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IX
RAMA AS AN AVATARA OF VISNU

The highest level of representation of Rama in Val. is as an
avatara of Visnu. At this level, He is no longer merely an ideal
man, He is no longer merely a successor of Indra, He is an in-
carnation of God. There was a time when scholars asserted
that the avatara theme was introduced in the first and last
kandas of Val., and that this proved that they were later than
kandas two to six. Hopkins stated that Rama’s “Visnpu-form is
fully recognised only in Bala and Uttara.”* This view is no longer
tenable, for a close examination of the text shows that the avatara
theme is present in kanda six, and is more common in kanda
six than in the Balakanda. It is likely that the references to Rama
as an agvatara were later additions to kanda six, but this does not
mean that they distort the original story, it means rather that
they reveal a deeper truth that was already latent in the original
story. They reveal another level of meaning in the Rama symbol.
The Rama who was an ideal man, the Rama who had continued
the heroic tasks of Indra, is now seen to be an avatdra of Visnu.

At this highest level of representation, the Ramayana is plac-
ed in a new setting. While Dasaratha is desiring a son on earth,
the gods are debating in heaven how to destroy their tormentor
Ravana. Brahma remembers that Ravana had requested a
boon, as a reward for his austerities, according to which he could
not be killed by any creature apart from man. Ravana had
disdained man for his weakness, and therefore thought it im-
possible that any man could destroy him. Brahma suggests
that Ravana “must therefore be killed by a man; he can die in no
other way.”’2 The gods approach Visnu and tell Him about the
merits of Dasaratha and his queens, and they say to Visnu,
“become their sons dividing Yourself into four parts.””® They
believe that the incarnate Visnu will be able to kill Ravana and
they make the request, ‘“become a man, O Visnu, and kill Ravana

1. E. W. Hopkins, Epic Mythology, p. 212.
2. Val. 1.14.14 tasmat sa manusad vadhyo mrtyur nanyo’sya vidyate.
3. Val. 1.14.18 visno putratvam agaccha krtvatmanam caturvidham.
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the mighty tormentor of the worlds in battle for he cannot be
killed by the gods.”* Even though He knows what the gods
have in mind, ‘““Narayana Visnpu” humours the gods and agrees
to become incarnate as the sons of Dasaratha.?

According to this account, the story of Rama has its beginning
in heaven when Visnpu agrees to become incarnate. Visnu has
the gift of foreknowledge, and is the Leader of the gods. He also
has the power to become incarnate. However, His plan is to
become incarnate not just as Rama but also as Rama’s three
brothers. Val.’s Rama is not a full incarnation, He is a partial
incarnation of Visnu. To be sure, only the Rama avatara is
stressed in Val., and His mother receives most of the sacred
payasa food.3 However, in theory, Rdma is only the highest
among four brothers who are all avataras of Visnu.

In the later Rama tradition, Rama would be finally viewed
not just as a partial avatara of Visnu but rather as Visnu Himself
conceived as devotional Lord and as Brahman. In this account,
He is still a partial manifestation of Visnu.4

The remainder of the Balakanda has a number of stories
about Visnu, but none of them specifically states that the Visnu
mentioned in the stories is actually Rama.5 The only other ins-
tance in this kanda of Rama’s incarnate nature comes in the epi-
sode of Parasurama. This mighty warrior, having been vanquish-
ed by Rama, addresses Him as “‘the imperishable Slayer of
Madhu, the Lord of the gods.”® It is clear that cven the Bala-
kanda is keen to stress that Rama ordinarily functions at the
human level of consciousness. Having set the scene in heaven,
it is content to dwell most upon the human nature of Rama
on earth.

1. Val. 1.14.19
tatra tvam manuso bhitva pravrddham lokakantakam
avadhyam daivatair visno samare jahi ravapam.
val. 1.15.1-7.

Val. 1.15.25-26.
Val. 1.17.6—Rama is visnor ardha (part of Visnu).

