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ABSTPAC'r 

More than simply a backdrop, the forest in the 

Mah~bh~rata and R~m~yaoa is one of three central environ

ments in the Hindu epics, and of the three is easily the 

setting which most frequently shapes the epic action. By 

studying the forest, the people who pass through it and 

their activities there, a new perspective on Hindu epic 

narrative is gained. 

The central thesis of this study is that the tri

partite process of transformation, first observed in rites 

of passage, op~rates in the forest-related sections of the 

Mahabharata and RamavoDa, the middle or threshold phase of 

that process centering in the forest. The forest, then, 

acts as a threshold across which the epic heroes and 

heroines nass as they move from onp lifP-stage tn annt~cr, 

or as is more often the case, from one state of existence 

to anotl:.er. 

For example, in the early adventures of both Rarr.a 

and Laksmana. . and the Pandava brothers, the heroes move from... 
the brahm3carya life-stage to the grhasth~ life-stage. 

Si~ilarly both Nala and Damayanti reflect this transfer

mative process: Nala as he moves f:::·om being a ritually 

inpure, possessed, insane king to a purified, liberated, 
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sane king; Damayanti as she moves from being the wife of a 

madman to the wife of a just, powerful ruler. Damayanti 's 

transition is more dramatic than first appears for in epic 

India a woman had very few life options, thus a disastrous 

marriage meant that she was as good as dead. Both Draupadi 

and sit~ cross forest thresholds similar to Damayanti's. 

The Pa~~ava brothers and Rama also cross similar forest 

th:r·esholds. Their movement from a state of peace to a state 

of •;-.rar occurs primarily durir.g the forest exiles corr,oon to 

both epics. Finally, while they dwell in the forest 

threshold, the epic religious heroes and heroines par 

excellence, t:1e .!:-apas-doing ascetics, rruve from a state of 

existence in which they are subject to death to a state of 

immortality. This last process, the r.~.ovement from mundane, 

profane sphere to sacred sphere, provides a pattern useful 

for further understanding the forest activities of Rama and 

the Pandavas. 

In studying these various movements between states 

of existence, characteristics of the threshold phase of 

these processes emerge. 

the dynamic movement of the threshold is stressed, celibacy, 

communitas, pilgrimage and the intersection of mythic and 

heroic planes are the central char~~t8ristics. In the case 

of Rama, when the more static ideal nature of the threshold 

is stressed, the dual modality of Nowhere and Source is the 

central characteristic. These characteristics themselves 

become tools with which to understand so:ne of the 
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intricacies of epic na~ra~ive. 

More importantly by focusing on the forest, an 

essential difference bet\vcen the !·1ahabharata and the 

Ramavana can be explored. And this is certainly one of the_ ___;_.,o--L_ 

most important contributions of this study. Very few 

investigations have endeavoured to treat both of the Hindu 

epics. The reasons for this are complex, but I suspect 

that to confront the whole of both epics is impossible 

because of their vastness, while to choose a perspective 

from which to see both epics simultaneously without 

trivializing is difficult. The forest in the Mahabharata 

and Ra~a:ya!)a provides a substantial perspective and thus a 

study of it is helpful in understanding ~he meanings of the 

Hindu epics. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: FINDING ONE'S WAY IN THE WOODS 

If, for a moment, we imagine that the Ramayana--=--•- a.nd 

the Mahabharata are dramatic productions rather than Hindu 

epics, we are struck that, despite their great lengths, we 

have to construct only three stage se·ttings: a city, 

especially its royal court, a battlefield, and a forest. 

Of these three, no one setting is dominant in the epics, 

but the forest sticks out as anomalous. The central heraes 

of the epics are, after all, warrior princes; one would 

expect to find them holding court and fighting on the 

battlefield. But why the forest? What is its role ln the 

Hindu epics? These questions form the central task of this 

study--the attempt to understand what the forest means in 

the Hindu epics. 

Even a brief survey of th:? epics indicates that the 

forest bears more meaning than 'a cluster of trees and 

creepers.' For e;:ar:,pl.e, from epic tir.-.e right "JP to India 

today 'going to the forest' is a phrase of singular 

importance. 'Going to the forest' means re~ouncing the 

wo~ld. So the centrality of Lhe forest as an epic setting 

and the initial indication ~hat the nature of this setting 

is more complex than it first appee.rs suggest that a study 
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of the forest is in order. In this dissertation we shall 

investigate the epic forest, the people who stay there, ~nd 

their activities in an attempt to get at the meaning of the 

forest. 

At the outset we should be clear what sort of thing 

the epics refer to v1hen they use the word ~ana, usually 

translated as "forest". It is first important to purge cur 

modern ~orth American notion of forest as the limited tracts 

of trees one finds scattered among farmlands beyond cities 

and towns. What was considered forest in India was likely 

all that land which was not village or town or under culti

vation, and in epic India that meant that most of the sub

. ~ 1cont1nent was ~crest. 

The only confusion which might arise ln the use of 

the word vana comes when it refers to a pleasure garden. 

Sita, the heroine of the Ramayana is kept prisoner in such 

a vana, and the monkeys who find sita celebrate by destroying 

2 a pleasure garden called .Mauhuvana. These pleasure gardens 

were cul . , t en'--e , o~ten ~ ·w-a _._e d anu. • guarae 3tlvated ..:! d 1 1 ..:! sometlmes ' d . 

They were reore like parks than forests and they lacked the 

dangerous quality as well as the va3tncss of the Indian 

forest of epic times. When we use the word forest in this 

study we are referring not to the vana as pleasure garden, 

but to that untamed vegetative growth that spread over 

virtually the whole subcontinent. 

Just because the forest ln epic times covers a vast 

area, however, does not justify an in-depth study oE it. 
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But the forest in the Hindu epics is not only vast, it is 

also one of the most important settings in both epics. For 

example, both epics were first told in the forest and 

Valmlki composed the Ramayal).a there. Both sets of heroes 

spent some time in the forest in their youth and both sets 

met and fought demons there, beginning an antagonism that 

was to continue into their adult lives. The twelve-year 

forest exile of the Mahabharata heroes corresponds to the 

fourteen-year forest exile of the Ramaya~a heroes. Both 

these exiles are cr~cial to the narrative flow of the 

respective epics. In both epics the holiest people make 

their home in the forest as do many of the most demonic. In 

the Mahabharata a long pilgrimage takes place in the ~orest. 

S1ta spends most of her later life in the forest and her 

sons are born there. A number of characters in the 

Mahabharata retire to the forest in their later years. It 

is out of the forest that A§vatthaman and his cohorts strike 

to destroy the Pandava army. And finally the heroes come 
A 

out of the forest to achieve tne sovereignty of the world. ~ 

In short the forest is vitally important to both epics; 

therefore an attempt to understand the forest is justified. 

It would be unfitting to launch into our proposed 

task without first at least attempting to describe the 

epics which are the textual object of our study. Obviously 

the nature of the P.amaya~ and Mahabharata will become 

clearer to the reader as the study progresses, yet some 

introduction is in order. 
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Describing the epics to someone unfamiliar with 

them is a difficult challenge. Often one will see the 

epics, especially the Mah~bh~rata, described as 'encyclo

pedic', meaning that the epics include a whole range of 

subject iterns. 5 It is this encyclopedic quality of the 

t-1ahabhara ta which prompted J .A.B. van Buitenen to write: 

If an analogy were to be made to 
western culture, one would have to 
imagine something like the follow·ing: 
an Iliad, rather less tightly structured 
than it now is, incorporating an abbre
viated version of The Odyssey, quite a 
bit of Hesiod, some adapted sequences 
from Herodotus, assimilated and dis
torted pre-Socratic fragments. 
Socrates by way of Plato by way of 
Plotinus, a fair proportion of the 
Gospels by way of moralizing stories, 
with the whole complex of 200,000 lines 
worked over, edited, polished, and 
versified in hexa.meters by successive 
waves of anonymous church fathers. In 
the Western tradition this seems 
incredible. In the Indian civilization 
The Mahabharata is a fact.6 

The Ramayana differs from the Mahabharata in that 

it i:s rnore 8ohesive. ·rhe story line is kept to more 

rigorously and there is not the philosophical instruction 

which is apt to erupt in the Mahabharata whenever one of 

many wandering sages arrives to visit the heroes. None the-

less the Ramavana does abound in long descriptions having 

a botanical quality, weaving like jungle creepers with 

elaborate twists and turns into a dense organic mass. Thus 

while reading either epic, the reader who is unfamiliar 

with the easy pace of the story is apt to be i~patient and 
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want 'to get on with it'. 

Though the designation 'encyclopedic' is useful in 

describing the erics (perhaps applying less aptly to the 

RamayaQa), it is misleading especially on one particular 

point. Entries in an encyclopedia have an obvious system 

of ordering. There is no such obvious system in the epics. 

However, because there is no obvious system of ordering does 

not mean that there is no sense at all to the order of the 

entries. One argument that this study will make is that the 

arrangement of stories, didactic material and main narrative 

is not purely by chance nor is it merely contrived, but 

rather that this arrangement was seen in a way analogous to 

the way religious visions are seen. In other words, the 

compilers of the epics arranged their material in accordance 

with a deeply felt set of correspondences--correspondences 

which they perceived as given and received much as religious 

visions are perceived as given by divine beings and received 

by human beings. We shall return to this point throughout 

- . 7t h e aLssertatlon. 

Before beginning any scholarly inquiry, a few words 

about methodological problems are in order. In the case of 

this inquiry the chief problem encountered was that the 

modern perspective, or lens, shades our understa:r:ding of 

forests differently than does the epic lens. Without an 

initial awareness of this difference, confusion can occur. 

The essence of this difference centres around the awareness 

on the part of people of the epic period that the forest 
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wilderness was, among other things, a threat--a place which 

sheltered wild beasts, wild people, and even demons. This 

awareness is missing in the modern understanding of forests. 

To contemporary North Americans, for example, the forest 

wilderness is a forest preserve, a place where one can go 

to marvel at orderly natural processes as yet unmarred by 

8human hands. Within the purview of this study, then, we 

must attempt to appropriate an epic lens when looking at the 

forest. In this way, although separated by time and culture, 

we may, by a further act of imagination, catch a glimpse of 

the vision which informed the set of correspondences under

lying the ordering of the epic material. 

A first step in carrying out our inquiry into the 

nature of the forest is to survey the scholarly work which 

has already been done in this field. It is a short survey. 

Of the studies which have anything to do with the forest in 

the Hindu epics two types may be discerned. First, studies 

which have to do with trees in Hinduism; there are two of 

thes~. And second, studies which focus on the forest rather 

than trees; here again there are two which are noteworthy. 

In 1910 E.W. Hopkins published an article entitled 

~Mythological Aspects of Trees and Mountains in the Great 

9Epics." Here Hopkins catalogues and systematizes references 

to trees, paying special attention to what kind of species 

tend to appear in various specific situations. More recently 

Odette Viennot has done a full length study of the various 

. . , . 10r:eligions ::::ontexts of the tree ln anclent Ina1a. In 
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Le Culte De L'arbre dans L'Inde Ancienne Viennot discusses 

Buddhist as well as Hind...: materials and ·takes into account 

mythic description, philosophic analogy, public and 

domestic ritual prescriptions, evidence from popular 

sources as well as depictions of trees in the plastic arts. 

This work is impressive, but is only tangentially helpful to 

our study. 

Having a more direct bearing is vJalter Ruben's mono-

d . h . h 1 , 11graph ca11e d Wa ldab enteuer des In 1sc en EPlSc.en He~aen. 

Ruben's work is helpful to this study because it details the 

centrality of the forest in the R~m~yaQa and Mah~bh~rata as 

well as in other Indian literature, most notably the Jataka 

stories and ths K~~~a corp~s. Beyond this basic level Ruben 

is of less assistance than might be imagined. The reason 

for this is fairly straightforward. It is true ·that Ruben's 

work and this study share very similar foci: the occurrence 

in Hindu, or in Ruben's case Indian, epic literature of the 

forest, the people who frequent it, and the happenings there. 

Despite this similarity, the approaches which the two studies 

use to investigate the forest are different. 

Ruben's methodological approach, the lens through 

which he sees the forest, is ground and polished by Marxisn, 

thus the political dimension of the forest and of forest 

activities is central in Ruben's study. He sees, often 

almost hidden in the epics, a yearning on the part of the 

Indian people for political freedom from the tyra~nical 

12despots who rule over them. Evidence for this yearning is 
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garnered from the folktales or remnants of folktales which 

make up large parts of the epics. Thus when Ruben spends 

his time and energy showing that Rama and the RamayaDa are 

more folkloric than the Pandavas and the Mah~bh~rata, he 

does so to stress his central thesis. The folkloric influence 

in the RamayaQa may be seen, Ruben says, in Rama's protective 

attitude towards the brahmins, in the passion and romance 

in the relationship of Rama and sita, in the helpful 

monkeys and other animals, in Rama's monogamy, in his truth

fulness and, perhaps most importantly for Ruben, in Rama's 

perfect, just exercising of political power. Ruben argues 

further that the epics were altered by advocates of ortho

doxy who were intent on protecting their priestly power. 

Thus Rama is made to behead a sudra ascetic, offer sacrifice 

upon sacrifice, and before his exile give away all his wealth 

. 13to b rah mlns. It will soon become obvious that the methode

logical approach of this study is very different. This 

means that Ruben's work has been helpful in providing a 

general overview of the centrality of the £ores~ in Indian 

literature, but in little else. 

I received far more direction from an article by 

Nancy Falk entitled, "Wilderness and Kingship in Ancient 

14South Asia." Falk spends most of the article establishing 

an intriguing relationship between the forest and the king. 

In her conclusion she draws some tentativ.:: conclusions 

about the nature of this relationship. The forest, Falk 

says, represents chaos, and the king, not unlike the Indian 
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ascetic, must enter into chaos and master it in order to 

gain his authority and power. This study, too, comes to 

posit a relationship between the forest, kingship, and 

ascetics, but it understands the nature of this relationship 

very differently. While the scope and length of Falk's 

study is limited, it was helpful to this investigation by 

offering a foil at the point of considering this important 

r-elationship. 

Scholars like Ruben and Falk are not the only people 

to have offered an interpretation of the meaning of the 

forest in the Hindu epics. The epics themselves, or at 

least one of them, offer an understanding of the forest. 

Thus in this discussion 0f the various approaches to the 

epic forest, it is doubtless appropriate to consider what 

the texts indicate the meaning of the forest to be. The 

Ramavana is silent on the subject, but a section of the 
---~~ 

Mahibhirata is crystal clear: the forest represents 

samsara, the whirligig of existence. In the 	Striparvan, 

15 
Vidu1~, uncle of the heroes, tells a parable. Once upon 

a time, says Vidura, there was a certain brahmin who found 

himself in a dreadful forest. He became terrified and ran 

pursued by wild beasts. As he raced blindly through the 

undergrowth, he chanced to cross the top of an open pit 

which was covered by a lush growth of creepers. The brahmin 

fell into the pit, but as luck would have it, his ankle 

became ensnared in a creeper as he plummeted down. The 

next thing he knew he was !1anging upside dovm mid~vay dov.;n 



10 


the pit. A huge elephant stomped impatiently above him, 

a cobra hissed below. In his headlong charge the brahmin 

had collided with a beehive so, while bees buzzed angrily 

about him, honey from the broken hive drizzled dcvm on him 

and, even though upside down, he drank the golde~ streams 

with gusto. Shortly, a group of mice, some white and some 

black, began to gnaw at the vine which held the br~tmin. 

Although he saw his predicament clearly, still the brahmin 

16gr8edily hungered for more honey. Here Vidura ends the 

story, but in response to his brother's questioning he 

allegorizes nearly every part of the story. The beasts of 

prey are diseases which humar.kind is subject to, the creepers 

are the desire for life, the snake is time, the mice are 

days and nights and so on. The forest, that wh~ch contains 

all these horrible things, is life itself, the round of 

. . - 17
exlstence, samsara. 

~vhy not, it might be asked, apply this metaphor of 

samsara to the forest of the epics and be done with it? The 

answer lS tllat by and L1rge tr.-.= metaphor is not viable in 

the rest of the epics. In epic narrative action, UDder

standing the forest as samsara does not make sense. Instead 

it mystifies the actions of the epic heroes, as well as 

those of the epic ascetics. If the forest may be likened 

to samsara, wh.J.t does the hero's exile there mean, and 

what does 'going to the forest' mean? Viennot argues that 

this metaphor for the forest grows n.J.turally out of cosmic 

. b h . . 1 . . 18t ree symb o l 1sm, ut "!:: at lt 1s a ~ater lnterpretatlon. 
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The argument that the metaphor of sarnsara is a late 

addition tc the Mah~bh~rata is consistent with its occur

renee in a section of the ?trioarvan which is generally 

accepted to be a late part of the Mah~bh~.rat2. If it is a 

late arrival to the Hah~bh~rata, it is understandable that 

the allegorization might not fit with the meaning of the 

forest which had already arisen in the earlier parts of the 

epic. 

We have noted in passing that the approach of this 

study is different from those of studies of the epic forest 

al.:::-eady cone. It is time to explicate our approach further, 

to attemot to reflect on the shape and contour of our mvn 

lens. 

What we have done in this study is to use Victor 

k h • • • 1 19Turner I s wor· on t e tr1part1te r1tua process as an i::1ter

pretive tool to approach Hindu epic narrative. This tri

partite process was first identified in rites of passage, 

those rituals in which the participants are changed from 

011-.= ::; ~..!. te of exis-ce:::.ce to another as, ior example, from 

single person to married person or from gir:hood to woman

hood. Turner's work builds on the work of Arnold van 

20
Gennep who, like Turner, primarily focused on n;ligious 

ritual. From this focus van Gennep constructed a model of 

change involving three phases. In the first phase the 

ritual participant is separated from the fixed state of 

existence in ',\·hich he or she has lived; in the next, the \ 

Uminal or threshold ph2se, he or she is between one state\ 
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of existence and another--she is no longer a girl, but not 

yet a woman, for example; and lastly the participant is 

incorporated 1.nto the world, now a new person who perceives 

the world as a different place. 

Turner, whose work has concentrated on the middle 

or threshold phase, has suggested that this tripartite 

h app1 . . b eyond r1. ' 21 Acting onprocess as 1.cat1.ons _ . t ua~. his 

own suggestion, Turner has applied his understanding of the 

liminal phase to a variety of phenomenon, including \ 
millenarian movements, the Franciscans of medieval Europe,I 

\ 

the Sahajiyas of fifteenth and sixteenth-century India, Bo~ 

22Dylan and Thomas Becket. There has been, however, no work 

which has attempted r.o understand religious epic in light of 

this tripartite process. Indeed the attempt to understand 

epic narrative grounded in myth from a perspective built on 

a ritual process might strike some as inappropriate. But 

the fruitfulness of this study should speak directly to that 

reaction and remind students of religiousness that the sym

bioti~ relatlonship of myth and ritual warns against 

studying the one in complete isolatlon from the other. 

It is the notlon of liminality, the state of being 

in the liminal phase, which underscores this symbiotic 

relationship, and it is a central characteristic of 

liminality which triggered my application of the pattern of 

:ritual process to epic narrative. Turner notes that "the 

; attributes of liminality or of liminal personae ('threshold 

23; people') are necessarily arobig·uous. " From the beginning 
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' of my work on the epic forests.. it has been cle.:tr that forests 

I	were perceived as ambiguous. It is this perception--one 

which sees the forest as both 'open' and 'closed'--which 

led me to conclude that the epic forest is an appropriate 

liminal environment. 

It is worthwhile to elaborate on this perception of 

!the epic forest as ambiguous. Within this perception the 

forest is experienced as a lush paradise and, sometimes 

almost simultaneously, as the most horrible of hells; it 

protects and provides nourishment, it traps and destroys the 

unwary; it seems exhilarating, it seems forboding; in short 

the forest is experienced ambivalently. Yi-Fu Tuan, a 

cultural geographer, remarks on this general ambivalence 

towards forests. ''Wi:Lderness", he writes, "signified 

24chaos, the haunt of demons--and purity". If demons are 

·the element necessary to signify chaos, then the forests of 

the Hindu epics certainly so signify. Demons abound there 

primarily in the form of raksasas, and much of their 

behc.viour j_S appr~)priately cilaotlc. 

It may well be the signification of "purity", that 


is the paradisic quality of the wiJderness, which prompted 


men and women throughout human history to establish 


monasteries in its midst. Whatever the case, once estab

,lished, the monastery lent a sacred atmosphere to the sur

!rounding wilderness. The epics are filled with stories of 

-~ asrarnas or forest hermitages which are good examples of the 


general phenomenon Tuan has noted. 
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The monastic corarr.uni ty in the wilder
ness was a model of paradise set in 
an unredeemed world. Wilderness was 
often perceived as the haunt of demons, 
but in the neighborhood of the monastery 
it could acquire some of the harmony of 
redeemed nature, and the animals in it, 
like their human suzerains in the monas
tery, lived in peace.25 

Descriptions of the tamed wild beasts and the lush vegetation 

surrounding the asrama occur throughout the epics and we 

rshall return to this point in chapter six. What is of 

' 
import here is that this fundamental perception of the 

forest as both chaotic and paradisic meant that the forest 

was a natural site for a sacred dwelling, and for religious 

events to occur. Given the dominance of this perception of 

the forest as ambivalent and given its centrality to the 

material under study, we shall dwell on the two sides of 

this an~ivalence. 

The forest experienced as dense, closed space is 

dominated by ·the se:1se of sight. As anyone who has ever 

hidden in the woods while another hc>.s passed within a few 

feet can testify, the foLest can close in around and form 

a comfortable nest from which to view the world. This 

sense of closed space is not always experienced as corn

;forting however. As anyone who has looked for another in 

the lurking shadows of a dark forboding woods can testify, 

the forest can close in aro~nd and seem to strangle with 

its branches and trip with its roots. We shall return to 

this dual asp~ct of the dense spatrial dimension of forestness, 

http:peace.25
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but first it is necessary to detail the content of this 

dimension more closely. 

To experier.ce the forest in a closed spacial 

dimension is to experience its all enveloping nature. All 

perspective in this experience is curtailed; there are no 

distant views. Two stories from the epics illustrate this 

closed spacial dimension. 

The first story is from the RamayaQ.a and involves 

Da~arath~ Rama's father. One day Da~aratha was ln the 

/forest hunting 'by sound alone'. He heard what he thought 

was an elephant drinking and shot an arrow guided only by 

the sound. He shot accurately as it turned out; however he 

killed not an elephant, but the only son of two blind 

forest ascetics. The thirsty elephant was in fact the young 

man filling his water pitcher. For this murder Dasaratha 

was duly cursed to lose his son (Rama) prematurely, just as 

th.e f tores .ascet1cs h da 1ost h . 26t e1rs. 

It is my contention that this phee1omenon of hunting 

'by sound alone' was a skill developed to hunt in very dark 

27
forests, and that this is to the curtaileda response 

perspective of the closed spacial dimension of the forest. 

In the second story, this one from the !•1ahabharata, this 

contention is borne out. The story revolves around 

Ekalavya the son of t..~e chieftain of the Ni~adas, a name 

the epics give to indigenous tribal peoples. Ekalavya 

wanted to learn archery from Orona, the teacher of the 

Pandavas and Kauravas. He is forbidden presumably because of 

http:experier.ce
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caste restrictions. Undaunted, Ekalavya goes to the 

forest, takes on the appearance of an ascetic, makes an 

image of Drona and alternately practices his archerv and. 
propitiates the statue of his guru. He becomes a very 

accomplished archer. 

One day the Pandavas are hunting in the forest near 

Ekalavya when a dog which has been tagging along with the 

hunters smells "that black Nisada" and begins yapping at 

him. When the mutt has continued his barking for some tirne, 

28Ekalavya engages in some "fast, blind shooting" filling 

the dog's mouth with seven arrows so rapidly that the dog 

does not have time to close his mouth from the time of the 

first arrow to the time of the last. At this point the 

dog returns to the Pa~9avas, who are fittingly amazed at 

the archer's feat. Here the story takes a bizarre turn. 

Dro~a, accompanied by Arjuna, goes to Ekalavya, where he 

requests and receives his guru fee, in this case Ekalavya's 

thumb. Having cut off his thumb, Ekalavya is no longer as 

fast as ArJuna in archery. TLe episode of the guru gift, 

then, transpires to ensure Arjuna's supremacy in the realm 

29of archery. Unfortunately we cannot here consider any of 

the social or psychological ramifications of this story. 

Our intent is to show that the epic forests were perceived 

as a closed spacial enviror~ent, and that the hunting 'by 

sound alone' or 'blind shooting' is evidence of this per

ception. In the story of Ekalavya we find a forest so dark 

that the outcast archer has been able to perfect a technique 
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of 'blind shooting' in t.he environment. 
3° Clearly the 

perception of the forest as closed, dark space is known to 

the epics, si::1ce in the stories about hunting by sound alone 

the forest is characterized by a thick, almost smothering 

quality. This quality stands in marked contrast to the 

other way in which the forest appears as a phenomenon. 

The forest experienced as im~ense open space is 

dominated by the 'sense' of imagination. Gaston Bachelard 

in his The Poetics of Space has in a lyrical, sometimes 

abstruce, way described this perception of the forest. He 

notes tl1at a primary attribute of the forest is that it 

seems a "limitless ·,.;orld." He labels this att.ribute 

"immensity" and stat.cs it is more a perce~:tion of the 

imagination than the senses: 

..•we might make a detailed examination 
of what is meant by the immensity of the 
forest. For this "i:r.unens-ity" originates 
in a body of impressions which, in 
reality, have little connection with 
geographical inf~rmation.3l 

Indeed we have seen that cur senses tell us that the forest 

is closed, dark and dense. Bachelard, who seems to regard 

the imagination as another kind of sense, has seen th:1t we 

also perceive the forest to be vast, to be immense. 

The Hindu epics acknmvledge this open spacial 

dimension just as th2y acknowledge the closed spacial 

dimension. The problem with identifying this perception is 

that it is 'imaged' more often than actually stated. In 

http:inf~rmation.3l
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spite of this, an impression can be dra\vn from some 

descriptive adjectives, in this case from the tale of Nala 

and Damayanti. "Empty", meaning without people, "dreadful", 

"unpeopled", "desolate", "grand" and "vast" recur most 

32
often, and from them we may infer an irrmensity which 

relativizes the human scale. 

Still there is something lacking in the mere cata

loguing of descriptjve adjectives, and Bachelard gets at it 

when he says: 

One feels t~ere is something else to 
be expressed [about the forestr:besides 
what is offered for objective expression. 
What should be expressed is hidden 
grandeur, depth. And so far from 
indulging in prolixity of expression, or 
losing oneself in the detail of light 
and shade, one fee~s that one is in the 
oresence of an "essential" impression 
seeking expression .... 33 

This "essential" impression is, of course, what Bachelard 

calls inunensity. 

This dimension of forestness corresponds to our own 

perception of the forest when it is linked to the experience 

of walking deeper and deeper into a forest with a feeling of 

uneasiness which grows with every sort-of-familiar-looking 

tall tree passed, with each time the swaying treetops creak 

and rattle amongst theiDselves, with the growing sense that 

perhaps we are lost. Bachelard says: 

We do not have to be long in the woods 
to experience the always rather anxious 
impression of "going deeper and deeper" 
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into a limitless world. Soon, if we 
do not know where we are going we no 
longer no where we are.34 

By definition one does not 'wander in the forest' and know 

where one is going and where one is, and so it is that the 

young pri~cess, Damayanti, panics when confronted by the 

immensity of the forest. Having been deserted by her 

husband, she weeps and cries out, "I am afraid in the empty 

35forest!" V.le are not to understand from this that 

Damayanti is fainthearted; she shows herself elsewhere to be 

of heroic character. Rather we are to understand, I think, 

that the immensity of the forest can oppress the most 

stouthearted. Even the valiant Pandava brothers could be 

moved by their perception of the forest as vast and deep. 

Although usually competent hu:r:ters and woodsmen,once when 

they were chasing a deer, the five brothers became l0st for 

a short time deep in the woods. 'Tired and discouraged' 

they sat down u:r:der a large banyan tree and began to com

plain about their situation. T:i1is behaviour ~..Jas uncharacter

istic of the brothers as a group, but made sense under the 

stressful and embarrassing situation they found themselves 

in. In short even the Pandavas who are great hun tel.·s and 

have lived in the forest for twelve years can be affected 

by the inunensity of the forest. It is easy to empathize 

both with Damayanti's fear and the P~~~avas' discomfort. 

The vastness, the immensity, of the forest, whether it 

exhilarates or tyrannizes, overpowers in its open spacial 
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dimension. 

I am suggesting by all this discussion of per

ceptions and dimensions that there is something about the 

natural phenomenon of the forest which lends itself to 

become the bearer of oppositio~al meanings. That is, the 

two dimensions of a forest, closed and open, which are 

humanly perceivable are naturally opposite and thus bear 

opposite meanings. 

It is interesting that the meanings borne, at least 

in the epics, do not always arise from the same dimension. 

The closed, dense spacial dimension, for example, can have 

a positive or negative valence, and the same holds true for 

the vast, open dimension. The close dense fore~t hides 

ugly, fierce demons and the vengeful Asvatthaman; it also 

shelters Rama during his exile as well as the ascetics in 

their renunciation of the world.. 'l'he v2.st, open forest is 

frightening to nearly every main character at some time or 

other, but it also provides the forest ascetics with the 

inspi_ation to transcend their human smallness. The point, 

then, is not to identify these dimensions with positive or 

negative valences, rather it is to stress that the natural 

environment of the forest has at its essence a strong 

potential for ambiguity, and that the forest will thus tend 

to bear meanings which are harmonious with this ambiguity. 

Furthermore it is precisely this potential for ambiguity 

that makes the forest a suitable liminal environment. 

Our investigation of the epic forest as a liminal 
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environment within a three-part process of transformation 

will proceed as follows. In the next chapter we consider 

sections of epic narrative in which ritual might normally 

play a significant role. Then, in the succeeding chapter, 

we consider a particular epic tale, that of Nala and 

Damayanti, in which ritual does not have a central place. 

The fruitfulness of the application of the tripartite pro

cess in both these instances, especially vis-a-vis the 

forest, justifies proceeding to a closer examination of the 

relation of the forest to three groupings of heroes and 

heroines in the epics: the Pa~9ava brothers and Draupadi, 

Rarr~ and sita, and the religious ascetics of the forest. 

This is accomplished in the next t~ree chapters; a conclusion 

follows. In shcr·t, in the course of this study we propose 

to explore the significance of ~he forest of the Hindu epics 

from a vantage offered by the study of ritual done by Arnold 

van Gennep and Victor Turner. 

By way of introduction there remains only one 

further issue to discuss: the oral nature of the epics. 

Early on in the preparation of this study it became clear 

that some decision had to be reached as to which manuscripts 

of the epics would be used. Many different recensions of 

both the Ramavana and Mahabharata exist, and to choose one 

over another would be arbitrary. There was little choice 

36
but to use the critical edition of each epic. This choice 

was made in full awareness that some scholars are calling 

into ~uestion the whole idea of a critical text of a work 
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37that is essentially oral in nature. 

The major thrust o£ such scholars is that the 

techniques which do good ye8man's duty in establishing a 

critical edition from many literary recensions o£ a text, 

are not necessarily relevant when workj_ng with recensions 

which .have a long oral tradition. For example, the editors 

of the critical editions of the Ramaya~a and the Mahabharat~ 

concur that those passages which all recensions agree on are 

probably oldest and therefore should be retained. This is 

good text-critical methodology. Even leaving aside the pre

supposition that t.hat which is oldest necessarily represents 

that which is truer or more real, the relevancy of this 

methodological tool is open to challenge. It is the nature 

of material which has been transmitted orally to be changed, 

elaborated and embellished over and over again. This is 

part of the beauty and charm of oral narrative; it is 

central to the story-teller's art. He or she must be always 

sensitive to the particular audience in attendance, and to 

th~ ~untex~ in time and place of the storytelling itseLf. 

Given this tendency of oral narrative to change, these 

sections of epic which are virtually identical, may well be 

38the newest not the oldest. 

While I am in basic agreement with the objections 

these scholars have raised, a viable alternative to the 

. t. 1 d. . h . 3 9crl lea e ltlons as not arlsen. In this study I have 

tried to follow the path marked out by Alf Hiltebeitel. 

The general direction of this path is indicated by his 
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references to the Mahabharata as a "narra~ive continuum" 

40and a "work in progress." These references suggest that 

the 'final form' of the epics was never reached. Oral 

tradition continued to embellish and elaborate, and thus 

scholars may make use of the appendices to the critical 

edition, when it seems appropriate. I have used the critical 

edition as a base as much for scholarly convenience as for 

any other reason, but I have occasionally augmented my study 

with other examples when it seemed both helpful and prudent. 

In addition, I have attempted to understand the 

connections between the main narrative of the epics involving 

the central heroes and heroines and the so-called episodes 

which seem, at first encounter, especially in the Mahabharata, 

to distract one's attention from the flow of the main nar

rative. Again following Hiltebeitel in this matter, I have 

attempted to develop a sense for the connective tissue which 

links these episodes to the main narrative. It is 

Hiltebeitel's thesis that the compilers of at least the 

.r1ah~b ..arata SdW connections and correspondences between 

Brahmanic ritual and the epic action and also between the 

41 . . d h f h h. d. . 1ep1c act1on an t e events o t e myt 1c or 1v1ne rea m. 

This 'connective tissue' derives i~s binding strength from 

an inner logi8 by which a particular location of a certain 

episode is more reasonable than another. The placement of 

a particular episode in a particular context, then, is 

assumed not to be accidental, but intentional. 

A pivotal example of this sort of 'connective 
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tissue' forms the central thesis of this study. It is that 

the forest in the Hindu epics is often understood as a 

threshold whose inner logic is formed by a three-part pro

cess, which ~orks in epic narrative conL~nuum just as it 

works in rites of passage, where it was originally observed. 
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CHAPTER T'VJO 

'l'HE EARLY ADVENTURES OF THE EPIC HEROES: 

A PASSAGE BETWEEN LIFE-STAGES 

Early in the heroic adventures contained in both 

the R~m~yaQa and Mah~bh~rata the forest has a prominent 

place. Both R~a and the P~Dgava brothers leave home and 

enter the forest at the juncture between childhood and 

adulthood, and ~heir forest experiences serve to mature 

them. This ch~pter will explore this maturation process 

in order to shov-r that t.~e tripartite process derived from 

ritual can be applied to epic narrative, at least narrative 

with a ritual content, and to show that the forest in the 

epics plays an important role as a liminal environment, a 

threshold. The chapter will proceed by first looking at 

R~ma's maturation process, then will move on to consider 

the P~Q4avas' maturation process. 

Rama 

R~ma•s story begins with his divine birth. He and 

his brothers are conceived by the god, Vi~~u, in the wives 

of the king of Ayodhy~, Da§aratha. The childhood of the 

four brothers is not noted by the Ramaya~a apart from the 

mention that they studied the Vedas and learned the art of 

29 
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archery. 1 When Rama is fifteen and his marriage is being 

deliberated by Oasaratha, the famous sage, Visvamitra, 

arrives in Ayodhya and disrupts all the planning. 

Visvamitra h3s come to Ayodhya to enlist Rama's aid 

in protecting his s~crifice from the raids of two powerful 

demons, Marica and Subahu. He is insistent that only Rama 

can help him, and calls upon Dasaratha to honour his boon 

to Visvamitra by letting the boy go. Rama's father refuses 

on the grounds that Rama is too young and inexperienced, and 

the demons, called raksasas, are too dangerous. Instead 

Dasaratha offers to go in Rama's place. Visvamitra counters 

that these demons have been sent by the king of raksasas, 

Ravaoa, and only Rama will be able to perform the task. 

Dasaratha again refuses and begs Visv~mitra to leave the boy 

behind: 

"My son is dearer to me than life, you 
must not take him a\vay; I fall at your 
feet and beg you, a wretched man madly 
fond of his son."2 

Dasaratha's pleading is of no avail. 

Visvamitra becomes exceedingly angry causing the 

worlds to tremble in fear of the sage's power. Dasaratha 

had made an unconditional premise to the sage and he is now 

violating his word. Dasaratha's purohita, or house priest, 

enters the scene to warn his patron of the danger 1n 

breaking his word, and to reassure Dasaratha that his son 

would be safe in the sage's care. After all, Visvamitra, 
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who was once a warrior himself and is the caretaker of 

I • • - 3 •gods weapons, has prom1sed to 1nstruct Rama. On h1s 

~rohit~'s advice Dasaratha agrees to honour his promise. 

Once outside the city Visvamitra loses little time 

before he begins to instruct Rama. The boy purifies h1F.self 

in a river and then receives two sacred formulae from 

Visvani t.ra which protect him from hunger, thirst, fatigue 
.1

and fever as well as enemy a~ush.- In a short time this 

protective sacred knowledge would serve as battle armor. 

Besides inst.ructing the boy in protective sacred 

knowledge, Visv~mitra also related much sacred lore to the 

curious Rama and his brother, Lak~mal)a, 'iTho accompanied him. 

The first example of this sacred lore is the story of how 

Kama became the 'Bodiless (ananga)God' as a result o£ being 

consumed by the gaze of Siva's third eye. The story arises 

in the context of passing the hermitage named for Kama.~ 

At this point in his early adventures Rama con

fronts the first of the two major tests he encounters in 

with a ferocious raksasa, will become familiar. The 

trio comes upon an ominous looking forest which emits loud 

howls and cries from its depths. In response to R~ma's 

question, Visvamitra tells the brothers that the forest 

was once two cities. These cities received the favour of 

Indra because they had received the polluted runoff from 

the purification rites which cleansed Indra of his sin of 

brahmin6 murder. In spite of the god's favour a horrible 



32 


riksasi named Titak~ had terrorized the inhabitants of the 

cities until the cities had reverted back to forest. At 

Visvamitra's insistence and with his aid, Rarr,a challenges 

7the female demon to battle and kills her. The forest is 

no longer threatening with T~taka dead, and the trio is 

able to spend the night there. 

The gods were pleased at Rama's triumph, and 

au thor ized Visvami tra to bestow thei1: \veapons on the hero. 
_. 

He did so. Included among these weapons were Siva's trident, 

Indra's thunderbolt, Visnu's discus and Yama's Danda stick. 

