamsur iva lokante sarvaml lokan
vibhavasul).

64. 3.68.13; 6.106.1, 3; 7.30.40. At 3.68.13 Kabandha instructs Rama to seek out Sugriva and make a compact
with him in the presence of fire. At 7.30.12 Indrajit requests a boon from Brahma that he should die only if he fails
to complete his worship to Agni, god of fire. For 6.106.1, 3, see below.

65. The term employed is smytim, which Ramanuja, Nagesabhatta and Sivasahaya understand to be an irregular
form of smrti (smrtim iveti dirgha arsah—so Nagesabhatta in his comments to 5.13.31).

66. The translation is somewhat free for the sake of comprehensibility and renders the term amnayanam as
“once learned by heart . . . of recitation.”
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time the word is used in Valmiki’s poem and it unambiguously refers to vedic knowledge
and practice.®’

As the above verse makes clear, central to Valmiki’s world is the language that preserves
it and guarantees its continuance.

duhkhena bubudhe sitam hanuman analamkrtam |

samskarena yatha hinam vacam arthantaram gatam // 5.13.37

It was only with great difficulty that Hanuman was able to recognize Sita without her ornaments,
just as one might make out the sense of a word whose meaning had been changed through want
of proper usage.

The words samskarena and vacam and the phrase arthantaram gatam specifically contin-
ue and intensify the linguistic imagery of the preceding verse. The word samskara ‘proper
usage’ is a polyvalent term and here suggests both ornamentation and grammatical refine-
ment. % Similarly, the word vac ‘speech’ strongly suggests not just generic speech, but San-
skrit, specifically that of the vedic tradition.% Through the phrase arthantaram gatam “gone
to another meaning,” the poet reminds us that change, too, is loss.

Valmiki does not overly burden us with such imagery, clearly allowing Sita to remain a
heroine in distress, but subtly, yet powerfully, he has associated her with vedic language and
the tradition of the vedas that are threatened with destruction, that have been abducted, as it
were, by alien agents, sadly neglected and in need of rescue.

Nevertheless, Valmiki is quick to remind us of the threat, and four sargas later, as
Hanuman spies on Ravana’s entry into the asokavanika, he returns to a series of images that,
in addition to marking Sita’s human frailties, resonate strongly with the same concerns of
loss expressed earlier. Here, the poet uses powerful expressions of cultural normativity—a
virtuous woman, trust, wisdom, and the like—to call to mind many of the traditional values
associated with the lost idyll and locates them on or in the body of the heroine. He then
marks each value as compromised.

vrttasile kule jatam acaravati dharmike /

punah samskaram apannam jatam iva ca duskule /1 5.17.9

She was like a woman born into a righteous and virtuous traditional family who had, through
marriage, become part of a bad one.

sannam iva mahakirtim sraddham iva vimanitam /

prajiiam iva pariksinam asam pratihatam iva // 5.17.10

She was like a fine reputation destroyed, like trust betrayed, like wisdom decayed, and like hope
shattered.

67. The commentators support this interpretation. Govindaraja’s second alternative on 5.13.36 (= Ram GPP
3.15.38cd) understands “like [vedic] knowledge, that is to say, barely perceptible, that is whose words are uncertain
or unclear, through non-employment, that is to say through absence, of amnaya, that is to say, of repetition or prac-
tice” (yadva amnayanam abhyasanam abhavena prasithilam asthirapadam vidyam iva). Similarly, Sivasahaya in
his comments to this passage understands the phrase to mean “[vedic] knowledge, that is to say, barely perceptible,
through non-employment of amnaya, that is to say, of repetition or practice” (amnayanam abhyasanam ayogena
prasithilam vidyam), while Nagojibhatta offers only “ ‘amnaya,” that is to say, ‘practice’” (amnayo 'bhyasah). In his
first alternative, Govindaraja understands somewhat differently, glossing amnayanam as vedanam, “of the vedas,”
and vidyam prasithilam as apraptapratistham vidyam, “knowledge, that is to say, without a firm foundation,” that
is to say, vedabahyavidyam, “knowledge external to the veda” (amanayanam vedanam ayogena asambandhena
prasithilam apraptapratistham vidyam vedabahyavidyam).

68. See R. P. Goldman and S. J. S. Goldman, Sundarakanda, 394.

69. See S. J. S. Goldman, “Speaking Gender.”
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ayatim iva vidhvastam ajiiam pratihatam iva /

diptam iva disam kale piajam apahrtam iva // 5.17.11

She was like one’s future destroyed, like a command disobeyed, like the skies aflame at a time
of catastrophe, and like divine worship improperly performed.

padminim iva vidhvastam hatasiaram camim iva |

prabham iva tapodhvastam upaksinam ivapagam /1 5.17.12

She resembled a ruined lotus pond or an army whose heroes have been slain; she was like a light
shrouded in darkness or a river run dry.

vedim iva paramrstam santam agnisikham iva |

paurnamasim iva nisam rahugrastendumandalam // 5.17.13

She was like a sacrificial altar defiled, a flame extinguished; she was like a full-moon night on
which the orb of the moon has been eclipsed by Rahu.