5. This does not mean that there is necessarily a dichotomy between
Visnu and Rama in these stories; they were presumably included in order to
point out the closeness of Rama and Visnu.

o

6. Val. 1.75.17 aksayyam madhuhantaram janami tvam suresvaram.
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84 The Rise of the Religious Significance of Rama

Kandas 11-V contain virtually no specific references to Rama
as an avataral However, these kandas occasionally refer to
qualities in Rama that suggest that He is more than a man.
Rather than examining these passages in detail, we shall con-
centrate upon some passages in kanda VI which state specifically
that Rama is an avatara of Visnu. Some of these are very impor-
tant, and they stress Rama’s divine nature more strongly than the
passages in the Balakanda.

The first clear instance occurs when Ravana’s minister, Malya-
vat, advises Ravana not to fight against Rama. Malyavat
says to Ravana, “I consider Rama to be Visnu Who has taken
the form of a man; for this Raghava of firm valour Who built
this remarkable bridge over the sea is not just a man. Therefore,
O Ravana, conclude a peace with Rama the king of men.”2 It
is interesting that Rama is portrayed as a full avatara of Visnu
in this passage, and this is in contrast with another passage
which refers to Laksmana as a partial avatara of Visnu. This
passage occurs during the battle at the time when Laksmana is
wounded by Ravana. Ravana’s intention is to carry Laksmana
away, but he is unable to lift Laksmana. The reason is that ““Laks-
mana, even though he was wounded in the breast by Brahma’s
weapon, remembered that he himself was an inconceivable part
of Visnu.”3

The next reference to Rama’s more than human nature occurs
in Mandodari’s lament over the dead Ravana. She recollects
the great power of Ravana, and concludes that the Rama Who
had slain Ravana’s brother Khara and the host of raksasas in
Janasthiana,* and Who had now slain Rdvana, must be more
than a man.

The most comprehensive statement of Rama’s divinity that
\l/ appears in Val. occurs in kanda VI in the episode when Sita

1. Specific references to Rama as an avatara of Visnu occur occasion-
ally in some of the recensions but are omitted by the Critical Edition.

2. Val. V1.26.31-32
visnum manyamahe ramam manusam deham asthitam,
na hi manusamatro ’sau raghavo drdhavikramah.
yena baddhah samudrasya sa setuh paramadbhutah,
kurusva narargjena samdhim ramena ravana.

3. Val. V1.47.104.

4. Val. V1.99.11
yadaiva hi janasthane raksasair bahubhir vrtah,
kharas tava hato bhrata tadaivasau na manusah.
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endures the fire ordeal. While Sita enters the fire, Indra rebukes
Réima for His distrust of Sita and suggests that insofar as Rama
is God He should have known better than to treat Sitad in this
way. He addresses Him as the Creator of the whole universe,
and the foremost among those with knowledge.! He says to
Rama,

Don’t You know that You are the highest of the gods ?
Formerly You were the Vasu Rtadhiman, and the Progeni-
tor of the Vasus. For You are the primordial Creator of the
three worlds, Svayambhu, the eighth Rudra and the fifth
Sadhya. The two AS$vins are Your ears, the sun and moon
Your eyes, and thus You are seen at the end and the beginning
of the worlds, O Foe-slayer. And still You distrust Sita as
if You were a mortal being.2

Rama responds in a famous passage which would later be
the stimulus for the Adhyatma Ramayana’s deepening of the
Rima symbol. He says, “I consider myself to be Rama, the off-
spring of Da$aratha—who then am I and whence have I come,
tell me that, O Lord.”3

Brahma then responds to Rama’s question with an even
deeper and more elaborate statement of Rima’s divinity. Indra
had portrayed Rama as the Lord of the gods, that is to say
his own successor. Brahma now portrays Rama as Visnu, the
Lord of the universe, Who is the source of everything that is.