These special weapons take on various physical forms, 

including personified ones, and come when called to mind. 

Visvami tra taught Rama the sacred :;:orr:mlae which discharge 

these weapons thus completing his preparation for the 

- t f- 8secona es~. 

Enroute to Visvamitra's hermitage in Tapovana (the 

forest of asceticism) the sage tells the heroes the story 

of his hermitage. The hermitage, or asrama, once belonged 

to ~he avat~ra of Visnu, Vamana. The story of Bali anu 

Vamana is occasioned by their arrival at the hermitage and 

it contributes to tl1e collection of sacred lore Rama 

9receives. This lore is of a particular type, however, 

insofar as it deals with his ancestors. Since Rama has 

divine as well as mortal ancestors, sacred lore concerning 

the avataras of Visnu and the line of the Iksv~ku Kings 

are both significant for him. 

Once at Visv~mitra's hermitage, the great sage 
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begins a six-day sacrifice during which he must remain 

silent. This last point increases the seriousness of this 

test, because it means that the sage will not be able to 

help the b:·lO heroes either by advising them or by cursing 

the demons. Rama and Lak~ma~a are, in this test, alone. 

On the final day of the sacrifice Marica and Subahu 

arrive with a raiding party of airborne raksasas. They 

course across the sky 'like clouds in the rainy season' 

and \vhen they are above the altar, they pour blood down 

on t.he sacrifice thereby polluting it. Rama immediately 

springs to action and, using his newly won weapons, defeats 

the raksasas. Subahu and the raiding party are killed, 

while Marica is wounded by the Manava weapon which knocks 

10him one hundred miles into the sea. 

With the peace of his forest hermitage assured, 

Visvamitra sets out with his charges to the city of 

Mithila where King Janaka is sponsoring a large sacrifice. 

As the three travel, Visvamitr~ regales the two heroes 

both wi U1 general lore and Wlth stories of tl1eir 

ancestors. Included in his recitation of tales are the 

story of Ki~g Janaka's bow, the story of the churning of 

11th e ocean o f m1'lk , t h e story o f t h e descent o f t h e 

celestial river Ganges to earth (the main human 

characters are placed in the Iksvaku line to which Rama 

12
belongs), and the story of Indra's seduction of the 

sage's wife, Ahalya, and the subsequent curses which are 

. . t . d b th . 1 . d . . l 3prec1p1 a~e y elr sexua 1n 1scret1on. 
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This last story is told in response to R~ma's 

question as to why the hermitage they -v1ere visiting was 

seemingly uninhabited. Ahalya was cursed to remain invisible 

and without food, and has inhabited the 'uninhabited' 

her~itage invisible to gods a~d humans alike. Upon seeing 

Rama, however, her curse is lifted and she appears before 

14the trio in dazzling splendour. This is the first of 

many instances when the mere sight of R~ma frees people 

from curses, and as such, it is one of the first indications 

that Rama is something more than an excellent warrior. 

With the telling of the long story of Visvamitra's 

15 career, the scene of action moves from forest to city. 

The two heroes are introduced to the king, and request to 
... 

see Siva's bow which Janaka has in his possession. The king 

accedes to their request but first tells the story of his 

daughter, sita. sit~ was born from the earth of sacrificial 

ground after Janaka had ejaculated on the soil upon seeing 

Menak~, a beautiful apsaras, or celestial nymph. As 

~ -. •- -- .,_ I- - -

UQU.'-j!l Le..L 

turned up in a furrow, and was thus named sita, which means 

16'furrow•. Whoever can string Siva's bow will win sita's 

hand in marriage, but so far no prince has managed even to 

lift the bow. The huge bow then arrives in a gigantic iron 

box mounted on eight \vheels and dragged by five thousand 

17 
men. Rama seizes the bow, bends it and breaks it. 

Janaka joyfully arranges the marriage with Dasaratha, and 

after various rituals are performed, R5ma and his three 
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l • 18b roth ers a ll marry women o f Janaka I s 1ne. 

Robert Antoine, in his Rama and the Bards, has 

argued cogently th<:<t. these early adventures of Rama form an 

19 . . . t . f d 1 . t ' ] th .1n1t1a 1on rom a o escence 1n o aau. ooa. Antoine 

presents a list of criteria which are necessar.·y for puberty 

initiation, and shows how the early adventures satisfy 

these criteria. Central among these criteria are ·the move

ment of the child into a dangerous situation over the 

objections of the parents; the gift of divine weapons and 

sacred formulae; the test of valour including battle with 

20
monsters; the instruction in sacred lore; and marriage. 

Antoine notes that Vi§~mitra functions as the initiation 

. th' . . . . 21masert 1n .1s 1nlt1at1on process. 

Rama is recognized as having undergone this tran

sition from adolescence to adulthood when the wedding party 

meets Rama-with-the-Axe on the way back to Ayodhya. This 

Parasurama is renowned for his repeated destruction of the 

warrior var~a, or caste. The meeting is thus potentially 

vola~ile especially since Parasurama clai~s to possess the 
~ 

twin of Siva's bm..r and wants Rama to try to bend it. 

Parasurama announces that he will fight Rama if the latter 

is able to bend this bow. Rama not only bends the bow and 

fits an arrow, but also destroys all the worlds in heaven 

which Parasurama has gained by his asceticism. This turn 

of events humbles Parasurama who pays obeisance to Rama and 
??

trundles off.-

While ·this episode of the meeting of the two Ramas 
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seems contrived, one point is relevant to our discussion. 

Parasurama is willing to challenge Rama man to man and thus 

is recognizing him as an equal. The episode underscores 

the change that R~ma has undergone. He is no longer t~e 

boy his father wept over a month before. He has become a 

man through combat, sacred lore and marriage. Ee now is 

ready to assurne the responsibilities of adult life which, 

in Rama's position as eldest son of a king, should include 

kingship. 

The ffiaturaticn process 

For the purposes of this study it is important to 

note that the forest is central in this movement from 

adolescence to adulthood, and important to attempt to under

stand that centrality. Our attempt at this understanding 

is aided by Bruno Bettelheim's intriguing study of fairy 

23tales which takes up the role of the forest in the watu·

ration process. "The forest," Bettelheim notesr " ... symbo

lizes the place in which inner darkness is confronted and 

worked through; where uncertainty is resolved about >vho one 

24
is; and where one begins to understand who one wants to be." 

Bettelheim's focus is the psychological maturation of 

children, but his insights, save the one involving "inner 

darkness", are applicable to the social maturation process 

we have seen in Rama's early forest adventures. 

For R~ma in hia early adventures the forest is the 
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place where he beco~es clear about who he is. His battles 

with the raksasas establish him as an examplary demon 

fighter and begin his long feud with Rava:r:a, the rak~asa 

king. This fe~d will serve as a focus for much of Rama's 

1 . ~-l.._e, and, of course, has repercussions on a divine plane. 

Since Ravana has raised havcc the world over, and since he 

can only be defeated by a man, Vi~~u has agreed to incar

nate himself in Dasaratha's sons of whom Rama is the eldest. 

In the early battles with Rava:r:a's representatives, Rama's 

divine identity emerges in his bravery and skill in battle. 

Rama's divine identity is clarified in two other 

episodes in the early adventures. The first is the sacred 

lore concernins Vamana. The story of the dwarf avatara 

of Visnu who overcomes the demon king with his three giant 

steps, while not consciously recognized by Rama as a tale 

paralleling his own situation, is told by Visvamitra in a 

context which is very suggestive. They are entering 

Visv~rnitra's a§rama which once belonaed to Vamana. It is, 

Visv2unitra complains, overrun by demons, but Rama should be 

able, he says, to right the sit.ua~ion. He concludes by 

noting that the hermitage belongs to Rama as well as him

- 25 se1 t. All this serves to draw a parallel between Rama 

and Visnu. 

The second episode is a more direct clarification 

of Rama's divine identity. It is the aforementioned 

meeting of Rama and Ahalya. Here P..halya is released from 

her curse of invisibility upon seeing Rama. The R~m~yaoa 
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a9ain do12s not tell us what RoJTla • s reaction to this unusual 

event was; it is not the epic's custom to dwell on the 

inner reflections of the heroes. We can surmise, however, 

that these two events served to clarify his divine identity. 

R~ma's human identity, which also becomes clarified 

in the forest, is of equal importance. We have already 

noted that he becomes a warrior in fact by his battles with 

the ~asas. He also becomes a part of a line of k~atriyas, 

or warriors, which includes among its numbers such notables 

as Sagara and Ehagiratha, the human protagonists in the story 

of the descent of the Ganges River to earth. By learning 

through Vi~v~rnitra's stories of the exploits of these heroes 

of the Ik?vaku line, Rama is able to enter fully tr.e stream 

of humanity £lowing out of the past, and thereby t.o carry 

out the task of ruling Ayodhya and the surrounding kingdom; 

the right and duty of the Iksvakus since the time of illud 

26tempus . \:Jhen the GangeR flowed to earth. By be~oming 

certain tha£ he is a king in a long line of kings and a 

warrlor in a long line of warriors Rama becomes sure o~ his 

identity; he becomes clear about who he is. 

To learn more of the place of t~e forest in the 

maturation proce3s of the epic heroes, and to learn more of 

this maturation process itself, we shall turn to the early 

adventur0s of the Pandava brothers, heroes of the 

Maha~har~~~-· There are a number of structural similarities 

between the early adventures of the P~ndavas and the story 

of R~ma dis~usseJ a~ove. Like R~ma and Laksmana the. . 
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Pa~i<}ava brothers leave horr,e I battle rakl?asa~ in the forest, 

win their bride by a test involving a bmv which is difficult 

to bend, and like Ram::t they return home to the promise of 

' . 1 . 27 l . ' c , . .K1ngs11p. Town ocat1ans ana LOrest ~ccat1ons are 1nter

woven in this series of events, but with the exception of 

the marriage, all the significant episodes take place in 

f 28the -Orest. 

In addition to these structural similarities, the 

maturation process gives parallels between Rama's adventures 

and the P~ndavas' adventures. Rama becomes clear about who.. 
he is in the forest and this is a sign of his maturing into 

adulthood. The P~ndava brothers engage in a number of 

activities >vhich help define and c1arify their identities. 

Like Rama they learn about some of their ancestors. One of 

their ancestors is revealed to be Tapati a daughter of the 

. . 29 sun god f a.mous f or h er ascet1c1sm. On another occasion 

the story of Vasi~tha is told because that great sage was 

once the purohita of the Kuru line, the line of the 

- 30Pandavas. The Pa~9avas engage in some more rigorous 

learning as well. \'Jhile disguised as brahmins and ~iving 

in the forest, the five brothers learned "the Vedas a;1d 

31all their branches and the science of policy". This 

latter science is called niti~~stra and teaches the 

practical, sometimes severe, methods of governing a kingdom. 

}\s \-;as the case with Ra_ma, kingship was an essential element 

of the Pa~~avas' identity. 

This kingship 2lement is brought further into focus 
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with the forest battles one or more of the five brothers 

fight in their early adventures. Two of these fights 

entail conflicts between Bhima and two different r~ksasas, 

and one involves Arjuna and a celestial being called a 

gandharva, but all three are disputes which have a territorial 

dimension. The first battle pits Bhima, protecting his 

mother and brothers who are asleep beneath a banyan tree, 

against a r~ksasa named Hi~irnba, who, like many of his kind, 

32relished the taste of human flesh. Hi9irnba is as large 

and nearly as strong as the mighty Bhima thus their hand-to

hand combat reduces the forest to rubble and raises "dust 

33until it resembled the billowing smoke of a forest fire." 

In the end Bhima strangles HiS.irnba to death "like a sacri

ficial animal" and breaks the demon's spine over his knee 

34for good measure. Before the battle, Hiqimba had acknow

ledged a territorial claim on the forest by saying, when he 

sent his sister to bring him the P~:ry~avas for his meal, "you 

are in no danger of them since they are sleeping in our 
1t; 

don~alL. "-- This terri to rial dimension is even more prominent 

in the next battle. 

A r~ksasa named Baka is the cause of a great amount 

of grief in and 	around the town of Ekacakr~. The king in 

36the area is weak and the powerful demon has established 

what amounts to a protection racket. In exchange for pro

tecting the kingd0m against enemies of any ilk, Baka 

demands a regular payment: of .:::.. cartload of rice, two buf

37faloes and a humaH being. Here the r~ksasa has usurped
-·-.J-
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the protective duties of the king and,as was the custom of 

the king, has levied his ovm kind of tax. The human part of 

the 'tax' is provided by each family of Ekacakra in turn, 

and when the brahmin family which is hosting the disguised 

Pandavas must provide the meal, Bhima insists on being sent. 

The inevitable confrontation occurs in the forest where 

Baka dwells. As in the previous encounter the struggle is 

very violent and as a result the forest is again destroyed. 

Bhlma is again victorious, again snapping the back of the 

h . 38d emon across lS 
1 
~nee. 

The third battle is of a different tenor than the 

first two. The gandharva, Citraratha, challenges the 

Pal)c}avas, and A"t:juna responds with the agneya rr.issle which 

39burns up the challenger's chariot. The Pal}c}avas grant 

Citraratha his life and a deep friendship develops. 

Citraratha's original challenge was caused by what he had 

regarded as trespassing on his territory. As the Pandava 

brothers approached, he had called out, ''This is my own 

wood, ...Neither corpses nor horned beasts nor Gods nor 

40
humans set foot here--then how do you dare to approu.ch?" 

So in spite of the different flavour of this battle, Lhe 

territorial dimension is still central. 

Returning to the notion tha.t maturation involves 

the re-formation or clarification of identity, it is 

obvious that in their first real combat the P~ndava brothers 

become clear about their role as warriors. The territorial 

dimension of these battles suggests that in addition, the1 

http:approu.ch
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Pandavas are realizing something of their identity as 

rulers-to-be. We have seen that the rak~asa, Baka, had 

taken advantage of a weak king to usurp the duties and 

privileges of kingship. Moreover, the forests in ancient 

India were normally crown property. The forests themselves 

were under state control and the products of the forests 

belonged to the king. The foresters who engaged in the har

vesting of timber, tree planting and charcoal manufacture 

41 were in the employ of the king. Given this fact, anyone 

making a claim of territorial rights on forest land was 

directly challenging the authority of the king. Thi3 is 

exactly what the Piir:<?avas' combatants were doing. By doing 

battle with these challengers cf kingly authority the five 

brothers were implicitly acting out the role of the king 

who \vould regain his terri tory. Thus the territorial 

dimension of these three forest battles serves to crystalize 

the element of kingship in the Par:~avas 'identity. The over

all effect of these battles is to help the five brothers 

become clear about their social identities as warriors and 

rulers. 

It would seem that the presence of similar maturation 

processes in the Mahabharata and Ramayana shows that a 

similar initiation process from childhood to adulthood 

occurs i:1 both epics. This is not so. Too many of 

Antoine's cr3.teria for puberty initiation are not fulfilled 

by the even~s of the early adventures of the Pandava 

brothers. While danger is involved in the Pandava brothers' 
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journey to the forest, their mother, their only surviving 

parent, shows no hesitation in agreeing to their trip 

which begins the maturation process. There are no divine 

weapons and no sacred formulae, which parallel R~ma's 

a.cquisi tio:J.s, in this forest narrative. The single aspect 

which speaks most conclusively against understanding the 

Pa~~ava's early adventures as a puberty initiation is that 

their mother accompanies them. One of the outstanding 

elements of the classic initiation of boys into manhood is 

42the absence of women. In order for the boy to become a 

man he must be separated from his childhood world, the 

central figure of which is his mother. 43 Since the Pa~9ava 

youths bring their mother to the forest, we may assume that 

the process they undergo there is not initiation from boy

hood to manhood. 

Further proof for this assumption comes from Hindu 

trajition itself. On the occasion of the ~anayana samsk~r~ 

the young boy is understood to be initiated into the com

44munity at large. During this sa~sk~ra he is separated 

from his family and goes to a teacher. B:'/ virtue of this 

ritual the young boy was considered a twice-born one, or 

dvij a. ~-';nile the age of the child at the time of the 

upanavan~ ceremony may not allow us to speak of a puberty 

initiation intc manho~:!_, nonetheless this ceremony marked 

the symbolic point at which the child could begin t>ecoming 

an adult. For the Hindu tradition the upan~ya_!la is the 

45significant initiation of its youth. 
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Between life-staaes 

Still, the heroes do mature through their 

experiences and they do undergo a number of changes. 

Initiation itself belongs to a larger rubric called rites 

.:16
of passage.· This rubric includes not just ritual behaviour 

centered on life crises such as puberty, but also includes 

ritual behaviour acknowledging any movement from one stage 

of life to another. 47 With this u~derstanding we can see 

that Antoine's puberty initiation hypothesis is too limiting 

for the heroes of the r1ahabharata. He shall shmv that the 

early adventures of the heroes of both epics are better 

understood as comprising a rite of passage between the 

brahmacarya, or student, stage of life and the ~hastha, or 

householder, stage of life. These two life-stages are the 

first of the four part ideal system called varnasram<J.dh.::trlT.a. 

The law books l . .vhich the rituals deemed essential in 

Hinduism set out a specific samskara or rite to be done at 

the juncture between the brahma~ary_':l and 9:rha__::;the1_ life

stages. This sarnskara is called samavartana and it marks 

48the end of studentship. Before this rite could begin, 

the student had to first present his guru, or teacher, t.vith 

a gift. After he had fulfilled this last duty, the student 

performed the samavartana samskara, which was essentially 

49 
a ritual bath taking place in the forest. Afterwards, 

his guru anointed him and presented him with some of the 

luxurious accoutrements of the householder's life which had 
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not been part of his austere studentship. These accoutre

ments included ornaments, collyrium, earrings, umbrella, 

. 50 sh oes and m1rror. This sa~sk~ra was always a prerequisite 

t o marr1age. 51 and apparentl y has b ecome t " on1 y tne.oaay 


. 1 f . 1" 52
equlva_ent o a marr1age 1cense. 

The epics are silent on the sam~vartana samskara 

in the context of the early adventures. R~ma and his 

family are said to perform all the ~ecessary ceremonies 

("sraddhas") before the wedding, but these are not described, 

and in any case since they do not take place in the forest, 

. . - 53
t h ey can not be the requ1red samskara. It may well be 

that this absence of sam~vartana samskara ln the epics is 

due to the fact that a literal understanding of the samavartana 

rite has sometimes resulted in the samskara not being 

54required of a boy who learns under his own father. It is 

possible that, as the authors of these stories understood 

it, the actual sam~vartana sarnskara was not required of 

their heroes. Yet a change in life-stage does exist, and 

the forest activities the heroes engage in do resemble a 

traditional rite of passage. To determine the extent of 

this resemblance we shall return to the story of the 

P~Qgavas before they entered the forest, then trace their 

progress to the grhastha life-stage. 

The Pandavas 

Much more is said about the Pa~qavas' studentship 
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than is said about R~ma's. The P~Q~avas' study consisted 

of learning the vu.rious skills necessary for warfare. 

Their main teacher was a brahmin named Drona who had 

received his knowledge of v1eaponry and his special weapons 

from Parasurama '>!hen the Jatte1.- was retiring to the woods. 

DroQa's prowess was extensive in part because he knew all 

the "secrets and vows" 56 which were necessary for the 

accurate use of the weapons. The P~Qgavas' study, then, 

entailed more than acquiring technical fighting skill; it 

also entailed learning the various formulae which dis

charged the various weapons. 

Arjuna emerged as Dro~a's favourite student. The 

results of Dro~a's special attention to Arjuna are evicent 

when all the students are tested near the end of their 

studies. Only Arjuna has enough concentration to hit a 

very small target from a long distance. None of the other 

57students has enough concentration even to shoot. 

After this test, Dro~a decides that the young 

58princes had finished their studies. To mark the event a 

weapons show is arranged where all of Dro~a's students may 

demonstrate their abilities to the assembled crowd. The 

weapons show turned out to be an extravaganza with amazing 

d . 1 . d . . h 59lsp_ays a~l cneerlng t rongs. 

Immediately follmving the weapons show, DroQa 

assembled his students and asked for his SI_uru gift. His 

request is an unusual one as he asks that his students 

capture the king of the Pafic~la, Drupada, and bring the 
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defeated monarch before him. This request is grounded in 

a feud which Dror;a has with Drupada. In any case, his 

students are well trained and are successful in crushing 

Drupada's city. The kingdom of Paficala is divided with 

Dro~a controlling the northern half and magnaminously 

turning the southern half over to Drupada. 

Meanwhile Duryodhana, the eldest cousin of the 

Pa~gava b~others, was consumed by jealousy for his talented 

cousins. He convinces his father, who is acting king until 

the Pandavas reach the proper age, to send his cous~ns to a 

provincial town, Vara~avata. Duryodhana then conspires to 

destroy the Pa~9avas by ensconcing them in a fine house 

built of very flamable materials, then burning up the house 

and its inhabitants. His plan would have succeeded except 

that the Pa~gavas are forewarned of the danger, and they 

escape the conflagration. They are thought to be dead, 

however, as the bodies of five young men and a woman are 

. h . 60f ound 1n t e ru1ns. Accompanied by their mother, the 

PaiJ<;1ava brothers flee to the forest where they encounter 

raksasas, study the Vedas anj live as brahmins as was 

described earlier. 

Until they are sent to the provincial town, the 

Par.davas follow the ideal pattern described in the law 

books. They study under a guru in the brahmacarya stage, 

although apparently not in the forest. At the completion 

of their studies they provide a gift to their teacher as 

was their responsibility. But instead of a samavartana 
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samskara, or a hint of a ritual inolving bathing, the 

P~~~avas are subtly exiled. The pattern is interrupted. 

Eventually they find themselves in the forest v~here, as we 

have seen, they become clear about who they are, especially 

as regards their identity as warriors and kings. It is 

worth noting that these roles form the predominant social 

identity of the brothers when they finally enter the 

9fhastha stage of life. The maturation process discussed 

earlier is a necessary condition of their movement to a new 

stage of life. 

Another event which prepares the Pandavas for their 

assumption to the householder stage of life occurs during 

their discussions with the gandharva, Citraratha. It '\.vill 

be remembered that after Arjuna reduced the gandharva's 

chariot to ashes, Citraratha became a friend of the Pandavas. 

In the course of establishing a rapport with Citrar:atha, 

Arjuna asked why the gandharva was able to attack them so 

easily. Citraratha responded, "'You have no fires, you 

have ao ob la t1..:ms, you 11a vP. no priest before you: therefore 

61 you were se-c upon by me:". After hearing the story of 

Vasi~tha, one of the famous priests of their ancestors, 

the five brothers, on the advice of Citraratha, asks Dhaumya 

to be their purohita. It is significant that the household 

fire for anyone and the house priest for a king are essential 

6?
elements of the grhastha lifestage. 

Having chosen a purohita, the P~~~avas go directly 

to King Drupada 's kingdom 1vhere a svavamvara, or bridegroom 
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63choice is being held for Drupada's daughter, Draupadi. 

When none of the assembled princes succeed in pulling the 

bow, let alone in hitting the target, Arjuna enters the 

tournament. All the Pandavas are in cognito and dressed. . 

as brdl1rnins thus Arjuna's entry causes some disturbance, as 

a brahmin apparently ought not enter the competition. 

Arjuna succeeds in winning Draupadi, but hB and Bhima must 

fight their way out cf the arena because of the angry 

warrior suitors. 

Upon returning horne Arjuna says to his mother, "'Look 

what we found'". Kunti, the Par:gavas' mother, thought her 

sons had been begging food and responded without looking. 

64"'Now you share that together!'" Her words precipitate 

the unusual marriage of Draupadi and all five brothers. 

Drupada is understandably reluctant to agree to this 

uncowmon union, but the five brothers do r.ot want to make 

their mother guilty of an untruth. Drupada is eventually 

convinced of the rightness of the marriage by the Pandavas' 

grandfather, Vy5sa, who tells '..L'he ::;tory of t!:"1e Five _;_n...:.L a..s. 

We shall return to the polyandrous marriage later. 

After the wedding, the Pa9~avas are given one half 

the kingdom of their father by the 'acting' king of their 

homeland, Dhrtarastra. Even this concession of an unculti

vated forest tract was made over the strident objections of 

Duryodhana. The P~r:~avas clear this land with the help 

of their new ally K~~~a Vasudeva and establish a city thcrP. 

This establisr.ment of a ci t.y corr.pletcs their transition into 
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the g:rh_astha life-stage. They novi have a house priest, a 

'Vlife, a home, and household fires. The process of forest 

adventure by which they have become householders is unusual 

and incomprehensible by the light of the rituals (sa~sk~ras) 

set forth in the lawbooks. However, as indicated earlier, 

a broader ritual pattern, the rites of passage, is helpful 

in our attempt to understand the early forest adventures of 

the Pandavas. 

Rites of passage 

The movement from life stage to life stage in tra

ditional societies involves passage rituals. These rites 

65of passage, first identified by Arnold van Gennep, have 

become part of the language social scientists use in 

explaining ritual behaviour. As noted in the previous 

chapter, Van Gennep discovered three phases of a rite of 

passage and labelled them separation, limin or threshold, 

66. . h 'l l . ,and 1ncorporat1on, w.1 e more recent y V1ctor Turner nas 

focused on the middle or threshold phase of passage ritua1. 67 

In the separation phase, Turner notes, the person 

involved in the passage ritual, the passenger, is wrenched 

away from the state he has known. By 'state' Turner means 

"any type of stable or recurrent condition that is culturally 

68recognized." This detachmeEt from a kno·wn fixed point 1n 

a social strv.cture is often represented in the symbolic 

69language of myth and ritual as a death. In a very real 
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way the passenger does die to one stage of existence to be 

reborn later in a different state. ·rhese states of existence 

are seen to be mutually exclusive in the sense that it is 

not possible to belong to both states at once. This point 

is self evident: one cannot be simultaneously at peace 

and at war; a child and an adult; a polluted profane indi

vidual performing a sacred rite. The rebirth or incorpo

ration phase brings the passage to completion. The passenger 

is once more in a stable condition with new rules and regu

lations, new codes of behaviour and new rights and privi

70
1eges. 

Between death and rebirth is the threshold or 

liminal phase. The status of the 'liminal personae' is by 

definition ambiguous because they are slipping between 

71known classifications of states. According to Turner, 

"liminal en·ti ties are neither here nor there; they are 

betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by 

law, custom, conventio~, and ceremonial." 72 A rich variety 

of symbols describes the passengers' nowhere position. 

They may be "represented as possessing nothing" because "as 

liminal beings they have no status, property, insignia, 

secular clothing indicating rank or role, [or] position in 

73 a kinship system." There is nothing about them which 

sets them apart from their fellow passengers. 

From this point of view of attempting to clarify 

one's identity the lim~nal phase wo~ld be confusing and 

enlightening at the same time. Says Turner, "the neophytes 
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are neither living nor dead from one aspect, and both living 

and dead from another. Their condition is one of ambiguity 

and paradox, a confusion of all customary categorles." 74 

This confusion of categories understandably precipitates a 

questioning of old social roles and thus breeds an uncer

tainty about who one is. Simultaneously the liminal personae 

are in a "realm of pure possibility whence novel configurations 

•• 75~ ~. d eas and re1at~ons may . Out of this realm emergeor . ar~se. 

the pieces of the new identity which will enable the pas

sengers to re-enter in a new state of existence the world 

they left. 

Related to the ambiguity and paradox inherent in 

the li~inal phase is the tendency of passengers to develop 

an intense comradeship and egalitarianism while on the 

threshold between states of existence. Stripped of their 

status, and confused about their identity, it is little 

wonder that the fellow passengers often experience ·..vha t 

76Turner calls "comrnunitas" . "It is as though," notes 

Turner, "they are being reduced or ground down to a uniforffi 

condition to be fashioned anew and endowed with ad~itional 

powers to enable them to cope with their new station in 

l 'f ,77
~ e. In their uniform condition the liminal personae 

have no distinctions among themselves. There is a blending 

of high and low, and in this homogeneity is born comrade

ship. According to Turner the passenger enters a realm in 

\vhich the basic h:__~man social bond is not yet fragmented into 

78
the structuralized ties of cRste and hierarchical ranking. 
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Conrnunitas is the experience of this human bond which links 

the liminal Eersonae together. 

The traditional ritual 

While this brief and ge~eral description of a rite 

of passage hardly exhausts the phenomenon, it should provide 

enough information to study the transition from brarunacarya 

to grhastha life-stage. The lack of reference in the epics 

to traditional sa~sk~ras relevant to this transition period 

has been noted. Nonetheless it is important to demonstrate 

that this traditional samavartana samskara makes sense as a 

rite of passage. Studying the ritual from this perspective 

will later enable us to show that the early forest experiences 

of the Pai).9avas function in a similar way. 

In his book Hindu Sa6skaras R.B. Pandey gives a 

short account of the samavartana samskara culled from the 
"'7Q 

Bharadvaja and Paraskara GrhyasiJ:tras. 'J Even this short. 

account of the ritual provides some interesting parallels 

with the rite of passage. First the student must spend the 

first half of the day shut up by himself in a room. This 

procedure would serve to separate the student from his 

usual studentship duties of study and fire-tending. This 

separation is underscored when, in the procedure that 

follows, the student recited the auspicious mantras. 

Usually his guru would recite these mantras; now the student 
Qo 

can recite them hirr,sel f. u 
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At midclay -l::.he student ended his seclusion, embraced 

the feet of his guru and placed one last stick of wood on 

the sacrificial fire. Then sitting amidst eight vessels 

of water ar::::ayed toward the eight major directions, the 

student began t"1e bath which was the essence of the ri tuetl. 

Reciting the appropriate verses the student. bathed himself 

with water from ea~h of the vessels. The gist of the 

verses was that his consuming attention to fire was being 

left behind and he was washing in order to insure prosperity, 

81glory, holiness and splendour. His bath having been com

pleted the student finisned crossing the threshold by 

throwing his ascetic garb into the water, cutting off his 

beard, lock of hair and nails, and then cleaning his teeth 

82
while saying the words, "'Array yourself for food'" This 

latter act begins the ex-student's incorporation into the 

householder life-stage. He now receives a new set of 

clothes made of unwashed, undyed material along with 

flm<1ers and garlands and a \veal th of luxurious accoutre

ment~ of thE:! householde.c's life formerly denied him. One 

of these accoutrements is a mirror which he may 'see him

self as he real~y is' in his new role as householder. The 

incorporation phase of the rite was consun©ated when the 

newly attired exstudent, now called a sn~taka, was intro-

d uced to t he nearest centre ot- l earned men b y h'1s teach er. 

Since the student apparently underwent this 

samskara alone, obviously the element of communitas never 

develops. In spite of this it is clear that the traditional 

83 
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ritual which ushered a person from brahmacarya to grhastha 

life-stage may be included under the general rubric of 

rites of passage. 

Neither epic mentions this ~amskara,yet the epic 

heroes all move from brahmacary~- to grhastha life-stage; 

therefore they need a substitute for this rite of passage. 

Since the normal transition ritual is a rite of passage, we 

may reasonably expect that anything which takes its place 

would hav8 many of the attributes of ~he ritual it replaces. 

The early forest adventures of the Pandava brothers and.. 
those of Rama and his brother, occur at a time when the 

samavartana samskara normally would occur. Because ritual 

expresses certain human realities in action, it is not sur

prising to find the actions of the Pa~9avas and Rama 

expressing the reality of their life-stage transition at a 

time appropriate to that transition, i.e., their early 

adventures. Further if the early adventures substitute for 

the traditional rites of passage, then the fact that they 

occur in the forest becomes significant for our investl

gation. 

The ritual pattern in the narratives 

Until the time of their quasi-exile to Varanavata, 

the Pa~gava brothers live a life of royal luxury. Even 

after they are sent to the distant provincial town, they 

remain very affluent. The significance of their dismissal 
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is that they have been separated from the centre of royal 

power, the capital of the kingdom. With this quasi-exile, 

then, the Pa~gavas begin the separation phase of their 

rite of passase between student and householder life-stages. 

The separaticn phase culminates, as it often does 

in traditional passage rituals, with their 'death'. In 

fact they escaped from the burning house, but to the rest 

of the world they were dead. Dhrtarastra ordered the 

funeral rites performed and all their friends mourned their 

84
untimely death. Because the Pa:r;q.ava brothers along with 

their mother assumed disguises and told no one of their 

escape, they remained dead to the world at large. 

At the end of their forest adventures the five 

brothers are incorporated back by degrees into the world 

they left. First Krsna Vasudeva recognizes the heroes at 

Draupadl's svayamvara. Then the next day Yudhi~thira 

reveals their identity to Drupada at the bridegrooms' 
8t;

party. ~ Drupada had already suspected their true identities 

from the informatic~ garnered from spies. The wedding 

ceremonies (there are five) provide the ritual culmination 

86of the incorporation phase of their rite of passage. 

After the weddings runners were sent to all the kings of 

the earth with t~e news of the Pal).?avas' \\Tedding to 

Draupadi and of the true identities of the 'brahmins' at 

the svavamvara ..=.___....___..___ 

When they heard that the sons of King 

Pandu and Kunti h.:1d been disguised as 
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brahmins, the kings of nen were greatly 
surprised, for before they had heard that 
Kunti and her sons had been burned alive. 
"They have been reborn!" Thus all the 
kings thought of them, ... 87 

Just as the world thought them dead, so now the world con

siders them reborn. We have seen that death and rebirth 

are the symbolic starting and finishing points of a rite of 

passage. In the separation phase the passengers die, here 

in a blazing house, and in the incorporatio~ phase, they 

are reborn, here in the public announcement of their 

marriage. 

It remains to consider the middle or liminal phase 

of the P~~~avas'rite of passage between life-stages. Tra

ditionally this phase is marked DY arooiguity, especially 

about who one is, and by the social interrelationship 

called communi tas. The ambigui·ty common to the liminal 

personae may be seen in the P~ndavas in a number of ways. 

In the forest they are without the comforts which have 

been obvious signs of their royal oirthright. Even their 

brother Bhima, normally insensitive to all but his most 

visceral needs, notices the difference: 

" ... ~Vha t more g:r· ievous sight can I ever 
see than the sight of these tigers among 
men now bedding on the ground? The law
wise king who deserves to sway the three 
t,..·orlds [Yudhis-r:.hirl.l], \Jhy must he lie 

,88tired on the ground like a commoner! 

He repeats this litany f0r each of his brothers. Without 

t..l-}eir finery, Bhima is saying, his bro-chers appear to be 
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without refinement, which from his position among the royal 

elite is the way ordinary people look. In short the 

Pandavas in the forest possess nothing; they have no status.. 
and no property. This in itself is a mark of the liminal 

personae. 

The Pa~~avas compound their liminal uncertainty 

concerning their identities when they decide to disguise 

themselves as brahmin ascetics to avoid further persecution 

at the hands of Duryodhana. Their disguise involved braiding 

their hair and wearing ascetic garb consisting of bark 

skirts and deerskins. We can assume their disguise was 

adequate because many people were deceived by it. During 

this period of disguise it will be remembered that the five 

brothers engaged in learning the Vedas and the science of 

governmental policy. 

Normally one's birth determines one's caste in 

89India. One belongs to the caste that one's father 

belonged to. To deviate from this norm, at least in epic 

. f . 90tlmeb, was cause or some consternatlon. Nevertheless in 

their early forest adventures the Pa~~avas appear as members 

of any but their own caste. His brothers seem to Bhima 

like commoners, and the disguise they assume is of the 

higher brahmin caste. ~his mixup of castes has some 

peculiar ramifications for the Pandavas. At the conclusion 

of the svaya~vara Bhima and Arjuna are forced to fight 

members of their own warrior vuri).a in order to protect 

Drupada, a warrior, who is being attacked because he gave 
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his vvife to the 'brahmin', Arjuna. This 'brahmin' is, of 

course, really a warrior, thus there is no real need to 

fight in the first place. This confusion of castes mirrors 

the Pa~~ava's own a~)iguous status. 

The liminal phase is paradoxically also the 'realm 

of pure possibility'. For the Pandavas we have seen this 

means that their maturation process includes becoming 

clear about who they are as warriors, kings and householders. 

This paradoxical quality associated with the threshold 

phase of the rite of passage will reoccur again. 

In addition to ambiguity of status and identity, 

the liminal per·sonae are marked by communi tas, the sense of 

a fundamental human bond between J.:hem. T~is sense ILC.J.1i:fests 

itself in the egalitarian treatment the passengers give one 

another. Communitas is the blending of high and low in 

comradeship; the neophytes treat one another alike because 

they are alike in their passage between states. A per

spective on the Pa:r:9avas' experiences of communitas is pro

vided by a brief look at Bhima in t.!l.ese early adventures. 

Bhima of all tte brothers is most prominent i~ these 

adventures. In the escape from the burning house Bhima 

carries not just his mother, but all his brothers as well. 

Then in order not to wake his sleeping family who he has 

been selflessly guarding, he drags the demon, Hi~imba, off 

into the. forest where the noise will not disturb them. 

Bhima, at his mother's suggestion, agreeably substitutes 

himself for one of his brah~in host's family, although he 
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knows it will mean a confrontation with the raksasa, Baka. 

This kind of selfless activity was not an obvious attribute 

of the child Bhima. 

As a child Bhima was a bully. The epic makes it 

clear that Bhima's childhood bullying was playful in intent, 

but bullies everywhere are notoriously short on concern for 

another's welfare, and Bhima is no exception. His prime 

targets were his cousins who he repeatedly bested because 

of his great strength. He would pick his 'playmates' up 

off the ground by the hair and then "set them to fight one 

another." 91 The description of Bhima:s 'play' continues: 

When he was playing in t.he water, he 
would catch ten of the kids in his 
arms and sit down under the water, 
letting go of them when tiley carne 
close to drowning. A:1d when they 
climbed the trees to pick fruit, 
Bhima would kick the tree to make it 
shake, and all shaken up they would 
tumble down with the fruit from the 
tree that shudderea from the kick, and 
fall down limply.92 

Even if we agree with the epi~ that Hhima's activlty con

stitutes play, it is still obvious that he cared little for 

the welfare of his cousins. In fact his behaviour is self-

serving and self-centered. 

It is this childhood behaviour which makes Bhima's 

attitude during the threshold experience so noteworthy. 