That specific ideals are constructed in terms of loss and destruction is indicative of the anxi-
ety generated from the threats that the poet understands to challenge and disrupt his tradition.
Carefully intertwined with these images are those that specifically mark the tradition that is
threatened as sacrificial. Thus at 5.17.11 our heroine is like “divine worship improperly per-
formed” (pijam apahrtam iva) and at 5.17.13 Sita is compared to a “sacrificial alter defiled”
(vedim iva paramrstam). The second line of 5.17.13 compares Sita to the full-moon night.
While the radiance or luster of the full moon is commonly used a mark of beauty as it was
above at verse 5.13.29 (pirnacandraprabham iva), here Sita is instead compared to the full-
moon night (paurnamdasim iva nisam). The image works on a number of levels in addition
to that of beauty, as the extended figure reminds the audience of the narrative of abduction
and threat of consumption by the demonic (rahugrastendumandalam).”™ Additionally, the
compound pirnamasa, from which the taddhita paurnamasi is derived, resonates strongly
with the important obligatory rites performed monthly on the full moon day. That Valmiki
locates his carefully crafted poetic expressions of these threats in Lanka, the capital city of
the raksasas, with its pseudo-vedic society and its brahmans who carry out what appear to
be vedic sacrifices, only makes them more pernicious and dangerous.’!

These passages, along with others scattered throughout the kanda and epic, constantly
remind us of the heroine’s uninterrupted and complete devotion to and absorption in her hus-
band and lord. The ideal wife, as we have heard from the outset of the epic, is expected to do
this. But it can be argued that Valmiki also uses this constant devotion to Rama (e.g., ramam
anuvratam—>35.17.7) and meditation on him to provide a mechanism through which his audi-
ence might be able to counter such anxieties (cf. 5.13.50; 5.14.25; 5.17.7; 5.17.6, 7, 15, 20).

naisa pasyati raksasyo neman puspaphaladruman /

ekasthahrdaya niinam ramam evanupasyati // 5.14.25

She does not even notice these raksasa women or these trees full of fruit and blossoms. For her
heart is fixed on just one thing, and she can see only Rama.

asya devya manas tasmims tasya casyam pratisthitam /

teneyam sa ca dharmatma muhiirtam api jivati // 5.13.50

This lady’s thoughts are firmly fixed on him and his on her. It is for this reason alone that she
and that righteous man have been able to survive for even a moment.

70. See, for example, 3.54.22 and 5.20.9, where Ravana threatens to eat Sita for breakfast, and 5.22.32-41,
where the raksast wardresses of Sita graphically describe how they will butcher and consume her.
71. In this context note also the use of maya in the raksasa realm. See S. J. S. Goldman, “Illusory Evidence.”
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ramasya vyavasayajia laksmanasya ca dhimatah /

natyartham ksubhyate devi gangeva jaladagame // 5.14.4

But this lady knows the firm resolve of Rama and wise Laksmana, and so she is no more exces-
sively agitated than is the river Ganges at the onset of the rainy season.

Recall, too, that such a devotional path for salvation was originally suggested by both
Kausalya’s meditations and Sabari’s pious activities.

The danger to Sita, is, of course, primarily located in the figure of the evil ten-headed
raksasa lord himself. But within this haunt of the raksasa lord we are introduced to other
pernicious figures who threaten the well-being of Sita and all for which she stands. In the
asokavanika we find Sita surrounded by hideous and frightful raksasi wardresses, who stand
in stark contrast to the lovely women that inhabit Ravana’s antahpuram and, of course, to
the frail, lovely Sita.

The density and detail of the description that Valmiki employs when describing these
creatures are in themselves telling.”2 The raksasis are deformed, have masculine characteris-
tics (e.g., they bear weapons), are hideous, and are prone to arguments and fights. Like other
raksasas, they delight in flesh and liquor and blood.” The picture that Valmiki presents of
these women is one designed to instill fear, loathing, and revulsion. Nevertheless, the obses-
sive detail with which they are described reveals a fascination, a perverse pleasure, as it were,
in their very grotesqueness.

These raksasi wardresses are brought into the narrative again at sarga 20, when Sita, once
again paid suit to by the lovesick Ravana, rejects him. Frustrated, but still deluded by his infatu-
ation for the beautiful princess, the king of the raksasas instructs the women to persuade Sita,
through varying means, that it would be in her best interest to become his queen. In a shorter
but parallel passage, the raksasis are again described in terms that highlight their deformities.
Their very ugliness disrupts the narrative, while their grossness and deformity contrast vividly
with Sita’s fraility and loveliness. These raksasis entreat, cajole, and finally threaten Sita. If
she does not give in to Ravana’s demands, they tell her that they will cut her up and eat her
various body parts.” Their threats allow us, the audience, to glimpse the imagined world of
these women. They, we learn, like raksasas elsewhere, crave flesh, particularly that of humans.