1. Val. VI.105.5
karta sarvasya lokasya Srestho jianavatam varah.

Val. V1.105.5-8

katham devaganasrestham atmanam navabudhyase
rtadhama vasuh piarvam vasinam ca prajapatih
tvam trayanam hi lokanam adikarta svayamprabhup
rudrapamastamo rudrah sadhyanam api paiicamah
asvinau capi te karpau candrasiiryau ca cakgsusi
ante cadau ca lokanam dysyase tvam paramtapa
upeksase ca vaidehim manusah prakrto yatha

3. Val. VI.105.10
armanam manusam manye ramam dasarathatmajam,
yo ‘ham yasya yatas caham bhagavamstad bravitu me.

=]
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86 The Rise of the Religious Significance of Rama
He says to Rama,

You are the great god Narayana, the effulgent, armed with
a discus... You are the imperishable Brahman and the
true ... You are beyond the worlds... Youare the supreme
Purusa ... You are Visnu and Krsna. .. the Slayer of Madhu
... You are Indra... the Refuge and Protector ... the soul of
the Veda ... the syllable Om ... no one knows Your origin
and end or who You are ... You appearin all creatures, in
Brahmins, and in cows ... You support living creatures and
the earth ... when the earth comes to an end, You appear
as the great serpent in the waters ... I am yourheart, and the
goddess Sarasvati is Your tongue ... nothing exists apart
from You ... Your Body isthe whole world ... Agni is Your
wrath, and Soma is Your grace ... Sitais Laksmi and You
are the god Visnu, Krsna and Prajapati ... for the purpose
of killing Ravana, You entered a human body ... those men
who are firmly devoted to You, the primordial highest
Purusa, who will praise you, they will not be defeated.!

This long passage, which appears in the Critical Edition, is
the clearest expression of Rama’s divinity in Val. Rama is no
longer merely a partial avatara of Visnu. He is Visnu-Narayana
in person, indeed He is Brahman Who is beyond the world. He
is also immanent in the world of man and nature. He is the
supreme Purusa. He is even Krsna as well as all the gods. As
Refuge and Protector He is related to His devotees. This passage
anticipates many of the themes which will assume great impor-
tance in the Adhyatma Ramayana. The crucial difference between
this passage and later descriptions of Rama (such as those of
the Adhyatma Ramdayana) is that in this case Rama professes not
to know His own divinity. It has to be pointed out to Him by

1. Val. V1.105.12-28 bhavan narayano  devah  Srimamscakrayudho
vibhup. . . .aksaram brahma satyam ca....lokanam tvam paro... purusot-
tamah. . . visnuh krsnasca. ...madhusidanal. ... mahendras tvam....Saran-
yam Sarapam ca....vedatma....omkarah. ...prabhavam nidhanam va te
na viduh ko bhavan iti. . ..dySyase sarvabhiitesu brahmanesu ca gosu ca. ...
tvam dharayasi bhiitani vasudham ca. .. .ante prthivyah salile drsyase tvam
mahoragah. . . .aham te hydayam rama jihva devi sarasvati.. ..na tadasti
tvaya vina. . . .jagatsarvam Sariram te. .. agnih kopah prasadaste somaj. . . .
sita laksmir bhavan visnur devah krsnah prajapatif.. ..vadhartham ravapasyeha
pravisto manusim tanum. . ..ye tvam devam dhruvam bhaktal puranam puru-
sottamam. . ..ye narah kirtayisyanti nasti tesam parabhavah.
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Brahma. Even in this clear expression of Rama’s divinity, His
humanity is still emphasised; and He still remains the supreme
Upholder of dharma.

The final passage stressing Rama’s divinity in kanda VI is
found in the episode of Dasaratha’s appearance to Rama. Dasa-
ratha says to Réadma that he now understands that the gods
had sent the supreme Purusa to become incarnate on earth to
kill Ravana.! Da$aratha also says to Laksmana, “you will
receive dharma, O knower of dharma, and great fame on earth,
and by Rama’s pleasure you will receive heaven ...Rama is the
supreme Purusa ... the imperishable Brahman ... the heart of
the gods.””2

The Uttarakanda has many references to Rama as an avatara
of Visnu. This kanda also stresses Rama’s nature as Visnu rather
than His nature as a successor of Indra. We will glance briefly
at the main passages which refer to Rama’s divine nature.