During the threshold adventures Bhima is willing to risk 

life and liwb for those with him. Certainly the epic means 

to demonstrate Bhima's protective stance towards his family. 

http:limply.92
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This stance provides the basis of a theme which carries 

throughout the Iv!ahabharata. Nonetheless this does not 

explain the change that comes over Bhima which is first 

noticeable as the family races from the burning house. 

None of the other characters change so dramatically in the 

early adventures. Bhima's self-centeredness seems to be 

consumed in the flaming house and, v7hen thrust into the 

desolate forest, he does rr.ore than his share to help his 

relations. The liminal attitude of communitas nicely 

describes Bhima's new concern for others. Bhima changes 

because he becomes aware that, strong as he is, he is 

really just like the rest of his brothers. He too is a 

commoner in the forest, in the forest he is like everybody 

else. 

The most radical statement of the communitas the 

Pa:r:c?-avas generate in their early forest adventures is their 

polyandrous marriage to Draupadi. Much ink has been 

spilled over this episode, much of it by the later tra
0')

• . .. /J

di~lon to JUStify what it regarded as an anathema. 

Recently Alf Hiltebeitel has shown the thematic correlation 

between myt~ic and epic material on just this point. 
94 

would li~e to suggest that the marriage of Draupadi and the 

five brothers mdkes internal sense as well. 

In attempting to explain to Drupada why his daughter 

must have five husbands, Yudhisthira says: 

" ... She was won by the P~rtha [Arjuna], 
your daughter--and she is a treasure. 

I 
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We have a covenant that we share to
gether every treasure, king! We do 
not want to give up our covenant now, 
good king.95 

On the face of it this seems a rather lame reason for an 

outrageously adharmic or unlawful marriage. If we consider 

that the five brothers are still in the liminal phase of a 

passage between life-stages however, Yudhi~~hira's words 

take on some significance. If, as Turner suggests, the 

liminal personae tap a fundamental human bond in the 

threshold experience and if one expression of this con~unitas 

is the sharing of all things for the common good, then the 

sharing of Draupadi as a common wife makes perfect sense. 

The problem Yudhi~~hira and his brothers face is that the 

society they are acting in cannot appreciate or even per

ceive their comntuni tas. It is after all because they are out 

of place and out of time that they experience the corn..TLunitas 

central to the liminal phase. Thus it is that the P2ir:qavas' 

grandfather, Vyasa, has to mediate and convince Drupada of 

the rightness of the union by explaining its mythic 

d
. . 961mens1on. Drupada is convinced, the Pa~9avas marry 

Draupadi and emerge from their threshold experience ready 

to establish their kingdom as royal grhasthas. 

From this detailed accounting of the phases of the 

tripartite process in the Pa~~avas' early adventures, and 

from the earlier discussion of Rama's adventures as a 

puberty initiation, it follows that Rama, too, passes 

through a rite of passage. He is separated from his 
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fathe.r, involved in the lirninal phuse during his travels 

~vith Visvamitra, and incorporated at ,Janaka's court. Of 

course any puberty initration is a rite of passage, and thus 

will carry the tripartite imprint. But Rama's passage to 

mar1hood correspoP..ds ~vi th his passage from the brahmacarva 
~-

life-stage to the grhastha life-stage. It is at this point 

that Rama's early adventures parallel those of the PaJ?~avas, 

and it is at this point that the role of the forest in both 

epics is identical. 

The role of the forest in the early adventures of 

the epic heroes is a pivotal one. In the case of both epics 

it is in the forest that the central liminal events take 

place. By passing through the forest the heroes, to para

phrase Bettelheim, resolve the uncertainty about who t.hev 

are, and begin to understand who they want to be. This pro

cess occurs because they are betwixt and between the usual 

states of existence. Old categories and norms no longer 

apply, new categories and norms do not yet apply. The 

herot....s are on the threshold where nothing is fixed but the 

flux. Out of the threshold's flux new ro]_es are formed~ 

the heroes emerge fro~ the forest capable of acting in new 

ways as royal grhasthas. In the early adventures of the 

epic heroes the forest is their threshold. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A STORY OF LOVE AND CHANGE: THE TRIPARTITE 

PARADIGH IN Nl-~.LA AND DAMAYAN'I'I 

We have seen in the narrative stories which depict 

the early adventures of the epic heroes the imprint of the 

ritual pattern called rite of passage. In this chapter we 

shall apply the process of change inherent in the rite of 

passage to a narrative in which there is no life-crisis to 

mark nor a change in life-stage to celebrate. Traditionally 

such marking or celebrating is done in a rite of passage, 

so on the face of it our application of the tripartite 

process to such a narrative seems ill-advised. However 

the appropriateness of our endeavour is suggested by van 

Gennep, who noted that rites of passage may mark the tran

sition from one state of existence to another. 1 Victor 

Turner elaborates on this idea: 

Van Gennep made a striking discovery 
when he demonstrated, in his comparative 
work on rites of passage, that human 
culture had become cognizant of a tri
partite movement in space-time. His 
focus was restricted to ritual but his 
paradigm covers many extraritual pro
cesses.2 

The extraritual process we shall investigate is 

found in the well known tale of Nala and Damayanti from the 

69 




70 


third or 'forest' book of the Mahabharata. By means of 

this investigation vie shall demonstrate that the tripartite 

process is recorded in epic narrative generally, not only 

in epic narrative concerned with life-crises and life-

stage changes, and furthermore that the forest is a central 

symbol in that tripartite process. 

The tale 

Nala and Darnayanti has long been recognized as 	a 

3significant story by both Eastern and Western scholars. 

However, while it has often been acclaimed, the critical 

study which has heretofore been done on the tale has been 

4concerned primarily with dating either the story itself, 

or the setting of the story, called the Vanaparvan, 

meaning 'the book of the forest•. 5 There is nothing 

inherently wrong with this concern with the historical 

origin of the text, but so far studies have proceeded with

out much concern for the significance of the tale. 6 This 

lack of focus on the tale's significance is particularly 

disappointing for this study because the forest plays a 

dominant role in Nala and Damayanti; thus a coherent under

standing of the story would include valuable ideas about 

the role of the forest. Since helpful critical investi

gations are not available, we shall attempt an understanding 

of both the tale and the place of the forest within it. A 

recounting of the story is a fitting place to begin. 

Nala and Damayant~ tells the story of the 
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trials and tribulations of a royal couple who lose their 

k . d om and rega1n. 1't aga1n.. 7 The story begins with1ng a 

description of the extraordinary characteristics of the 

young king and princess who at that time lived in different 

kingdoms. They first heard of one another through the 

praises of awestruck persons who had witnessed their 

splendour. Their love for one another arose sight unseen 

and was fanned and fueled by a wilo goose who flew as a 

go-between from Nala's city of Nisadha to Damayanti's city 

of Vidarbha. Soon bamayanti experienced the madness 

typical of a love-struck girl as described in Indian 

literature. Her father, Bhlma, was informed of her con

dition and subsequently announced that she would have a 

bridegroom choice, a svaya~vara. Princes began arriving at 

Vidarbha from all over the world hoping to win Damayantl's 

hand in marriage. Damayanti's svaya~vara also came to the 

attention of the gods in heaven. Damayantl's unparalleled 

beauty was renowned as far away as Indra's heaven, and so 

it was that four gods set out to Vidarbha to win 

Damayanti 's hand. ~vhen these gods, Indra, Agni, Varul}a, 

and Yama, had travelled some distance, they met Nala on 

his way to the court of Bhirna. Nala's handsome features 

and dignified bearing stopped the gods in midflight. 

Amazed though they were they still had the wherewithal to 

ask Nala to do them a favour. Nala, who, besides pos

sessing a love of dice and skill with horses, is 

characterized as being true to his word, agreed to their 
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non-specific request. [In an ironic turn Nala became the 

specific request.] In an ironic turn Nala became the 

unwilling messenger of the gods whose task it was to plead 

with Damayanti that she would choose one of the gods as her 

husband. 

When he arrived a.t Bhima's palace, he gained 

access to D3mayanti's apartments by becoming invisible 

through the power of the gods. Appearing before Damayanti, 

Nala spoke to her for the first time. He felt his love for 

her rise up in him, but suppressed it and nobly pleaded the 

gods' case. Dam~yanti, already deeply in love with Nala, 

would have none of it, and devised a plan whereby she 

would choose her beloved at the svaya~vara. Being truthful, 

Nala reported all this back to the gods, and they countered 

Damayanti's plan by all appearing at the ?Vaya~vara looking 

exactly like Nala. 

As the moment approached to choose her husband, 

Damayanti became quite distressed because there appeared to 

be tive Nalas. She prayed to 1:.he gods that if she had 

chosen Nala at the words of the wild goose, if she had been 

truthful in speech, and if Nala had been ordained her hus

band by the gods themselves, they they would take their 

8true forms. The gods responded to this Act of Truth by 

assuming their divine forms thereby leaving Nala waiting to 

be chosen. He was, and their marriage was celebrated. 

Before departing, the gods bestowed various boons on Nala 

including the ability to cook, to have water and fire at 
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his fingertips and to be unharmed by fire. In addition, 

the gods gave Nala the boon of never having to stoop for 

doorways and gave the royal couple the gift of a daughter 

and a son. 

On their way back to Indra's heaven the four gods 

met two of their comrades who were exceedingly displeased 

at having been set aside for a mere mortal. Despite the 

counsel of the four, these two gods went off with evil 

intentions wrought by jealousy. Some twelve years later 

one of these gods, Kali, entered the body of Nala at a 

moment when the king was ritually impure. Meanwhile the 

other god entered the dice. Since Nala was possessed, he 

was consumed by a desire to gamble; and since Kali con

trolled the dice, Nala was soon stripped of his kingdom, 

his wealth and even his clothes. As a result he and his 

wife were turned out of their own city bv Puskara, Nala's 
~ . 

brotheY, who had been Kali's pawn in the dice match. 

Nala's former subjects were forbidden by the new 

ruler to aid l1im, thus after spending three nights on che 

edge of the city, the two exiles began to wander in the 

forest. Eventually they came to a shelter and there 

Damayanti, exhausted by her trials, slept, while the pos

sessed Nala debated leaving his wife as he felt she would 

be better off without him. At length, after much brooding, 

he cut his wife's one remaining garment in two, took half 

to cover himself and abandoned her. But even though Nala 

was possessed, the separation was torturous for i1irn. 
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Nala \\'en t and ·went, but came back to 
the lodge everytime, dra•vn forth by 
Kali, drawn back by his love. The 
suffering man's heart was cut in two; 
like a swlng it kept going back and 
forth to the lodge.9 

Finally, overpowered by Kali, Nala ran off leaving 

10Damayanti alone "in the empty forest". 

When she awok~Damayanti at first would not believe 

that Nala had left her alone. Perhaps Nala was playing 

hide n' seek. Soon t.error, rage and grief overcarne her 

and she exhibited mad behaviour--she ran about screaming, 

fell to the ground 1n a faint, but was soon up and lamenting 

again. She cursed the creature who was causing Nala's 

suffering then set out to search for her h~sband in the 

11"predator-infested wilderness". Before long she was 

ensnared in a boa constrictor's coils and, as her life was 

being squeezed from her, she cried out to her husband to 

protect her. Fortunately a hunter was in the vicinity and 

he dashed on the scene, killed the giant snake, and freed 

Damayctnti. Unfortunately her rescuer turned oppressor, as 

it soon beca~e clear that he intended to rape her. As he 

began his advance on her, Damayanti again made an Act of 

Truth. "If I have never thought of any man by Nala even 

in my heart," she said, "then let this hunter fall dea.d". 

At her very words the hunter fell dead "like a tree caught 

12
in a fire '' . 

Damayanti•s forest trials were only beginning. 

She searched the forest a.sking everything she encountered 
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if it had seen her husband. Pirst she fearlessly asked a 

tiger, then she asked a "sacred rocky mountain" 13 and then 

she encountered a hermitage of forest ascetics. On each 

of these occasions she first introduced herself, briefly 

told her story, then asked if Nala had been seen. The only 

response she received was from the ascetics who told her 

that some day she would be reunited with her husband. Then 

these ascetics disappeared along with their huts. Their 

disappearance understandably disturbed Damayanti and she 

continued her lament and her search as before. 

Her wandering eventually brought Damayanti to a 

road where she met a caravan. The caravan's members' 

reaction to her was at best tentative because of her dirty 

dishevelled appearance, but after an interrogation and 

some discussion they agreed to allow her to travel with them 

to Cedi, their destination. Although later in the 

Vanaparvan Yudhi~thira says that a "caravan is a friend of 

14the traveller," Damayanti's position with the caravan was 

only marginally more secure than her solitary vulnerability 

to the dangers of the forest. Caravans attracted all 

manner of robbers and misfits, and were risky, if profit

15
able, ventures for the merchants who invested in them. 

Shortly after Damayanti joined this caravan to CedL dis

aster struck. A herd of thirsty elephants inadvertently 

trampled most of the people in the caravan as they slept 1n 

an inauspicious spot next to a lotus pond. Damayanti sur

vived the catastrophe and, still hoping to find Nala, made 
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her way to Cedi with some brahmins. 

As she entered that city, her lack of escort and 

her scruffy, half-clad, madwoman appearance drew the 

attention of a crowd of street urchins, and this procession 

in turn dre'"' the attention of the king' s :mother who pi tied 

Damayanti <:md questioned her. In response to her questions 

Darnayanti said she was a handmaiden deserted by her crazed 

husband in the forest. The king's mother then took 

Damayanti in and put her in the service of her daughter. 

Darnayanti lived in the protection and service of this 

princess for some time. 

The narrative returns to Nala who, after he had 

deserted Damayanti, saw a great forest firE. From the 

depths of the inferno came calls for help directed to him 

by name. He responded to the cries, and because of his 

god-granted ability to remain unharmed by fire, easily 

rescued the imperiled victim. The calls had come from a 

king of the snakes who had been cursed by an ascetic to 

remaln in one spot. This snake, named Karkotaka, repaid 

Nala by biting him. The poison from the bite attacked 

Kali, Nala's possessor, and changed Nala's appearance from 

that of a handsome prince to that of a deformed short

armed charioteer. With this change of appea~ance came a 

magic gar:nent with which he might resume his handsome form, 

along with some helpful advice. Karkotaka told Nala to go 

to the city of Ayodhya and ask King ~tupar~a fo~ employment 

as a charioteer saying his name was Bahuka. This Nala did, 
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and he was taken into the court of that king. According 

to the snake king, ~tupar~a knew the secret of dice which 

Bahuka needed in order to rid himself of Kali, an0 regain his 

kingdom, his wife, and his dignity. Thus he served in 

~tupar~a's court as cook and charioteer for some time. 

Meanwhile Damayantl's father had sent many brahmins 

to scout the countryside in search of his daughter. Before 

long she was found and returned to Vidarbha. There she 

immediately reinitiated her search for Nala. She dis

patched another group of brahmins to read a gently chiding, 

poignantly pleading verse in all the courts of the world 

and to report back any response. Bahuka heard the verse in 

~tupar~a's court and responded with an oblique verse of his 

own which, when coupled with his non-Nala-like appearance, 

was slight induceme~t for action. Nevertheless Damayanti 

secured her mother's support, and, without her father's 

knowledge, sent out a notice of another svayamvara. This 

ruse of a false bridegroom choice was intended to flush out 

the real Nal~, for only a horseman of Nala's caliber could 

cover the distance from Ayodhya to Vi.darbha in time for the 

svayar,wara. 

When ~tupar~a received word of the second 

svayarrvara, .he com..rnanded Bahuka to harness the fastest 

horses for the journey. Since he suspected Damayanti of 

being unfaithful by remarrying, Bahuka/Nala was crushed 

but he complied with his master's orders, and proceeded to 

drive him to Vidarbha post-haste. Enroute, the king and 
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the charioteer agreed to trade their knowledge of horses 

and dice. As soon as Bahuka learned the secret of dice, 

Kali, writhing from Karkotaka's poison, left his body. Thus 

it was that Bahuka arrived in Vidarbha purged of his pos

sessor, ready to regain wife and kingdom, but discouraged 

from doing so by Damayanti•s seeming unfaithfulness. 

A round of testing on both sides followed and after 

each had passed the other's tests, Bahuka transformed him

self into Nala by means of the magic garment and was 

reunited with Damayanti and their children. He stayed in 

Vidarbha long enough to raise a gambling stake and an army, 

then went to Ni~adha and challenged his brother to further 

gambling. Nala won back his 1<ingdom with ease, and 

treated his brother 'l.vi th compassion, sending him home 

unharmed. Damayanti then joined her husband in Nisad~a 

and joyful celebration ensued. Nala and Damayanti passed 

the rest of their lives living like gods in Nandana park; 

they lived happily ever after. 

Separation 

Before demonstrating how this story may be illumi

nated by the paradigm provided by the rite of passage, 

further explication of that paradigm is in order. In 

addition to identifying three phases of the rite of passage: 

separation, transition, and incorporation, van Gennep also 

identified rituals cowman to each phase. He noticed that 

these three phases of ritual did not always share one-third 
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of the overall importanse given to the larger passage rite. 

For example funeral rituals tended to stress separation; 

marriage rites, incorporation; and pregnancy or initiation 

. . . lG G 1 d ' r1tes, trans1t1on. Van ennep cone u ea: 

Thus, although a complete scheme of 
rites of passage theoretically includes 
preliminal rites (rites of separation), 
liminal rites (rites of transition) , and 
postliminal rites (rites of incorporation), 
in specific instances these three types 
are not ahvays equally important or 
equally elaborated.l7 

This variation in emphasis which van Gennep found in ritual 

occurs in epic narrative as well. For example we shall see 

that in Nala and Damayanti a good deal of emphasis is placed 

on the activities of the incorporation phase, and that 

activities which are applicable to the transition phase are 

inserted at a critical, but appropriate, juncture in the 

activities of the incorporation phase. 

The recounting of the tale should have made one 

interpretive complication clear. The tale of Nala and 

Damayanti is presented as two interrelated interwoven 

stories. Nala's and Damayanti's journeys are like two 

streams which run parallel to one another, sometimes 

merging and running together for a while, but for the most 

part remaining separate until they finally flow together at 

the story's end. Nala journeys from a kingship polluted 

by a ritual error and thus ravaged by possession, through 

a period of servitude to a renewed kingship freed of 

http:elaborated.l7
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pollution and possession. Darnayanti journeys through a 

period of servitude as well (the streams run parallel) , but 

Nala's kingship, whether tarnished or purified, is signifi

cant in he~ journey only insofar as it affects her role as 

Nala's wife. Damayanti's trials, which provide the tale 

with much of its pathos and much of its charm, revolve not 

around Damayanti's struggle to regain her queenly status, 

but around her struggle to understand the behaviour of the 

insane Nala and to regain a sane husband. Since the tale is 

presented in two streams, our interpretation will proceed 

in similar fashion. 

Nala's separation from his normal state of 

existence as a royal grhastha is gradual and by degrees. 

Using the metaphor of death common to the separation phase, 

Nala may be said to experience a slow death. Each succes

sive throw of the dice removed a bit rnore of the trappings 

and essence of his kingship. This process began when the 

normally exemplary ki~g performed the twilight rites with
, 0 

out purifying himself.~u This situation in which the 

purity of 	the ritual was violated left Nala vulnerable and 

19in danger. Kali, the god who had been waiting twelve 

years to give vent to his jealousy of Nala, took advantage 

of this 3ituation and entered Nala's body. Once under the 

sway of Kali's possession Nala became like a madman in his 

addiction to gambling, and in fact he is described as 

20insane. He steadily ganililed away everything he had. 

The wealth that marked a successful king was the 
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first thing to go. His stakes of raw and refined gold, 

wagons and teams, and clothes were all lost. Next his 

compulsion to gamble distanced him from the needs of his 

people and so, in spite of Damayanti•s attempts to interest 

him in his duties as chief counselor and leader, he lost 

the confidence of his ministers and subjects. They turned 

21 away from the palace gates thinking him lost. 

After some months of gambling Damayanti recognized 

that Nala had little left to gamble and that the end was 

near. Consequently she entrusted their two children to 

Nala's charioteer and sent them to her father's palace in 

distant Vidarbha. This act separated Nala from his world 

by several degrees. By this double blow he was no longer 

a father to his children, and no longer a warrior ready to 

engage in chariot warfare. 

Soon Pu~kara, Nala's brother, had won the kingdom 

22and all Nala possessed. Nala stopped short of wagering 

Damayanti and instead 

threv-r dow::-1 all the jewelry on his body. 
And in a single robe, unclad, feeding 
the grief of his friends, the king strode 
out, relinquishing his ample fortune.23 

Followed by Da~ayanti he went to the edge of the forest 

and camped there three nights. He is further separated from 

his former subjects by an edict preventing them from aiding 

the exiles. Poised on the edge of the forest, Nala is 

completely separated from the lush, richly appointed world 

he had knmm. Now he and his 'tvife must sleep on the ground 

http:fortune.23
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and take water as their only food. 

If Nala's separation from his world is by degrees, 

Damayanti's separation from her world is quick--a sudden 

death. Darnayanti•s state of existence before the separation 

process began was essentially that of a royal wife. With 

Nala's exile she was a displaced royal person but still a 

wife, which for her was more important. That Darnayanti 

had made her wifely status her foremost priority is 

evidenced by her behaviour: she followed Nala to the 

forest rather than live in royal splendour with his 

brother or her father. Damayanti herself stressed the 

irr.portance of her existence as Nala's wife when, after she 

had been deserted, she explained her situation to the group 

of brahmin ascetics: 

"It is because of him, brahmins, that 
I have gone to this terrifying, 
dangerous, ~nd ghastly forest that is 
infested with tigers and game. If I 
do not find King Nala in a few days 
and nights, I shall yoke myself to a 
better world by abandoning my body. 
What does it orof~t me ~o live without 
the bull-like~man?"24 

This quotation indicates that should her existence as 

Nala's wife end, her worldly existence too might just as 

well end. 

The death-like quality of Damayanti's separation 

from Nala is again stressed in the words of the heroine. 

Shortly after Nala deserted her, Damayanti awoke and in 

terror recognized her situation--to have been abandoned 
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her husband was virtually to have left the world of the 

living. The tale is clear and straightforward on this 

point: 

•.. refreshed from her fatiaue 
[Damayanti] woke up tre~bling in 
the unpeopled forest. She did not 
see her husband and, panic-stricken, 
she cried out aloud in fear for th9 
Nisadhan: ":r-Jaharaj a l Ah my protector, 
oh.Naharaja! Ah master, why did you , 

25desert me? Ah I am lost and dead; ... 

This theme of metaphoric death expressing the reality of 

the separation from one state of existence has been 

encountered before. If added evidence for the use of the 

death metaphor is necessary here, it is provided by a 

brahmin who reports to Do.mayanti that on her account her 

26relatives have themselves been lying around as if dead. 

The implication here is that they have been mourning the 

death of the young woman. 

Damayanti's self-expressed 'loss and death' makes 

sense on a social as well as on a symbolic level. It J s 

not difficult to understand Damayanti's perception of her 

plight if we look at the social convention surrounding 

husbands and wives in epic tjmes. In marriage the women 

gave up all ties to her own family and became part of her 

husband's family. In a very real sense she belonged to 

him. Remarriage after the husband's death was impossible 

2 7 . th f . 1 h . d . .because ln e 1rst p ace t e Wl ow was not a Vlrgln, 

and in the second place she belonged to her husband's 
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'1 28f anu y. Becoming a widow, like Damayanti's desertion, 

was hardly comfortable for a woman. 

The disappearance of her husband 
placed her in an inferior position, 
legally as well as socially ... Her 
fate was simply to live a chaste and 
austere life, sleeping on the ground, 
taking only a single meal each day ... 
dividing her time between prayer and 
religious rites, and possessing only 
one hope: to be married to her 
husband again in a future life ... 29 

In addition, the widow was barred from sacred ceremonies, 

social reunions, and celebrations, aud was forbidden to 

use makeup, wash her body with fragrant oils, or to comb 

her hair. 30 Van Buitenen notes that Savitri "commits her

self to \vidmvhood \vhich for a woman is nothing less than 

31living death". 

This living death suggests that 'dying to the 

world while living' common to world renouncing ascetics in 

the Hindu tradition. 32 In fact much of the behaviour 

expected of a widow parallels the general behaviour pat

terns of the ascetics. Manu specifies that the widow 

ought to deprive her body by eating flowers, fruits and 

33roots. Fruits and roots make up the 'forest fare' of 

the ascetics living in the forest and sleeping on the ground 

is common to both. The ·.vidow's lack cf attention to her 

hair suggests the ascetic's matted locks, while there is a 

general disregard for the body and ornamentation common to 

both widows and ascetics. 
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This parallel is even more striking when 

Damayantl's unusual behaviour is taken into account. 

Damayanti seems to lose all interest in her body after her 

forest separatic~. Her disregard for her body is apparent 

even when she is in the employ of the royal family of Cedi. 

She is repeatedly described as dirty, 34 and is recognized 

by the brahmin from her father's court in spite of the 

36layers of dirt on her body. 35 She wears no ornaments, 

37eats only fruit and roots, has matted hair, is emaciated, 38 

39and wears the ochre robe of a monk. Damayanti. co!T'bines 

the living death of the world renouncing ascetic and the 

living death of the widow in her appearances and behaviour. 

Damayanti•s widowlike behaviour serves to unite the 

social and symbolic levels of the narrative action. Since 

40she is alone in the world, she behaves, in accordance with 

social dictates, like a widow. On the symbolic level we 

have already seen that in his separation from kingship Nala 

undergoes a symbolic death. Thus in mourning her husband's 

death, social and symbolic aspects come together to rein

force each other in Damayanti•s behaviour. 

Incorporation 

We have seen how the separation of Nala from king

ship is catalyzed by ritual impurity and possession, and 

his death is a slow one marked out by the dice throws of 

his crazed gambling. The parallel separation of Damayanti 

from her insane husband is far more sudden; she is left 
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alone in the desolate forest while she sleeps. This 

separation precipitates a bizarre kind of behaviour which 

echoes that of a true widow. The incorporation phase of 

Nala's and Damayanti's journey is similarly bifurcated. 

First Damayanti enters a new state cf existence as she is 

reunited with her now sane husband. Then Nala's incorporation 

culminates in his winning back his kingdom, which is pos

sible due to his purified state, and reunion with his wife. 

The incorporation phase of Damayanti•s journey, 

like Nala's, takes a good deal of story-telling time. 

Damayanti•s incorporation begins when she is still incognito, 

living in Cedi. She enters her new state of existence in 

two stages. In the first stage she is rescued from humili

ating servitude by a brahmin, Sudeva, who recognizes the 

ex-queen by her beautiful body and auspicious birthmark 

despite the layers of dust and grime which hide both. 

Damayanti is then transported to her father's palace where 

she remains unhappy and uninterested in looking after her

self. Her only concern is to find Nala. To this end she 

initiates a variety of schemes which culminate in the second 

stage of her incorporation, her confrontation with B~huka/ 

Nala. The latter believes Damayanti to be guilty of faith

lessness (she, a 'widow', tried to remarry), and thus 

Damayanti must perform another Act of Truth during which 

41the gods profess her wisdom and chastity. Convinced of 

her faithfulness Bahuka transfoyms himself into Nala and 

the couple embrace in a tearful reunion. 
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For Damayanti to .become a w:.fe again, Nala !1a.d 

first to become a fit husband. As Bahuka, he is still pos

sessed by Kali, and is thus still not yet ready to become 

Nala. Nonetheless it is while he is Bahuka, while he is 

in servitude, that Nala begins his entry into a new, puri

fied state of existence. Like his death, Nala's rebirth is 

by degrees. First, on the advice of the snake king, he 

enters ~tupar~a's service. Next he responds to Damayanti's 

verse and his true identity is suspected for the first 

42time. The suspicion of Nala's true identity leads to the 

false svaya~vara ruse which in turn precipitates the super-

fast chariot ride from Ayodhya to Vidarbha. 

It is on this ride that B~huka is exorcized of Kali 

by means of learning the secret of dice. This episode lS 

pivotal and will receive further attention later. For now 

it is enough to note that Bahuka/Nala entered Vidarbha 

freed from his possession for the first time since he had 

become ritually polluted as the king of Nisadha. 

In the context of his gradual incorporation the 

chariot ride marks off another increment. Var~neya, 

formerly Nala's charioteer and now in Btupar~a's employ, 

suspects Bahuka of being Nala on account of the short-armed 

man's superb horsemanship. As they enter the city of 

Vidarbha, the fast moving chariot makes a thunderous noise 

which had heretofore been unique to Nala' s chariot. 'rhus 

-Da..'llayanti ~3and Nala 's horses- are alerted to Nala 's 

presence. Da.may.:mti is disappointed to find only I3tupar~a, 
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Var~neya and the ugly Bahuka in the chariot. Nonetheless 

she begins a series of tests which gradually assure her that 

Bahuka is Nala and thus the tests gradually incorporate Nala 

into his body and into the world. 

In the first of this series of tests Ke~ini, a 

handmaiden of Damayanti, is sent to question Bahuka and spy 

on him. During the questioning Bahuka is betrayed by his 

tears of grief and afterwards he is betrayed by his supra-

normal abilities granted him by the gods after the 

svaya~vara. Next Kesini brings Nala's children and Bahuka 

again breaks down and only barely covers his tears. Finally 

Bahuka and Damayanti come together, and, while Damayanti is 

tested for faithlessness, she in turn chastises her husband 

for deserting her in the lonely wood. Bahuka explains that 

he, or rather Nala, was possessed by Kali at the time and 

44
consequently was not responsible for his actions. When 

the couple was thus reconciled to one another, Bahuka "put 

on that dustless robe, called to his mind the king of 
;:tc;

snakc....;--and resum<2d hi.s own body ... -

The next day all is explained t.o Damayanti 's family 

and !3-tupar.!)a. The latter learns the secret of horses from 

Nala, acquires a new charioteer, and departs. Var~neya 

returns to Nala's service and his return marks of£ another 

increment in the king's gradual, but ::1early completed, 

rebirth, just as three years before his departure marked 

an important juncture in Nala's death or separation from 

the world. Lastly Nala wins back his kingdom with his 
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newly acquired knowledge of dice thereby completing his 

incorporation into an unpossessed, sane, unpolluted state 

of existence. 

Threshold 

We have yet to explore the threshold or transition 

phase of Nala's and Damayanti•s adventures. This is the 

central phase of the tripartite process and is most 

important in the context of this study of forests; thus it 

demands close attention. In the tale of Nala and Darnayanti 

the threshold phase is marked by a series of events not 

encountered in the early adventures of the heroes. The gods 

play an important role in this story, and their activities 

have ramifications which affect the action of the tale at 

nearly every point. It is in the forest during the threshold 

phase of their separate wanderings that Nala and Damayanti 

begin to recognize the colossal effect that the actions of 

the gods have on their lives. This recognition will be 

shown to be an important part of the threshold experience, 

therefore it is relevant at this point to ma~e a br~ef 

foray into the relationship between gods and heroes in the 

epics. 

Alf Hiltebeitel in his book, The Ritual of Battle, 

investigates this interrelationship of gods and heroes 

using cross cultural epic materials. His helpful investi

gation begins by describing the different elements of the 

two kinds of stories which tell of gods and heroes, namely 
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myths and legends. Hiltebeitel writes: 

Myths are stories which take place 
in the fullest expanses of time and 
space (they articulate a cosmology); 
they deal with the origin, nature, and 
destiny of the cosmos, and their 
prominent characters are gods.46 

Allowing for the possibility of refining each item further 

and of the probability of the overlapping of descriptions, 

Hiltebeitel says, 

Legends are stories which take place 
at a specific time and on a specific 
terrain; they deal with the origin, 
nature, and destiny of man, and their 
most prominent characters are heroes.47 

It is when the cosmic order spu~ out by the gods intersects 

with the human sphere, that the heroes feel the impact of 

fate. Two of the ;vords for fate in the Mahabharata, v-i_~hi, 

"what is ordained" and daiva, "what pertains to the gods," 

underscore this intersection of cosmic order and human 

. 48
destlny. 

This abstract intersection of mythic and human 

planes occurs in some very concrete ways in the epics. 

Hiltebeitel refers to these concrete ways as divine links 

and identifies incarnations, divine favoritism, paternity 

49 as well as possession as examples. He further states 

that more important than the kind of link which the hero 

has with the gods is his response to that link. The hero's 

response, says Hiltebeitel, has a lasting effect on the 

http:heroes.47
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culture which looks to the heroes for exemplary patterns 

of behaviour. As he puts it: 

What is significant is that epics 
present a context in which the 
heroes, coming to terms with the 
origin, nature, and destiny of the 
universe as it impinges upon them, 
inevitably make so~e type of 
response--submission, defiance, 
courage, faith, self-discovery ... -
which takes on determinitive symbolic 
value in terms of an understanding of 50the origin, nature, and destiny of man. 

It is very difficult to assess the 'determinitive 

symbolic value' which Nala and Damayanti carries for the 

Hindu tradition. It is much easier to locate the mythic 

plane impinging on the heroes in the activities of the 

gods in the tale. Before the svaya~vara these are playful, 

and then later, with Kali's possession of Nala, much more 

sinister. In the transition or threshold phase of this 

tale the main characters recognize and come to terms with 

this divine impingement and, by their subsequent actions, 

formuLate a response to it. 

Within the threshold phase of the tripartite pro

cess first identified by van Gennep the sojourner is betwixt 

and between states of existence. In the discussion of this 

phase in the last chapter several aspects were discussed 

including the depiction of the liminal personae as possessing 

nothing, the reduction of these people to a common ground 

in a process which jumbled their sense of identity, and 

the paradoxical ambiance of the threshold wherein one 
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experience~ nothingness and all possibilities simultane

ously. 51 Nala and Damayanti have been shown to be on 

separate but often parallel journeys, thus it is no surprise 

that their threshold experiences are separate. Towards 

the end of his separation from kingship Nala was poised on 

the edge of the forest no longer a powerless polluted king, 

but not yet a powerful purified king; he was betwixt and 

between very different states of kingship. Similarly 

Damayanti, when she was separated from her husband and her 

world in the forest, was no longer the wife of an insane 

king, but not yet the wife of a sane king; she was betwixt 

and between very different states of wifehood. In the 

course of their threshold experiences both Nala and 

Darnayant1 to serv1~ude, 
52 . are reduce- d ·~ andboth come to 

realize the divine cause of their odyssey. 

Shortly after Nala enters the forest he loses his 

last article of clothing. This is significant because 

nakedness is often the symbolic expression of the liminal 

persc11a' s negative status vis-a-vis the structured world he 

53has left. Nala's one article of clothing is stolen by 

some birds he tries to catch for food. As they fly off 

with his cloak, the birds taunt Nala "standing naked on the 

ground, wretched, with his face bent down, [saying] 'we are 

the dice, fool, and we came to take your robe too; for it 

54
did not please us to see that you still went clothed. '" 

Nala has nothing because Nal.a lS nothing in the threshold 

phase of his adventures. Turner notes that it is sometimes 
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necessary to go below the social ladder in order to move 

up the social ladder. 55 

Before he moves up the social ladder to powerful 

kingship, however, Nala must first get on the social ladder. 

Nala begins his crossing to social prominence not as Nala 

but as Bahuka. This change of personhood, while making 

internal sense, nevertheless serves to dissolve Nala's 

sense of identity. This dissolution of one's sense of 

identity is common to the paradigm of the liminal persona. 

Having deserted Damayanti, Nala wandered the forest and 

eventually came upon Karkotaka, king of the nagas or snakes. 

He rescued Karkotaka from the flames of a forest fire and. 
56 was bitten by the thankful snake. The venom from the 

bite attacked Kali and radically altered Nala's appearance 

in the following ways. Whereas before he was handsome and 

of dignified bearing, now he was ugly, short and deformed, 

and v1hereas before he had long arms which were the mark of 

57 an exceptional warrior, now he had short arms. Nala's 

actions to thL; point have st.~\vn him to be inwardly changed 

by Kali's possession. His new, deformed body seems an out

ward manifestation of his inner 'deformity'. That he does 

not immediately put on the magic garment which will change 

his appearance back to its original handsome form, bespeaks 

Nala's tacit admission that his new appearance 'fits' him. 

However fitting his appearance, it takes little 

imagination to consider the shock to Nala's sense of identity 

which this transformation must have had. Less than a week 

58 
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before Nala had been a king, albeit a bad one, and now he 

was an ugly sut~, a charioteer. Socially the suta is an 

interesting figure, liminal in his own right. According 

to the lawbooks he is the offspring of a k~atriya man and 

. 59 d t.. • • ' t . da b rah m1n woman, an as sucu 1s 1n a sense ue w1xt an 

between caste categories. His special status is acknowledged 

by the tradition since it assigns the suta the task of 

recording and reciting k~atriya lore. Regardless of this 

special status, the suta was, for Nala the king, a servant. 

Generally this servant tended to the horses and helped with 

60cooking. Bahuka followed this general pattern in 

Rtuparna's court. This is significant in that an important. . 
aspect of liminality involves portraying "the supreme 

61political authority" as a slave. 

So far the negative aspects of Nala's threshold 

experience have been discussed. The liminal or transition 

phase is also paradoxically a time when new knowledge is 

gained, when new possibilities are discovered. Nala's 

expe::r-~ence L;; no exception. :toi.· example, while his -crans

formation into the servant Bahuka meant great trauma for 

Nala, it also meant he was incognito. This gave him a 

certain freedom from social stigma and shame. Just after 

he has bitten Nala, the snake, Karkotaka, says, "'I have 

62changed you, so that people will not know you'". 

Karko!-aka is an instrumental figure in Nala's threshold 

experience for he effects nearly all t.he changes, and thus 

puts Nala in touch with all the possibilities inherent in 
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the transition. 

Further positive results of Nala's encounter with 

the snake include a magic transformative garment, the 

knowledge that skill at dice is a prerequisite for 

regaining kingly status, advice on where and how to proceed, 

immunity from predators, enemies, and sorcerers, and most 

importantly the knowledge that some being had "out of anger 

63and rancor" possessed Nala and that he was now irrunune from 

64that possession. While his possessor had not been 

identified nor exorcized, Nala as the suta Bahuka now had 

the possibility of responding to the impingement of divine 

or mythic activity in his life since now he had come to 

terms with its existence. The forest threshold provides 

that possibility for Nala. 