At this point the raksasis introduce a rationale, it seems, for their ghoulish and macabre
threats. These women desire no mere breakfast treat,”> but rather to worship Nikumbhila.
The practices of this religion appear truly alien, cannibalistic in nature, centered around what
appears to be a goddess, and carried out by the raksasis. The character and nature of this
divinity is largely left to the imagination:

[The raksasi Ajamukha says:]

vibhajama tatah sarva vivado me na rocate |

peyam aniyatam ksipram malyam ca vividham bahu /1 5.22.39

“Then we can all have a share. I hate arguments! So quickly bring lots of things to drink and all
kinds of garlands.”

tatah Surpanakha nama raksasi vakyam abravit /
ajamukhya yad uktam hi tad eva mama rocate /1 5.22.40
Then a raksasa woman named Surpanakha said, “I agree with what Ajamukhi just said.”

72. Valmiki uses some sixteen verses (5.15.4-19) in his graphic description of these women. For a detailed
discussion of this passage see S. J. S. Goldman, “Nikumbhila’s Grove,” 260—63.

73. S.J. S. Goldman, “Re-siting Sita.”

74. 5.22.32-38.

75. See note 70.
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sura caniyatam ksipram sarvasokavinasini /

manusam mamsam asadya nrtyamo 'tha nikumbhilam /1 5.22.41

“So quickly bring wine, the banisher of every sorrow! Let us eat human flesh and dance before
Nikumbhila.” 70

As I have argued elsewhere, Nikumbhila is apparently intended to be a goddess figure.””
The commentators support this and, anticipating the events of the Yuddhakanda, understand
Nikumbhila to be the name of or a manifestation of Bhadrakali, worshiped at a shrine in
Lanka. Govindaraja understands her shrine to be located at the western gate of the city
(nikumbhila nama lankayah pascimadvarapradesavasini bhadrakali), while Nagesabhatta
and Sivasahdya understand her shrine to be located in the western section of Lanka
(pascimabhagavarti).”®

In the Sundarakanda the physical location of Nikumbhila’s worship is not identified,
but the raksasis who worship her are located in the asokavanika attached to Ravana’s
antahpuram. For Valmiki the antahpuram is the site of sexual activity, as is its adjacent gar-
den. The epic makes this clear through its erotic descriptions of the women inhabitants and
the asokavanika.™ Moreover, it is in the asokavanika that Ravana attempts to seduce Sita. 0
That it is here that the raksasi wardresses threaten Sita and introduce and describe the rite to
Nikumbhila is significant. Ravana’s antahpuram with its adjacent asokavanika, well-estab-
lished as the locus of the sexualized, but contained, female, is now additionally inhabited by
the threatening, devouring, and demonic females and the feminine deity whom they worship.

At last in the midst of the raksasa world, the central threat to Sita and the world she rep-
resents is identified. Through the introduction of the goddess figure Nikumbhila, Valmiki
both aligns religion with and locates it within the feminine body. The divinity is feminine, as
are her devotees. They are located in the world of the feminine and the demonic and pose a
direct threat to all that the brahmanic tradition represents. Within the feminine world of the
antahpuram and its garden, Nikumbhila—a fierce, horrific consumer of flesh and blood—
and her devotees are contrasted with Sita—gentle, frail, but strong and steadfast in her devo-
tion to her lord, regardless of the danger. The stark contrast leaves no doubt that Sita serves
as a model for all and provides little opportunity to question the path that one should follow.

From the beginning of the second book, the fortunes of the hero and heroine have spiraled
downward, only to reverse their path at this central moment of the epic, in the asokavanika
when Hanuman finally finds and meets with Sita.3! Parallel but on an inverse course, we can
see the rise in power of the demonic world and its associated religious practices that subvert

76. Here we are only told that raksasis will consume human flesh and dance to her. We are not, however, told of
the locus of either the dancing or the consumption of flesh and wine. It is also of interest to note that several raksasas
have names that include the word kumbha ‘pot’, e.g., Kumbha, Nikumbha, and Kumbhakarna. Thus, we encounter
such figures as Kumbhahanu (6.46.15, 19; 6.62.37; 924*, following notes to 6.63.29), Kumbhakarana (passim),
Nikumbha (6.62.37; 6.64; 7.27.23-24), and Kumbhinasi (7.5.36 [elder]; 7.25.20, 25 [younger]).

77. See S. J. S. Goldman, “Nikumbhila’s Grove.”

78. While the name Bhadrakali is unattested in the Critical Edition, it does know of Kalaratri (6.23.15; 6.34.15;
6.58.31).

79. For a description of the women of Ravana’s antahpuram, see, for example, 5.7.30-67; 5.8.28-45, 5.9.26—
32; 5.10.19-23. On the use of the term asokavana and asokavanika, see S. J. S. Goldman, “Blessed Events.” For
a description of the asokavanika, where the poet maps the garden onto the body of a beautiful young woman, see
5.12.2-39. For a discussion of this passage, see S. J. S. Goldman, “Re-siting Sita.”

80. See Sundarakanda, sarga 18, where Ravana seduces Sita in the asokavanika. On this and surrounding pas-
sages, see S. J. S. Goldman, “Sita Speaks.”

81. Hanuman first spies Sita at 5.13.18 and initiates conversation with her at 5.28.3.
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a true and pure vedic tradition. This trajectory is marked in part by Valmiki’s introduction of
progressively more disruptive female ascetics and divinities at critical junctures throughout
the text, culminating with the introduction of Nikumbhila, the most horrific and threatening
of all the figures.