In the first place, Rama’s birth and Sita’s birth in order to
destroy Ravana are separately predicted.?

Later Indra approaches Visnu with a request for help against
Ravana. Visnu encourages Indra to fight against Ravana, and
promises that if Indra does not succeed He Himself will later
kill Ravana.* The implication is clearly that the Lord Visnu will
become incarnate as Rima.

Gautama forecasts to Ahalya that Rama will be born in order
to save her from the curse brought about by her misconduct
with Indra.> Gautama says, “the great-armed Rama, Visnu in
the form of a man, renowned in the world, will go to the wood
for the sake of the Brahmins.”

1. Vval. VIL107.17
idanim ca vijanami yatha saumya suresvaraih,
vadhartham ravanasyeha vihitam purusottamam.

2. Val. VI.107.28-31 dharmam prapsyasi dharmajiia yasasca vipulam
bhuvi rame prasanne svargam ca. . ..purusottamam. . ..aksaram brahma....
devanam hrdayam.

3. Val. VII.17.37 and Val. VII.19.30.

4. Val. V11.27.19 bhavitasmi yathasyaham raksaso mrtyukaranam.

5. Another example of the downgrading of Indra by comparison with
Visnu.

6. Val. VIL30.41-42 ramo nama Sruto loke vanam capyupayasyati
brahmanarthe mahabahur vignur manusavigrahah.
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88 The Rise of the Religious Significance of Rama

One of the few clear instances of bhakti occurs in the Uttara-
kapda when the monkeys are so devoted to Rama in Ayodhya
that a month passes by as if it were an hour.! Another instance
occurs later when Bharata and Laksmana are so engrossed in
their love for Rama that many years pass by quickly.2 Later
still the inhabitants of Ayodhya desire to accompany Rama to
heaven as an expression of their response to His love for them.3
On resuming His form as Visnu in heaven, Rima says that the
citizens of Ayodhya are His devotees who have sacrificed themselves
for His sake.* Other examples of love and devotion are scattered
throughout the work, especially in connection with Rama’s ideal
human relationships. These few examples of bhaktiin the Uttara-
kanda are the only plain instances of bhakti to Rama as God.

As in the Balakapda, many stories of Visnu are told; the
difference is that in this kanda those stories are in general more
closely linked to Rama.> A good example is Bhrgu's curse of
Visnu. This is not just related as an event in the life of Visnu,
it is directly connected with Rama. Bhrgu says to Visnu, “there-
fore You will be born in the world of men, O Janardana, and
there You will live separated from Your wife for many years.”’

Elsewhere in the Uttarakanda, Rama is described by various
divine epithets. He is called ‘“Paramitman;’? Agastya calls
him “Narayana,”® Brahma says to Him, at the time of Sita’s
death, “O Rama of fine vows, You must not be angry, remember
Your former origin . .. remember Your birth as Vispu.””? Kala
says to Him, ‘‘because of this invincible and eternal nature of
Yours, You ought to protect all creatures, for You have assumed
the form of Visnu.”10

Val. VIL39.27.
Val. VIL102.18.
Val. VIL107.13.
Val. VI1.110.17.

5. Kirfel’s arguments about the late date of Val. refer mainly to the
Balakanda. The evidence deduced from content shows clearly that the
Uttarakanda is later than the Balakanda.

6. Val. VILS51.14-15.

7. Val. VIL41.7.

8. Val. VIL76.28.

9. Val. VIL 98.12-13 ramarama na samtapam kartum arhasi suvrata
smara tvam pirvakam bhavam . ..smara tvam janma vaispavam.