As has been shown, Bahuka enters Rtuparna's service. . 
and simultaneously Nala begins incorporation to a new state 

of purified kingly existence. During the speedy chariot 

ride to Vidarbha, however, Nala reenters the threshold 

ph-3.se to cc~plcte the pu::cga. L.l.v:1 of his possesso.c. 'I'he 

three travellers are betwixt and between Ayodhya and 

Vidarbha in the forest when they came upon a vibhitaka tree 

15in full bloom. Here ~tupar~a displays his amazing skill 

in counting, essential to winning in dice. Bahuka has just 

been astounding his master with his skill with horses, so 

an otherwise unlikely trade is agreed upon. Bahuka will 

trade his knowledge of horses for ~tupar~a's knowledge of 

dice. After the agreement is reached, 
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~tupar~a imparted his knowledge to 
Nala. Promptly Kali issued forth 
from his body when Nala had learned 
the secret of the dice, incessantly 
vomiting from his mouth the bitter 
venom of Karkotaka. The fire of 
Kali's curse came out of the king who 
had been suffering from it; he had been 
worn thin from it and had for a long 
time lost control of himself. Kali 
was not freed from the poison, and he 
took on his own body.66 

The hero's response to the intersection of the mythic plc:me 

and the plane of his existence is now complete. Nala was 

reduced to nothing by divine intervention and was relegated 

to servitude in order to begin his patient return to the 

world. He twice entered the forest and there was trans

formed and received knowledge whereby he was able to 

engage in a conscious struggle against his possessor. 

Damayanti, too, realizes the workings of the gods 

while in the threshold phase of her journey, but her response 

is quite different. Furthermore, while Nala's test for 

receiving his liberating knowledge and transformation is 

quick (he saves the snake .king trom flre; , Damayanti t.. . .1der

goes a series of harrowing and cathartic experiences during 

which she is changed into a madwoman. 

These experiences form a series of trials which one 

by one wear down Damayanti's queenly demeanor and her 

resolve to find Nala. Like Nala she undergoes these trials 

virtually naked, 'with half a garment'. The last act of 

her insane husband was to deprive her of half her clothes. 

Again this lack of possessions extending even to clothes 
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indicates that the threshold crosser has nothing because 

she is nothing, she has no status. 

Nala's sense of identity was shocked by his instant 

change. Damayanti•s forest trials, on the other hand, wore 

down her sense of who she v1as. These trials are enumerated 

in the recounting of the tale. What is of interest here is 

that in moving from the rescuer-turned-rapist, to the vision 

of the ascetics, to the caravan members to the king's mother 

there is an increasing inability to recognize Damayanti for 

who she is. The hunter has little trouble seeing that she 

is someone else's beautiful wife, "'whose are you doe-eyed 

62\voman'?", he asked. But as the search tires her and the 

forest tears at her hair and muddies her body, her identity 

becomes more of a mystery to those she meets. The ascetics 

wonder if she is the goddess o£ the mountain or river, 

while the caravan members add the possibility of a yak~~ 

and r~k~asi to these guesses. Finally the king's mother 

admits "wonderingly" that she does not know what manner of 

wom~n stands before her. Daffi~yanti ent8~ed the town ~pale, 

wan, dejected, disheveled, unwashed, walking like a crazed 

68woman" and trailed by a band of curious street urchins. 

The king's mother is confused by her scruffy appearance, 

her lack of ornaments and lack of male accompaniment, which 

contrasted with her beautiful body which 'shone like 

lightning in the clouds.' 

As her appearance becomes more and more a mystery 

to those she encounters, Damayanti's response to their 
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perplexed queries as to her identity becomes less and less 

elaborate. The text relates that to the hunter she told 

69"all ... in the way it had befallen". To the ascetics 

Damayanti told of her li~eage, of Nala's great virtues and 

accomplishments and of his downfall. Then she identified 

herself as Nala's wife and asked if they had seen him, 

70affixing many descriptive ephitets to him in the process. 

By the time Damayanti stumbled onto the caravan looking 

"like a mad woman, full of hurts, covered with half a 

skirt, thin, pale, dirty, her hair overlain with dust", 71 

she seemed weary of telling about herself and weary of her 

search. Their frightened questions as to her identity 

elicited a relatively terse reply: 

"Know that I am mortal, the daughter 
of a sovereign king, daughter-in-law 
to a ruler, the wife of a king, who is 
yearning to find her husband! The king 
of Vidarbha is my father, IDY husband is 
the king of Nisadha, lordly Nala by name 
and it is that"undefeated king I am 
seeking ... "72 

To this speech she adds a short plea for information 

regarding Nala and then she falls silent. 

Damayanti•s search for Nala has, since his 

desertion, given her her only link to her former state of 

existence as a wi~e. As her search proves more and more 

futile, she begins to look more and more like one who has 

died to the world while living. While before, when caring 

for Nala, Damayanti was described as "not mad" (anunmatta, 
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3.57.1), now she is described as "having the appearance 

of a madvmman'' (unmattarupa, 3.61.110) and walking like a 

madwornan" (unmattamiva gaccha.ntim, 3.62.19). Damayanti•s 

sense of identity is \vorn away by her trials during her 

futile search. And of course this corresponds to the now 

familiar mark of the threshold phase. 

As was the case \vi th Nala, change is central to 

Damayanti•s forest sojourn. As we have seen, during her 

transition Damayanti ceases to be a wife, and she becomes 

mad. The wearing away of her sense of identity prepares 

Damayanti for one more change, a change of occupation. 

Like Nala, Damayanti goes into servitude before entering 

the next state of existence. Damayanti emerges from the 

forest calling herself a handmaiden, and she enters the 

employ of the king's mother. 

While her change is not as radical as Nala's 

transformation into Bahuka, Damayanti•s change of occupation 

implies a change of caste. She describes herself as a 

sairculdh.LI (3.62.26). This is a specific term which refers 

to a particular mixed caste whose task it Wds to serve in 

attending and adorning others. 73 Manu adds that the 

members of this caste live like slaves although they are 

not in fact slaves (X.32). In the case of Bahuka's suta 

status the liminal quality of a mixed caste offspring was 

mentioned. This liminal quality is conpounded in both 

cases of the suta and the sairandhri as both castes are 

descr1'be d as pratl oma. 
74 

This means that they involve. '1 a 

http:sairculdh.LI
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relationship betvveen a woman and man in which the woman 

is of a higher varQa, and this according to the 

75... - . . th 1 d f h . Dharmasastras, .1s aga.1nst e natura or er o t .1ngs. 

Thus these castes are in a sense slipping between 'normal' 

categories. Damayanti's assumed identity as a sairandhri 

further increases her distance from normal categories 

because the mother of the sairandhri is herself of mixed 

76caste, while the father is a dasyu who is outside the 

77caste system altogether. 

When in the early adventures of the Pa~9avas the 

five brothers changed caste, we noted that the epic con

sidered such activity dangerous, a threat to dharmic order. 

- 78The same holds true for Damayanti's change of caste. The 

point of this discussion of caste is to stress that for 

Damayanti, as well as for Nala, the transformation which 

takes place in the forest is a significant one both as 

regards the social context of the times and as regards the 

symbolic context. 

The liminal or threshold phase often holds special 

knowledge for the people crossing it. This knowledge, as 

in the case of the secret of dice for Nala, has important 

implications for the sojourners when they reach the next 

state of existence. Damayanti is a recipient of a threshold 

insight, and as with Nala, it concerns the influence of the 

gods' activities on her world. 

Shortly after Damayanti joined the caravan in the 

forest, it was overrun by a herd of elephants. The members 
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of the caravan were nearly all killed by the stomping pachy

derms. This horrible catastrophe, coming as it does after 

a succession of wearying trials, leads Damayanti to con

sider what manner of creature could be plaguing her. Her 

thinking culminates in the realization that jealous gods 

are probably the cause of her problems. Damayanti grieved 

for her slaughtered fellow travellers and reflected: 

"I think it is because I rejected the 
divine World Guardians who had 
assembled for the Bridgegroom Choice 
in favor of Nala. Surely it is through 
their powers that I am now separated 
from him ... 79 

Here Damayanti comes to understand the reasons for the 

divine impingement on her world which has caused her 

separation from Nala. 

Nala's response to his threshold realization is 

patient struggle. Damayanti's response is at first total 

resignation to her fate. She gives up the active search 

that has so long sustained her. Then, after she returns 

to her father's palace, she begins a quiet but clever 

manipulation designed to snare Nala, in spite of divine 

intervention. As it happens, Nala's struggle and 

Damayanti's scheming reach fruition in the denouement of 

the story and bring the tale to its fitting close. 

Both Nala and Damayanti emerge from their forest 

threshold changed and ready to change further. They are 

armed with the knowledge that their journeys are divinely 
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conspired, and they have the possibility of dealing with 

their divine antagonist. 

The forest 

When it is ur1derstood from the perspective provided 

by the tripartite process, the role of the forest in the 

adventures of Nala and Damayanti is especially significant 

in the threshold phase of their adventures. As in the 

case of the Pandavas' early adventures, all of the tran

sitional elements of the passage process in Nala and 

Damayanti occur in the forest. This is even the case when 

a liminal experience which is preparatory for incorporation, 

i.e. the exorcism of Kali by secret knowledge, is included 

in a series of events which depict Nala's gradual return to 

his world, his incorporation. The exorcism of Kali, 

involving as it does mythic characters and quick changes, 

does not fit in the incorporation phase. From the per

spective of the dynamic tripartite process the exorcism 

belongs in the threshold stage. However, epic narratives 

do not move with the same patterned regularity as do 

rituals, so to signal a disr~ption of the flow of incor

poration events, the story changes scene from Ayodhya to 

Vidarbha. It is not accidental that the 'out of place' 

segment occurs in the familiar liminal setting of the 

forest. 

In our story the forest is the place where 
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interruptions of the normal flow of life in the ordinary 

world are commonplace. Not only are the normal occupational 

delineations of caste scrubbed out, but the normal 

restrictions on a person which lireit him or her to one caste 

per human existence are, in the forest, turned topsy turvy 

as well. These interruptions point to the prominence of 

change in the forest. The forest is approached with dread 

in part at least because there nothing is ordered once and 

for all. The forest is a place of shifting forms and 

sliding categories. There, it would seem, anything can 

happen. A handsome king can be changed to an ugly 

charioteer by a snake bite, while a strong queen of sound 

mind can be worn away to a frazzled dishevelled servant 

girl. 

The forest is always a temporary way station on a 

larger journey. By trials, transformation, as well as 

boons and special knowledge Nala and Damayanti prepare for 

their re-integration into the world of ordinary men and 

women. The preparation affor~ed by the special knowledge 

is especially important because it precipitates much of the 

incorporation which later takes place. This knowledge 

seems to derive its effectiveness or power from the fact 

that it is specifically knowledge about the gods, or know

ledge which directly affects the interactions of gods and 

heroes. Both Nala and Damayanti receive this kind of 

powerful knowledge while in the forest. 

The question as to why powerful knowledge which 
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catalyzes change and the changes themselves should be pre

dominant in the forest will occupy much of the investi

gation of the next chapters. For now it is enough to con

sider what light the threshold phase of the tale of Nala 

and Damayanti can throw onto the forest. The tale demon

strates that in the epic cultural topography the forest-as

threshold is understood as both Nowhere and as Source. Nala 

in the forest is a no one who is nowhere yet has the 

potential to be anyone anywhere, including a charioteer 

capable of obtaining necessary secret knowledge. It should 

be impossible to be nowhere and anywhere at the same time, 

but the threshold harbors such paradoxical coincidences of 

• .&: 80 . h.oppos1tes as a matter OL course. Upon enter1ng t. 1s, as 

well as other such coincidences of opposites, the para

doxical nature of the phenomenon blows out the boundaries 

of experience. An obvious correlative of this explosion 

of normal experiential. perimeters is change. The forest 

is a natural expression of the threshold across which those 

who ctes1re change and those ~.o need change continually 

pass. 

In this study of the tale of Nala and Damayanti 

we have attempted to demonstrate that the tripartitite 

paradigm of passage is a prevalent process not only in 

narratives where a ritual process is central, but also 1n 

a narrative which has no obvious ritual focus. Within this 

passage paradigm the forest has been repeatedly located in 

the middle phase as a threshold betwixt and between states 
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of existence. Next the forest exile of the Pa~gava 

brothers will be studied as we use the tripartite passage 

paradigm as an interpretive tool to understand something of 

the flow of events in the Mahabharata as a whole. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FROM PEACE TO WAR: THE TRA.i'ISFORMATIVE 

PROCESS IN THE PANDAVA'S EXILE.. 


This chapter will attempt to understand the long 

exile of the P~~~avas. Again the tripartite process extra

polated from traditional rites of passage will prove 

crucial for our understanding and will give a structure to 

the events of the exile. Again central to that process in 

this epic narrative is the role of the forest as a threshold-

here betwixt and between a state of peace and a state of war. 

The P~ndavas live in their palace at Indraprastha 

for some time before being challenged by a jealous 

Duryodhana to a dice match. Yudhisthira accepts, and loses 

everything to Duryodhana. After some emotional moments 

which center around Dui:sasana' s act of c.ragging Draupadi 

into 1:.he assembly hall by the hair ~vhen she was bloody from 

her menstrual period, the Pandavas are reinstated. Immedi

ately, howeve~, they are challenged to gamble again for a 

different stake and Yudhi~~hira loses again. This tjme the 

stake had been exile to the forest for twelve years 

followed by a thirteenth year during which the losers must 

live incoanito in the world of men. If the losers are dis

covered in this thirteenth year, they must return to the 

forest for another twelve years. If they should successfully 
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complete the terms of exile, they may lay claim to their 

territory. 

The pivotal action in the events leading up to the 

exile, Yudhi~i;hira's repeated gambling away of his kingdom, 

has attracted the attention of several scholars. The most 

intriguing study of the dice match is by van Buitenen who, 

2following initial insights of G.J. Held, contends that the 

dice match was the concluding ritual of the r~jasGya sacri

fice that the P~ndavas had been celebrating. 3 The text 

itself refers to the requirements of dhcLrma, to an unspecified 

vow which Yudhi~thira had made, and to his desire to obey 

the command of his step-father. 4 Whatever the case it is 

clear that the P~ndavas are not ready for kingship, and 

that the murky problems arising from the struggle for pro

perty within a joint family 5 have not been solved. The 

effect of exile in this situation is on the one hand to 

underscore the Pa!J9avas' inability to govern by removing all 

the signs and perogatives of sovereignty, from wealth and 

power to free movement, and on the other to alleviate 

temporarily the struggle for property by disjcini:1g the 

family. 6 The exile suspends the royal birth-right of the 

P~ndavas and, as in their earlier quasi-exile to V~ra~~vata, 

they enter the forest threshold and there undergo a change-

this time from a peaceful state of existence to a state of 

existence in which they are ready for warf:1re. 

The story of the P~~~avas' exile is a long one dis

tributed over three parvans of the Mah~bh~rata: parts of 
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the Sabh~parvan, and the whole of both the Virataparvan and 

the very substantial Vanaparvan. Much of the bulk of the 

exile section is taken up by 'episodes', stories in which 

the main characters of the epic are not directly involved. 

While these stories give a fitting sense of duration to the 

7story of the twelve-year exile, they ar'e actually con

sidered by scholars to be accretions which often detract, 

8 or at least distract, from the business at hand. Recently 

9Alf Hiltebeitel has shown that these 'extraneous nar

ratives' are often intentionally placed, and, further, can 

provide a key for untangling the jumbled skein which the 

epic sometimes offers to a modern audience different in 

culture and unskilled 1n receiving information which was, 

and is, part of oral tradition. 

We have the makings of such a helpful key in the 

tale of Nala and Damayanti, told in the Vanaparvan. While 

the content of this tale has been adequately discussed 1n 

the previous chapter, the context of the story remains to 

be set forth. Yudhisthira sends Arjuna on a dangerous mis

sion to obtain the weapons of the gods. Arjuna has been 

away only a short time before Yudhi~~hira begins to miss 

his brother. He has misgivings about ser.ding Arjuna at all 

and, when Bhima berates him for obeying the terms of the 

exile, he has a mild attack of self-pity. Onto the scene 

comes one of the many :r;~is who visit the Par:<;1avas during 

their forest stay. His name is Brhadasva and he is soon 

hearing all of Yudhisthira's complaints. Yudhisthira ends 
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his catalogue of misfortunes by saying, "'There is no man, 

10
I think, unhappier than I am'". 

By way of responding B~hadasva tells the tale of 

Nala and Damayanti. He concludes his narration by coun

seling Yudhi~thira to remember all the good things he has 

as compared to Nala: 

Nala, who was all alone, found very 
great and gruesome grief, 0 King of 
the earth, and then again his fortunes 
were restored. You on the other hand 
are accompanied by your brothers and 
by Kf~Q~ [Draupadi] , 0 P~~~ava, and 
enjoy yourself in the great forest 
while observing the Law. You are 
daily attended on by lordly brahmins, 
steeped in the yedas and the·ir branches 1King--what have you to complain about?l~ 

In addition, Brhadasva teaches Yudhisthira the secret know. .. 
ledge of dice which Nala had learned from J3tupar:r:a in the 

forest. 

The learning of secret dice playing knowledge 1s not 

the only parallel between Nala and Damayanti and the exile 

sect:_.Jn of the Nanabhara ta. 'I'l1e main characters in both 

narratives are separated from their accustorr"2d royal life

style by a rigged dice game and are banished to the woods. 

Both sets of main characters experience identity crises and 

the intersection of the divine plane of existence with their 

own plai1e. In both narratives the central figures emerge 

from the forest in disguises which help them re-enter the 

royal world they left without setbacks. 

Of course these two narratives are not parallel on 
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every point. Significant differences will emerge in the 

ensuing discussion, nonetheless it is clear that the place

ment of this tale in the Vanaparvan is not accidental. Even 

on the level of story qu~ story the placing of the tale 

makes sense. Implicit in B~hadasva's counsel is the 

assurance that if Nala, who lost his kingdom in the same 

manner as Yudhisthira and who vms in an even worse situation, 

could have his fortunes restored, then it should be far 

easier for Yudhi~~hira to reclaim his kingdom. 

This brief indication of parallels between Nala and 

Damayanti and the story of the Pandavas' exile provides the 

direction our exploration will take. In the study of Nala 

and Damayanti we have seen that the tripartite process is 

an appropriate tool for understanding epic narrative, and 

we have seen that Nala and Dawayanti has rough parallels 

with the story of the exile of the Pa~~avas, therefore this 

same process should illuminate the exile narrative of the 

Pandavas. Since the forest played a large role in Nala and 

Damayanti, it will not be surprising to find the forest 

central to the exile passage from peace to war in the odyssey 

of the Pandavas. 

The separation 

Yudhisthira lost his kingdom in much the same way 

as Nala--dice throw by dice throw. Yudhisthira's loss 

occurred much more quickly than Nala's, but it was just as 

total. In fact in the fir-st round Yudhi.sthira even gambled 
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away himself, his brothers and his v1ife. After Draupadi 

rescued them and their kingdom was restored, Yudhi~thira 

was challenged to a second round. This match lasted one 

throw at the end of which the Nindavas with their wife 

12found themselves banished to the forest. 

The Sabhaparvan details the events surrounding the 

first stage of the tripartite proce3s, the separation. 

First the Pandavas doffed their warrior garments and 

exchanged them for the traditional garb of the forest 

ascetic, a crude outfit of deerskin. This change of clothes 

will be explored in depth in the next chapter. For the 

present discussion it is enough to note that the change of 

clothes from royal silk to crude animal skin served to point 

up the separation of the heroes from their royal environment. 

This point was not lost on Du~§asana, one of 

Duryodhana 's brothers. lffiile the change was going on, he 

triumphantly trooped about belittling the Pandavas. He 

13repeatedly likened their state to that of barren seeds, 

and he gloated aloud: 

"The Parthas [Pandavas] have been thrown 
into hell, for a·long time, an endless 
time, fallen from happiness, bereft of 
their kingdom, for years without end. 
They, the Pandavas who, power-mad, have 
been laughing.at the Dhartarastras, now 
must go into the forest, defeated and 
robbed of their wealth!"l4 

ouh§asana pays for his adharmic behaviour on the battlefield. . 

where he suffers cruel treatment at the hands of Bhima, but 
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his depiction of the P~~~avas' plight is here accurate. 

They have been separated from happiness, wealth and kingdom 

and must enter the hell-like forest. 

In the two previous investigations into the 

separation phase of the processional movement from one 

state of existence to another, the metaphor of death has 

been used to describe the separation. Here, too, death is 

an appropriate metaphor. The death-like aspect of the 

Pa~~avas' exile is perhaps best seen as they actually leave 

the capital city for the forest. Vidura later related the 

Pa~~avas' departure to Dhrtarastra in these words: 

Kunti's son Yudhisthira has covered 
his face with his-~hawl, and Bhima 
Pandava has spread his arms wide as 
he"~oes. The left-handed archer 
follows the king, scattering sand, 
and Madri•s son Sahadeva goes with 
his face all streaked. Nakula is much 
distressed in his thoughts and is 
walking with his whole body limned 
with dust, behind his king, he the 
handsomest man of earth. Krsna of the 
long eyes, hiding her face in"her hair, 
beautiful and crying much, follows the 
king. Dhaumya is chanting the gruesome 
Chants of Death, ... as he walks the tracks 
he holds up kusa grass in his hand.l5 

Dh~tara~~ra then asked Vidura to explain the 

meaning of these actions. This is what Vidura told his 

king: Yudhisthira covered his face so that he would not 

burn people with his angry gaze. Bhima displayed his 

mighty arms to demonstrate his willingness to crush his 

foes. Arjuna was forecasting the number of enemies he will 
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slay--one enemy for each grain of sand. The twins have 

disguised themselves, the one so that he won't be recognized 

and the other so he will not cause women along the way to 

fall in love with him. Drapaudi predicted that all the 

Kaurava women wou~d, in thirteen years, look just as she 

now looked. And finally Daumya, the purohita, said that 

the gurus of the Kurus would be chanting the same death 

chants after the war. Vidura concl"Jded, "'With these guises 

16and signs the spirited Kaunteyas have given notice of the 

resolve that lodges in their hearts as they go to the 

17
forest.'" lvith all due respect to Vidura, his explanation 

is not very satisfying. 

It is not my habit to search for the 'original' 

meaning of a passage in o~der to uncover the 'real', 

'essential', or 'true' meaning of the passage. Original 

meanings ~nd essential meaniugs are not necessarily equiva

lent. This case, hovlever, begs for some investigation past 

the allegorical interpretation offered in the text by Vidura. 

Firstly, any allegorical interpretation of symbol, or in 

this case symbolic action, does violence to the multifaceted 

natu~e of syniliol by limiting its elements to a one-to-one 

correspondence. 

Secondly this particular allegorical interpretation 

lacks internal consistency. Vidura's conclusion that the 

PaJ?c;lavas were demonstrating their resolve is not berne out 

by the actions of the twins, and is only carried by the 

words of Draupadi and Dhaumya not mentioned in the first 
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description of their actions. Even the explanation of the 

actions of th2 three oldest brothers seems farfetched: 

surely the impetuous Bhima could have demonstrated his 

resolve to destroy his foes in a more convincing fashion. 

Thus while I recognize the appropriateness of so-called 

accretions which arise in the oral narrative of a living 

tradition, in this specific case I feel justified in setting 

aside this particular allegorical interpretation, not as 

incorrect or inappropriate, but as unhelpful in understanding 

the symbolic actions of the Pandavas. 

When the Pa~~avas depart for the forest their 

actions are all related to actions performed by those coping 

with death; that is to say, they all manifest some form of 

mourning behaviour. This interpretation stems naturally 

from the described actions of Dhaumya and Draupadi. ~vhen 

anyone died in epic India it was customary for the wife to 

follow the funeral procession weeping and for the priest, 

normally in the lead, to chant the Vedic hymns prescribed 
1 0 

by tl.c ritual texts.~u 

Yudhisthira's action of covering his face with a 

19shawl is also a characteristic sign of grieving, but 

Arjuna's action is more unusual. He is described as scat

tering sand on the ground. This seems to be perplexing 

behaviour until one discovers that according to one ritual 

text, just before a sacrificer dies sand must be scattered 

about in the sacrificial shed where the dying man is then 

'd 201aJ. out. In a similar way Bhima's outstretched arms call 
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to mind the outstretched arms of the grief stricken Maddi 

' - k II 21 ' ' d f 11n the"Vessantara-Jata a, and tne upra1se arms o t1e 

"';" 22
mourning women of the Str1parvan. Both Nakula and 

Sahadeva have dusted different parts of their bodies. In 

the udakakarma ceremony the mourners offer water to the 

23 . . h h . an~ ~ d . the1r. b d'1es.dead w1th d1s evelled a1r ust cover1ng o 

Similarly Kane reports that mourners of a child's death 

24should throw dust in their hair. This leaves only the 

kusa grass which Dhaumya holds for which I could find no 

exact parallel. However a kusa grass-topped staff is 

carried in one variant of the funeral ritua1, 25 and kusa 

grass is used throughout the various funeral rites. 

The objection might be raised that since I can 

discover the ritual prescriptio~s which apparently parallel 

the described symbolic actions of the Pa~9avas, then surely 

these prescriptions would have been known to the epic 

storytellers thus obviating the allegorical interpretation. 

This is not necessarily the case. Given that the epic was 

tranl~itted and preserved orally, regional variations 

could, and clearly did, grow up. The Dharmasastras, too, 

tended to variation depending on the influence of different 

schools. 26 Thus it might well be that the allegorical 

interpretation spoken by Vidura gained credence in a region 

dominated by a school to which the actions of the Pandavas 

. , . d . 27 on t h e1r aeparture for the forest were J.n eed mysterJ.ous. 

To understand these mysterious actions as mourning 

behaviour performed in response to their own symbolic deaths 
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on exile to the forest does not, of course, exhaust the 

symbolic content of those actions. It may well be that 

another interpretation of their actions will rr.ake per

fectly good sense. The point here is not to attempt a 

dogmatic understanding of the Pa:t;SJ,avas' actions, but to try 

to understand the seemingly bizarre actions of the exiled 

heroes as forming a part of a coherent process the first 

stage of which entails the separation of the heroes from 

their comfortable world of royal splendor and privilege. 

The threshold 

The threshold experience of the exiled Pandavas is 

temporally extended beyond any conceivable ritual tran

sitional phase. In a ritual context twelve years is a long 

time. Even 1n the narrative context the time seerr.s to drag 

as a result of the volume of different activities which do 

not seem to move the plot along to any appreciable degree. 

In fact the forest activities of the P~~~avas are, for the 

most part, very significant and, as we shall see, even con

tribute to the overall flow of the epic. On the whole, 

however, the plot, which developed at breakneck speed 

throughout the Sabh~parvan, is allowed to cool its heels 1n 

the leisurely pace of the Vanaparvan. 

One thing is abundantly clear from the very first. 

The P~ndavas are in the forest by accident, they do not 

?8
belong there; in the forest they are out of place.- This 

fact -v;as immediately brought home to the exiles when, as 
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they were about to enter the K~myaka Forest, they were 

challenged by the raksasa, Kirmira, who l.ived in the wood. 

The r~k!?asa barred their way into the forest. He was 

carrying a lighted torch and his appearance was hideous: 

There, behold! the demon, gnashing 
his eight fangs, eyes copper-red, the 
hair standing up on his head and 
aflame, like a monsoon cloud with its 
circle of sunbeams and lightning and 
its fellow-travelling cranes, setting 
loose his demoniac wizardry and giving 
forth loud screams, sending forth the 
thunderous roar of a cloud, carrying 
rain-behold, the demonr29 

After Dhaumya had dispelled the demon's wizardry with 

spells of his own, Bhima, the _____.__seasoned raksasa fighter, 

strode forth to do battle. 

Kirmirawas delighted to discover that his opponent 

was Bhimasena Pa~tSJ.ava, for as it turned out, Kimira ·.vas the 

brother of Baka and the friend of Hi9imba, both of whom had 

been slain by Bhima in his early adventures. Fighting to 

revenge his brother and friend, the raksasa fought 

valiantly with the, by now customary, trees and rocks. 

Finally Bhima won the upper hand and "strangled him like a 

beast of sacrifice." 30 By destroying the raksas_~ the exiles 

were able to pass over the edge of the threshold which 

would more or less contain them for the next bve 1ve years. 

Or as the epic puts it: "Having rendered that forest 

thornless, ... (Yudhi~~hira] went on with Draupadi and made 

it his dwelling." 31 
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Several themes which have been encountered in 

previous epic threshold stages are also found in the exile 

narrative. Dominant among these themes are the notion of 

communitas, which formed an important part of the early 

adventures, and the experience involving the intersection 

of divine and human planes, which was essential to the 

forest adventures of Nala and Damayanti. The latter 

experience was especially important in uprooting and 

re-forming the main characters' sense of identity. 

In addition, two elements new tc our exploration 

of epic thresholds are encountered in the story of the 

P~~~avas' exile. Through these themes the heroes' sense 

of identity is destroyed and re-formed. These are celibacy 

and pilgrimage. We will disc:.1ss these four themes in an 

order prompted by the flow of the forest exile narrative. 

The first will be celibacy. 

celibacy 

While celibacy is not an issue in Nala and Damayanti, 

we know that the P~ndavas are expected to live a celibate 

life in the forest from a m1mber of placE~s in the 

Hahabhara ta. For example we have Bhima chastising 

Yudhi~thira for his passive compliance to dharma by 

taunting that 'despair had prompted him to a life of a 

32eunuch. • And Drona remarked that the Pandavas were 

living in the forest as brahmacarins, and would return from 

. 'l 13t helr exl e possessed by anger.- Part of the vow of the 
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brahmacarin was to abstain from sexual relations. 

This was not the first time in the Mahabharata 

that the sexual abstinance of the brahmacarin vow was an 

issue during a forest exile. Early in their marriage to 

Draupadi, the five brothers, at the suggestion of the sage, 

Narada, had ~ade a covenant which insured the privacy cf one 

husband and wife. If, the covenant said, one of the brothers 

saw another brother sitting alone with Draupadi, the intruder 

would have to live in the forest for twelve months as a 

- 34brahmacarin. An unavoidable chain of events led Arjuna to 

interrupt Yudhi~!hira and Draupadi, and consequently he went 

to the forest for a year. There he was seen by a beautiful 

naga princess named Ulupi. Ulupi fell i~:1 love with Arjun3. 

on first sight, and forthrightly propositioned him. Arjuna 

responded ruefully that, while he would like to accomodate 

her, he could not as he vowed to live a hermit's life 

35(brahmacaryam) . Ulupi was determined, however, and con

vinced Arjuna that his vow applied only to Draupadi. Thus, 

foll~wing her exegesis of this very subtle dharma, they 

made love. 

Further evidence that the Pandavas were expected to 

remain celibate in the forest as a condition of their 

exile comes from Duh§~sana. As was noted earlier, he 

mercilessly taunted the brothers after they had lost the 

dice game. It should be recalled that Du~§~sana repeatedly 

referred to the Pandavas as barren seeds.. This metaphor 

was an apt one for if the Pindavas had to remain celibate 
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while in tl:.e forest, they could not conceive children; they 

would be barren. 

Du~sasana cruelly pushed his attack past this 

allusion and called upon Draupadi to abandon her now useless 

husbands. He taunted: 

"The sagacious Somaka Yajfiasena 
[Drupada] , 
Gave Pancali [Draupadi], his child, 
to the Pandavas: 
That was ii1 done, for the Parthas 
are enunuchs 
And no longer men to Yajnaseni 
[Draupadi] ! 36 

"Having seen the fine-clad reduced to 
deerskins, 
And penniless, homeless, in the woods, 
What joy shall you find, you Yajnaseni? 
Now choose a husband who pleases you!"37 

Bhima was the brother to respond to this insult, and his 

, . 
response was telling. ~ather than brand D~hsasana a .1.lar, 

Bhima admitted that the "insolent churl" had done grave hurt 

by striking the Pa~~avas' weak spot with his words. Then 

Bhima extrapolated a threat from his admission: just as 

Dul}sasana had hurt with his words, so Bhima would hurt him 

in a more concrete fashion on the battlefield. Bhima did 

not deny the truth of Du~sasana's insult. He could not; 

the Pa~Stava brothers were to remain celibate while in the 

forest. 

Victor Turner links celibacy to the threshold stage 

in the following way: 
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Another liminal theme exemplified in the 
Ndernbu installation rites is sexual con
tinence ... Indeed, the resump-tion of sexual 
relations is usually a ceremonial mark of 
the return to society as a structure of 
statuses. V'Jhile this is a feature of 
certain types of religious behavior in 
almost all societies, in preindustrial 
society, with its strong stress on kinship 
as the basis of many types of group affili
ation, sexual continence has additional 
religious force. For kinship, or relations 
shaped by the idiom of kinship, is one of 
the main factors in structural differentiation. 
The undifferentiated character of liminality 
is reflected by the discontinuance of sexual 
relations and the absence of marked sexual 
polarity.38 

In other words celibacy reinforces the neither-

here-nor-there, betwixt and between quality of the liminal 

persona or thresholder. Because the thresholder abstains 

from sexual activity he or she loses a primary expression 

of his or her sexual identity. In addition, according to 

Turner, societal structure based on kinship relationships 

is negated when one of the primary binding forces of kinship 

is negated. With sexual differentiation gone and societal 

differer1 i...iat..Lon weakenea, the celina-c.e l:Lminal _rersona lS 

twice as liable to the vagaries of the threshold. 

It is worth noting that ln the passage cited 

earlier Duh§~sana lumps the P~ndavas' celibacy in with their. .. 
reduction in status, their poverty and their homelessness. 

All of these aspects of the Pandava brothers' exiled con

dition call to mind the common liminal quality of posses

sing nothing as an outward sign of being no one, of being 

betwixt and between categories of the social grid. In this 

http:polarity.38
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case the P~ndavas' celibacy reinforces the conditions 

which they experienced in their early forest adventures by 

setting them between genders, by making them neither male 

nor female, in short making them eunuchs. 

The threshold is at its core paradoxical. We have 

discussed only the negative aspects of celibacy because 

those aspects were the ones which most clearly impinged on 

the P~Q~avas. Dro~a implies the paradoxical twin aspect of 

celibacy, however, when he notes that they were living as 

brahmac~rins and would return, possessed by anger, to do 

great destruction. Just as celibacy locates the thresholders 

as Nowhere in cultural topography, it also places them at 

the Source. In a later c~apter when the forest ascetics 

are studied, we shall see that celibacy, very much part of 

the hermits' life, is a way of doing asceticism and thereby 

is a way of obtaining powers. Celibacy, then, is a classic 

liminal quality which simultaneously negates forms from the 

world recently left, and allows the possibility of new forms 

unknown to that structured world. The P~ndavas' celibctcy 

appears negative only in light of the world they are 

leaving (whose crass spokesman 1s Duh§~sana) . Once in the 

forest their celibacy will gain the paradoxical duality 

common to threshold phenomena. 

The meeting of god and hero 

In our study of Nala and Damayanti we found that 

an important aspect of the thresholders' forest experience 
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was a realization of the influence which the gods had in 

their lives. This realization was seen as a part of a 

larger pattern of interaction between divine and human 

realms. Central to this pattern was the disruption and 

re-formation of the main characters' sense of identity. 

h . pattern was -"'. 1nvest1gate. . d . 1o Bre1. h . 39T 1s L1rst oy Ange 1c 

Recently Alf Hiltebeitel simplified Brelich's heroic mor

phology into an epic morphology appropriate to the current 

state of research in the Hindu epics. Hiltebeitel demon

strates the importance of considering the intersection of 

mythic and heroic planes for understanding the dynamics of 

the Hindu epics. 
40 

Nowhere is Hiltebeite~l' s insight more 

helpful than in the forest threshold. 

There are significant differences between the inter

section of mythic and heroic dimensions i:hat one finds 1n 

Nala and Damayanti and in the forest exile of the 

Mahabharata. For one thing the influence of the gods on 

the lives of Nala and Damayanti is either capricious, as at 

the svaya~vara, or destructive, as in Kali's possession of 

Nala. The P~~~avas', or more properly the Kaunteyas', 

experience of the gods' influence is at first one of chal

lenge, but the resolution is always in their favour. The 

gods, in the end, aid the Kaunteyas at every turn during 

their forest exile, although the heroes still experience 

identity crises. Another difference is t~hat the response 

of Nala and Dar;nayanti to the gods' actions in their world 

is relatively passive when compared with the response of the 
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Kaunteyas. The following discussion will illuminate these 

and other differences between the threshold experiences of 

Nala and Damayanti and that of the P~ndava brothers. 

When discussing the intersection of mythic and 

heroic spheres during the forest exile it is helpful to 

distinguish between the Pa~gavas and the Katmteyas. The 

former are the five brothers, the sons of P~~~u. The 

latter are the three oldest brothers who share the same 

mother, Kunti. The twins, the youngest brothers, have 

P~ndu's second wife, M~dri, as their mother. It is Kunti 

alone who knows the mantra (formula, spell), \vhereby the 

gods can be summoned to father children of human women. 

She performs the mantra by which Madri is impregnated by 

the Asvins. The Kaunteya brothers are far and m-.:ay the 

main characters of the epic proper. Little of note can be 

said about the characters of the twins except that Sahadeva 

is exceedingly eloquent and Nakula is exceedingly beautiful, 

while both are equally devoted to their older brothers. 

On the other hand the characters of Yudhi~thira, Bhi~a, and 

Arjuna are well developed throughout the Mah~bh~rata. It 

is not surprising, then, that the meeting of gods and heroes 

centres on the Kaunteyas. 

A large section of the forest narrative deals with 

the individual threshold adventures of the Kaunteya 

brothers. The ramifications of these individual experiences, 

v:hich involve the intersection of mythic and heroic realms, 

are important in the preparation of all t.he Pandavc.s for the 
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subsequent trials and war. In exploring the divine 

dimension of their existence, each of the Kaunteya brothers 

in turn comes to realize more of who he is, learns tra

diti6nal teachings, and gains divine favours which will aid 

him when he re-enters the world from which he has been 

exiled. 

Arjuna 

The first of the Kaunteyas to embark on his individual 

threshold adventure is Arjuna, the youngest. Arjuna's 

sojourn in Indra's heaven takes five years and is instru

. ....mental in the final defeat of the Kaurava army. In fact li... 

was anxiety about the strength of that army coupled with 

desire for sovereignty that moved Yudhisthira to send 

41
Arjuna on a mission to win the weapons of the gods. 

Vyasa, the superseer grandfather of the Pa~<?avas catalysed 

the mission by providing Yudhi~~hira with magic knowledge 

which, when passed on to Arjuna, would insure his success. 