RECLAIMING THE MARGINS

As the epic moves toward its denouement, the narrative no longer spirals further into
the unknown, but rather reverses direction. Nevertheless, Valmiki continues to mark the
feminine body as a locus of religious ideology and transition. In the final moments of the
Sundarakanda, Hanuman backtracks and, upon returning to Kiskindha, informs Rama that
Sita has been found. Now at the opening of the Yuddhakanda, Rama gathers his simian forces
and advances on Lanka. The narrative details the preparations for battle, the numerous battles
between the forces of Rama and Ravana, Rama’s ultimate defeat of the raksasa overlord, his
rescue of Sita, and triumphant return to Ayodhya. Thus unlike in the other kandas, there is
no need for a female ascetic or goddesses to mark narrative descent, we have already reached
the center and found the horrific goddess figure holding captive, as it were, the vedic world.
The Yuddhakanda, then, depicts the very battle to rescue and reclaim that lost tradition.

As its name suggests, the Yuddhakanda expends a great deal of energy on the preparations
for war and actual battles between the various raksasa forces on the one hand and Rama and
his monkey troops on the other. Discussions on niti- and dharmasdastra are numerous, with
the majority of them articulated through the voices of raksasas.3> With the change in focus,
little attention overall is paid to either women or religion, and even less to the juxtaposition
of the two.83 However, this is not to say that such an alignment is absent from the kanda.

Toward the end of the kanda Indrajit Ravani, the son of Ravana and arguably the most
powerful of all the raksasas (save perhaps his father), is most notable for the magical powers
(maya) he possesses.® Of concern here is how Indrajit acquires his méaya. The actual source
of Indrajit’s magical power is problematic and somewhat over-determined. The Yuddhakanda
tells us that it is derived both from his sacrificial rituals, which he undertakes three separate
times in the kanda, and from a boon (6.60.18-25; 6.67.4-10; 6.69.23-24; 6.72.12).85 The
situation in the Uttarakanda is no clearer. 86

Indrajit’s three sacrifices are specifically said to take place at the Nikumbhila shrine in the
Yuddhakanda.®” Although the name refers to a site rather than a figure, it is still marked as

82. The use of the raksasas, especially those aligned with the court, reinforces the notion that Valmiki has mod-
eled his raksasa world to largely parallel that of the aryas. See R. P. Goldman and S. J. S. Goldman, Sundarakanda,
65-68, for a discussion of class among raksasas of Valmiki’s epic.

83. Even so, the presence of the feminine is felt. See S. J. S. Goldman, “Sita’s War.”

84. In Valmiki’s Ramayana, maya is possessed and controlled by raksasas; see S. J. S. Goldman, “Illusory
Evidence.”

85. See 6.36.10 and 7.30.10-13. Cf. translation and/or notes (R. P. Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda) to 6.13.5;
6.34.28, 29; 6.35.15; 6.40.4; 6.47.15; 6.67.27; and 6.72.12, 13, 32.

86. At 7.25.9-12 we are told that Siva gives Indrajit Ravani numerous boons (a heavenly, virtually indestruc-
tible chariot, the power called tamasi to create darkness, two inexhaustible quivers with arrows and an invincible
bow, and the divine weapon spell [Pasupata]), as a reward for his numerous sacrificial undertakings. At 7.30.7-14
Brahma gives Ravani (Indrajit) immortality through his valor in order to gain the release of Indra.

87. Indrajit’s three sacrifices are described at 6.60.17-28, 6.67.4-10, and 6.69.23-36. At sarga 71, Indrajit
undertakes but does not complete a fourth sacrifice. The term nikumbhila is used six times in the Yuddhakanda
(6.60.18; 6.69.23; 6.71.13; 6.72.10, 13, 27). At 6.60.18, the Nikumbhila is unmarked, serving only as the locus of
a verb of motion, gatva “having gone to Nikumbhila.” At 6.71.13, however, Nikumbhila is clearly identified as a
shrine (caityam nikumbhilam nama). See S. J. S. Goldman, “Nikumbhila’s Grove.”
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feminine. The first occurrence, and the most detailed of the rites, is described at 6.60.17-28.
Of special concern for our discussion is that the text names the location to which Indra-
jit resorts to perform his sacrifice Nikumbhila (virah . . . gatva nikumbhilam—6.60.18) and
situates it on or near the battlefield (yuddhabhiimim—6.60.19). What follows is a somewhat
detailed description of a quasi-vedic sacrifice, but with a number of subtle inversions, indi-
cating the abhicara or ‘black magical’ nature of the ritual.

tatas tu hutabhoktaram hutabhuksadrsaprabhah /

Jjuhuve raksasrestho mantravad vidhivat tada /1 6.60.20

Then to the accompaniment of sacred mantras and in accordance with the ritual prescriptions,
the foremost of raksasas, whose splendor was like that of Agni, god of fire, eater of oblations,
offered oblations to Agni, god of fire, eater of oblations.

sa havir lajasamskarair malyagandhapuraskrtaih /

Jjuhuve pavakam tatra raksasendrah pratapavan // 6.60.21

The valorous raksasa lord offered oblations to Agni, the purifier, god of fire, along with ritual
offerings of parched grain accompanied by flowers and sandalwood paste.