10. Val. VIL104.9.

b 91 ko e
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His divine nature is also indicated in other ways. He says to
Kala, “I came for the sake of the good of the three worlds.””
Brahma says to Him, “Come (back to heaven) O Visnu . . . together
with your godlike brothers and enter Your own body . . . for You
are the way for the world ... You are inconceivable, remarkable,
imperishable and ageless.””® Rama then returns to His form as
Visnu, and the gods worship Rima as God having the form of
Visnu.3 For now “Visnu has returned to heaven as formerly
and it is He Who pervades the three worlds with everything
moving and unmoving.”

I have not mentioned every minute reference to Rima as an
avatara of Visnu. However, I have given enough evidence to
show that the concept was existent in Val., especially in kandas V1
and VII. What conclusions do we draw from these references
to Rama as Visnu ?

In the first place, there is clearly theological development within
the Ramayana itself. There is an opening up of different levels
within the Rama symbol within Val. Valmiki’s poem® stresses
the human level of portrayal of Rama, and it sees Him not so
much as an avatara of Visnu but rather as a successor of Indra
and as an ideal man. The references to Rama as an avatara of
Visnu constitute a later historical development, and they open
up a deeper level of meaning within the Rima symbol. 1 accept
and welcomethe critical work that has been done on the Rama-
yana because it shows a development of a theology of Rama,
of the Rima symbol, and of a potential Rima tradition within
the Ramayana itself.

The vital question is this—when we know that there was this
development within Val., what attitude do we adopt towards it ?
At this point, I disagree with the critics who generally assume

1. Val. VIL104.18 trayanam api lokanam karyartham mama
sambhavah.

2. Val. VIL110.8-13 dagaccha Visno ... bhratybhih saha devabhaif
pravisasva svikam tanum . .. tvam hi lokagatir ... tvam acintyam mahad-
bhatam aksayam cajaram.

3. Val. VIL111.2 tato visnumayam devam pijayanti sma devatah.

4. Val. VIL111.2

tatal pratisthito visnuh svargaloke yatha pura,
yena vyaptam idam sarvam trailokyam sacaracaram.

5. This is basically the core of Val. II-VI.
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that the original portrayal of Rama was the true one, and that
the later additions detract from the pristine purity of Valmiki’s
original presentation. Why should this be so ? Conceivably the
later tradition (represented by the later portions of the Ramayana)
might have stressed other elements in the Ridma story, and it
might have seen the real significance of Rama to be something
other than Rama’s being an avatd@ra of Visnu. In fact, as we
will examine briefly later, the Buddhist and Jaina Rama stories
did develop in ways whereby the human aspects of Rama were
stressed. The important point is that the Hindus who sang and
heard and meditated upon and wept at the Rima story came to
realise that Rama was an avatdra of Visnu : this was the only
concept which adequately expressed what Rama meant to
them.! If we wish to understand what Rama meant to them,
we must see Him through their eyes. In order to see Him
through their eyes, we must examine the Ramayapa in its final
version.?2

When we examine the Ramdayana in its final version, we see
two things which are important both in themselves and also for
their future significance. First, the later portions of Val. open
up another level of meaning within the Rama symbol. Rama is
no longer merely an ideal man cor a successor of Indra, He is
also an avatara of Vispu. This level of meaning could be then
and can be now read back into the whole Ramayana.? Rama is
now seen as an avatara of Visnu Who limits Himself and becomes.
conformed to the human condition. By His perfect adaptation
to the conditions of human life, He shows what human life
should be like. The fact that Rama has a divine nature does not,
however, minimise His humanity. The later portions of Val.

1. This is at least as important as what Rama had meant to Valmiki.

2. In our case, the Critical Edition is the basic text. In some ways the:
“search for a Critical Edition” betrays the same tendency towards emphasis-
ing origins that I am questioning. I use it as a scholar, but can also fore-
see the value of a study of the interpolations that have been omitted from the
Critical Edition as revealing what was important to those who added these:
interpolations.