Vyasa promised the eldest Pandava that Arjuna 'i.Wuld accom

plish great exploits with the celestial weapons of Indra, 

~iva, and the rest of the World Guardians (lokapalas) . 42 

In addition, Vyasa gave Yudhi~~hira some sound ecological 

advice. He counseled him to move from ~he Dvaita Forest 

where they were staying back to the Kamyaka Forest in order 

to prevent the destruction of all the deer in the forest. 

Then Vyasa disappeared. 

After a time Yudhisthira took Arjuna aside and told 
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him of their grandfather's visit and counsel. Yudhisthira 

passed on the magic knowledge to Arjuna, and instructed him 

to go to Indra's heaven and there to obtain the weapons of 

the gods. 

After he was ritually consecrated, Arjuna bid every

one a respectful goodbye. The epic records Draupadi's sup

portive and touching farewell. She says in part, "On you 

now rest the happiness and misery of all of us, our life 

43and death, kingdom and sovereignty." Her words hit upon 

an oft-repeated theme of Arjuna's solitary journey: Arjuna 

is the finest of the Pandava warriors. Yudhisthira is 

taking a risk by sending him off to improve his 'strike 

capabilities'. Sho~ld Arjuna die, the P~~~avas' chances 

. . . . 44to :r·egaln thelr klngdom are m. l. 

Because of the knowledge bestowed by his grand

father Arjuna was able to travel very far very quickly. In 

just one day he had passed over the Him~layas and Mount 

Gandhamadana, and had reached Indrakila and his first test. 

There on the top of the world an ascetic of golden lustre 

corrur.anded him to stop, put down his weapons, ctnd rest, since 

he had reached the end of his journey. Because he was 

determined to win the weapons, Arjuna resisted the ascetic. 

The ascetic laughed, revealed himself to be Indra, and 

offered to gra~t Arjuna a boon. The great archer asked for 

the celestial weapo~s. Indra tried to tempt him with other 

"' things, but finally replied that after Arjuna had met Siva 

he would ha~e the weapons. 45 Then Indra disappeared. 
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Continuing his mission Arjuna entered a "ghastly, 

46thorny forest" which was devoid of human beings. There 

he found a beautiful spot and began doing intense asceticism, 

or tapas. Arjuna began a fast which he increased 1n 

severity month by month until in the third month he ate 

only twice, and then his meal consisted of one dead leaf 

that had fallen to the ground. In the fourth month he 

"lived on wind alone, with arms raised, without support, 

47balanced on the tips of his toes." 

His tapas \vas so intense and of such quality that 

the seers of the area were threatened. 'J~o ease their worry 
~ 

they complained to Siva who reassured the ascetics. After 
~ 

the seers had gone away, Siva went in the guise of a 

mountain man to the forest where Arjuna was staying. The 

mountain man and Arjuna became embroiled in an argument 

after both had simultaneously shot a boar. In fact the 

boar was a rak~asa who was intent on killing Arjun2, thus 

the argument was not over who owned the carcass, since the 

boar had resumed its rak9asa form on death. Instead the 

dispute seemed to concern a breach of hunting etiquette. 

In any case the fight that ensued was of tremendous pro

portions. Arjuna used up all his arrows, broke his sword 

on the mountain man's head, threw trees and rocks and 

finally engQged the ruffian in hand to hand combat. This 

last struggle was so fierce that the friction produced from 

the grinding of limbs during a clinch started a small fire. 

In the end Arjuna was defeated, but §iva was very 

48 
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pleased with his performance. Because he was so pleased, 
.. 
Siva gave Arjuna a vision of himself in his divine form. 

Arjuna then worshipped ~iva and asked forgiveness for his 
.. 

assault on the god. Forgiveness was granted, and Siva 

offered a boon. Arjuna, with a remarkable singleness of 

purpose, asked for the extremely powerful Pasupata weapon 
.. 

which Siva gave him, instructing !-lim i.n the secrets of its 

use. It could be launchec with a thought, a glance, a word, 
.. 


or a bow. By way of farewell Siva touched Arjuna which 

49
healed his wounds, and sent him off to Indra's heaven. 

Following Siva's depa=ture tne lokapalas, guardians 

of the four quarters of the world whom we already 

encountered at Da~ayanti's svaya~vara, arrived and granted 

Arjuna the vision to see them. Then three of them pre

sented Arjuna with their favourite weapons: Yama his club, 

Varu~a his noose, and Kubera the weapon of disappearance. 

Indra told him: 

"For a very great task is yours to 
accomplish for the Gods, enemy 
tamer! You must ascend to heaven; 
be prep2.red, radiant mar... ~-~y 
chariot driven by Matali shall come 
to earth for you, and in heaven I 
shall giye you the weapons of the 
Gods ... " ::>0 

With this speech the lokapalas left Arjuna alone in the 

forest, but soon Indra's words came true. 

After M~tali had arrived and driven Arjuna to 

heaven in one of the many celestial chariots vJhich could 
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go anywhere, Indra received Arjuna by hugging him and 

51inviting him to share his throne. Throughout this 

section of the narrative much is made of A.rjuna's being 

Indra's son. The privilege of sharing the throne is one 

tl 52examp1 oL.c .e 11s. 

Arjuna settled into life in his father's house. 

There he learm:::d about the "great weapons and the means to 

53 
Wl. thdraw them. " I nc1ud e d among these weapons we:::e I d ra '. n s 

lightning bolt and thunderclaps. Despite the tugs from a 

sense of responsibility to his family, Arjuna was pursuaded 

by his god-father to stay five years. During much of this 

interlude he learned how to perform celes·tial music and how 

to dance from the gandharva, Citrasena. 

A visiting seer was sent to Yudhi~thira with the 

message not to fret about Arjuna. He would not be returning 

for a while the message said, because he had a task to per

54form for the gods. In this manner we learn of the trial 

which tested Arjuna' s newly gained knmdedge and weapons. 

The problem which Arjuna is to solve for the gods 

is very much like the central problere of the R~m~yana. In 

this case a group of demons called Niv~takavacas cannot be 

destroyed by the gods on account of a boon the demons won. 

They must be conquered by a man, and Arjuna is the o::1ly one 

capable. Thus it is that Indra, after teaching Arjuna the 

intricacies of loosing and retrieving the weapons of the 

gods, asked his pupil to destroy the Niv~takavacas as his 

55traditional guru's fee. Indra equipped Arjuna for the 
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battle by loaning him his charioteer, Matali, and his 

chariot along with the one thousand bay horses which pulled 

it, as well as an impenetrable coat of mail and an ever

lasting bowstring. In addition, the remaining gods pre

sented Arjuna with Devadatta, a conch whose battle sound 

struck terror into the hearts of enemies. 

As it turned out Arjuna needed all of the assistance 

he could muster to overcome these demons. The Nivatakavacas 

were very nUJ."Tlerous and particularly skillc~d and vicious. 

vlhile they were excellent fighters, the Nivatakavacas real 

forte was wizardry. Arjuna later described the demons' 

first magical assault in this way: 

On all sides there appeared a shower 
of rocks, which sorely pressed me vli th 
terrifying stones as big as mountains, 
but with my swift lightning-like arrows 
shot from Indra's weapon I shattered 
each into a hundred pieces. vmen the 
rocks had been pulverized, a fire broke 
out, and the powdered rocks fell into 
it like sparks. With the rock shower 
abated, a powerful rain of wat:er descended 
upon me with iets as wide as cart axles.56 

When Arjuna had countered this onslaught v.rith the •:arious 

missles, the demons retaliated by covering· the battlefield 

with darkness. At this point even the seasoned Natali 

lost heart, but Arjuna remained calm. \\Then Arj una had 

dispelled the darkness with his magical weaponry, the 

demons became invisible. Still Arjuna kept up the fight 

shooting arrows which, by the charms he placed on them, 

found their invisible marks. In an instant the Nivatakavacas 

http:axles.56
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became visible again, and Arjuna saw them piled on the 

battlefield amidst the broken chariots and mangled horses. 

The carnage was so great that there was no place for Arjuna's 

war horses to put their four thousand feet. 

Despite the reduction of their ranks, the 

Nivatakavacas did not give up the fight. As Arjuna described 

it the demons flew up and 

covered the whole sky and, invisible, 
attacked, hurling massive rocks. Others 
of them, who had gone underground, 
halted the feet of the horses and the 
wheels of the chariot .... Having halted 
the bay horses and the chariot, while I 
kept fighting, they piled mountains on 
me and the chariot, S"JrrounO.i.ng me on 
all sides, and with the mountains piling 
up and more falling down, the place ~\'here 
we ,.,ere became like a cave. 57 

In this seemingly impossible situation Ma>tali suggested 

that Arjuna use Indra's favourite weapon, the vajra or 

lightning bolt. He took :.!atali's advice a.nd unleashed the 

pmverful weapon. The results were devastating. 'I'he missle 

not only destroyed the air-borne demons, but it also sought 

out the ones whc had entered the earth and were clutching 

the chariot wheels. In spite of the power of the 

Niv~takavacas and the power of the released weapon Arjuna, 

by his own account, remained unscathed: 

The place was covered with scattered 
corpses of mountainous Niv~takavacas 
as with scattered mountain ranges. 
Neither the to~ses, nor the chariot. nor 
M~tali, nor I had suffered any hurt--it 
was like a miracle.58 

http:miracle.58
http:S"JrrounO.i.ng
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On the way back to Indra's heaven, Arjuna saw 

another boon-protected city occupied by demons. In an 

adventure which paralleled the one above Arjuna freed 

HiraQyapura, the City-of-Gold, from the clutches of two 

prominent demons and their army hordes.- This time Arjuna 
~ 

used the Raudra weapon favoured by Siva. The weapon 

appeared in personified form as "a three-headed, nine-eyed 

man vli th three faces, six arms, blazing flames for hair, 

59and his head surrounded with tongue-flashing serpents." 

Arjuna strung the weapon, shot, and, not surprisingly, with 

it destroyed the enemy. 

Arjuna then reported back to Indra who praised him 

and promised that he would be victorious in battle and that 

Yudhisthira would become sovereign of the world. Says 

Indra: 

"Slaying my enemies, you have brought me 
a great guru's gift, Partha! You shall 
always remain as steadfast in conflict, 
Dhanamjaya [Arjuna], and unconfused, 
achieve an understanding of weapons. 
Neither Gods nor Danavas nor Raksasas 
shall withstand you in battle, n6r 
Yaksas, Asuras, or Gandharvas, birds or 
snakes. And Kunti's law-spirited son 
Yudhi~thira shall reign over the earth 
that vou have won with the power of your 
arms. -;,60 

Not only do these battles win Indra's highest 

praise and promises for Arjuna and Yudhi~~hira, but in 

them Arjuna also demonstrates the importance of the 

celestial weapons. Without them Arjuna would have been 
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lost. The value of the weapons is underscored later in 

the exile when a rak~asa named Jatasura ('the demon with 

an ascetic's braid') stole the weapons and captured 

Draupadi and three of the Pa~~avas as well. Bhima defeated 

the rak~asa after a long battle with trees and rocks by 

severing Jatasura's head by means of a powerful blow with 

his fist. The priceless weapons were thereby saved. 61 

At the end of his long sojourn, when Arjuna was 

reunited with his brothers on Hount Gandharnadana, he reported 

all of his adventures to Yudhisthira. The eldest Pandava 

mulled over the impressive list of accomplishments which 

Arjuna amassed on his visit to Indra's heaven--divine 

weapons and knowledge of their employ, exf?erience in battle, 

and visions as well as the favour of the 90ds--and con-

eluded, "now I think we have won all of Goddess Earth with 

62her garland of cities and subjugated Dh:rtarastra's sons." 

Clearly the anxiousness which proropted him to send Arjuna 

off has been dispelled, and he is more confident of sue

cess in the war which is almost sure to come. 

Bhima 

Bhi~a's solitary threshold adventure parallels 

Arjuna's insofar as he, like Arjuna, meets a suprahuman 

relative who tests him and then helps him. Unlike Arjuna 

whose adventure was prompted by Yudhi~thil·a, Bhima' s was 

prompted by D~aupadi. 
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While the Pa~9avas, less Arjuna, were on a pilgri

mage to sacred places, Draupadi spied a beautiful wind

borne lotus and, desiring more flowers, sent Bhima up a 

mountain to fetch them. At his wife's request Bhima began 

to climb the mountain. 

Both his eye and his will fastened upon 
the Gandhamadana peaks, ... he continued, 
boundless of might. Unbridled, the 
splendid man climbed, sniffing his way 
like a rutting elephant, following the 
trail of the bridleless fragrance that 
rose from the flowers of all seasons. 
His father, the chill wind that blows 
from the Gandhamadana, took away his 
fatigue and stood his hair on end.63 

With the help of his god-father, Vayu the wind god, Bhima 

had soon entered a region usually frequented only by gods, 

assorted celestial beiDgs, and seers. Here Bhima was out 

of place as he demonstrated in short order by impetuously 

tearing up the forest as he climbed. Vines and creepers 

trailed from his limbs as he plmved through the woods 

tramplinq the trees in his oat~. 

Further in keeping with his impetuous nature he 

began blowing on his conch sh8ll and slapping his arms in 

challenge. Bhirna's noisy bravado awoke Hanuman, the great 

monkey hero of the Ramayana, who heard the noise and yawned 

as he came out of his sleep . 

... as he yawned he slapped his tail 
against the ground with the thunder 
of Indra's bolt. Like a bellowing cow 
the mountain echoed on all sides the 
slapping of the tail from its caverns. 
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The sound of his tail, out-thundering 
the trumpeting of drunk elephants, 
ranged over the colorful mountain 
peaks.64 

Bhima took this noise for a challenge, and going to investi

gate, found Hanuman, whom he did not recognize. The monkey 

stopped the Pandava and told him that he could go no further 

as the mountain was accessible only to the siddhas, 

celestial sages of magical capabilities. 

Bhima understood the monkey's friendly words of 

advice only as an impediment to his flower-fetching mission. 

Consequently he responded with threatening words. Unruffled, 

Hanuman, still unrecognized, claimed to be too feeble to 

move. Bhima then attempted to move Hanuman' s t.3.il fron the 

path in order that he might pass, but, to his astonishment, 

he was unable to lift the monkey's tail. 

Then he pulled at the thing, which 
stretched high like Indra's rainbow, 
with both his arms; and even with both 
arms powerful Bhiffia was unable to lift 
it. His eyebrows were cocked, his eyes 
widened, his brow Knit, his limbs 
sweated, but Bhima could not budge it. 
However he tried, there Bhirna stood at 
the great monkey's side, exhausted from 
pulling up_the tail, and he hung his head 
in sharne.b=> 

Following this humiliation Bhima asked for the monkey's 

forgiveness and mercy, as well as for the creature's true 

identity. Thereupon the monkey revealed himself to be 

Hanum~n, son of V~yu, and Bhima joyfully paid proper respect 

to his elder half brother. 

http:peaks.64
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Then Bhi!na requested from the great monkey a vision 

of his giant form used long ago when he had leapt across 

the sea to Laf1ka. At first Hanuman refused, but after 

teaching his younger brother the fourfold nature of each 

cycle of time, he finally conceded and demonstrated his 

fierce form. The monkey grew out of the plantain grove in 

vlhich they had been conversing until he was as big as a 

mountain flashing in the sun's rays. Bhima's response to 

this vision was one of fear and joy: 

Shuddering, but merry of heart, Bhima 
folded his han~s.and spoke to Hannm~n 
still in that form: "I have seen the 
huge measure of your body, mighty hero; 
now contract yourself! I can no more 

. h . . 66f ace you tnan t e rlslng sun .... 

In admitting that he had 'had enough' of the awe

some vision, Bhima previews Arjuna's reaction to Krsna's 

overwhelming vision in the eleventh chapter of the 

- - 67 -Bhagavadgita. Bhima's encounter with Hanuman parallels 

the Gita in another way as Hanum~n went on to lecture Bhima 

on dharma. 68 Then Hanuman blessed his younger brother and 

advised him to be prudent in his actions. The monkey also 

pointed out the path to the Saugandhika Forest wherein grew 

the saugandhika flower which vJas the obje·ct of Bhirr.a' s 

quest. There, said Hanurnan, the god Kubera had a pleasure 

garden. 

As in the case of Arjuna, Bhima's suprahuman 

relative displayed his affection by embracing him with his 
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paws, thereby dissolving Bh I~<w 's fatigue. In addition 

Hanuman granted his sibling a boon. Bhima chose Hanuman's 

protection, whereupon the monkey agreed, promising specifi

cally to reinforce Bhima's battle cry with his fearsome roar 

and to perch on Arjuna's war banner uttering terrible roars 

.wh lC. h woul"d ln. t hemse 1ves aestroy. t1e1 enemy. 69 Havlng 

given his advice, teachings and assistance, Hanuman disap

peared. 

Bhima, his energy renewed, returned to his flower-

fetching mission and with gusto charged up r,1.ount Gandhamadana. 

After tramping through the wood for some time, Bhima arrived 

at the lotus pond where the saugandhika flowers originated. 

The pond, however, belonged to Kubera, and was protected 

against interlopers like Bhima by thousands of rakeasas 

called Krodhavasas. 

So~e of these Krodhavasas and Bhima began arguing 

about the warrior's right to pick flowers from Kubera's 

private pond. Bhima quickly tired of arguing and tried to 

plunge into the pool to pick the flowers only to be pny

sically restrained by the guards. A horrible fight ensued 

with Bhima slaughtering over a hundred demons and routing 

the rest. ~Vhen Kubera heard of the bctttle, he laughed 

indulgently and gave Bhima leave to take the flowers. 

Meanwhile Yudhi~~hira, Draupadi and the twins (Arjuna was 

still in Indra's heaven) arrived with the help of Ghatotkaca, 

Bhima's son by the rak~asi, HisJ.imba. Yudhisthira briefly 

chidP.d Bhima for his violent behaviour, and then the family 
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settled 	down for a short vacation in the pleasure garden of 

70the god. 

Bhima's skirmish with the Krodhavasas parallels 

Arjuna's battle with the Niv~takavacas, and just as Arjuna 

fought a second battle much like the first, so does Bhima. 

After staying for c. time in Kubera' s garden, the Pandavas 

returned to the hermitage of N~r~ya~a only to be again 

disturbed by a beautiful flower which precipitated another 

horticultural foray on the part of Bhima. Van Buitenen 

thinks that this second adventure 'corrects' the 'mistaken' 

presence of raksasas in Kubera's employ. These beings 

~ . . 71 souh ld , h e argues, b e yak sa~, or ~crest sp1r1ts. On the 

other hand, as van Buitenen mentions in a note, Kubera is 
"7'1 

given sovereignty over Lanka and its ~ak~asa inhabitants.'~ 

Whatever the case, the overall thrust of the second 

adventure is identical to the first. Draupadi saw a 

beautiful flower while the family wandered north from the 

furthermost hermitage. She desired more and sent Bhima. 

Thls time there was no meetlng with Hanuman, ana this time 

the rak~asa guards ar·e joined by y_~~~ guards. The flow of 

the battle which erupt.ed reversed direction twice, but 

Bhima ultimately conquered his enemies again. Kubera, how

ever, was less understanding of this second human imposition 

on his domain, and came in person to express his displeasure. 

Luckily Bhirou's attack had ended a curse on Kubera, so that 

despite his admonition to Yudhisthira to control his violent 

brother, Kubera's arrival on the scene was treated as an 

http:erupt.ed
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auspicious occasion by the heroes, and they, in turn, were 

well received. Said Kubera to the eldest: Pandava: 

Your Wolf-Belly [Bhlma], who has been 
indulging in foolhardy acts on this 
mountain, you should keep thoroughly 
in check, king ... From here on the forest 
creatures shall look after you, wait on 
you, and always prot~ct you anywhere, 
Indra of the Kings.7~ 

At the personal invitation of Kubera the P~Q~avas and their 

pilgrimage entourage stayed in Kubera's garden where they 

lived like gods attended by the yak9as. It was after they 

had stayed on Mount Gandham~dana for one month that Arjuna 

74rejoined them fresh from his visit to Indra's heaven. 

Like Arjuna, Bhima had passed an initial test 

imposed by a relative of a divine kinship, Hanuman, gained 

a valuable experlence in warfare and had earned a vision, 

and boons which, in a fashion less conspicuous than those 

earned by Arjuna would help the P~9~avas in the war which 

seemed inevitable. And just as Arjuna was successful in 

bringing the celestial weapons down to the human realm for 

Yudhi~~hira, so was Bhima successful in bringing the 

celestial sauqandhika flmvers down to th.e hui11an realm for 

Draupadi. 

Yudhisthira 

Yudhisthira' s experience of the rr:ythic plane inter

secting his own is different from the experiences of the 
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two younger Kaunteyas. On first glance, however, the dif

ference seems greater than it is. Like his brothers 

Yudhi~thira also underwent a test a~ the hands of a supra-

normal relative and received assistance and boons when he 

passed the test. The adventure began after the pilgri~age 

was complete and the P~ndavas had moved back to the Dvaita 

Forest, this time to Mark~I)-deya's asrama. One day when the 

family was relaxing in the peaceful her~itage, a distraught 

brahmin ran up and told them that his drilling woods, or 

fire sticks, used for starting sacrificial fires had been 

stolen. It seems that a deer had gotten the drilling woods 

tangled in his antlers and had bounded off. The brahmin 

pleaded desperately with the P~ndavas to help. They agreed 

and took up the hunt for the animal. 

Mysteriously the usually proficient hunters could 

not catch the deer, and finally, after losing sight of the 

animal, they rested beneath a large banyan tree. After some 

grumbling stemming from their frustration, Yudhisthira 

asked Nakula to climb a tree _n order to look for water to 

quench their thirst. Nakula complied and shortly reported 

water-loving birds and trees a short distance away. 

Yudhisthira then asked his brother to fetch some water for 

the brothers to drink. Nakula agreed and hurried off. He 

soon came upon a beautiful lake and as he did, he heard a 

disembodied voice which said: 

"Conm1i t no violence, friend. ·rhis is my 
old property. Ar.sv-;er my ques·tion, Hadreya, 
then you may drink and fetch."75 
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two younger Kaunteyas. On first glance, however, the dif

ference seems greater than it is. Like his brothers 

Yudhi~thira also underwent a test at the hands of a supra-

normal relative and received assistance and boons when he 

passed the test. The adventure began after the pilgrimage 

was complete and the P~ndavas had moved back to the Dvaita 

Forest, this time to Mark<:r:deya's asrama .. One day when the 

family was relaxing in the ~eaceful hermitage, a distraught 

brahmin ran up and told them that his drilling woods, or 

fire sticks, used for starting sacrificial fires had been 

stolen. It seems that a deer had gotten the drilling woods 

tangled in his antlers and had bounded off. The brahmin 

pleaded desperately with the Pandavas to help. They agreed 

and took up the hunt for the animal. 

Mysteriously the usually proficient hunters could 

not catch the deer, and finally, after :!.osing sight of the 

animal, they rested beneath a large banyan tree. After some 

grumbling stemming frorr. their frustration, Yudhi~thira 

asked Nakula to climb a tree 1n order to look for wate~ to 

quench their thirst. Nakula complied and shortly reported 

water-loving birds and trees a short distance away. 

Yudhisthira then asked his brother to fetch some water for 

the brothers to drink. Nakula agreed and hurried off. He 

soon came upon a beautiful lake and as he did, he heard a 

disembodied voice which said: 

"Commit no violence, friend. 'rhis is my 
old property. Answer my question, Madreya, 
then you may drink and fetch."75 
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Nakula, however, was very thirsty and rushed to the water 

to drink. No sooner had he drunk the water, than he col

lapsed motionless on the ground. 

As time went on Yudhisthira becarne mildly concerned 

and sent the next youngest brcther, Sahadeva, to find the 

brother and some water. Sahadeva went to the lake, but 

suffered the same fate as Nakula. The next youngest brother, 

Arjuna, was sent, and upon seeing his dead brothers, he 

searched the forest for their attackers. The voice came to 

him as well and the great archer released a volley of arrows 

directed at the sound. Although he neatly demonstrated his 

ability to shoot by sound alone, the voice spoke again, 

again demanding answers to questions before water could be 

had, but Arjuna ~as so thi~sty from shooting the arrows that 

he drank and collapsed dead like his younger brothers. 

Yudhisthira next sent Bhima t.\rho, in keeping with his 

impetuous nature, disregarded the warning proffered by the 

voice and by the bodies of his brothers, drank, and fell 

Yudhi~~hira then approached the water alone and saw 

his brothers all lying dead by the side of the lake. 

Yudhisthira broke down on witnessing the horrible scene, 

and cried grieviously all the while trying to puzzle out 

who had killed them. Of course he suspected the Kauravas, 

but could not think clearly on account of his grief. To 

quiet his mind he walked to the ,,rater wher·eupon he heard 

the warning from the voice. Yudhisthira asked aloud to whom 
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the voice belonged. l\ crane replied that: he was really a 

yak~a who was protecting his old property. The vaksa then 
"'------1

"7 6 
assumed his "odd-eyed, big-bodied" form. ' Yudhi~~hira, 

with tremendous presence of mind, assured the forest spirit 

that his old property was safe from the P~ndavas and agreed 

to answer the yaksa's questions. 

A barrage of riddle-like auestions en cosmology, 

77
sociology, biology as well as a few on dharma followed, 

but Yudhisthira was able to answer every one in turn. The 

yak~a then granted Yudhisthira the boon of the life of one 

of his brothers, and to the creature's astonishment 

Yudhisthira chose Nakula. t..Yhen asked why he had chosen 

Nakula when Arjuna and Bhima were his full brothers and 

were so important to his quest for kingship, Yudhi~-t;.hira 

responded that Madri, his father's second wife, should have 

a living son. Since Yudhisthira, bv choosinq Nakula, had. . - 

chosen dharn:a over profit or pleasure, he was rewarded with 

78the lives of all his brothers. As his brothers stood up, 

all t....mger and thirst left them. 

Yudhi~-t;.hira persisted in his investigation of the 

creature's real identity. No yaksa, he reasoned, could 

have such power over life and death; especially the lives 

and deaths of the heroic P~ndavas. The 'yaksa' then 

addressed Yuill1isthira as 'son' and revealed himself to be 

Yudhi~-t;.hira's god-father, Dharma. 79 Like the other supra-

human relatives the Kaunteya brothers encountered, Dharma 

granted the eldest Kaunteya a series of boons. Yudhisthira 
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chose the boons that the distressed brahmin's sacrifice not 

be interrupted by the loss of his drilling woods, and that 

the Par:tSJ.avas' thirteenth year, during which they had to 

enter the public realm but remain undiscovered, be success

ful. To these requests ~harma replied: 

"By my grace you, scions of Kuru, shall 
live this thirteenth year hidden and 
unrecognized in the city of Virata. 
Whatever appearance any of you fancies, 
that appearance you shall have according 
to your wish. Return these drilling 
woods to the brahmin, for I stole them 
in the guise of a deer in order to try 
you."80 

In addition, the god Dharma granted Yudhi~-t;.hira a further 

request that he always remain virtuous. By dewcnstrating 

his skill at riddles in word-cQmba t ~;d th the yak9a, 

Yudhisthira had won life for his brothers as \vell as sue

cess for the difficult thirteenth year. 

This was not the first time Yudhisthira's skill at 

answering riddles had saved a life. ~~hen Bhima had been 

caught in the coils of a goat-eating boa constrictor, 

Yudhisthira had freed the snake from a curse, and thus 

Bhima from sure death, by answering the boa's questions on 

81the relationship of conduct, bir~h, and caste. 

The seriousness of this 'riddle-game' may escape 

a modern audience because the tradition of combat by riddle 

is not familiar to us. That tradition was familiar to the 

Mahabharata. The verbal warfare which Bandin and Ast~vakra 

engage in earlier in the Vanaparvan is a dual to the death 
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which has alreu.dy claimed the lives cf many brahmins 

including the life of Ast~vakra's father. 82 The one who 

first failed to answer in this riddle bat:tle was drowned. 

Happily A~t~vakra won. Bandin was revealed to be the son 

of Varul}a who was sending the brahmir.s to a sacrifice his 

father was holding. The drowned brahmins reemerged from 

83t h e sea, Varu~a ' s rea1m, and t h e story end s h appl'1y. 

Yudhisthira's riddle combat ends happily as 

well. The boons he has won will stand the P~ndavas in good 

stead in their upcoming struggle for the kingdom of their 

father. In this, Yudhi~thira's confrontation with his 

suprahurnan relative parallels the experiences of his 

brothers. In all three instances ~he results of the 

meetings of Arjuna with Indra, Bhima with Hanuman, 

and Yudhi~thira with Dharma are preparation for the events 

to come. 

In addition to the obvious preparatory parallels 

among the three Kaunteyas' encounters with their relatives 

from the mythic world--those of teet, v2sion, and boons-

there occurs in all three of these enco~nters an event 

which in previous chapters has been linked to the tran

sitional or threshold experience. This event involves the 

alteration of the thresholder's sense of identity. 

Initially the liminal :eers~~ experiences a shaken sense of 

identity--he is no longer the person he once was. For 

Arjuna and Bhirna this shaken sense of identity would come 

from their defeats at the hands of their testers. Siva 

http:alreu.dy


150 


defeats Arjuna, v·;hile Hanuman hu..rniliates Bhima. This was 

the first time either warrior had been bested and we may 

assume that Bhima's shame noted earlier was shared by both. 

Of course this shame would have been short-lived given that 

their testers soon revealed their suprahuman natures. To 

8.:1:
be bested by a god or a god-like monkey · would not be as 

ego shattering as to be defeated by an ordinary creature; 

nonetheless defeat was defeat, and as such it was a blow to 

one's professed prowess as a great warrior. 

Yudhisthira's shaken sense of ider.tity came in a 

different form. For the eldest brother on whom the double 

responsibility of family and kingship squarely fell, the 

sight of his four younger b~othcrs, his kin and guarantors 

of his sovereignty dead en the grour.d \vould have reduced 

him to nothing. Further his role as protector of his 

younger brothers was reversed for, in sending them for 

water, he had sent them to their death. Rather than their 

protector he seemed, at that mo~ent, their destroyer. 

Grief, not shame, was the aci~ which erased whatever com

fortable assurance he had of himself as the leader of the 

Pandava cla::1. 

Fortunately the same three encounters also provided 

a means by which the Kaunteyas could begin to re-form a new 

sense of identity. This means is provided in several ways. 

Firstly all three Kaunteyas reaffirm their semidivine 

origins: Arjuna with his father, Indra, Bhima with his 

half-brother by Vayu, Hanuman, and Yudhisthira with his 
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father, Dharma. Secondly an important facet of each heroes' 

individual identity is underscored by the encounters. 

Arjuna proves himself a skilled warrior. Bhima shows hiro

self to be as powerful in his passion as Arjuna is in his 

technical knowledge. And finally, Yudhi~thira shows himself 

to have the wisdom befitting a king. 85 

This last trait of Yudhi~!:hira's is stressed in all 

three herces as the third aspect of the re-formation of 

their identities. All three Kaunteyas are shown to be cut 

of regal cloth. Arjuna, for exa111ple, shares the throne of 

the king of the gods. Bhima does not ask permission to 

pick the saugandhika flowers because, he says, "'kings do 

not beg, that is the eternal Law'". 86 And Yudhi~"thira's 

conflict witn the yaksa who is bent on protecting his ter

ritory from trespassers is reminiscent of the raksasa and 

gandharva conflicts of the early adventures where the 

kingly duty of protecting the forest has been usurped by 

87other creatures. 

'l'his la3t the:me occurs on one other occasion L1 

the Vanaparvan and is woithy of noting here, as the 

occasion marks a significant episode in the P~~~avas' 

88forest stay. Duryodhana and his cohorts planned a trip 

to the region where the Pa~~avas were staying, ostensibly 

to oversee the Kaurava cattle operation, but in fact to 

humiliate the Pary<?ava brothers. Their plot was spoiled 

when they trespassed on the territory of the gandharva 

Citraseca. A fight broke out and the Kauravas, including 
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Kar~a, were routed, while Duryodhana and some of his band 

1.vere captured. Some of the defeated Kauravas approached 

the PiQ~ava brothers for help in rescuing their comrades. 

Yudhisthira commanded his brothers into the fray, they went.. 
to the disputed property, and saved the day by their heroic 

fighting. When it was discovered that Arjuna and Citrasena 

were friends from the days of Arjuna's visit to Indra's 

heaven, the release of Duryodhana was expedited. The latter 

was so ashamed that he contemplated suicide for some days 

after. 

'l'he point of this story becomes clear when the 

territorial responsibilities of the good sovereign form the 

backdrop. Duryodhana and the Kauravas are too prideful to 

obey the strictures of boundaries, and not powerful enough 

to defend their tendency to violate the territory of others. 

Yudhi~~hira, on the other hand, can not only rely on his 

brothers' battle prowess to protect and defend territorial 

claims, but he also is so virtuous that he rescues his bit

terest rival because of the bond of kinship. In this test, 

as in all the others in the Vanaparvan, the Pandavas demon

strate that they are the faction most ready to take on king

ship. 

In the three parallel experiences of the Kaunteya 

brothers we have seen many of the elements of liminality 

common to the threshold which we encountered in Nala and 

Damayanti. IL becoming aware of the power which these 

beings of the 1:1ythic realm had over them, the heroes' sense 
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of identity v1as shaken up, and its re-fo.rmation was begun. 

The Kaunteyas have a far more active response during their 

interaction with the gods than either Nala or Damayanti. 

This may well be because the Kaunteya heroes are themselves 

part-god and therefore are capable of a response impossible 

for more ordinary humans such as Nala and Damayanti. In any 

case, it is clear that the intersection of mythic and heroic 

spheres is an important theme in the exile narrative, and 

that it plays an important role in the threshold experience 

of the main heroes. 

Pilgrimage 

One of the major events undertaken during the 

Pandavas' exile v1as the pilgrimaae to the surrounding
• • J 

- 89tirthas or sacred places. The impetus to set out an this 

undertaking crulle from Indra when Arjuna was staying with 

him. Indra was aware that the farr.ily missed their illus

trious brother and he suggested they undertake a pilgrim2ge, 

in part as a distraction. Indra directed his suggestion to 

Yudhisthira through the medium of the seer, Lomasa: 

" ... Do not miss Phalguna [Arjuna] too 
much; he will return as soon as he 
has finished with the weapons. Without 
the purified prowess of his arm§ and 
complete mastery of weapons, Bhisma, 
Drona, and the others cannot be countered 
in Sattle ... You yourself, lord of men, 
enemy-tamer, should visit remote places 
of pilgrimage together with all your 
other brothers. After bathing at sacred 
fords [tirthas] you will become guiltless 
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and feverless; and freed from evil, 
0 lord of kings, you will enjoy the 
kingdom."90 

Indra's instructions have far-reaching implications. We 

shall return to them again. 

Lomasa took some time travelling from Indra's heaven 

to the forest where the Pa~~avas were staying. In the 

interim Yudhisthira had heard the story of Nala, learned 

the secret knowledge of dice from B~hada§va, and learned of 

the various sacred places from N~rada and his own purohita, 

Dhaumya. Thus when Lomasa arrived, Yudhi?~hira had already 

decided to embark on a tour of the tirthas. Lomasa offered 

to guide him, noting that he had made two such pilgrimages 

already. A seasoned pilgrim, Lomasa instructed Yudhisthira 

to 'travel light' to facilitate what would be an arduous 

journey. At. this instruction Yudhisthira dismissed those 

'brahmins, ascetics, and citizens' who had heretofore 

loyally followed the brothers through their forest exile. 

These loyal folk left for the Kaurava capital carrying 

"heavy burden:::". 91 Aft YUili"h · 1s th · h ac·l · d pro~ er 1ra prom1se 

tection to a group of brahmins who were intent on making 

the dangerous pilgrimage, but who could not do so without 

help, the four brothers set out along with Draupadi and 

Dhaumya, with Lomasa in the lead. 

In the course of their pilgrimage, which proceeded 

in a 'sunwise' direction, the travellers visited places 

such as rivers, lakes, mountains and forests which were 
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sacred on account of their natural power, as well as places 

which were sacred because of a singular event which took 

place there. Often, of course, the river or forest was 

doubly sacred precisely because a hierophany occurred there 

as well. Lomasa was apparently a very talented guide for 

he knew all the details of these events marking the bursting 

of sacredness into the profane 1.vorld, and he regaled his 

charges with stories of these events. Van Buitenen points 

out that many of these stories which Lomasa told are 

92
classics. We shall have occasion to return to ~any of 

Lomasa's tales in a later chapteri for now it is enough to 

say that these stories added to a growing body of sacred 

lore that the P~ndavas were exposed to during their exile. 

As their pilgrimage drew to a close, Arjuna joined his 

brothers, and a short time later the P~ndavas returned to 

the Kanyaka Forest, their pi.lgrimage complete. 

Victor Turner has devoted a considerable amount of 

93. d d f . 1 .t lme an energy to a stu y o pl grlmage. He has shown 

LhaL ~ilgrimdge is a liminal phenomenon which shares scffie 

important characteristics with similar liminal processes 

such as initiation. As is the case with these other rites 

of passage, pilgrimage separates the pilgrim from his usual 

state of existence, places him or her in a processional 

limbo betv1een destinations, and leads the liminal persona 

or thresholder into the rituals surrounding the shrine. 

According to Turner, pilgrimage removes the pilgrim 
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fro~ one type of time to another. He 
is no longer involved in that combi
nation of historical and social structural 
time which constitutes the social process 
in his rural or urban home community, but 
kinetically re-enacts the temporal 
sequences made sacred and permanent by 
the succession of events in the lives of 
incarnate gods, saints, gurus, prophets, 
and martyrs.94 

Pilgrimage centres, Turner shows, are often located 

on the periphery of the centres of civilization. This 

serves to reinforce the separation of the pilgrim from his 

ordinary life-world insofar as it sets the pilgrimage 

centre apart from "the centrality of sta·te and provincial 

95capitals and other politico-economic unit.s" as well as 

from centres of ecclesiastical control. As examples of 

this periphery phenomenon Turner cites Mount Kail~sa and 

Lake r1anasa which are located on the furi:her side of the 

. 1 96H1ma ayas. Both these pilgrimage sites are visited in 

- - - 97the P~ndavas' pilgrimage or tirthayatra.- Turner allows 

that "even in good weather they are difficult of access. 