Of note here is that the ritual, carried out by a male, replicates, although not perfectly, a
vedic one. The ritual movement of the poem is away from the feminine, but still located
in the feminine, Nikumbhila. Here, however, the god Agni is introduced. The rite is remi-
niscent of the vedic sacrifice, with its parched grain, etc., and, much in the same vein as that
sacrifice, it seeks specific gains for the sacrificer. But this sacrifice, it is shortly made clear,
is no ordinary one.

Sastrani Sarapatrani samidho ’tha vibhitakah /

lohitani ca vasamsi sruvam karsnayasam tatha /1 6.60.22

Weapons served as the Sarapatra grass, myrobalan wood®3 was the kindling. His garments were
red and his ladle of black iron.

sa tatragnim samastirya Sarapatraih satomaraih |

chagasya sarvakrsnasya galam jagraha jivatah /1 6.60.23

Having strewn the fire altar there with weapons, including iron cudgels, in place of sarapatra
grass, he seized the throat of a live, pure black goat.

While the interpretation of the verses is somewhat problematic, what is important for the
discussion at hand is the striking familiarity of the ritual and yet the introduction of ele-
ments that disturb that familiarity. According to Nagesabhatta, Sivasahaya, Govindaraja, and
Mahesvaratirtha, sarapatra grass is a type of kusa grass. This grass (Saccharum spontaneum)
is generally used for mats and roofs and is personified together with kusa grass (Poa cynosur-
oides) as one of Yama’s attendants. Typically the sacrificial grass is spread over a stretch of
ground to serve as the arena for the sacrifice. This very common tall grass is used for other
rites, specifically in rituals for the deceased.® The garments of a vedic practitioner would
normally be white. The commentators note that red garments (lohitani . . . vasamsi) are prob-
ably meant to be associated here with black magic.?° The ladle made of black iron (sruvam

88. Myrobalan wood (vibhitakah) is Terminalia belerica, one of the Myrobalans. The tree is known from the
tenth book of the Rgveda (10.34.1), as its nuts are said to be used as dice for gambling.

89. See R. P. Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda, notes to 6.60.22.

90. See 5.25.20, where red garments are tokens of ill omens. See Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda, 6.59.45-46,
6.58.26, and 6.67.5 and notes. See, too, Agnipurana 229.14. On omens, see R. P. Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda,
notes to 6.4.6. On Govindaraja’s suggested connection with vedic priests, see below.



66 Journal of the American Oriental Society 138.1 (2018)

karnsnayasam) is considered inauspicious.®! The pure black goat (chdaga sarvakrsna), as
the commentators explain, is to be used by Indrajit as the sacrificial offering (homartham iti
Sesah—so Nagesabhatta). The significance of a pure black goat is not made clear by the com-
mentators; however, a female black goat is used in the crematory ritual ®2 and the color black
is associated with things that are inauspicious.®3 This first description of Indrajit’s sacrifice
clearly marks the location as feminine, and locates within in it a sacrifice, a pseudo-vedic
rite, that is at once is reminiscent and disruptive.

At 6.67.4-10 Ravana’s son performs a second sacrifice. Here the location is not made
specific, identified only as yajiiabhiimau, ‘on the sacrificial ground’,** although contextually
it is likely that the intended location is the Nikumbhila shrine. Even though a number of the
verses are repeated in part or in full from the previous passages, there are some significant
differences that relocate the feminine in the vedic.

Jjuhvatas capi tatragnim raktosnisadhara striyah |

ajagmus tatra sambhranta raksasyo yatra ravanim /1 6.67.5

As Ravani began his oblation into the sacrificial fire, raksasa women, bearing red turbans, came
in haste to where he stood.

The presence of the women at the sacrifice is problematic for both commentators and transla-
tors. According to Nagesabhatta and Kataka, these women are actually sacrificial attendants
(homaparicarikah). Govindardja and Sivasahaya rationalize that they only bring the turbans
for the officiating priests to wear (rtvigdharanartham raktosnisany anayantya ity arthah).
Govindaraja further substantiates this idea by quoting an untraced vedic passage in which
rtvik priests are described as wearing red turbans (lohitosnisa rtvijah pracarantiti sruteh).
A number of previous translations understand the women themselves as wearing the turbans,
but this seems unlikely. % Nevertheless, the dissonance created between the women carrying
(wearing?) red turbans and the sacrifice appears to be intentional on the part of the poet and
again introduces the feminine into the religious sphere in a role that disturbs the narrative.
While otherness is clearly marked as demonic, the introduction of the raksasis reminds us
that it is in addition marked as feminine.®” Moreover, the verse serves once again to reinforce
the connection among the demonic, the divine or sacred, and the feminine.

A third sacrifice is referred to in sarga 69, wherein Indrajit returns once again to the shrine
of Nikumbhila and offers oblations.?® The description here is brief, taking up only three
verses, but it is telling and leaves little doubt that the sacrifice is intended to challenge the
vedic sacrifice. Both earlier sacrifices incorporated an offering of a black goat, and although,

91. For example, at 1.57.9 Trisanku’s royal ornaments turn to iron when he is cursed to become a candala. See
Agnipurana 230.1-4. Normally, of course, the ladle for the vedic sacrifice would be made of acacia or cutch wood
(Acacia catechu).