3. There is a possible analogy with the New Testament, the Synoptic
Gospels being closer to Valmiki’s poem, and St. John being closer to the later
section of Val. The analogy is deficient mainly because the length of time
required to complete the canon of the New Testament was far shorter than
the length of time required to complete Val.
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extend the concept of Rdma’s human example in significant
ways. They stress the important concept of Ramarajya; they
emphasise that Rama is one Who suffers because He does what
is right according to dharma; the Uttarakanda puts into words
what had been explicit in the earlier part of Val. when it states
that Rama is “the great-souled One Who is dharma in person.”’!
The development of the Rama symbol in Val. is in some ways a
paradigm of the future development of the Rama symbol. Val.
opens up new levels of meaning in the Rama symbol, but it
does not abandon the levels of meaning that had been there
before. The old levels are integrated in the new. The same pro-
cess of the integration of old levels of meaning of the Rama
symbol into new levels of meaning will occur more significantly
in the Adhyatma Ramdayapa and Tulsi Das.

In the second place, Val. establishes the theological importance
of Rama’s nature as an avatdra of Visnu, and Rima’s relation-
ship to Visnu would remain an important theological theme for
many centuries to come. As we have seen, historically there is a
development within Val. from the stress upon Rama as a succes-
sor to Indra to the stress upon Rima as an avatara of Visnu.
Valmiki's poem had visualised Rama as an ideal man who was
an example of dharma, of human relationships, of heroism, and
of rajadharma; he had conceived Rima as fulfilling the work of
Indra. Later ages open up the level of Rima’s nature as an
avatara of Visnu. However, by the time the Ramayana is complete
Rama has not yet been completely identified with Visnu.2
Many of Val’s Puranic stories about Visnu do not claim
that Rama is Visnu. Moreover, there is little specific stress
upon bhakti to Rama as devotional Lord. Rima is not yet
identified with the Visnu Who is an object of devotion. He is
not yet the Lord Who grants moksa to His devotees. He
is rather Visnu in a more philosophical sense. It is recognised
that He and His brothers are partial avataras of Visnu; itis
occasionally recognised that He is a full avatara of Visnu; in the
Yuddhakanda passage it is even recognised that He is the

1. Vval. VIL101.17 mahatmanam saksad dharmam.

2. The Adhyatma Ramayana would complete this process of identify-
ing Rama with Visnu, and it would also prepare the way for Tuls’s sugges-
tion that Rama ““transcends” Visnu.
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immanent and transcendent Visnu-Nardyana in person. However,
this is primarily a philosophical apprehension rather than a
saving fact. In the main Val.’s Rama is an avatara of Visnu,
He is not yet fully identified with Visnu. We see in Val. the
beginning of a theological process that would first reveal Rama’s
identity with Visnu and later Rama’s superiority to Visnu.

Finally we note that Val. stresses above all the human element
in the Rama symbol. Rama is the ideal man who followed the
leadings of dharma whatever might be the cost; he is the ideal
son, brother, husband, protector, and enemy; he is the ideal hero
and the ideal king. He sets a standard of human life that is a
model for all. He also performs as a man the acts that Indra
had performed as a god. Even when seen from the level of por-
trayal as an avatara of Visnu, He is still primarily a man—this is
the reason for His incarnation for none but a man can kill
Ravana. Val’s Rama is very rarely viewed from His divine
aspect. The general stress is upon the ideal humanity of the
Rama Who is an avatara of Visnu; it is upon the human nature
of the Rama Who is God; Rima Himself does not know His
own divinity, it has to be pointed out to Him by Brahma. Al-
though He has a divine nature as Visnu, emphasis is not placed
upon it. Rama is not yet worshipped as God. He is portrayed
in Val. rather as a symbol of God. He is not yet God in all His
fullness.

The development of the religious significance of Rama that
we have seen in Val. was not the end but the beginning of a
process that would culminate in North India in the work of
Tulsi Das. Rama would continue to be seen from the human
level of representation, but the Adhyatma Ramayana and Tulsi
Das would open up the levels of meaning of Rama as devotional
Lord and Brahman that had only been hinted at in Val.