Narg1.1al though they are, they are at thE~ source of the 

five great rivers of India". The piJgrim, then, begins 1n 

a familiar place, goes to a distant place and returns to 

the familiar place, theoretically changed. 

Turner adds: 

A pilgrimage center, from the standpoint 
of the believing actor, also represents 
a threshold, a place and moment "in and 
out of time," and such an actor--as the 
evidence of many pilgrims of many 
religions attest--hopes to have there 

http:martyrs.94
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direct experience of the sacred, 
invisible, or supranatural order, 
either in the material aspect of 
miraculous healing or in the 
immaterial asoect of inward trans
formation of ~pirit or personality.99 

In another study Turner has found a correlation 

between pilgrimage and death. In liminality generally, 

says Turner, "the dead are conceived of as transformative 

agencies" who can mediate between normally distinct dyads 

such as past and present, life and death and so on. In 

pilgrimage specifically the pilgrim rehearses his own 

death. "The metaphoric or symbolic death undergone by 

initiands or pilgrims puts them in the in-between state of 

.. 1001~ e-1n- . -. f . dea·th We have met this stat:e of life-in-death 

in the last chapter when we studied Damayanti•s behaviour. 

At that ~ime we found that both widows and ascetics 

exemplified this state. This life-in-decLth state is demon

strated by our pilgrims even before they err,bark on their 

pilgrimage. We have seen that on their departure for the 

forest they mark their death to the ordinary work-a-da1 

world by performing a series of death oriented actions. 

One of the most frequently reco:rmnended religious 

activities performed at the tirthas was making an offering 

to the ancestors. These offerings seem to be a method of 

honouring one's dead relatives. In addition one pilgrimage 

cen t re 1s. descr1. b e d as b . . . d b y t h e ances t ors. 101elng v1s1te 

Although the ancestors do not seem to mediate on behalf of 

the pilgrims, at least in the Nah~bhara ta_, there are other 

http:personality.99
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'dead' people inextricably linked with pilgrimage sites, 

who do mediate between opposites in the ,,vorld. These 'dead' 

people are the ascetics who are, as we have seen, 'alive

in-death'. A more detailed exploration of the mediating 

activities of the ascetic will be undertaken in a later 

chapter; the point here is that the pilgrims in the 

Mahabharata are not unlike pilgrims elsewhere as regards 

their close relationship with death and t.he dead. 

There are further, more striking parallels between 

the tirthayatra of Yudhisthira and his brothers and ths 

general process of pilgrimage described by Turner. One 

such parallel begins with the word tirtha itself which is 

the word generally used for 'pilgri~age site' in the 

Vanaparvan. The literal meaning of tirtha, is 'crossing', 

especially a crossing over water, a ford.. The development 

of tirtha from a word meaning ford, to a word with sacred 

dimensions meaning place of pilgrimage need not concern us 

102 h . . . h f hh ere. W at 1s 1mportant lS t.e convergence o t e two 

meanings. Tirtha comes to be used to designate places which 

have little to do with water (e.g., a mountain, an a§rama 

or a forest), but which are places where safe religious 

crossings may be made. The pilgrimage site is a sacred spot 

where a distance which is usually impossibly vast such as 

one between the sides of a yawning chasm (or between life 

and death, heaven and earth, or purity and impurity) may 

be crossed as if it were a threshold between the rooms of a 

house. 
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Another correspondence between the tirthayatra 

of the Vanaparvan and pilgrimage as Turner understands it 

centres on the peripheral aspect of pilgrimage sites. We 

have already mentioned Mount Kailasa and Lake Manasa as 

examples of this. By way of supplementing these two 

examples which focus on distance, it is important to note 

that in the tirthayatra the tirthas are described as dangerous 

to visit. Often rak~asas along with distance are listed as 

the two most effective deterents to making a pilgrimage. 

An example of this danger occurs when the group of brahmins 

petition Yudhi~~hira to take them with hiiTl on the pilgrimage; 

they say: 

"The straits and perilous places are 
infesteo with beasts of prey, and the 
fords cannot be reached by small com
panies of travellers ... The fords are 
infested with Rak~asas who always 
obstruct austerities, pray save us 
from them!"l03 

The peripherality of the tirthas is also emphasized by 

Narada's comment that some pilgrimage sites are difficult 

104
to find. 

This peripheral nature of the tirthas serves to 

underscore their distance from civilized centres (thus the 

uncivilized demons) , and therefore acts to separate the 

pilgrims from their former civilized way of life. But, it 

might be argued, the Pandavas are already in the forest, 

they are already cut off from royal comforts and privileges. 

Be that as it may, the beginning of the Pandavas' pilgrimage 
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does represent a still further stripping away of their 

former comfortable existences. As related earlier, Lomasa 

advised Yudhisthira to travel lightly, and he acted on that 

advice by sending a large following of dependents back to 

the city of the Kauravas. The text notes that these people 

105 were laden down with heavy burdens. F'rom this we can 

assume that the P~ndavas had carried a few remnants of 

civilized life with them into the forest. These they gave 

up as they set out on their pilgrimage. Thus the Pa~~avas, 

like all embarking pilgrims, experienced a further separation 

from their known world. 

There can be little doubt that the pilgrimage of 

the Mahabharata was considered religiously efficacious. 

When Yudhi~thira complained that his enemies prospered in 

spite of their adharmic behaviour, while he, who was con

trolled in his actions, suffered the debilitating setback 

of exile, Loma§a called upon sacred history to explain the 

matter. The aods, he reminded Yudhisthira, once found
-' .. 

themselves in a similar situation. To extricate themselves 

from their predicament they visited sacred sanctuaries. 

According to Lomasa, 

... fully observing gifts and rituals, 
the Gods went to the sacred fords and 
thereby attained to the highest pros
perity. Likewise you too, great king, 
shall bathe with your brothers at the 
fords and find again your fortune.l06 

By following the path once trod by the gods, Yudhisthira 
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will prosper. 

This promise echoes Indra's when he suggested the 

Pa~9avas undertake a pilgrimage. At that time Indra com

mented that by doing a pilgrimage evil was destroyed and 

prosperity resulted. 107 Here the immaterial and material 

108aspects noted by Turner and cited earlier coincide in 

one pilgrimage experience. The immaterial aspect of ~he 

pilgrimage centers on the purification which comes of the 

destruction of evil. The material aspect is the prosperity 

which in the Pandavas' case often takes 'the form of supra

human gifts. And generally the pilgrimage is described 

time and again as a purifying event which will result in 

109
good things in this world for all who undertake it. 

Yudhil?thira himself is the recipient of two such 

'good things' while on the tirthayitr~. He bathed in the 

Vaitarani River and, by his own a~~ission, 'transcended the 

human domain' and received the power of divine hearing. He 

suddenly heard the sound of monks praying three hundred 

110thousand leagues away. On another occasion Yudhisthira 

received divine eyesight like that of "eminent seers" after 

bathing in the Yamuna River which he described as a "gate 

111to the ridge of heaven." Later in the Striparvan 

Yudhi~thira used this eyesight to determine the extent of 

the casualties after the battle, and the different heavens 

to which the multitude of warriors ascenced at their death. 

This information was requested by Dh~tara~~ra who took con

solation in the heavenl:i' end of his warriors, as he loo~ed 
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upon their bodies mangled by battle and by scavenging birds 

. 1 112and an1ma s. Thus true to Indra's word, the pilgrims 

received material prosperity and were purified of their 

evil. 

The significance of this stress on purification 

occurring as a result of the pilgrimage process is that 

transformation is again central to this threshold experience. 

The pilgrim, by undergoing the rigors of pilgrimage, is 

cleansed of evil. Granted, this transformation is not of 

the same weight as those witnessed in traditional rites of 

113 passage (e.g., from boyhood to manhood) , nonetheless the 

transformation process, with the threshold at its centre, is 

at the core of the tirthayatra. 

Further evidence that pilgrimage was considered 

religiously efficacious as well as transformative is that 

often the reward for visiting a particular pilgrimage site 

is expressed in terms of sacrifice. For example, Narada 

tells the Pa~~avas that a pilgrim who goes to the tirtha at 

Gok.::.:;:- :c:t and fasts for thL·ee nights will a.chieve the same 

merit as a person who performs ten asvamedh<:~S cr horseI 

. f. 114sacr1 lees. This indicates that the ancient Vedic rite, 

by the time of the tirthay~tr~, was used as a means of 

115measuring the worth of other religious rituals. I have 

discussed the reasons for the semantic shift surrounding the 

116
phenomenon of Vedic sacrifice elsewhere. For the pur

poses of this discussion, it should be noted that the trans-

formative underpinings of the rituals of sacrifice and 
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pilgrimage make easy an assessment of th,e religious 

efficacy of one in terms of the other. 

Finally a comment on the appropriateness of the 

location of the tirthayatra section in the Vanaparvan is 

in order. Once pilgrimages and forests are understood e1s 

thresholds between states of existence, 11:he place of the 

tour of pilgrimage sites in a forest context, and thus in 

the Vanaparvan makes good sense. The P~Q~avas' pilgrimage 

parallels, and in a sense amplifies, their exile experience. 

This amplification is epitomized in a dizzying fashion when 

the tirtha the pilgrims are visiting is itself a forest. 

On a mathematical model this instance represents the 

threshold experience multiplied three tir.1es by itself, or 

raised to the third power: during the P~indavas' exile to 

the forest (threshold) 1 they undertake a pilgrimage 

(threshold) 2 to many tirthas including a number which are 

themselves forests (threshold) 3 
• The tirthayatra moves the 

P~~~avas further out on the margin of civilization, further 

away from the royal life they had known before. The result 

of this distancing ultimately will be to prepare them for 

re-entry into the world of men and the battle with their 

foes. The purification of evil which they reap from the 

tirthayatra assists that preparation and helps i~sure their 

success. 

Conu'Uuni tas 

The fourth theme which signals the threshold quality 
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of the Pandavas' forest 	exile is the theme of corrununi tas... 

This theme was explored briefly in an earlier chapter in 

which Bhima's change of character and the polyandrous 

marriage of the P~~~avas were interpreted in light of com

munitas. Communitas according to Turner, often arises out 

117of liminality. As has been noted before, the liminal 

personae are 'betwixt and between •, they have fallen "into 

• • • h • 1 118t h e 1nterst1ces 1n t e soc1a structure 11 . The link 

bet\veen liminality and communitas is that the thresholders 

find themselves sharing the same lot. Thus the betwixt and 

between nature of the threshold experience gives rise to 

communi tas, the experience of one's shar.ed humanity with 

other persons which Martin Buber described as the movement 

119from I to Thou. Within a group in which each person is 

without status, social classification, or property there is 

exerted a tremendous force towards cohesion. Without the 

normal everyday signposts of position and rank the 'high'

'low' differentiations customarily assigned to people are 

difficult 1:0 assess. 'l'ne ba::;:..c lYLlffiani ty of the tllresholder 

is much easier to see. 

One religious ritual in 	which thj_s basic humanity 

120 
comes to the fore is pilgrimage, and the basic outlines 

of communitas are visible in the Pandavas' tirthavatra.. . ~ 

As a sign of their commur.itas they submit to 'the general 

authority of a ritual elder• 
121 

who is for the Par:c?-avas 

Loma~a, their pilgrimage guide. And although their pil

122grimage is paradigmatic 	for subsequent pilgrimages, and 
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thus special, the great princes appear as ordinary pilgrims 

wearing ordinary pilgrim garb and doing ordinary pilgrim 

things. 

The occurrence of communitas in the pilgrimage 

section of the P~~~avas' forest exile is not an exceptional 

event, but rather signals what is the case throughout the 

forest exile; namely that cast into a situation outside the 

boundaries of ordinary Hindu life, the family knits itself 

more tightly together. Despite (Turner would say because 

of), their horrible plight, the family bands together and, 

in spite of internal dissension and the individual sorties 

- 123of Bhima and Arjuna, stays together. While this cohesive

ness is no doubt meant to demonstrate the ideal fa~ily 

situation, it, like the five-fold marriage to Draupadi, 

defies conventional understanding. At the point of this 

defiance the notion of communitas is helpful. 

Nithout this notion of communitas the exile 

behaviour of Bhima and Draupadi is especially difficult to 

under.:;tand. 'I'he former has, as we have :seen, an impetuous 

character, and to compound matters Bhima does not forgive 

injustices done to himself and his family. The treatment 

which Draupadi received, the insults they all endured, and 

h 12 4 . d f h d. .,1t h e r1gge nature o t e lee mate a- eat away at 

Bhima while he waits for the exile to end. Draupadi for 

her part has a firey spirit which also brooks no slight. 

She frequently heaps abuse on Yudhisthira for not revenging 

.c '1 125the injury done to her and to her .1.am1 y. Van Buitenen 
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points out that it is surprising that Draupadi does not 

126
leave the forest for her relative's abodE:!, especially 

given the way she feels about Yudhisthira's decision to 

127honour the terms of the dice rnatch. Arjuna's second 

wife goes to stay with her relatives, and, more importantly, 

Draupadi's sons are taken to stay with her relatives in 

-~ -Paucala. 128 In light of all this one might expect her to 

leave the hardships of the forest also. However, as van 

Buitenen points out: 

The question is never raised, though 
to others their solidarity is astonishing. 
The Pal)<Javas act as one organism whose 
limbs it is impossible to amputate. 
However much of a strain the enforced 
idleness is for Bhima, and however much 
it rankles wi tl~ Dra upadi that her honor 
remains unavenged, they do not threaten 
to leave.l29 

The image of the exiles as an organism is apt as 

it describes the close interrelationship, the coiTmunitas, 

of the family m.:=mbers. All of them are reduced in social 

position, they all are dresseJ. in the deE~rskin clothes oi 

the ascetic, all are celibate, all must share the food the 

forest provides, all must suffer the separation from their 

children, and all must share the deprivations of the forest 

life. Their exile brings out a we-are-all-in-thls-together 

attitude which pervades all their actions and keeps them 

together against overwhelming odds. 

The significance of this conununi tas for the epic 

generally pivots on the change of social rank or position 
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that occurs in the levelling out of these princes of high 

rank to the non-position of exiles. And since it is 

Yudhisthira who of the Pal)<;lava brothers holds the highest 

position, it is he for whom the levelling process of com

munitas is most important. 

In discussing the relationship bt~tween cominuni tas 

and social structure, Turner declares that coiTmunitu.s is 

essential to the continued functioning of the social 

130structure. This is especially true when the thresholder, 

as in the case of Yudhi~~hira, moves on to hold a high 

position in the social structure. Often this high position 

will have many sacred aspects. In that case 

this "sacred" con~onent is acquired by 
the incumbents of positions during the 
rites de passage, through which they 
changed positions. Somethinsr of the 
sacredness of that transient humility 
and modelessness goes over, and tempers 
the pride of the incumbent of a higher 
position or office.l31 

The point here is that the sacrality of a high social 

position such as kingship depends in part on the levelling 

quality of communitas to prevent the incumbent of that 

position from getting above him or her self. Without the 

experience of communitas an "essential and sreneric huiT.an 

bond" would go unrecognized in positions of power and conse

. t 132quant1y, says Turner, there wou ld b e no soc1e· y. 

In order to explore how the levelling quality of 

communitas functions in the case of Yudhi~~hira, it is 
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helpful to compare and contrast his experiences with 

those revealed by Turner's research of a parallel situation, 

the installation rites of a chief of the African tribe, 

133the Ndembu. First Turner establishes the sacrality of 

the chief's position. This is how he describes the chief: 

He is, symbolically, ... the tribal 
territory itself and all its 
resources. Its fertility and 
freedom from drought, famine, 
disease, and insect plagues are 
bound up with his office, and 
with his ph~sical and moral 
condition.! 4 

The sacrality of the Nderobu chief is similar to that of the 

king in the Mah~bh~rata. This sacrality has been noted in 

135secondary sources and elements of sacred power, such as 

insuring the fertility of the earth and freedom from 

136
drought, can be found in the stories of the epics. And 

we have already ~iscussed the close relationship of the king 

to his territory. 

Commensurate with this sacrality comes power and 

authority, ano these things can be abused. Turner claims 

that one of the main aims of t:he Ndembu installation rite 

is to try to insure that power and authority are not abused. 

Turner notes that the temptation of an incumbent of high 

status to overstep his authority in his private interest 

is great, and that he ought to view his authority as a gift 

. t 13 7f rom tl1e comn1un1 y. Such a democratic ideal is not at 

the heart of the epic monarchy, nevertheless Yudhisthira 
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showed he was capable of overstepping his authority in the 

dice match. Apparently he was in the bounds of his 

authority to gamble away all his kingdom with its palace 

and wealth, and he was even within bounds to gamble hilllself 

and his brothers into slavery, but he overstepped his 

authority when he gambled away Draupadi. When he staked 

Draupadi in the dice match, the elders all made woeful 

138noises and the hall itself shook. Further, when 

Draupadi was dragged into the assembly hall Bhlma vented 

his rage at the king: 

There are a lot of whores in the country 
of gamblers, Yudhisthira, but: ... [the 
gamblers] never throw for them, for they 
have pity even for women of that stripe. 
The tribute ... and all our vas:t wealth, 
the gems ... , the mounts and prizes, the 
armor and weaponry, the kingdom, yourself 
and we have all been staked and lost to 
others. This I didn't mind much, for you 
are the master of all we possess. But 
you went too far, I think, vlhen you staked 
Draupadi .... It is because of her that I 
hurl my fury at you! I shall burn off 
your arms! Sahadeva! Bring the fire!l39 

Bhima is made to calm down, and Draupadi munaged to pre

cipitate their freedom from the first round of gambling by 

playing on a technicality attached to this issue of 

Yudhi~thira's authority. In any case, it is clear that 

Yudhi~~hira, for whatever reason, was incapable of 

judiciously handling his own authority at the dice game. 

Within the installation rite of the Ndembu the 

attempt to control the tendency to abuse authority comes 
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during a period where the tribespeople revile and harangue 

the chief-to-be. During this time the chief-to-be must sit 

passively and patiently submit to the authority of the com

munity. Later he may not punish anyone on account of the 

things they said during the ritual. 

Yudhisthira must withstand much verbal abuse, not 

only from Duhsasana at the beginning of the exile, but also 

from Bhima and Draupadi throughout their forest stay. Like 

the Ndembu chief he patiently receives their venom and 

never acts negatively in response to their assaults. As we 

have seen he even rescues Duryodhana, the perpetrator of 

his demise, from the clutches of the angry gandharvas. 

Yudhisthira retains his equanimity throughout the trials of 

140his forest exile. In fact, the threshold of the forest 

exile provides a surfeit of tests which eventually curb any 

tendency to overstep authority by reinforcing Yudhi~~hira's 

relationship with dharma. By means of his exile experiences, 

Yudhi~thira, by the time of his confrontation with his 

father, Dharma, has exorcised the remains of a failed rule 

marked by the abuses of his previous status, and has pre

pared for the new responsibilities of war and kingship which 

loom. Says Turner: 

The ordeals and humiliations ... to which 
neophytes are submitted represent partly 
a destruction of the previous status and 
partly a tempering of their essence in 
order to prepare ~hem to cope with their 
new responsibilities and restrain them in 
advance from abusing their new privileges.l4 

http:privileges.l4
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The heart of the threshold experience which cata

lyzes the 'destruction of the previous status' and prompts 

the 'tempering of Yudhi~thira's essence' is coiDIT.unitas. In 

typically paradoxical fashion the communitas between 

Yudhi~~hira and his family acts simultaneously to allow 

for whole-hearted support and scathing critiques, for ego

boosting inspiration and the constant reminder of his 

ordinary humanity. Comr.mnitas teaches that "the high 

could not be high unless the low existed, and he who is 

142high must experience what it is like to be low." Twelve 

years of forest exile with the comradeship of his family 

and purohita provided an extraordinary trial whereby 

Yudhi~thira learned and demonstrated the substance of that 

lesson. 

In the threshold stage of the P~~~avas' exile we 

have identified four themes: celibacy, the intersection of 

mythic and heroic planes, pilgrimage and corr®unitas. Within 

the story of the Pandavas' exile these four themes work to 

erupl1 .. ·.::;ize the liminal quality of their lives. They are 

neither male nor female, man nor god, here nor there, 

rulers nor ordinary men. In the forest more clearly than 

anywhere else, the P~~~avas are betwixt and between 

characters in transition. We have argued that all these 

themes also serve to prepare the he~oes for their fate, 

especially for the war to come. It is in this sense, then, 

that the forest of the Vanap~rvan is a threshold between 

the state of peace and the state of war. 
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Incorporation 

The Vanaparvan ends with the Pa~9avas concluding 

their twelve-year forest stay, but not their exile. 

According to the conditions of their exile they must spend 

a thirteenth year living incognito in the world of people. 

If they are discovered during this year, the heroes must 

return to the forest for another twelve-year period. The 

fourth book of the Mah~bh~rata, the Vir~taparvan, tells the 

story of this crucial thirteenth year and should give the 

details, if our thesis is correct, of the last phase of 

the three-part process which underlies the Pandavas' exile. 

The significance of the incorporation phase of the 

Pa~9avas' exile is perhaps most fully appreciated by con

sidering Draupadi and her adventures, especially as they 

parallel Damayanti and her adventures. Draupadi has not 

yet been discussed at length because in the forest threshold 

she is not as central as the ~ale heroes. As the epic 

moves from the Vanaparvan to the Virataparvan, however, 

the flow of the story sweeps her up, and she returns again 

to a prominent position in the narrative. 

Although she is not central to the forest narrative, 

the four threshold themes which were outlined for the 

Pandavas are present in Draupadi's forest stay as well. 

She remained garbed in the ascetic deerskin and celibate 

throughout, and, as discussed earlier, she remained an 

integral part of the Pandava family in the forest and con

tributed to the environment of cornmunir:as. She accompanied 
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the four of her five husbands who went on the pilgrimage 

and suffered the hardships of travel more than any of the 

143other pilgrims. Draupadi's contact with the divine 

realm rounds out her threshold experience. 

This fourth theme, the contact with the divine 

realm, occurs when Draupadi confronts K;~~a in the forest 

and complains of the injustices that have befallen her. 

Alf Hiltebeitel has demonstrated that Draupadi's forest 

meeting with Kf~~a is special. For Hiltebeitel, Draupadi's 

exchange with Krsna "points beyond the surface events to 

144
the mythological identities of the figures involved."

The mythological identity which is clearest from Draupadi's 

145 . th b t d v· d n d~word s 1s e one e ween Krsna an 1snu, an uraupa 1.. 
takes advantage of her meeting with the god to bemoan her 

fate and plead for help. In so doing she reveals that her 

sense of identity is as shaken as was Damayanti•s. 

In the course of her lament Draupadi claims to hate 

t h e Pal). a vas 146 and argues t at s h e lS ur"protecte 1n t.h e - d h . d . 

world. If, she hisses, a wretch like Karr:a could laugn at 

her distress, then she has no husbands, no sons and no 

. d 147f r1en s. That Draupadi is without sons is unarguable; 

they have been taken to P~Rc~la for the duration of the 

148
exile. And while she may be guilty of hyperbole in the 

presence of K~~~a for the sake of effect, the forest exile 

and the events leading up to it portray her husbands as 

unable to protect her. In her forest exile she shares 

with Damayanti a widow-like state. In this context Dr. 
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Irawati Karve conunents, ;'Two words keep recurring in 

reference to Draupadi--nathavaty anathavat 'having husbands, 

but like a widow.' " 149 Here Dr. Karve is bringing to our 

attention Draupadi's frequent complaint that she was 

repeatedly dishonoured while her husbands stood watching 

in silence. And in fact cnly two times--once by divine 

miracle in the assembly hall, and once in secret by Bhima 

at the Virata's court--is she saved. 

The upshot of Draupadi's threshold experience is 

similar to Damayanti's: an undermining of her sense of 

wifely identity. Draupadi's threshold is betwixt and 

between a marriage to men powerless to protect her and 

defend her behaviour (which in the Hindu context is no 

marriage at all) , and a marriage to men ready and able to 

avenge the injustices done her and protect her from further 

harm. 

If parallels between the threshold experiences of 

Draupadi and Damayanti exist, it comes as no surprise that 

parallels exist between the incorporation phases of each. 

The most obvious of these parallels and the cne which is 

most enlightening vis-~-vis the incorporation phase of the 

Pa~9avas generally is the one concerning the disguise that 

each woman assumes after leaving the forest. It will be 

remembered that Damayanti became a sairandhri, a serving 

maid or ladies maid specializing in hair styling and in 

the preparation of fragrant oils. As is so often the case 

in traditional Indian society an occupation is not solely 
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a means of livelihood, but involves a place in the hierar

chical caste structure. In short to become a sairandhri 

was to change classes; it was to become another person. 

When one of her husbands asks Draupadi in what 

disguise she will spend the thirteenth year of exile, she 

replies: 

... there are in this world maidservants 
who serve as chambermaids and live under 
no one's protection. No other women 
go about like this ... I'll call myself 
Sairamdhri, a chambermaid wi 1:h a skill 
in hairdressing.l50 

Thus it was that Draupadi assumed the same disguise as 

Damayanti, introduced herself to Vir!ta's queen as a woma~ 

of that same mixed caste, and was taken into the employ of 

the queen. 

The identical disguises of Damayanti and Draupadi 

call attention to parallel disguises in parallel situations. 

Nala left the forest 'disguised' as the deformed Bahuka, and 

in 

as brahmins until they reentered the world at the court of 

Drupada. In the Virataparvan, too, the heroes emerge from 

the forest in disguise, this time in order to fulfill the 

terms of their exile, but also no doubt ·to signify the 

transformative character of the forest threshold. 

The Pa~~avas decide to spend their last year of 

exile in the court of Vir~ta in the country of the Matsya. 

First they unstring their bows and then hide their weapons 
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. . " 151in a tall tree ln a crem~tlon grouna. Their excursion 

in Matsya is to be the first time since their adolescence 

that they will be unarmed. Like ~ala going to the court of 

~tupar~a as the deformed Bahuka the P~ndavas enter Vir~ta 1 s 

court transformed. Yudhi~!-hira has become a brahmin who, 

thanks to B:rhadasva 1 s preparation, knows the secret of 

playing dice. He becomes a part of the court scene. Bhima 

has become a cook and wrestler named Ballava. Nakula has 

becone a horse trainer and Sahadeva, a cowherd. All three 

enter the employ of Vir~ta as servants. Arjuna has under

gone the most dramatic change. From a manly hero versed in 

both asceticism and warfare, Arjuna has become a eunuch 

with feminine flowing hair and gmvn. Thanks to the 

instruction of the gandharva, Citrasena, Arjuna is skilled 

in music and dance, thus he is employed to teach these 

skills to the king's daughter. These disguises mark the 

beginning of the P~~Stavas 1 incorporation into the civilized 

world of human beings. 

This incorporation phase is not altogether strdight

forward. It is laced through and through with the liminal 

imagery of the threshold. The presence of both liminal and 

post-liminal imagery reflects an essential tension which 

' ' h t . h - d ' ' 152IlS ln eren ln t e Pan avas sltuatlcn. 

are ready to end their exile, they are ready to rejoin the 

world. They have weapons, knowledge and divine favour; 

they have passed trials and cleansed themselves of evil by 

means of a pilgrimage, they are ready, but the time is not 



177 


up. They are, to use a phrase that is repeated in the 

Vir~taparvan, 'tied by the noose of dharma' . 
153 

In a 

sense they are stuck between liminal and incorporation 

stages. 

The threshold quality of the heroes' stay at 

Vir~ta's court is implicit in the words of Arjuna when he 

describes their year 	of hiding as living undiscovered "like 

154infants in the womb. " We have seen that womb imager:y is 

characteristic of the threshold. 
155 

The P~ndavas' disguises, 

as noted above, also reflect a liminal state. This is 

amplified by the nature of the aisguises for in all cases 

a paradox in which the heroes become whai: they are not 

occurs. For the twins this paradox takes the form of the 

inversion of high social position and low social position 

which Yudhi~thira experienced so intensely during the 

forest exile. Both these princes become lowly vaisyas. 

The paradoxical nature of the disguises of the four 

more major characters is more significant, and by twisted 

threshold logic, more sensible. Draupadf's disguise as 

the chambermaid Saira~hri has already been noted. One of 

the general characteristics of this mixed caste female was 

held to be independence--she was not supported by anyone. 

Ironically this is the chief complaint Draupadi lodges 

against her husbands, that they do not support her especially 

in times of distress. Thus in becoming a chambermaid 

Draupadi must confront, in a first-hand literal manner, 

that which she abhors: being without support, without help, 
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and independent. 

One of Bhima's claims to fame was his appetite. 

When the Pandavas must beg food in the early adventures, 

one half must go to feed Bhima while the remainder feeds 

. . ' h th .t.eh f our rema1n1ng orot ers and e1r mother. 
15 6 As cor

roborating evidence one of Bhima's epithets literally means 

'wolf-belly'. For one whose primary concern at least as 

regards food had been how to get enough of it into his 

stomach, the disguise of a cook, a person whose primary 

concern regarding food was the feeding of others, would be 

a way of acting out an understanding of the place of the 

Feeder in relation to the Fed. There is a whimsical irony 

here to be sure, but there is in the play of the paradox 

a serious (but hardly solemn) note as well. 

In the Nahabharata Arjuna is the epitome of many 

things, but all of them coalesce into his heroic nature. 

He is the hero's hero whose renown is sung in a litany of 

'manly deeds'. For this quintessentially masculine warrior 

to become a sexless transvestite involv~d a paradox of the 

most fundamental kind. In taking on the disguise of the 

princess' dancing instructor Arjuna experienced if not all, 

at least a good measure of that which he ordinarily was not. 

The paradox in Yudhisthira's case was of a more.. 
existential nature. The Pary?-ava king's otherwise spotless 

character had been blemished by an overwhelming addiction 

to gambling. It has been noted that Yudhi~~hira becoming 

the gambling master was analogous to a r,eformed alcoholic 
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. b d 157b ecom1ng a arten er. As Virata's ganmling master 

Yudhi~thira must confront that opposite part of himself 

and literally live with it for a while. Towards the end 

of the year Yudhi~~hira as the gambling master finds himself 

warning Virata about the dangers of rash gambling by using 

himself as the example of a monarch who lacked discretion. 158 

All of these paradoxes underscore the liminal 

logic characteristic of the Pal}<;1avas' year in hiding. As 

that year began, however, an event took place \..;hich points 

to the tension inherent in their situation. At the same 

time the Pal)<?-avas settle on the disguises they will assume 

in the upcoming year, they take names by \\Thich they will be 

known in public. It is at this time that Draupadi, for 

example, takes the name Sairamdhri. As they are about to 

enter the city, their first brush with civilization of this 

kind in twelve years, Yudhisthira gives the men secret 

159 names which all are related to jaya, "victory" . Van 

Bui tenan has s11ggested that this dual naming event may be 

para~igmatic for the present custom of giving two names to 

the newborn child, one a public name for 'everyday' and 

h . h 1 h. . 160one a secre t name w lC contro s lS 1nner essence. 

Without entering into a discussion of the merits of van 

Buitenen's hypothesis, it is possible to see in this dual 

naming event the tension which will pervade the whole year 

to come. The public names are names made necessary by 'the 

noose of dha~a', the conditions of their exile. These 

names still carry the liminal charge so predominant in the 
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forest threshold. The secret names point to the essential 

concern of the Pa~9avas, victory on the battlefield, which 

is struggling to surface as the period of exile ends. The 

secret names point to the centre of the incorporation 

phase. 

The tension between ptililic disguise and secret 

identity, between liminal leftovers and incorporation 

activities threatened to bubble over in Virata's court. 

Virata's char1oteer, a power behind the throne named 

- ~ 161Kicaka, attempted to seduce/rape Draupadl. Suspecting 

- 162the vmrst, Draupadi had protected herself by a truth vow, 

but she was outraged by the &ssault and convinced Bhima 

163to avenge her. Bhima reduced Kicaka into a lump of flesh 

and in the ensuing melee kllled over one hundred of 

Kicaka's kinsmen. All this brouhaha easily could have 

alerted a clever spy to the Pa~gavas' vvhereabouts. If the 

Pa~gavas were discovered, it meant another twelve years 1n 

forest exile. A premature reentry into the world would 

have been a fate equal to death, for after another twelve 

years away from both battlefield and throne, the P~~~avas 

would be too old to win back their kingdom, and life for 

a k~atriya was inextricably bound up with battle and with 

sovereignty. 

Apparently by the force of Dharma's boon this 

tension between public disguise and secret identiy never 

bubbled over and instead the process we have been charting 

moved \vholeheartedly into the incorporation phase. The 
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bulk of the Virat:aparv3.n depicts the Pai)'gavas' rebirth into 

the world they had left. 

Fittingly they burst upon the world fighting in 

battle. vfuen Virata's rivals, the Trigartas and the 

Kauravas heard that Kicak~ the linchpin of the Matsya war 

machine, was dead, they initiated a two-pronged cattle 

rustling expedition into Virata's kingdom. Virata mustered 

all his forces to repulse the raid and the Pa~9avas were 

instrumental not only in beating back the cattle raid, but 

164also in saving Virata's life and the life of his son. 

Thus the counter-raid marks the beginning of the disinte

165 . f th d. . f 1 ld hgrat1on o e 1sgu1se, or not on y wou ~e Matsyas 

find it peculiar that the cook and gambling master could 

fight so ably, but the Kauravas recognized Arjuna as he 

single-handedly drove them off. By this time the required 

time had passed so that the battle exploits of the Pandavas 

did not jeopardize their reentry into the world. 

The next development in their incorporation occurred 

when they publicly revealed their true identities to L1e 

astonished Virata and his court. The revelation had a 

166 sense of ritual about it and paralleled a similar sce:-te 

in Draupada's court in which the disguised P~I)9avas 

claimed Draupadi after the svaya~vara. The skirmish against 

the cattle rustlers had thrown over the tension between 

liminal public disguises and private identities seeking 

reestablishment in the world. This public revelation of 

their true identies formalized the Pandavas' incorporation 
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phase which was then capped, as it was in the early 

adventures, by a wedding. 

The marriage which is celebrated at the close of 

the Virataparvan unites Arjuna' s son Abh.imanyu with Viri:q:a' s 

- 167d augh ter Ut tara. A marriage is a fitting culmination 

to the Pandavas' incorporo.tion into the world for marriage 

is itself a rite of passage which stresses incorporation 

168at every turn. Not only is Uttara 'incorporated' into 

the P~Q~ava tribe, but the Matsyas and P~~~avas are 

politically linked. In addition the wedding is o.n occasion 

for demonstrating socio-political loyalties to the world at 

large. So four great armies are present at the ceremonies 

along with a host of illustrious guests including Drupada 

and Krsna (uncle of the groom) who have come to show respect,... 
to have fun and to welcome the Pandavas back into a world 

they had left thirteen years before. 

Conclusion 

By carefully charting the three phases of the 

Pal)<;'lavas' exile we have again demonstrated a transformative 

process which underlies the epic narrative. Further, by 

identifying the ritual-like behaviour which the Pandavas 

exhibited when they left the city for the forest as a separa

tion or metaphoric death, and the long forest sojourn as a 

threshold or betwixt and between phase, and the adventures 

at Virata's court as leading finally to incorporation, we 
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have again bee~ able to isolate and focus on the forest as 

a significant locus of events in order to learn more about 

its role as a threshold. 

In the narrative of the Pa~9avas' exile we found 

the forest threshold characterized by four themes: celibacy, 

the meeting of god and hero, pilgrimage and communitas. 

These themes, besides amplifying the liminal quality of 

the forest exile, served to prepare the Pandavas by pro.. 
viding them with special boons, ritual purification, 

celestial weapons, and character development for the war 

which seems almost certain to come. The scene of the 

marriage festival which ends the epic narrative of the 

exile is one of great joy and gladness from one vantage 

point. From another, however, the celebrants are most 

clearly poised on the edge of a huge battle. They are not 

on that edge by accident either, they have been 'processed' 

or prepared for battle almost =rom the moment of their 

exile. The tripartite process revealed in the P~irp~.avas' 

exile, shows them moving inexorably towards war. The role 

of the forest in this process is again to act as a~ appro

priate threshold across which the heroes pass enroute to 

war and sovereignty. 
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understanding of the Pandavas' actions. Nonetheless this 
possibility cannot be r~ied out. 

28 Van Bul.. ..._....enen, v. 21 p. 176. 

29 
MBh., 3.12.7-9, van Buitenen, v. 2. I pp. 240-41. 



186 


30 ~) 

~.MBh., 3.12.63, van Buitenen, v. , p. 243. 

31 MBh., 3.12.71, Ibid. 

32 MBh., 3.34.14. 

33 MBh., 3. 71.37-38. In the "Vessantara Jataka" 
(Cowell, op. cit., p. 270) Maddi agrees not to approach 
Vessantara "unseasonably" because "woman is the canker of 
chastity." 

34 MBh . I 1 . 2 0 4 . 2 8 . 

35 MBh., 1.206.22, and van Buitenen 1 note to 1.206.22 1 

v. 1, p.466. 

36 Van Buitenen concurs that this is a reference to 
forest celibacy in a note to 3.68.10, v. 2, p. 818. 

37 !viBh., 3.68.10-11, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 160. 

38 Turner, Ritual, p. 104. 

39 Brelich, Gli Eroi Greci: Un problema storico
religiose (Rome: Edizionl dell' Ateneo, 1958), cited in 

..... 3Hiltebeitel, op. Clc.., p. J. 

40 Hiltebeitel, op. cit., pp. 29-43, For a review of 
Hiltebeitel's work seei\Tendy Doniger O'Flaherty, ''Review", 
pp. 19-28. 

41 MBh., 3.37.1-19. 

42 
.MBh. I 3.37.30. 

43 
~-illh., 3.38.24, TvY~n B~it.cn.cn, v. 2, p. 297. 