92. See Asvalayanagrhyasitra 4.2.7; see also Srautakosa 1.I1, p. 1071. The color black is associated with things
that are inauspicious; see R. P. Goldman, Balakanda 1.57.9, and 5.25.18 and notes.

93. As we see, for example, at 5.25.18, where in Trijata’s prophetic dream Ravana is said to be wearing black
garments. See, too, R. P. Goldman, Balakanda, 1.57.9 and notes.

94. Note though that at 6.69.23-24 the yajiiabhiimi is said to be located at the Nikumbhila shrine.

95. Both at sarga 60 and here Indrajit is said to be wearing red garments.

96. Pagani, for example, renders raktosnisadharah “coiffées de turbans rouges.” In her note to this passage
(1670) she indicates that the commentators understand the raksasa women to be carrying out the duties of the sac-
rificers (“Ces raksasi au turban rouge font, d’apres les commentaires, office de sacrifiants”). This, however, as noted
above, is not correct.

97. Tt is not clear whether or not these raksasis are the same horrific creatures as earlier described, or others. See
R. P. Goldman and S. J. S. Goldman, Sundarakanda, sargas 66—67 and 5.15.9—17; 5.20.31-33; and notes.

98. 6.69.23-26.
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as was noted, the significance of this particular animal of this specific color is not obvious,
the sacrifice of similar animals is not unknown in the vedic tradition. Certainly elsewhere
Valmiki’s poem acknowledges the existence of animal sacrifices.®® This last sacrifice is not
satisfied with the mere offering of a goat, but goes further:

yajiiabhumyam tu vidhivat pavakas tena raksasa |

hityamanah prajajvala homasonitabhuk tada // 6.69.24

The sacred fire, purifier of all things, blazed up fiercely, as, in accordance with the sacrificial
injunctions, the raksasa poured oblations of blood into it there on the sacrificial ground. !9

so 'rcihpinaddho dadrse homasonitatarpitah |

samdhyagata ivadityah sa tivragnih sumutthitah // 6.69.25

Glutted with the oblations of blood and swathed in flames, that fierce fire blazed up like Aditya,
the sun god, at twilight.

These blood offerings by the raksasas are not unique. In the Sundarakanda such offerings of
blood and flesh as well as their consumption are associated with worship of Nikumbhila. The
pouring of blood into sacrifices, however, up until this point has been limited to a mechanism
for the pollution of the vedic sacrifice by raksasas. %' While the actual offering of blood into
the sacrificial fire is unique here, it is not without textual precedent. Much like Valmiki’s
description of the ascetics of Lanka, who wear garments of ‘cowhide’ (gojina-), his descrip-
tions of these sacrifices are both familiar and disruptive, always harking back to a vedic rite,
yet resonating with disharmony.

At sarga 71, Indrajit sets out to perform yet another sacrifice, this time to make himself
unassailable in battle (verses 13—14). Here the name nikumbhila is used in apposition to the
term caitya ‘shrine’, 02 clearly identifying the term as referring to the locus rather than the
object of worship, although these need not be mutually exclusive. Indrajit’s sacrifice is inter-
rupted before it can be completed. The power of this sacrifice is so great that only its actual
prevention allows for the ultimate defeat of Indrajit (6.71.14; 72.10-14; 74.2-6).

Given the shift in emphasis of the Yuddhakanda, it is not surprising that the term
nikumbhila now refers to the site or the locus occupied by Nikumbhila rather than the fig-
ure herself. The shrine takes the name of the divinity that resides there. Valmiki locates the
raksasa’s sacrifices within this site and thus in the domain of the divinity Nikumbhila, in
a manner similar to how he locates his idealized, but lost, sacrificial world on and within
the body of Sita. The essential marker of this world, that very vedic sacrifice, has been
usurped and reinvented, as it were, by a dangerous and powerful figure, Indrajit, who takes
full advantage of its power to attack the very tradition it is supposed (in the correct hands) to
support, nourish, and empower. The final interruption and destruction of Indrajit’s sacrifice

99. According to the commentators, the reference is to the shrine, sanctuary, or sacred grove dedicated to the
goddess Nikumbhila. Nagesabhatta adds as an alternative that it may refer to a (sacred) banyan tree (nikumbhilam
caityam tadakhyadevalayam vatavrksam va). See R. P. Goldman and S. J. S. Goldman, Sundarakanda, 22.41
and note, and R. P. Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda, 60.18; 72.13 and notes. According to several commentators,
Nikumbhila is said to be the name of a manifestation of Bhadrakali, worshiped at a shrine in western Lanka (Gold-
man et al., Yuddhakanda, notes to 60.18). Nagesabhatta understands that this visit of Indrajit to Nikumbhila’s shrine
takes place on the morning of the tenth day of the battle (dasamyam piirvahne nikumbhilagamanam).

100. pavakah . ../ ... prajajvala homasonitabhuk: Literally, “the purifier, enjoyer or eater of oblation-blood
... blazed up.” For a discussion of the verse, see R. P. Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda notes to 6.69.24.