44 For confirmation see Bhima's speech 3.49.5-10. 

45 MBh., 3.38.30-45. 

46 
MBh. I 3.39.14, van Buitenen, v. 2 1 p. 298. 

47 HBh. I 3.39.23, Ibid., p. 299. 

48 
MBh. I 3.40.20-52. 

49 
MBh 0 3.41.23-24.I 

50 MBh. I 3.42.37-38, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 305. 

51 .MBh. , 3.44.20. 

http:B~it.cn.cn
http:1.206.22
http:1.206.22


187 


52 For other references see .r.!Bh., 3 .. 42.18, 43.11 1 
44.16 1 and 45.3. 

53 MBh. 1 3.45.4, van Buitenen 1 v. 2j, p. 310. 

54 
MBh. I 3.45.30-34. 

55 MBh., 3.165.8. 

56 Iv!Bh. I 3.168.1-51 van Bui tenen, v .. 2 I p. 546. 

57 MBh., 3.169.8-11, Ibid. I pp. 547--48. 

58 MBh. I 3.169.18-191 Ibid. 1 p. 548 .. 

59 NBh., 3.170.391 Ibid. , p. 551. 

60 MBh., 3.170.67-691 Ibid. , p. 552 .. 

61 MBh., 3.154. 

62 MBh., 3.171.14, van Buitenen, v. 2 1 p. 553. 

63 MBh. 1 3.146.19-23, Ibid. I p. 499. 

64 
MBh. 1 3.146.60-631 Ibid. , p. 501 .. 

65 MBh., 3.147.17-20, Ibid. I p. 503 .. 

66 MBh. I 3.149.11-12, Ibid. I p. 506 .. 

67 Bhag:avadgita, 11.23-241 45.46. 

68 MBh. I 3.149.24-52. 

69 HC!!uman keeps this f:-'Y0T..ise in t.h.~~ Kc.roap~~r~.re.!! ... .,hey;_ 
in the course of the battle, the ape banner of Arjuna is 
pierced by an arrow. Hanum~n roars in response, and the 
enemy arw.y is momentarily petrified by f1~ight; MBh., 8.37. 
7-10. 

70 MBh . I 3 . 15 3 . 

71 Van Buitenen, v. 2, pp. 201-02. 

72 MBh., 3.258.15, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 202n. This 
is also mentioned in MB~., 12.278.8. 

73 
MBh., 3.159.13-14, Ibid., p. 531.. 

74 
MBh., 3. 161. 17. 

http:3.258.15


188 

75 
~ffih., 3.296.12, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 797. 

76 
~ffih., 3.297.20, Ibid., p. 800. 

77 The so-called yaksaprasna, 3.297.26-62. 

78 The "Devadhanutla Jataka" has a similar riddle episode 
in the midst of a forest exile. The Jataka is much more 
cynical about the reasons for the eldest son's asking the 
yaksa for the life of the youngest. The Buddha-to-be says 
that if he came back without the youngest brother, saying 
the boy had been eaten, no one would believe him; Cowell, 
op. cit., v. 1, p. 26. 

79 
~h.' 3.298.6 

80 
~h.' 3.298.18-19, van Buitenen, p. 805.v. 2' 

81 
~h., 3.173-178. 

82 
~h., 3.132-134. 

83 For further discussion of the riddle in an Indian 
context cf. Durga Bhagwat, The Riddle in Indian Life, Lore, 
and Literature (Borr~ay, 1965). 

84 Bhima's respectful homage to Hanuman is reminiscent 
more of worship to the monkey god Hanuman of the Purana's 
and contemporary India than the special servant treatment 
Hanuman receives in the Valmiki Ramayana. 

85 The encounter between Indra and Karna which seems 
at first ill-placed in the Vanaparvan (3.28~-94), may well 
serve to show a parallel re-formation of the divine 
identity of Kar~a. This hypothesis is strengthened by the 
iropn~~ant role Sijrya, the su~ god, plays in this story. 
S~rya is the father of this fourth and oldest Kaunteya. 
In addition, Karna, after cutting his armor and earings 
from his skin, r~ceives a new name, a sure sign of a new 
identity. 

86 MBh., 3.152.9, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 511. 

87 Supra., pp. 39-41. 

88 MBh., 3.224-43. 

89 
~h. , 3. 80-13 3 . 

90 MBh., 3.45.30-34, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 311. 

http:3.297.20
http:3.296.12


189 


91 MBh., 3.90.17-22, Ibid., p. 405. 

92 Van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 187. 

93 Turner, Dramas, pp. 166-230, ~Death and the Dead 
in the Pilgrimage Process" in Reynolds, ed., op. cit., 
pp. 24-39, and "Pilgrimage and Corrununitas", Studia
Missjonalia, vol. 23, 1974, pp. 305-27. 

94 Dramas, p. 207.' 

95 
 Ibid., p. 197. 

96 Ibid. , p. 19 4. 

97 Lake Manasa: 3.130.12, Mount Kailasa: 3.140.10 ff. 

98 Turner, Dramas, pp. 194-95. 

99 Ibid., p. 197. 

100 Turner, ~neath", pp. 38-39. 

101 For examples, cf. MBh., 3.80.14, 63, 86; 81.56; 
83.29, 56. 

102 For one theory see van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 186. 

103 MBh., 3.91.4 and 13, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 406. 

104 MBh., 3.81.61 and 82.8. 

105 MBh., 3.90.22: bhuyi7thsa~ paur~ gurubharasamahitaQ. 

106 MBh., 3.92, 15-16, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 408. 

107 r-rnh . , 3.45, 30-34. 

108 Turner, Dramas, p. 197. 

109 This id~a is reiterated by the brahmins: 3.91.9, 
the sages, Vyasa, Narada and Parvata: 91.19-22, Lomasa: 
92, 14, Narada alone: 82.91, and MarkaQ~eya: 180.35. 

110 .tvU3h. , 3.114.15-16. 

111 MBh., 3.129.14 and 20. 

112 MBh., 11.26.19-20. 

113 
Victor Turner cites many instances where pilgrimage 

and rites of passage do not identically correspond. Perhaps 

http:3.129.14
http:3.140.10
http:3.130.12


190 


the most intriguing difference (which Turner ascribes to 
the difference between complex and tribal societies) is that 
of their special characteristics: "the .limen of pilgrimage 
is, characteristically, motion, the movement of travel, 
while that of initiation is stasis, the seclusion of novices 
in a fixed, sacred space. The former liminalizes time, the 
latter space; time is here connected vli th vol un tariness, 
space with obligation." ("Death", p. 31 ]I • 

114 MBh., 3.83.23-26. 

115 Van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 186. 

116 Thomas Parkhill, "A Perception of Bubblings in the 
Indian V~orldview", M.A. Thesis, Department of Religious 
Studies, McMaster University, 1974, unpublished, pp. 44-64. 

117 c . 1 . f . l't dommunltas a so arlses rom mar<:Jlna l y an 
inferiority, Turner, Ritual, p. 128. 

118 Ibid. , p. 12 5 . 

119 Martl'n_ B b er, Be t ween man an man, t rans. . .u d R G 
Smith (London and Glasgow: Fontana Library, 1961), p. 51, 
cited in Turner, Ritual, p. 127. 

120 Turner, Ritual, p. 96. 

121 Turner, Dramas, pp. 166 ff. 

122 Surinder Mohan Bhardwaj, Hindu Places of Pilgrimage 
(Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1973), 
p. 15. 

123 These examples may seem formal or stylized, and 
this is because pilgrimage is typified by "normative" 
communi tas. ·J:he spontaneous, immediate "confrontation of 
human identities" described above constitutes what Turner 
calls "existential" communitas. This kind of experience, 
while exhilarating, life-giving and necessary for sus
taining a balanced human order, is impossible for most 
people to maintain for very long periods outside of the 
blueprints for utopias which are fueled by what Turner 
labels "ideological" communitas. Instead,the everyday con
cerns of living temper existential cornmunitas and it 
becomes normative cornmunitas. Turner describes the creation 
of normation coiTmunitas as the process 

where, under the influence of time, the 
need to mobilize and organize resources 
to keep the members of a group alive and 
thriving, and the necessity for social 



191 


control among those members in pursuance 
of these and other collective goals, the 
original existential comrnunitas is organized 
into a perduring social system .... 

(Turner, Dramas, p. 169) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


NOWHERE AND SOURCE: THE FOREST AS 


IDEAL THRF.SHOLD IN ·rHE RAMAYANA 


When the focus of study is the exile to the forest, 

the Valmiki Ramayar;a parallels the Mahabharata at many 

points. A brief overview will demonstra t:e the similarities. 

R~ma, the main hero of the Ramayana, is exiled with members 

of his family to the forest as a result of a dispute 

involving kingship. In the forest Rama is tested repeatedly, 

visits holy men, and is betwixt and between peace and war. 

He emerges from the forest prepared by the rigors and 

hardship of forest life ready to do battle with the enemy. 

These parallels notwithstanding, the Ramayana is a 

very different epic than the Mah~bh~rata and this difference 

has a bearing on our study. The Hindu tradition recognizes 

this difference by assigning the two epics of two different 

genres of literature. The Mah~bharata is generally con

sidered by the tradi ti01--.. to be i tihasa, or 'history' , \v·hile 

1the Ramay~ is understood to be kavya, or poetry. The 

central figures of the epics, then, differ within this 

typology: the Pa~~avas are 'historical' characters in the 

sense that they are obviously and believably human with 

occasional suprahurnan traits, while Rama is an ideal type 

who is clearly divine with occasional human traits.~ 
? 
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The generic difference between the epics affects not 

only the characters, but is mirrored in the flow of events 

which occupies the characters as well. This is even the 

case when the events are very similar, as in the case of the 

forest exiles. The poet's concern for ideal typeworks 

against the development of an inner dynamic within the 

RamayaDa. Rama is an ideal King and Husband, sita is an 

ideal Wife, Lak~ma~a an ideal Brother and Ravana an ideal 

evil Demonic King. By the end of the epic none of them has 

become anything but what he or she already was at the out

set of the epic. Their characters are bound by ideal types. 

The tension which sustains the kavya comes from the juxta

position of these ideals which often results in conflict. 

For example the juxtaposi~ion of good and evil Kings pro

vides the central conflict of the epic, while the juxta

position of the responsibilities of the good King to his 

subjects on one hand and to his Wife on the other provides 

the moral dilemma central to the tragic dimension of the 

ep1c. Thus although the type~ clash, the characters of 

the Ramayana are, for the most part. static, and the flow 

of events reflects that stasis. 

In contrast the flow of events in the Mahabharata 

reflects the 'historical' or human quality of that epic's 

characters. Yudhisthira is a good, but flawed king who 

ganmles away his kingdom and whose resolve fails when he 

finally wins the Kuru throne. Similarly Arjuna is an 

excellent, but flawed warrior whose resolve fails just 
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before the critical battle. Even Duryodhana and Karna 

are excellent but flawed villains. In spite of their 

dastardly evil activities, they are heroic warriors who 

attain heaven by virtue of their warfare. The multivalenced 

quality of the Mah~bh~rata's characters results in an 

internal dynamic 'i.vhich, while unlike the character develop

ment of the modern novel, is nonetheless very clearly 

marked by the tripartite process having at its centre 

change. 

Because change is so central to the tripartite pro

cess it is not surprising to find little emphasis on that 

process in the R~m~yan~. The R~m~vana, after all, is peopled 

with ideal heroes and heroines for whom a significant change 

such as that charted in the tripartite process is in one 

sense foreign. For these heroes and heroines there is no 

reason to change; they are ideal. 

This ideal quality found in the R~m~yana is signi

ficant for this study in two ways. First .. as we have 

note~, Lhere ls little emphasis on ~he tripartite process 

in this epic. Second, the concern of the Ram~yana poets 

for ideal types extends from the characters to encompass 

the landscape, including the forest, as well. We shall 

take our cue from these differences in proceeding in our 

study. The first part will identify the same tripartite 

structure found in the Mah2bharata in which the heroes are 

processed from a state of peace into a state of war and 

which in the RDmaya~u has varying emphases. The second 
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part will explore the forest of the RamayaDa and discover 

it to be an ideal Threshold. 

Victor Turner has noted that a mark of the thresh-

elders is that they have nothing because they are nobodies. 

Says Turner: 

Their condition is indeed the very 
prototype of sacred poverty. Rights 
over property, goods, and services 
inhere in positions in the politico
jural structure. Since they do not 
occupy such positions, neophytes 
exercise no such rights. In the words 
of King Lear they represent "naked 
unaccorr.modated man."3 

The other forest dwellers we have studied have reflected 

this condition, but in the Ramayana much is made of the 

exiles achieving this condition. In this way our attention 

is focused on the process by which the exiles become 

separated from their usual life and enter the threshold. In 

fact,of the three stages of the process which finds its 

most explicit depiction in the traditional rites of passage, 

tl1e ::;epara Lion stage in -che Ramayana is t:he clearest. 

Rama, Lak~r:1aDa and sita begin the separation stage 

by ridding themselves of all the property and goods which 

have been an intrinsic part of the royal pomp which has 

surrounded them. Rama tells sita, 

"Give your jewels to the Brahmins and 
food to the beggars who call for it; 
do not tarry, hurry!" 
h..hen she knew her company ple-ased her 
husband, the queen was overjoyed and 
rushed to give her goods away.4 
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= In some textual traditions Rama adds: 

"Do thou distribute my precious orna
ments, my rich clothing, all that 
appertains to entertaiTh~ent and 
pleasure, my couches, chariots and 
the rest, among my servants and also 
the brahmins." 

Rama helps sita in this task which serves to cut them off 

from an important aspect of kingship, namely material 

wealth. 6 

The next step in their separation stage involves 

a change of clothes. In this way they are in Turner's 

language not so much 'prototypes' as copies of sacred 

poverty, because they don the bark garments of the religious 

sages who populate the forests. The change from royal silk 

to ascetic bark symbolizes the transformation of princes 

and princess to religious wanderers. This kind of trans

formation through the medium of clothes is not an unco~~on 

one even in the secular modern v\Test. Work uniforms, play 

or "leisure" clothes and 'Sunday best' describe us into 

roles quite different from each other. Similarly, but more 

profoundly, R~ma, sita and Laksmana become like the 

religious wanderers whose clothes they wear in part through 

the act of putting on the clothes. 

The profundity of this change of clothes is 

pointed up by sita's reaction to the bark robes. As the 

time for departure to the forest drew near, Kaikeyi, who 

had brought about the exile so that her son might be king, 
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produced three outfits normally common to forest ascetic 

which the three exiles vmuld wear. The silk-clad si ta 

was startled at the sight of those humblE~ clothes "like 

unto a doe at the sight of a fowler's snare" and she began 

to cry. So unaccustomed was she to these clothes that she 

was unable to figure out how to put them on. Finally Rama 

had to fasten up her garments, as the women of the harem 

wept at the piteous sight. 7 For si ta thE~ distance, born of 

unfamiliarity, which existed between the accustomed royal 

life and the unaccustomed forest life heightened her sense 

of separation. 

Rama, on the other hand, was very clear about the 

nature of his exile and its implications vis-a-vis becoming 

separated from the society of men. When Dasaratha, Rarna's 

sorrowful father, tried to send an escort of beautiful 

women, soldiers, food and 'l.veal th to the forest with his 

son, Rama declinec saying, 

"I have renounced all comforts in order 
to live in the forest on the natural 
products to be found there; 0 Sovereign, 
what need have I for an escort, I who 
have given up the society of men? ... O 
Lord of the Earth, what use have I for 
an army? I have stripped myself of 
everything; let them supply me with a 
robe of bark only; let two things be 
brought for me, a spade and a basket, 
to serve me during the fourteen years 
that I shall pass in the forest." 8 

The spade and the basket were for collect~ng the traditional 

forest food which involved digging roots !£om the ground and 
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picking fruit. 

The exiles appropriate the appearance of the cus

ternary forest dwellers in one other way and this appropri

ation further accentuates their separation from the royal 

world. The exiles stand at the edge of 1~e forest on the 

border of the civilized world of Ayodhya and the threatening 

wood. It is here on the border of city and forest that Rama 

calls for the milky sap of the Nyagrodha Tree and uses it 

to bind his and Laksmana's hair into the traditional matted. . 
9locks (jata) of the ascetic. This action serves to mark 

the exiles off from the world of comfort they have enjoyed. 

10
Long flowing hair was a prized mark of a warrior, and to 

bind that hair semi-permanently with gooey sap was to reduce 

a fashionable coiffure to an ugly matted lump. This act 

most probably represents the transposition of warrior power 

. . f h . 1 . h . . , . h 111nto ascet1c power, rom p ys1ca ~1g t to sp1r1tuaL llilg t. 

Central to the narrative of the ~amaya9a is the 

issue of kingship. Rama is on the verge of assuming the 

kingship from his father 'iftrhen his stepmoi:her, Kaikeyi, 

removes him from direct succession in favour of her son, 

Bharata, and exiles Rama to the forest for fourteen years. 

Rama's abrupt exile separates him from kingship as well as 

from the more material aspects of his life in Ayodhya. The 

abruptness of this separation is underscored by his words 

to Lak~ma~a explaining that the water of coronation will 

become the water of ascetic purification. Rama says: 
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"Those jars of holy waters, that were 
destined for the ceremony [of 
enthronement] , will serve for the 
purification when I take the vows of 
an ascetic ... "l2 

The fundamental shift from coronation wat.er to purification 

water is an easy one not only because sacred water is 

required in both instances, but also because both events 

reflect a similar separation stage in a rite of passage. 

The one is a passage from ordinary man to king, the other 

a passage from ordinary man to purified ascetic. 

The issue of kingship is also prominent in the 

final event of the separation of the exiles from their 

accustomed world. When Bharata learned of his mother's 

scheme, he would have nothing to do with it, and went to 

the Citrakuta Forest to attempt to return Rama to the 

throne. Rama refused Bharata's request on the grounds that 

it would violate a vow his father had made to Kaikeyi long 

ago. Unable to persuade Rama, Bharata asked for Rama's 

sandals which he then placed on a throne in a nearby 

village. Bharata vowed to attend Rama's sandals while clad 

in the same ascetic garb and eating the same forest fare as 

the exiles. 

On the face of it the meaning of this episode is 

clear. In an effort to disassociate hi~self from the 

wrong actions of his mother, Bharata attempts to reinstate 

Rama and, failing that, he takes Rama's sandals "for the 

-.- . 13 purpose of sovereignty" [raJyayaJ . In short, he places 
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the sandals on the throne so that he will not act in an 

adharmic manner by assuming the kingship himself when it is 

rightfully R~ma's. That R~ma's sandals are used is not 

surprising. The paduka were from very early times con

sidered one of the five "ensigns of royalty" or rajak

akudani.14 In one of the J~taka stories a chariot with the 

five ensigns including the sandals is sent in search of a 

k
. 15
1ng. In the R~m~yaQa Bharata is emphasizing R~ma's 

rightful place on the throne by placing a symbol of the 

latter's authority, his sandals, on the throne. 

Another level of meaning is suggested by a Jain 

story concerning the same p~duka or sandals. When a certain 

king named Siddharaja died, no one suitable could b~ found 

to replace him. In consequence Siddhar~ja's sandals were 

placed on the throne until someone could be found to succeed 

hirn. 16 The content of this Jain story in which sandals 

placed on the throne represent a dead king bears upon Rama's 

fate during his exile. \.oJe have seen thai: the P~.r:SJ.avas 

manifested mourning behaviour on their departure for the 

forest and we suggested that this indicated a metaphoric 

death in separation. A similar phenomenon is indicated 

here. Bharata places Rama's sandals on the throne on 

Rarna's exile to show that R~ma has died to the world of men 

on entering the forest. This death is also hinted at by 

the mourning behaviour of the people of Ayodhya. As the 

chariot bearing the three exiles pulled away from Ayodhya, 

the tears from the people's grief-stricken crying quickly 

http:akudani.14
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damped down the dust raised by the chariot wheels. All 

were "exhausted with weeping and sobbing, the whole multi

tude, horror-stricken at R~ma's departure, in an extremity 

of grief, cried out, 'Alas! Alas! ', whilst the tears of 

the women fell in torrents, as water faLLs from the lotuses 

17when fishes leap." This mourning behaviour indicates 

that for all intents and purposes the exiles 'die' upon 

entering the forest. This is the last mark of a well-

marked separation process which has included a change in 

material wealth, a change of clothes, and a change of hair 

style. 

The threshold guardians 

As the three exiles moved from the separation 

stage of their exile into the transition or threshold stage, 

they encountered a r~ksasa named Vir~dha. Vir~dha claimed 

the Dandaka Forest as his territory and as if to demonstrate 

his claim, three lions, four tigers, two leopards, four 

. J.odeer, and the head of an elephant hung from hls spear 

indicating that this forest was his hunting ground. This 

impressive kill highlighted his appearance which was 

typically that of a rak$asa; 

Of formidable aspect, hideous, deformed, 
his eyes sunk deep in his forehead, with 
a vast mouth and protruding belly, clad 
in a tiger skin, covered with blood and 
loathsome to look upon, he struck terror 
into the hearts of all beings; it appeared 
as if death itself were approaching with 
open ja\vs .19 
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Vir~dha proved to be an especially challenging foe for the 

heroes because, on account of a boon, he could not be 

killed by any weapon. After an initial challenge Vir~dha 

won the upper hand by seizing sit~ and running off. It was 

only after the brothers engaged Vir~dha in hand-to-hand 

combat that they finally weakened him enough to bury him in 

a giant pit. 

This encounter with Vir~dha parallels similar 

meetings of the P~J?.Siavas, first with Hi9imba and later 

Kirmira, as well as the meeting of R~ma and Lak!?ma~a with 

Tatak~. All of these encounters take place just as the 

heroes enter the forest, just as they arE! on the edge of 

the threshold. This consequently suggests that these demons 

correspond to what Joseph Campbell has called threshold 

guardians. Campbell states that, "the hE!ro goes forward in 

his adventure until he comes to the 'threshold guardians' 

at the entrance to the zone of magnified power ...Beyond 

20them is darkness, the unknown, and danger .... " In folk

tales these guardians generally live outside the normal 

flow of village li:Ec "'·here they are 'watchers of estciblished 

bounds.'. w"'hen the hero attempts to move out of bounds, he 

is challenged and tested by the threshold guardian. Campbell 

refers to one example of s"J.ch a guardian as an "adroit 

shapeshifter" and in many examples that he cites the 

threshold guardians aid the hero once he has proven his 

wort 1ness y pass1ng t.e test.h . b . h 21 

Not surprisingly r~k~asas are notorious for their 



205 


ability to change their form: Rava~a and Jatasura appearing 

as ascetics and Marica appearing as a deer are only three 

examples. In addition sometimes the epic heroes receive 

assistance as a result of passing the test administered by 

the threshold guardian. The Pandavas' confrontation with 

HiSJimba resulted in Bhima' s union vli th his sister Hislimba 

and shortly afterwards the birth of Ghatotkaca. Ghatotkaca 

helped the heroes during their pilgrimage when he organized 

2 2-k ' h . bl t .ra ~asa oearers to carry t em over 1~passa e erra1n, 

and during the battle when he threatened Kar~a enough to 

cause the latter to use Indra's dart, thereby allowing Arjuna 

unimpeded access to Kar~a in a later battle. 
23 

Viradha provides a~other such example of the 

threshold guardians' assistance to those who pass the test. 

As he died, Viradha revealed himself to be a cursed 

gandharva who, because Rama had defeated him 1 had been freed 

froffi the curse and could now go to heaven. Before he left 

his body Viradha directed the exiles, who had heretofore 

been aimlessly wandering, to sarabhanga's asrama where they 

24 1would receive counse1. Vir~dha s direction reminded Rama 

how out of place the exiles were in the forest. He said to 

Laksmana: 

"This impenetrable forest is dangerous 
and we are not its natural inhabitants; 
let us therefore seek out the Sage 
Sharabhanga without delay."25 
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At Sarabhanga's hermitage Rama learned of the path which 

would take them to Sutlksna's asrama where the exiles 

would receive food and rest. Thus Viradha's advice ends 

the exiles'wandering in the pa~less wood and puts them in 

touch with the sages of the forest who are their greatest 

comfort in this part of their forest stay. 

Speaking about threshold guardians, Campbell 

concludes: 

The adventure is always and ever~vhere 
a passage beyond the veil of the known 
into the unknown; the powers that watch 
at the boundary are dangerous; to deal 
with them is risky; yet for anyone with 26competence and courage the danger fades. 

In the Hindu epics the raksasas at the edge of the forest 

represent the watchful powers on the edge of the unknown 

against whom the heroes repeatedly demonstrate their com

petence and courage. 

The threshold 

Thus far the tripartite process has been well-

marked and clear in the R~rn~yana. The eplc lays a good 

deal of stress on the separation stage of the process. 

The transition or threshold stage and the incorporation 

stage are not nearly so well marked. When we considered 

the Pa~gavas' forest exile, we discovered four striking 

themes: celibacy, the intersection of mythic and heroic 

planes, pilgri~age and communitas. These four themes 
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emphasized the liminal quality of the Pandavas' forest 

exile. During the forest exile of the Mahabharata there 

is a betwixt and between quality to the exiles' lives 

which is heightened through the f'.)Ur themes and which itself 

underscores the larger transformation from a state of peace 

to a state of war. 

If we take the forest exile of the P~~~avas as a 

full expression of the threshold stage, tl1e forest exile in 

the Ramayaga is disappointing. Only one of the four 

themes, that of the intersection of mythic and heroic 

planes, is expressed clearly and without ambiguity. The 

remaining three themes are present to greater or lesser 

degrees, but they receive :10 emphasis and are not \vi thout 

ambiguity. We shall deal with these three themes first. 

The theme of celibacy is not central in the 

Ramayal)a. The question of Hhether the three exiles remain 

celibate or not does not come up. This is, of course, in 

contrast to the Mahabh~rata where Duh§~sana makes an issue 

of the Pa~9avas' celibacy. 

simply does not arise, at least not in G~e text of the 

critical edition. The case of the romantic interlude in 

the Citrakuta Forest might argue against the celibacy of 

the heroes, but one would still have to infer sexual 

activity from idyllic surroundings and innocent acts of 

27tenderness. And to counter that argument one could cite 

either Hanuman's description of Rama as "standing firm in 

28 a vow of celibacv", (although this may well refer to 
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Rama after sit3's abduction) or part of sita's promise to 

Rama, "'In the fragrant forests I will love you more: 

29obedient, forever modest, as virgin as a student.•" 

A subepisode and a description found in the notes 

and appendices of the critical edition are more explicit but 

only add to the ambiguity. sita relates an episode to 

Hanuman which occurred at Citrakuta Forest. The substance 

of this episode is that a crow repeatedly attacked sita 

until Rama protected her by hurling the Brahma weapon at 

the bird. The subepisode tells of how sita's tilaka, or 

forehead mark, is transferred to Rama's chest during what 

30is apparently love play. In marked contrast a description 

in an appendix to the Yuddhak~n~a places R~ma's vow of 

31celibacy before the abduction of sita. Given this con

tradiction it is fair to say that the layers of oral tra

dition are not consistent on this point. Nothing would be 

gained for our discussion by determining which layer is 

historically primary because to exorcise either sexuality 

or asceticism from R~ma would not do justice to the idtal 

King of the ValrnTki Ramavaoa. It is enough for our study 

to note the ambiguity of this liminal theme in the Ramayana
---=----------

and to suggest that the ambiguity is a function of the 

poet's concern for ideal types. 

The theme of pilgrimage is less ambiguous in the 

forest exile, but it receives little or ~o emphasis. In 

fact the three exiles spend most of their time in the 

Dandaka Forest on a pilgrimage wandering from one asrama 
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to another. R~ma states that this is his intent when they 

take leave of ascetic Sutiksna. "'It is our wish'", says 

Rima, "'to visit all the retreats inhabited by holy men of 

1132• • th d k t Id evout practlces l~ .e Dan a a Fares . With virtually 

no activity in the interim the text announces abruptly: 

Received with delight and honoured 
by those great rishis, Rama roamed 
through the silent woods, that great 
warrior sojourning with the ascetics, 
sometimes for ten months, sometimes 
for a year ... sometimes three months 
and sometimes eight. In this way 
engaged in innocent pastimes, ten years 
passed away.33 

A visit with Agastya follows this announcement, but the 

bulk of the kio~a, or book, is taken up with the events at 

Paficava!-I leading up to sita's abduction by Ravana. Towards 

the end of the kaoQ.a Rama and Lak~r,1a.r:a begin their search 

for the abducted Sita. In short order they have dispatched 
, 

two raksasas and visited the r,voman ascetic Sabari. Finally 

some sixty-one sargas or chapters, later, in the last sarga 

of the kanda, R~ma says to his brother: 

" ...Laksmana, we have performed our 
ablutions in the sacred waters of 
these seven seas and have offered 
oblations to our ancestors. Our 
evil karma has thereby been destroyed 
and prosperity made manifest; my 
heart is filled with peace .... "34 

Rama's description of his inner contentment seems incongruous 

given that his wife had recently been stolen, after which 

event he had manifested all the signs of a nervous 
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breakdown. 

In the context of the pilgrimage, however, Rama's 

remark makes good sense. We saw how in the tirthayatra 

of the Pa~~avas the heroes were purifed and thus further 

prepared for war. Here, too, the theme of purification is 

central in Rama's remarks and explains his otherwise incon

gruous inner peace. Nonetheless the pilgrimage which the 

exiles undertake in the Ramaya~a is barely observable and 

has little of the high profile of the tirthayatra in the 

Mahabharata. 

The theme of cornmunitas is likewise never clearly 

delineated. Certainly it is obvious tha·t the three exiles 

do stay together through thick and thin. However, thls is 

more a function of the ideal kinship relationships than a 

result of an experience of fundamental humanness brought on 

35. . . 11- t'b y t h e 1oss o f status and pos1t1on. Agaln reca 1ng .ne 

example of the Mahabharata, we noted there that the exiles 

stayed together despite very human reasons to go on their 

own ~~y~, as witnessed by ~he complaints of Draupadi ana 

Bhima. In the Ramava1;a, by contrast, a discouraging word 

never passes the lips of any of the exiles who instead 

carry on with superhuman deportment. The ideal Brother and 

ideal Wife would be expected to act only in supportive ways 

in his or her role, thus it ls not surprising to find 

Lak~ma~a and sit~, as representatives of these types, being 

very supportive. Wl1ereas in the case of the Mahabharata 

exiles one is prompted to wonder why they stay together, in 
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the case of the Ramayana exj1es one would wonder if they 

did not. 

As our discussion of celibacy, pilgrimage and com

munitas indicates, these three liminal themes are at best 

undercurrents in an exile narrative in which the central 

dramatic action, RavaiJa's abduction of sita, sweeps all 

else aside. The fourth theme, the intersection of mythic 

and heroic planes, is prominent because it involves this 

central action. It is through this fourt:h theme that the 

threshold experience of the forest exiles of the R~mayana 

is realized. 

The intersection of mythic and heroic planes 

The essential difference between the intersection 

of mythic and heroic planes in Rama's threshold experience 

and the Pary~.avas' threshold experience is grounded in the 

nature of Rama's being. To get at this difference it lS 

helpful to consider the nature of Rama's exile. When Rama 

is exiled no emnity between R~ma and Ravana is established 

by that act. Unlike the situation in the Mah~bharata in 

which the struggle over common property within the joint 

family resulted in exile and established the basic antago

nistic tension within the epic, the struggle for kingship 

in the Ramavana results in exile, but is only tangentially 

related to the basic antagonism between R~vaQa (and his 

riksasas) and the rest of creation with Rama as its 

champion. It is as if the exile to the forest in the 
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Ramaya!).a 'sets up' a confrontation sit.uation which pits 

the forces of Evil against the hero. 

This conclusion prompts a consideration of the 

special heroic nature which enables Rama to stand against 

the demonic forces of Rava~a. The Balaka~oa tells us that 

- . - f . 36Rama lS an avatara o V1snu. This fact alters the nature 

of the intersection of mythic and heroic dimensionsin the 

In a sense, since Rama and his brothers are 

portions of Vi~~u sent to earth to combat Rava~a, the 

mythic realm impinges on the heroic world in the very 

persons of Rama and his three brothers. There would seem to 

be, strictly speaking, no intersection of the two planes, 

but rather a blending of two realms like the confluence of 

two rivers. In the Ramayana, it would seem, the mythic and 

heroic realms are completely melded in the avatara sons of 

Dasartha. 

Yet this is not the case. Rama and his brothers 

are not aware of the cosmic significance of their heroic 

actions. Their perspective is that of the unenlightened 

human rather than that of the all-knowing god; theirs is 

an heroic rather than a mythic perspective. From a mythic 

perspective the great epic events such as the abduction of 

sita or the war against Ravaz;a are mere embroidery on a 

cosmic plan which unfolds throughout the Valmiki RamayaQa. 

Only from time to time is the epic audience able to glimpse 

this mythic dimension as for example when Brahm~ and the 

Dandaka sages cheer and are filled with joy at the 
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abduction of sit~ because they know that by this act the 

evil Ravana has unlocked the chain of events which will. 
37 cause his downfa11. Despite their divine origins, the 

heroes are virtually ignorant of this mythic perspective 

and are always caught up in the embroidery. For them the 

embroidery of the cosmic plan forms significant events, 

and these significant events serve to question the hero's 

sense of identity just as in the epic intersections of 

mythic and heroic realms vle have seen in the tale of Nala 

and Damayanti and in the forest exile of the Pandavas. 

It was in the forest that Nala and Damayanti 

became aware of the divine impingement on their existence. 

It was during the forest exile that the older Pag1ava 

brothers encountered the mythic realm in the form of their 

suprahuman relatives. And it was during both of these 

threshold experiences that the heroes came to question who 

they really were, and began to re-form their identities 

especially vis-a-vis their social role as kings. 

In spite of the differences betwE·en the two epi.CS, 

Rama and sita experience a similar fate in the forest. 

There they experience first hand the fearful aspect of 

divine impingement on their world. There, following a 

series of lesser events, Rava~a comes to the exiles' 

hermitage, causes the two brothers to be distracted, and 

carries off sit~. This pivotal act not only precipitates 

the remainder of the epic action, but also serves to shake 

the main characters' sense of who they are. 
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Like Nala, Rama on entering the forest has lost 

the sovereignty of a kingdom, but unlike Nala, Rama is not 

possessed and is still a superb warrior capable of destroying 

a whole rak$asa army, and certainly capable of protecting 

his wife even in the inhospitable forest. This latter 

certainty is shattered by sit~'s abduction. On discovering 

Sita missing, Rama displayed a variety of emotions ranginc_; 

from overwhelming fear to overpowering anger. This display, 

regardless of the particular emotion expressed, signalled 

a dramatic change in Rama's character. He had lost his 

self-control. At first he threatened suicide, fainted, 

spoke as if sit~ v1ere still there and was overcome by 

38
shame. Then, "~.-lhen the spirits of the forest and river 

refused to direct him to sit~ out offear of Ravar;.a, Rama 

threatened to destroy the universe. In a fit of crazed 

rage he shouted: 

"With mine arrows I shall shatter the 
defences of the Three Worlds, if the 
Gods do not restore Vaidehi to me as 
she was before she was borne away. 
If they do not bring back my beloved 
unharmed, T shall lay waste t.he entire 
universe and all contained therein ... 
I shall loose every weapon of des
truction."39 

Clearly Rama had become unhinged by the abduction of his 

wife, clearly he was 'no longer himself'. 

It was his brother who calmed him down by reminding 

him firstly of the moderate j~st qualities of a good king, 

and secondly that a king did not despair like a common ma.n. 40 
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Laksmana's words stress Rama's kingly identity which again 

figures in the hero's re-formation of his identity. He 

must not fear like an ordinary human nor anger like a 

tyrant. In keeping with the ideal mold in which he has 

been cast, R~ma soon buoys himself up and begins the long 

rescue of sita. 

sita's plight during the exile shares some features 

with that of Damayanti. Both are married yet must live 

apart from their husbands. For both this is a very pain

ful situation, thus both exhibit some of the same widow-

like behaviour in their separation. When Hanuman first 

saw sita, she was given to frequent sighing and crying, 

while her appearance was much like Damayanti's when she 

had been separated from Nala. For example, sita's hair was 

dishevelled, her single garment was dirty, she was without 

fine ornaments, except for her arm bands which were dusty 

from neglect. With her tangled hair in disarray she 

looked like "the earth with its dark blue forests in the 

Lll
rainy season."-- In short she exhibited many character.istics 

of widowhood, itself used as "the standard of comparison 

(upamana) for everything that had lost its charm" by the 

42epic poet. 

In the discussion of Damayanti's threshold exper

ience, it was noted that she behaved in some ways like a 

widow, and in some ways like an ascetic. Sita, too, is 

43described as doing tapas, or ascetic practices, and at 

one point Hanum5n attributed his success in La~k~ to sita's 
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44
ascetic power. To round out these parallels sita, like 

Damayanti, is recognized despite her unkempt appearance. 

Hanuman, here in a role which parallels that of Sudeva, 

the brahmin messenger in Nala and Damayanti, recognized 

sita's beauty and grace in spite of her filthy garment and 

tear-reddened face. Like Sudeva, Hamuman eventually 

returned to his sender (Rama) with the news of the lost 

woman's [Sita's] existence and whereabouts. 

Damayanti's sense of identity was shattered when 

her husband abandoned her. Similarly sita's sense of 

identity suffers strain as time passes and she has not been 

rescued by Rama. She asks the messenger, Hanuman, to ask 

Rama why, if he was willing in the Citrakuta forest, to 

use the Brahma weapon against a piddling crow who had 

bitten her, he did not rescue her from this demon who had 

45stolen her away. Perhaps, she worried tearfully, she 

had committed some sin which had caused Rama to lose his 

love for her. 

By their behaviour both Rama and sita betray a 

shaken sense of who they are. This comes us a direct 

result of Ravana's crime. The hero and heroine experience 

Rava~a's abduction as a terrifying event of catastrophic 

proportions. Only a king from the mythic realm could 

deceive the great hero and steal his wife. None of the 

heroic characters is aware of his or her own heritage in 

the mythic realm, and therefore all experience the impinge

ment of the mythic population on their own world in a manner 
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similar to the heroes and heroines heretofore discussed. 

We indicated earlier that the events of the forest 

exile precipitated war as well as prepared the heroes for 

battle. Having discussed the central event involving the 

intersection of mythic and heroic planes which precipitated 

war, we shall now consider the central event of R~ma's 

forest exile which prepared the heroes for the battle to 

come. This event, the alliance with the monkeys, repre

sents an intersection of mythic and heroic planes in two 

ways. 