101. See, for example, 1.18.5;1.29.10-21, where Marica and Subhahu pollute the sacrifice of Visvamitra with
blood.

102. See nn. 88 and 100 above and R. P. Goldman and S. J. S. Goldman, Sundarakanda, 5.22.41; 6.60.18;
6.69.23; and notes.
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suggests the impending defeat not only of the raksasas and their control of and insinuation
into the vedic world, but of the goddess and her shrine and of the world, with its manifold
dangers, from which she emerges.

THE RAMARAJYA

That the body or site of the female is again used here to mark religious activity and anxi-
ety follows a carefully developed pattern, as the poet has similarly situated such concerns
located in the feminine at every important juncture and transition in the epic. Through this
lens, we can briefly examine two vitally important and yet highly controversial events of the
epic.

The first of these, which occurs at the end of the Yuddhakanda,'03 is Sita’s agnipariksa, or
‘trial by fire’ and the second, which occurs in the Uttarakanda,'%* is the sitatydga or ‘aban-
donment of Sita’. In modernity both these episodes are deeply disturbing and have sparked
much debate, while their pre-modern reception is complex and often contentious. %> For
Valmiki, though, both episodes appear narratively critical.

Once the battle is over and Ravana is slain, Rama arrives at the Lankan court. Rather than
immediately reuniting with his wife, Rama carries out the business of kingship and victory.
He orders the funerary rites of his enemy (6.99.30—40), releases the celestial chariot that
Indra had loaned him for his final battle against his enemy (6.100.6), returns to his camp,
and orders Laksmana to consecrate Vibhisana in the lordship of Lanka (6.100.9-10). It is
only at this point that he thinks of Sita. He now orders Hanuman, with the permission of
Vibhisana, to enter the palace and tell Sita that he has come and has slain Ravana (6.100.21—
22). Hanuman is to hear her response and report back to Rama (6.100.23). Hanuman does so
and yet Rama is reticent to reunite with her. It is only after Hanuman insists that he see Sita
that Rama, gloomy and tearful, orders Vibhisana to have her brought to him (6.102.2-5).
Upon her arrival, Rama cruelly rejects her, as she had lived in the house of another man
(6.102.16-36; 6.103). Sita offers a spirited and strong rebuttal, but is unable to bear such
treatment and calls upon Agni, the god of fire, to testify to her purity. She has Laksmana
build and light a pyre. She enters, preferring death to such treatment (6.104). Agni protects
Sita and, incarnate, emerges with her unharmed from the blazing funeral pyre, testifying to
her purity (6.106.1-9).

The passage is intense, distressing, and meaningful on multiple levels. In light of the con-
cerns of this paper, it is the transformative nature of the passage that is particularly signifi-
cant. Sita has been culturally marked as defiled from being in the control of a male other than
her husband and is no longer acceptable as a dharmic wife. Again many of the terms used
in the passage resonate with symbolism that reflects defilement and purification. At 6.104.18
and 22, for example, the term cita ‘funeral pyre’ is employed. Prior to this in the Ramayana,
the term is used exclusively to refer to the pyre that is constructed for the cremation the bod-
ies of the dead.!% Its use here clearly suggests a similar use. Death and its attendant rites
are traditionally considered highly polluting, and cremation functions as a purifying process.
Thus, it can be argued that the passage makes a clear association between defilement of Sita
at the hands of the raksasas and pollution suffered through death.

103. Yuddhakanda 101-4.

104. Uttarakanda 43ff.

105. See, for example, Sutherland, “Draupadi and Sita: Aggressive Behavior and Female Role-Models”; R. P.
Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda, 103—4; R. P. Goldman and S. J. S. Goldman, Uttarakanda, 82—104.

106. 2.63.16;2.70.16, 17; 2.71.5; 3.64.28, 31; 3.68.2, 4, 5; 4.24.30, 40; 5.11.41; 5.24.24; 5.56.64; 6.104.18, 21.
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The kennings used for fire, as earlier, are significant and, perhaps, even more prevalent:
havyavahana ‘bearer of oblations’ (6.104.19; 105.5), hutasana ‘eater of oblations’ (6.104.22,
25,265 6.106.14), and pavaka ‘purifier’ (6.104.24; 6.106.4), in addition to vibhavasu (6.106.1,
3) discussed above. Each resonates strongly with the ritual and purificatory functions of fire.
The ubiquitous term agni is used somewhat sparingly in this passage, occurring only twice
(6.104.23, 27).197 Sita’s actions, too, are ritualistic in nature. At 6.104.22 she makes a cir-
cumambulation of Rama (ramam . .. krtva pradaksinam), while at 26.104.5 she similarly
reverently circles the fire (parikramya hutasanam). And again at 6.104.23 she pays obeisance
to the gods and brahmans (pranamya devatabhyas ca brahmanebhyas ca) and, with her
hands cupped in reverence (baddharfijaliputa), utters her vow of fidelity and enters the fire.
Now Sita, while still a site of ritual identity, is located in and purified by the sacrificial fire.
Her entrance into the fire and re-emergence from it are a symbolic death, purification, and
rebirth. She and the tradition that she symbolizes emerge pure and fully in the possession of
Rama. At one level then the agnipariksa can be understood as a transitional juncture through
which the vedic tradition, symbolized by the vedic sacrifice and identified with the body of
the heroine, is taken back, purified, and reinstated. 198

In the Uttarakanda we can take this one step further. Now back in Ayodhya Sita is at
long last pregnant and fulfilling her duty as a wife to provide progeny for her husband. In
this, she is recapitulating the roles of her mothers-in-law in the Balakanda. However, Sita’s
abduction by Ravana calls into question issues of purity, paternity, and legitimacy. Before
she can give birth, concerns about her purity and innocence once again raise their ugly heads.
Rama, who has heard rumors among the citizens criticizing his willingness to take her back
(7.42.16—19), orders Laksmana to take her to the wilderness and leave her (7.44.15-18).
Grief-stricken, Laksmana does as he is commanded, abandoning the pregnant Sita in the
desolate forest (7.45—-47). She is rescued by no less a personage than the sage Valmiki,
now the sole refuge of Sita, and taken to his asrama (7.48). Here she gives birth to Rama’s
two sons, Kusa and Lava, who are raised by Valmiki and then taught by the sage the poetic
account of their father’s (and mother’s) adventures. Years later, Rama decides to perform
an asvamedha (7.82-83), during which the two young boys sing the poem in his presence
(7.84-85).199 Rama, recognizing the two bards as Sita’s sons, summons her to the sacrifice,
demanding that she once again swear to her innocence in the presence of all in attendance
(7.86). Sita, accompanied by Valmiki, who first testifies to her purity and identifies Lava and
Kusa as Rama’s sons (7.87.14-20), enters the arena. Rama acknowledges that the two boys
are his sons (7.88.2—4), and Sita once again swears to her fidelity, but her words are at once
a testament to her innocence and a rejection of the world that has turned against her:

yathaham raghavad anyam manasapi na cintaye /

tatha me madhavi devi vivaram datum arhati // 7.88.10

“As I have never even thought of any man other than Raghava, so may Madhavi, the goddess of
the earth, open wide for me.”

Sita’s satyakriya ‘truth act’ uses her last words to reaffirm the purity of the tradition that she
represents but also to mark her representation of it as no longer necessary. Sita, born from
the sacrificial ground, now once again returns to it.

107. The word agni is used sixty-two times in the Yuddhakanda. The word agni is also used at 6.105.25 and
6.106.16; however, neither of these verses is technically part of the agnipariksa.

108. See R. P. Goldman et al., Yuddhakanda, sarga 104 and notes.

109. For an analysis of the narrative importance of the asvamedha in the Uttarakanda, see R. P. Goldman and
S. J. S. Goldman, Urtarakanda, 144-56.
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The asvamedha, the very same vedic sacrifice that sets the epic in motion, now marks
the beginning of its conclusion. However, the difference between the two asvamedhas is
dramatic. In the first, the wives of the king, without voice, participate in that ritual. It is as
a result of this (and, of course, the putresti) that Rama and his brothers are born. But the
wives of Dasaratha neglect their duties toward their husband, and each in her own way
undermines and weakens the ideal society Valmiki seems to long for. In the Uttarakanda,
at the asvamedha, Sita, carries out her duty as both wife and mother, but ultimately rejects
both roles, using her voice one final time to return to her mother. After this the feminine is
silenced and returns to her subterranean world.

Sita’s descent into the earth coincides with the end of Rama’s asvamedha. 1t is only fol-
lowing upon this that Ramarajya can truly thrive and Rama can rule free from obstacles.
Although Rama continues to carry out many sacrifices, they are fundamentally different. For,
in them, the feminine component of the sacrifice is replaced by a lifeless, metal image (7.82.
19; 7.89.43) which no longer poses a threat.

On one level, then, we can see in Valmiki’s Ramayana a reflection of a vedic society that
felt the purity of its sacrificial tradition, as symbolized by Sita, threatened. The fragility of
that tradition is highlighted, for, like a wife, it can be abducted, held captive, and defiled.
The threat is located in the demonic—the world of the raksasas—and represented by the
devouring, mother-goddess-like figure of Nikumbhila. Valmiki’s epic recognizes this threat,
but rejects, defeats, and finally contains it. Once the threat is contained, the vedic tradition is
reclaimed, purified, and subtly reconfigured— to nullify potential future threats of a similar
nature while allowing an idyllic society once again to reign supreme.

The conflation of the feminine—with her potential to be taken and defiled by the other, by
the demonic—and the sacrifice—which, too, can be possessed and is subject to misuse and
defilement—does not, of course, originate with Valmiki. ! What I suggest that is new is the
systematic incorporation of purposefully constructed female figures at significant junctures
as harbingers of and markers of this narrative movement and transition within this thematic.
Thus we can understand that Valmiki has systematically and intentionally introduced each
of these figures—Sita, Anasiya, gabari, Svayamprabha, Surasa, and Nikumbhila—both as
markers and loci of the feminine. Each of these characters represents various levels of the
feminine intruding into religious practices in an ever-increasing destabilization of the poet’s
idealized vedic world or as the means for its reemergence as a stronger, more stable, and
less corruptible one. Valmiki’s creation and use of these intriguing figures provides further
testament both to the author’s genius and the underlying unity of structure of his great epic.
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