The first way resembles the intersection of planes 

represented by Rama's incarnation. ~bile unaware of their 

status, the monkeys are part of a cosmic plan. The monkeys 

with whom Rama and Lak~mar;a become allied early in the 

Kiskindhakanda are not ordinary monkeys; they are children 

of the gods. At Brahm~'s instruction the gods had sired 

offspring among the monkeys in order to help the avataras 

. b 1 - 46 . , . . ho f Vlsnu att e Ravana. H1s a~llance w1th t.ese super-

monkeys enables Rama to go to war against Rava~a. 

Besides proving excellent warriors, the monkeys 

assist Rama in other ways. For example, the monkey, Nala 

is able to engineer the building of the bridge to Lanka 

as he is the son of Visvakarrnan, the gods' architect. 47 In 

addition the monkeys are forest dwellers par excellence (as 

their name vanara, probably from vana, forest implies). The 

monkeys' natural affinity for the forest means that they 

are able to traverse the dense forest between Kiskindha 
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This is not the case with a human army. vlhen 

Bharata went to the CitrakU~a Forest to try to persuade 

Rima to return to Ayodhyi as its king, he took with him an 

entourage and an army. In order that the chariots and 

wagons might proceed into the uncharted forest Bharata took 

. 48 . 
a whole crew of workers to bu1ld a road.- An army whlch 

needed to have civil engineers in order to move through the 

pathless forest would be little help in rescuing Sita. In 

delightful contrast the monkey army's advance through the 

forest is more a frolic than a logistical maneuver. As 

Rima marches them from Kiskindha to the shores of the ocean, 

the monkeys are described as breaking down trees and 

rousting up stones and juggling them for fun as they go 

along. 49 Their progress is awesome: 

Like a mass of cloud enveloping the 
sky, that monkey army advanced in 
solid formation encompassing the 
southern region. As they pressed on 
mile on mile, crossins the rivers and 
streams against the current, i:hey 50traversed many leagues in one stretch. 

It is easy to see how the benefits of an alliance with 

such eager warriors would assist the preparations for war. 

The semi-divine character of the monkeys gives their alliance 

which Rama something of the quality of an intersection of 

mythic and heroic planes. 

The second way that the alliance w·i th the monkeys 

represents .:m intersection of mythic and heroic planes is 



- --~~~ 

219 


through the character of Hanuman. This :second instance of 

intersection is stronger and clearer than the first because 

the adventures of Hanum~n in the RamayaDa can be shown to 

parallel the threshold experiences of Arjuna during the 

Pandavas' forest exile. Hanum~n, as we learned in the 

last chapter, was fathered by Vaya the wind god. V~yu and 

the other gods gave great speed and other powers to the 

monkey child, but by the time of the alliance with Rama, 

- d f . 51Hanuman ha been cursed to orget h1s prowess. During 

the monkeys' search for Sita, Hanuman remembered his powers. 

Hanuman belonged to the search party which was to 

explore the southern part of the world in an attempt to 

find Rama's wife. At first they were unsuccessful and in 

fact were near exhaustion \vhen they discovered the cave 

called Rksabila. At Hanurran's suggestion they entered the 

cave and found a paradisic forest of golden trees along 

with mansions of indescribable splendour. A woman ascetic, 

Svayamprabh~, told him the story of the cave, ~hen by means 

of her ascetic power she assisted the!n out of the cave which 

52 was for living beings ~crmally very difficult to leave. 

The monkeys found themselves on the shore of the great 

southern ocean and soon learned from the vulture, Sa~p~ti, 

that Rava~a had carried Sita across the ocean. Their joy 

on learning this news quickly turned to dejection when they 

realized that they would not be able to c~oss the ocean. 

Their plight prompted Jambuvan, the oldest monkey 

present, to tell Hanuman the story of the latter's childhood. 
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His story included an explanation of how Hanum5n received 

his name and how he had received the powE~rful boons of the 

53
gods. Inspired by his own personal history Hanuman grew 

to a great size then leapt from the top of a high mountain 

out across the ocean. He lept with such velocity that many 

"trees followed in his wake, like relatives accompanying 

54their dear one setting out on a journey t:o a far country. " 

Hanuman passed the tests of two threshold guardians before 

reaching Lanka, the home of Raval}a. 55 Once there he 

explored the city, found sita, destroyed the grove she was 

56in and was captured. Having faced Rava~a and having 

advised him to release sita, Hanuman was led through the 

streets of Lanka. He used this opportunity to reconnoiter 

57
the city. He then escaped and set the city on fire. 

After again seeing to sita's welfare, he jumped back to 

h . f' d' 58th.e search party to report 1s 1n 1ngs. 

The tale of Hanuman has been related in SOffie detail 

in order to show some of its basic similarities with the 
c::n 

individual adventures of Arju:.1a during his forest exile . .J./ 

Both heroes are serving an exiled king in the forest when 

they are sent on a mission. Both are successful. More 

significantly both confront figures from the mythic realm 

(Arj una: Indra and Siva, Hanuman: Ravana) , and both come 

to learn something of their real selves while on their 

rnission--Arjuna, that he is the son of Indra; Hanum~n, that 

he is the son of Vayu. 

The movement from peace to war is central to the 

http:Arju:.1a
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threshold experience of the heroes of both epics. In the 

~ahabharata Arjuna played a central role in this movement 

providing the Par:qavas with celestial weapons, the favour 

of the gods, and his own battle experience. Similarly 

Hanuman has a central role in the movement froTI' the state 

of peace to the state of war in the RamayaiJa. Hanuman 

brings Rama news of sit~'s existence and her location 1n 

La~ka as well as his scouting reports from his time inside 

the city walls. He has also demoralized the enemy by 

setting their city afire and defying their power to hold him 

captive. In addition to his battle experience garnered in 

fighting the r~k~asas on La;k~, Hanuman returned with the 

re-found knowledge of his own powers. These prove vital in 

the war to come as, for example, when he leaps to the 

Himalyas to obtain the medicinal herb necessary to revive 

60
R~ma, Lak~mar:a and virtually the whole monkey army. 

Hanuman's individual experience of the intersection of 

mythic and heroic planes, like Arjuna's, dovetails nicely 

with _he l1ke experiences o£L~e other heroes and reinforces 

. - - 61the movement from peace to war 1n the Ramavana. 

In discussing the response of the heroes to the 

intersection of mythic and heroic planes in the Hahabharata 

we noted that the Pa~qavas were far more active than Nala 

and Damayanti in responding to the impingement of the 

mythic dimension upon their world. A comrarison of Rama to 

the P~ndavas shows that the former's response to the impinge

ment of the mythic realm is even more intense. The 
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mythic-heroic interchange in the Ramayar:a comes to dominate 

the epic action. Rama's heroic actions take on more and 

more significance on the cosmic level until at the height 

of the battle when Indra sends his chariot and driver to 

earth for Rama to do battle there is virtually no dis

tinction between mythic and heroic planes, between the gods 

- - 62and rak$asas and Rama. 

We suggested that the Pa~gavas' response to the 

mythic impingement \vas more dynamic than that of Nala and 

Damayanti because they were partly divine and therefore 

capable of feats having influence in the mythic realm. 

More ordinary humans such as Nala and Damayanti had no such 

capabilities because th~y lacked a mythic pedigree. If we 

extend this hypothesis to Rama's response, it holds up. 

Rama's response to tne impingement of the mythic realm in 

his own world (Rava~a) was more intense than that of the 

Pai)gavas because Rama's roots were more deeply set in the 

mythic realm. Rama's response was appropriate to his 

avatara nature. 

The intersection of mythic and heroic realms in 

the Ramavana lends the forest exile its liminal or thresh

old quality in a far more straightforward manner than the 

other three themes. Ravana's abduction of Sita causes both. 
hero and heroine to plummet into a despair which tries 

their sense of identity. The alliance with the monkeys 

assists the re-formation of Rama's identity by beginning 

the process of ~escue in earnest, but does not bewitch him 
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into his former sense of surety. As he tells the chief of 

monkeys, Sugriva, "' ... I, Laksmana and the fair-complexioned 

Sita are wholly dependent on thee; in the forest, thou art 

63 
our refuge. '" In addition the allianc12 with the monkeys, 

especially through the individual journey of Hanum5n, 

serves to quicken the transformation from peace to war. The 

forest exile, then, becomes a threshold for the main 

characters of the R~m~yarya primarily through the intersection 

of mythic and heroic realms. 

Incorporation 

The incorporation stage of the process which moves 

Rama from peace to war begins after Nala, the monkey archi

tect, finishes the bridge to Lanka. P.t this point Rama 

is ready to do battle. His enemy has been identified and 

the enemy strength has been assessed. His wife has been 

located and has urged him to rescue her. R~ma has formed 

a war alliance with the monkey chief, Sugriva, by killing 

Sugriva's rival brother who held the throne. And he has 

purified himself by visiting holy men and women in the 

forest. Rama emerges from the forest ready to engage the 

demonic forces in battle. 

It remains for Rama to remove the outward signs of 

his threshold existence, for the dress of the thresholder 

has no place in the day-to-day affairs of humankind. 

Expecially if those affairs consist primarily of warfare, 
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the ascetic's bark tunic and matted locks ar2 out of place. 

Thus it is that having crossed the miraculous bridge to 

Lanka, Rama and Lak~mar;a strip off their bark clothes, let 

down their hair (cirar;ti jata nirasya ca)and put on their 

impenetrable coats of mail and take up their weapons 

64(kavacayudhani) . By this act they remove the last traces 

of their threshold existence and enter the battle reQdy to 

destroy Rava~a and thereby free the world from his aemonic 

tyranny. 

As the epic narrative becorees more and more concerned 

tvi th the cosmic dimension of Rama' s activities, less .J.nd 

less attention is paid to the tripartite process. We have 

seen that the separation stage received a detailed treatr.1ent, 

'Vlhile the incorporation stage which takes a >vhole year and 

a whole parvan in the Mahabharata is rendered i::1 the tw0 

lines cited above, belonging to an appendix to the critical 

edition of the Ram~yaQa. Again it is the juxtaposition of 

ideal types rather than internal dynamics v1hich sustains 

the oramatic tension in the Ramayal)3. Since this concern 

for ideal types pervades the R~mayar;ta, it behooves us to 

change our focus from the C.ynamic: pr_ocess which charc:-1.cter.l zes 

the threshold to the type of place which characterizes the 

threshold. This change of focus £rom the nature of the 

threshold experience to the nature of the threshold i tseJ..f 

will allow us to explore the Ramayu.~ forE:·st as a threshold 

and discover it to be, net surprisingly, an ideal Threshold. 
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The forest as threshold; the dual modality 

~ve have noted earlier that Turner regards threshold

ness as both the negation and the source of the structural 

forms of human culture. In a discussion which stems from 

Jacob Boehme's notion that "In Yea and Nay all things con

sist." Turner states that 

Liminality may perhaps be regarded 
as the Nay to all positive structural 
assertions, but in some sense as the 
source of them all, and, more than 
that, as a realm of pure possibility 
whence novel configurations of ideas 
and relations may arise.65 

One would expect the threshold to reflect this dual char

acteristic of liminality or thresholdness. This is indeed 

the case. 

One mode of this dual characteristic, the negation 

of structural forms, is easily observable in the threshclds 

we have encountered. This mode involves the negation of 

status, rank, social role and sexual categories. E~amples 

of this mode abound in the epics. Turner points to this 

mode when he points out that thresholders "are neither one 

thing nor another; or may be both: or neither here nor 

there; or may even be ncwhere (in terms of any cultural 

,66
t opograph y ) .... The first mode, the negation of 

structural forms, is often experienced as being Nowhere. 

The second mode, the source of structural forms, 

is more intangible. From this mode it W01.1ld seem that the 

http:arise.65
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threshold is at the centre of the flow of life energy into 

the world. The thresholder flirts with the chaos of 

muddled forms and returns to the world with 3 sense of the 

possibility of new configurations and co~Jinations from the 

dissolved bits of the old forms. Just the knowledge of 

this possibility works against the tendency towards stag

nat1on. among structura1 f orms 1n. a . 67 T.eh , h 'dsoc1ety. tnres.o~ er 

often experiences this second mode as being at the Source of 

all things. According to Turner, then, a threshold generally 

has a dual modality. To explore the forest of the R~m~yaoa 

with this generalization in mind, we shall separate the modes 

discussing them one at a time. 

Negation: being Nowhere 

At a very basic level t.he forest of the Ramayal)a 

is the negation of the categories of the ordinary world. 

This basic level is obvious: the forest is uncivilized, 

untamed, and unrefined. In the forest there are wild 

animal~, there is no cultivated food and ~c elabo~ato 

dwelling. As Rama is preparing to set out en his fourtee11

year exile, the city folk are continually pointing out this 

disagreeable uncivilized side of the forest. Even Kausalya, 

in blessing her son's journey, alludes to the host of 

problems which the forest naturally holds. She says to 

Rama: 

"May there be no monkeys, scorpions, 
mosquitoes, gnats, reptlles or- insects in thy 
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sylvan retreat. May the great ele
phants, lions, tigers, bears, boars, 
horned buffalo and other ferocious 
beasts never harm thee, 0 Dear Child. 
May all those formidable creatures 
that live on flesh or those who are 

+-h "6Bd angerous no_t h_arm ... ee ... 

Rama too, was vTell aware of the uncivilized quality 

of the forest. v!hen he tried to dissuade sita from 

accompanying him to the forest, he portrayed the forest as 

a source of great danger. To this end he listed a host of 

perils: man-hunting wild beasts, marshes impassable even 

to elephants in rut, thorny paths, a dearth of water and 

food and therefore constant hunger, the bare ground for a 

bed and withered leaves as a mattress, grea·t storms which 

blotted out the day, great numbers of reptiles by land dnd 

water serpents in the rivers, insect tormenters and, of 

course, sickness all contributed to the uncivilized quality 

69of forest life. At times this natural negative mode of 

the forest seemed to overwhelm the heroes as when they 

began their search for sita . 

... [They] followed a hitherto untrodden 
path, overgrown with bushes, trees and 
creepers of various kinds, which was 
difficult of access, with dense thickets 
on either side and of sinister appearance; 
nevertheless the two mighty warriors 
pressed on through that vast and dangerous 
wood.70 

Without a doubt the dark negative aspect of the 

forest is most graphically embodied by the r~ksasa. Here 

I am not thinking so much of the relatively civilized 
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cultured raksasas like Rava~a, Khara and the fourteen-· 

thousand inhabitants of the colony in the Da~~aka Forest, 

as I am of the raw violent r~k~asa who we have met as the 

threshold guardians Hi~imba, Kirmira, and Viradha. These 

creatures of distorted form, vile temper, and a love of 

human flesh terrorize the few souls who dare brave the 

other more mundane negative aspects of the forest. 

This kind of rak9asa appears with enough frequency 

in the Ramayal)a forest to amplify the forest's negative or 

Nowhere mode to the point of making the environment very 

unpredictable. Rama, normally confident and self-assured, 

reflects this amplified sense of negativeness when, having 

been assaulted by Viradha, he notes in lines cited earlier, 

"'This impenetrable forest is dangerous and we are not its 

natural inhabitants; let us therefore seek out the Sage 

71Sharabhanga without delay'". A prime example of the 

accentuated unpredictability which the rak~asas contribute 

to the forest occurs late in the exile. It is after the 

huge ra,~~ army has been de:::. troyed and the forest has 

ostensibly been made safe that Rama and Laksmana, strugglina
' • • J 

through the last of the Da~9aka Forest in search of sita, 

are confronted by two more rak$asas. The first of these is 

Ayomukhl. Ayomukhl is a huge female raksasi who has fangs, 

a harsh voice, an immense stomach, and dishevelled hair. 

She propositions Lak~ma~a and grabs him lustfully, whereupon 

he draws his sword and mutilates her, cutting off her nose, 

72eaLs and breasts. 
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Having thus dispensed with Ayomukhi, the brothers 

walk headlong into the four-mile-long arrr1s of the most 

curious rak9asa of the RamayaDa. Kabandha has no he~d and 

his legs are all but nor.existent. vlhen his one eye in the 

middle of his chest blinks, it reveals yellowed lids. Jus~ 

below his eye a huge mouth salivates in the middle of his 

stomach. Kabandha uses his four-mile-long arms to catch 

herds of deer and other forest animals and stuff them into 

his waiting maw. When Rama and Lak~ma~a find themselves in 

the clutches of this beast, they suffer a temporary failure 

of nerve, but recover in time to cut off ·the creature's arms 

before he is able to devour them. Without his extraordinary 

73 arms Kabandha is powerless. Ayomukhi a11d Kaba.ndha are t:\·70 

further examples ofthe negative, Nowhere quality of the 

forest. 

If this negative mode is most graphically embodied 

in the ~amayar:a by the rak:;;asa 1 it is best. expressed in 

terms of contrast to the ideal city, Ayodhya. This is not 

surp1.·ising since uncivilized means literally "unci tified." 

Further since the negative mode is experienced as being 

Nowhere, then by contrast the centre of civilization, the 

city, is perceived as Someplace. 

Essentially, ~owhere and Someplace are understood 

as opposites within the cultural topography. Obviously 

Nowhere is some place, however this is not the same as 

Someplace. The latter is as much an idea or metapho:- as a 

physical place. By way of analogy a person who is a 



230 


non-entity, \-lhile undeniably a person, J. c· not a Somebody~· 

but is just the opposite. So a place which is beyond the 

pale of civilization, which is out of bounds is not a 

Someplace, but is just t!1e cpposi te, it is Nowhere. 

It is easy to understand how Ayodhy~ can be per

ceived as a Someplace. The capital is described early in 

the Balakanda as the ideal city. The city is filled with 

beautiful mansions and majestic palaces and the gentle 

Sarayu River flows within its walls. It has strong forti

fications and a deep moat and on the outskirts are found 

tall trees giving the city the appearance of "a lovely girl 

wearing a girdle of greenery." 74 So lush is Aycdhy~ that 

sugar cane juice is universally used in place of water. 

The king, Da§aratha, is an ideal king--he has full authority 

over the people, is righteous, sacrifices frequently and 

h . d 75has never b rok en J.S wor . His counsellors are wise and 

trustworthy and his court generally was supportive and 

morally sound. 

Encircled by skilled ministers adept 
in the law and TtJhat was proper, who 
were devoted, intelligent and capable, 
that monarch acquired a glory equal to 
the sun's surrounded by its rays.76 

The inhabitants of Ayodhya are equally ideal. They 

are uniformly happy, virtuous, wealthy, without greed, and 

discomfort. None is "mean-spirited, proud, rash, worth

77less or an atheist". The castes are ordered properly in 

Ayodhy5 and all are content with their lot, all the citizens 
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are beautiful and live long lives. Ayodhya is protected 

by valiant warriors and its name, meaning literally 'not 

to be overcome; unconquerable', indicates that order is well 

established in this paradise; chaos is banished. 

Ruled by the illustrious and mighty 
King Dasaratha, the Vanquisher of 
his foes, resembling the moon amidst 
the stars, that well-named city, the 
fortunate Ayodhya, wit~ its gates and 
solid locks, adorned by edifices of 
every kind and peopled by thousands of 
men, had for its sovereign one who was 
equal to Indra.78 

The Ayodhy~ of the Valmiki Ramavana is presented as a Some

place which has shut chaos out with 'solid locks' and which 

is ruled over by a monarch like unto Indra, king of the 

gods. 

It is little wonder that the inhabitants of such 

a beautiful place reacted with bewilderment and dismay as 

they watched their prince and princess ride of£ to the 

woods. It is little wonder that they respo~ded as if R~ma, 

sita and Laksmana were dead. The contrast between the life 

of the city and the life of the forest is indeed great and 

the Ayodhy~ns' dismay points up the contrast. 

Like the citizens of Ayodhy~ Da~aratha wondered at 

the changes his son would have to undergo in experiencing 

the Nowhere dimension of the forest. He mused: 

"My dearly beloved Rama, accustomed 
to being treated as a prince and to 
ride on elephants and horses, will 
now have to walk on foot in the great 

http:Indra.78
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forest. My son, who at the time of 
his repast, was besieged by cooks 
and attendants trying to outdo each 
other in the preparation of food and 
drink for him, hew will he be able to 
subsist on wild fruit and roots that 
are acrid and bitter? Rama, who has 
ever been used to costly apparel and 
every luxury, how will he be able to 
resign himself to the orange robes of 
a mendicant? .... "79 

This contrast between the accustomed life of luxury of 

Ayodhya and the uncivilized hard life of the forest is 

reiterated by Kau§aly~, "A stranger till today to hardship, 

how will •.. [R~ma] be able to subsist on a handful of corn? 

He whose servants live on hulled rice, how can Rama live on 

80fruits and roots in the forest?" 

Later on Da§aratha makes the same point about sit~. 

How can she possibly live this very different, difficult 

81life after having been raised in the lap of luxury? And 

Rama, himself, rejects a plush seat offered by his mother 

saying, 

"~"ihat f'"..lrthe~ p"'...!~pcse ho s s~Jct-~ a seat 
for me? The time has come when it 
behoves me to use a woven mat."82 

Thus the city of Ayodhya with her silky lap of luxury is 

contrasted repeatedly with the boney ribs of the forest 

83right up to the moment of departure. We shall return to 

the relationship of the king of the Someplace which is the 

city shortly. 

The citizens of Ayodhy~ are dismayed because their 
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prince and princess belong in the walled Someplace of their 

city. They have failed to realize that R::lma has changed. 

He has given up his wealth, his possessions, his status and 

his royal prerogative. As he entered the forest threshold, 

he became as we have seen, metaphorically no one, a nobody. 

In some sense, then, it is fitting that he be exiled to a 

place which was Nowhere in terms of the cultural topography. 

In conclusion, the negative or Nowhere mode of the 

Rarnaya~a forest is best expressed through contrast with the 

ideal city of Ayodhya. The structure of the latter is die

tated by the protective walls, ordered streets and 

buildings with locks, >vhile the structure of the forest is 

'free-form' dictated by the more random ordering of growi.:::g 

trees. 

The Forest as Source 

~ben it is experienced in its second mode as the 

source of structural forms, the forest is no less random 

in its ordering, no less uncivilized. Nonetheless the per

ception of the forest dominated by this second mode is dia

metrically opposed to the perception of t.he forest held by 

the citizens of Ayodhya. i-'7hen seen as Source the same 

uncivilized, unrefined quality of the forest is understood 

as an abundant cornucopia rather than as a deficient horror. 

At a basic level the forest provides its inhabitants with 

. d 84t.h e1r nee s. 
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We have already seen that t..~e three exiles are 

clothed in garments made of bark. In addition they eat 

'forest fare', the wild honey, roots and fruits garnered 

85from their forest home. And the last basic need, that of 

shelter, is provided by the leaves and wood of the forest 

trees from which Laksmana constructed their hut at 

"' -:- 86Pancavatl .. 
Beyond these basic needs, the forest provided R~ma 

with another essential during his exile: war allies. The 

monkeys are, of course, truly forest creatures, but the 

alliance is a curious one for more thantl~ ,obvious reason. 

For example from Kausalya's motherly speech to Rama quoted 

earlier it is clear that monkeys were considered, along 

with gnats and tigers, part of the negative dimension of 

87
forest life. From this it follows that~ Rama' s alliance 

with the monkeys in the Kiskindhakal)~a is doubly irr.probable. 

First and more obviously the monkeys are animals normally 

incapable of communicating at length with humans let alone 

of terming political alliances. And second, as an ani111al, 

the monkey in the Ramayana is unreliable, impetuous, and 

generally regarded as a pest. ~..,bile the monkey alliance 

might be passed off as 'just a flight of epic fantasy,' it 

makes sense when it occurs within the "realm of pure possi

bility,"88 the forest threshold. 

The Source mode of the fo~est rece1ves its most 

creative expression in the RamayaQ~ in the descriptions of 

the paradisic forests there encou!"ltered. When the monkeys 
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penetrate into Rksabila Cave, they enter just such a forest. 

From this description the forest is a paradise: 

..• they penetrated deep into the cave 
and beheld a luminous enchanting and 
marvelous region filled with different 
kinds of trees of varying fragrance ... 
Happily they approached that spot and 
saw trees glistening like gold possessing 
the brilliance of fire, and they beheld 
Salas, Talas, Tamalas, ... [and ocher 
varieties of trees] in full flower with 
clusters of golden blossom, crimson buds, 
twigs and creepers adorning them, dazzling 
as the dawn, their trunks be1ng of emerald 
and their bark luminous.89 

Beautiful lotus ponds and huge golden trees round out this 

description. 

Another paradisic forest of the Ramayal)a ~.;hich \·;e 

have already noted is the forest at Citrakuta. There the 

three exiles live an idyllic existence which is for a tirr.e 

free from both the cares of human society and the negative 

mode of the forest. The Mandakini River flows through the 

woods and inspires Rama to wax eloquent in sita's presence: 

" ...Bathing three times a day in the river, 
living on honey, roots and frui~s, in thy 
company, I do not regret Ayodhya or the 
kingdom! There is none in the world who 
would not find delight and rest on the 
banks of this enchanting river, frequenced 
by herds of elephants, who, with lions a~d 
monkeys, come here to drink, and which is 
marvellously adorned with innuiherable 
flowers!"90 

At first it seems curious that Rama would list elephants as 

one of the delights of this paradisic setting. It will be 

http:luminous.89
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remembered that in the tale of Nala and .Damayanti a herd 

of elephants on their way to their favourite drinking site 

decimated an entire caravan leaving only a few survivors. 

It is necessary to reiterate that the very same uncivilized 

element which is central to the experience of being Nowhere 

when in the forest, is central to the experience of being 

at the Source. Whereas earlier in the epic Nowhere was con

trasted unfavourably to Someplace, here the Source element 

of the forest is contrasted favourably to Someplace 

("Ayodhya or the kingdom''). The walled structure of Some

place cannot compare to the idyllic unstructured paradise 

illustrative of the Source mode of the forest. 

Another example of this mode is provided by Bharata 

and his army who spend the night in an enchanting forest 

with paradisic qualities on their way to Citrakuta. The 

sage Bharadvaja was pleased by Bharata's honorable intention 

to coronate Rarr.a, and used his ascetic power to SlllTh'TIOn the 

'divine forest of the Kurus' to serve as Bharata's army 

bi·v·ou.ac. Qu.i. te suddenly the surrounding coun tryslde c.i.Jnyed 

forro. 

A great level area of approximately 
twenty miles vras covereC. with a carpet 
of grass, dark as emerald, and it was 
planted with Bilva, Kapittha, Panasa, 
Citron, Amalaki and ~ango Trees laden 
with fruit, and the divine forest of 
the Kurus appeared there, affording all 
the delights of Paradise ... 91 

Experimenting with 'all the delights of Paradise' kept 

http:bi�v�ou.ac
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Bharata's army engaged most of the night. The forest pro

vided everything that the army could want. An inexhaustable 

supply of wine along witl1 entertainment by gandharvas and 

apsaras added to the Source dimension of this magic forest. 

Before Rava~a and his demonic cohorts shatter the 

peace of the exiles' most permanent forest home, Pancava~i 

is as paradisic as the preceding examples. Again R~ma 

describes the surroundings: 

" ... re-echoing to the cry of peacocks, 
lovely hills covered with blossoming 
trees containing many a cave, resembled 
great elephants with huge howdahs 
embroidered in gold, silver and copper, 
that are studded here and there with tiny 
mirrors.92 

After Laksmana had construc~ed a leaf hut for the three of 

them, they lived there "for some time like the Gods in 

93heaven. "

Before they settled down at Paficavati, R~ma, 

Lak~ma~a and sit~ spent ten years in the different ~~ram~s 

or b::nui tag es in the Dary1aLa .!:'ores t. These asramas also 

also have a paradisic quality which points to the Source 

mode of the forest. The negative Nowhere tnode of the 

forest has no place in the asrama. As there is no need for 

even protective violence, Rama unstrings his bow on entering

and finds an ideal paradise where deer, tigers and all 

95 
manner of birds wander at will in perfect accord. The 

96deer even sleep curled up around the sacred altar. All 

the negative elements of the forest, with the notable 

94 
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exception of the rak~asa, exist in a paradisic state in the 

asrama. 

The fullest description of an asrama is given when 

the three wanderers have entered the Dandaka Forest, but 

have not yet met Viradha. They enter the forest and see a 

circle of huts forming the asrama. 

This retreat, a haven to all beings, 
the ground of which was carefully 
tended, was frequented by many deer 
and multitudes of birds and rendered 
gay by the dancing of troops of 
apsaras. 

The description goes on to catalogue the sacred beauty of 

the asrama: 

Beautiful with its spacious huts, where 
the sacred fire burnt, sur~ounded by 
ladles and other articles of worship 
such as skins, kusha grass, fuel, jars 
of water, fruit and roots; encircled by 
great and sacred forest trees, bov.'ed 
with the weight of ripe delectable 
fruits, the whole hermitage was hallowed 
by sacrificial offerings and libations 
and re-echoed to the recitation of Vedic 
hymns.97 

Completing the description are lotus covered oools and a 

carpet of flowers. 

It is important to stress that the asruma contains 

many of the same aspects of the wilderness which the citizens 

of Ayodhya found frightening. Wild animals, coarse food, 

primitive dwellings and an overabundance of trees are all 

present in the asrarna. Instead of creating an atmosphere 

http:hymns.97
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of forboding and dread, however, they contribute to the 

sense of paradise which pervades the forE~st retreats of the 

ascetics. In fact, besides providing the ascetics with the 

basic necessities of life, the forest also provides an 

abundant supply of wood for the sacrificial fires which 

burned continuously. 

It would be well here to stress that there are not 

two kinds of forest in the Ramaya~. ThE~re is a single 

type of forest with a dual modality. A single forest, the 

Dandaka for example, appears as both Nowhere and Source. In 

the second of these two modes the forest appears as the 

source and is experienced as paradise. Even in this mode, 

however, the forest is uncivilized and unrefined, it is not 

Someplace, it is far better. v;hile the ambiance of the 

forest as Source is still, calm, and peaceful. The fact 

that opposing modes coincide in the nature of the epic 

forest augments its status as threshold. According to 

Turner "this coincidence of opposite processes and notions 

ln a slngle representation ch~racterizes the peculiar unlty 

of the liminal: that which is neither this or that, and 

yet is both."
98 

This coincidence of the Nowhere mode and 

the Source mode in the forest of the Ramayana helps make it 

the ideal threshold for the main epic characters. 

The dual modality and the 'problem' of R~vana 
------------"------~------------"---

The essential tension of the Ram~vana the - . 
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struggle between good and evil, b(>tween Rama and Ravana. 

Thus far ln our discussion of the forest we have mentioned 

Rava~a only in passing and have apparently excluded him 

from any contribution t.o the Nowhere mode of the forest 

threshold because he did not live there. Does this mean 

that Ravar:a has no place in our study? 11ot at all. In 

fact an appreciation of Rava~a in light of the recently 

discussed dual nature of the forest, benefits our under

standing of both the demon ana the threshold. 

First it is necessary to return to the narrative. 

Rama's direct confrontation with Ravana began with an 

inauspicious meeting with the demon king's sister, 

Surpar:akha. This meeting took place one day when Rawa, 

Lak!?ma:r:a and sita were resting at their hermitage at 

Paficavati. The raksasi, Surpar:akha arrived and began to 

make sexual advances towards P..ama. The t.wo brothers 

teased the hideous looking creature in a manner which 
~ 

encouraged her until S~rpa~akha, in a fit of jealousy, 

attacked Sita whom she regarded as her only rival for hama's 

affection. Lak~ma:r:a protected his sister-in-law by hacking 

off S~rpar:akha's nose and ears. 

S~rpa:r:akha was understandably distraught and 

repaired to her brother, Khara, who was the leader of a 

colony of r~ksasas in the area. Khara was sympathetic to 

Surpar:akha' s plight and her desire for revenge, so he sent 

fourteen able-bodied rak$aSaS to destroy the three resiaents 

of Pa~cava~I. He did not make provision for the prowess of 
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Rama, however, who quickly dispatched the band to Yama's 

realm. 

R~m~'s lack of respect for r~ksasa might, coupled 

with Surpa~akha's contempt for her brother's failure, 

infuriated Khara who mustered an army of some fourteen-

thousand raksasa warriors and personally led them against 

Rama and Lak~mar:a. Tell:..ng Lak~mar;a that t.here was no 

need for both of them to tire themselves out, Rama entered 

the fray alone. In a relatively short time Rama slaughtered 

the huge army, the celebrated general, T:rsira, and finally 

Khara himself. 99 

When RavaQa heard of Rama's victory he was enraged 

and, in part due to Surpa~aka's prodding, he devised a 

scheme to steal sit~. With the reluctant help of the demon 

Marica, Rava~a carried out his plan. This act precipitated 

many of the events already discussed and, of course, culmi

nated in R~va~a's defeat in a titanic battle. 

Returning to the discussion of R~vana and the 

fore~:., \le have seen that the biza:cre delormed rak~asas 

like Viradha and Kabandha are part and parcel of the forest. 

They represent the Nowhere or negative mode of the forest. 

A fourteen-thousand raksasa colony is another matter. It 

is witness to the central problem of the Ram~yaua: on account 

of a boon Rava~a is unconquerable by the usual protectors of 

cosmic order. The fourteen-thousand rak~asa_s in the 

Da~~aka Forest represent R~va~a's design of world conquest. 

They are a concrete example of the complaint recorded early 
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in the epic which the gods make to Brahma about Ravana's 

. 1 b h . 100t yrann1ca e.avlour. The substance of their complaint 

is that the demonic forces of evil are running out of con

trol. The complaint is referred to Visnu who sends Rama, 

his avatara, to set the situation aright. 

While Rava~a's unchecked activities are primarily 

significant on this larger level, they h2ve ranlifications 

in the forest as well. The presence of the huge rak~asa 

contingent in the Dandaka Forest indicates that the balance 

between the modes of Nowhere and Source has been severely 

tipped in the favour of the former mode. There is in the 

Da:ry~aka Forest an over-negation of structural forms, a p:·e

ponderance of evil. The complaints of the ascetics that the 

rak:?asas have increased their disturbances bear witness to 

'rob 1 101th lS. 1 a ance. R~va~a's quest for world dominance has 

resulted in the ecology of the symbolic landscape becoming 

unbalanced. 

In the first part of this chapter we discussed 

Rama:s unawareness of h1s par~ in the cosmic design to over

come Rava~a, and how, as he was processed from a state of 

peace to a state of war, he came more and more to act out 

his mythic potential as avatara. When he crossed the 

bridge to La~ka, R~ma was finally fulfilling his divine 

mission. Enroute to th~t fulfillment Rama went through a 

long series of preparatory events beginning with his earlv 

rites of passage under the leadership of Vi§v~mitra. His 

slaying of Khara and the fourteen-thousand ra~~asas forr~·2d 
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another of these preparatory events. Allhough R~ma claimed 

in a battle taunt that Khara's death would make the forest 

safe for the ascetics and would rid the forest of all 

- 102
rak~asas, this was not the case. In the first place the 

dark uncivilized character of the forest caused by wild 

elephants, creeping vines and similar flora and fauna could 

provide enough of the unsafe Nowhere quality for the inhabi

tants of the forest even without the ___,____ This was cerr~ksasas. 

tainly the case with the Pandavas who were free from large 

scale rak~asa attacks in the forest, yet often found their 

environment an oppressive Nowhere. In the second place 

Rama did not exterminate all the forest demons by killing 

Khara and his army. Ayomukhi and Kabandha were proof of 

that. 

Rather than obliterating the Nowhere mode of the 

forest, Rama rights the balance. While it may seem that 

Rama 'tames' the forest, he in fact only restores the 

tension provided by the coinciding opposites of Nowhere and 

Source. The forest cannot be walled as if lt were a c~ty 

and still retain the dual nature essential to its threshold 

character. Instead the dual nature, at one time in peril 

due to Ravana's exploits, is reestablished by Rama on his 

way to La~k~ to rescue sita and defeat R~vana. 

The forest and the city; ideal types 

The 'problem' of R~va~a obscures the fundamental 
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geographical juxtaposition in the Ramaya:Qa between forest 

and city. This obscurity comes from the fact that the city 

dweller Rava:r:a seems to represent the Nowhere mode of t.he 

forest. We have seen that, in fact, Rava~a does not estab

lish the Nowhere-Source tension, but rather disrupts the 

tension by actions typical of cosmic tyranny. Meanwhile 

the juxtaposition of city and forest makes for one of the 

most fertile areas for insight into the nature of forest as 

threshold. 

Earlier in the chapter the ideal city of Ayodhya 

was contrasted first with the Nowhere mode of the forest, 

and then briefly with the Source moGe. The full weight of 

this juxtaposition is felt when the structured ideal type, 

the city, is seen to revert to 'free-form' ideal type, the 

forest. While one other incident of this kind occurs in 

- - 103the Balakanc)a, we shall concentrate on the examples 

which involve Ayodhya. 

When Rama leaves for the forest, we have seen that 

the citizens of Ayodhya manifest. mourning behaviour. Part 

of their mourning takes the form of a lament in which they 

decide they will follow Rama into exile. They say in part: 

"Let the forest where Raghava is going 
be our city, and the city we are 
abandoning become a forest! May the 
reptiles leave their holes, the wild 
beasts and birds forsake the rocks, 
the elephants and lions flee in terror 
before us as we enter the forest and, 
deserting it, come and live in the 
unfrequented capital!"l04 
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Here the description of the fall of the unpeopled city is 

far more complete than their idea of what: life ~vi th Rdtlla 

in the forest might entail. For example, they go on: 

"Let Kaikeyi with her son and relatives 
take possession of this country [P.yodhya] 
full of grass, venison and fruit, which 
has become the resort of serpents, wild 
beasts and birds! •·10 5 

The Ayodhyans' lament takes on a prophetic cast when 

Dasaratha dies of grief over Rama's exile and the whole city 

goes into mourning. It is to this mourning city without the 

bustle of everyday life that Bharata, ignorant of his 

father's death, is suwmoned. He is in sight of, but still 

some distance from, the capital ~.vhen he remarks tl:.at tl1e 

106city resembles a lonely forest. 

In this last case Ayodhya without the bustle of 

everyday life is devoid of the human characteristics which 

are essential to its claim to being a civilized place. 

Even worse the city has lost its king, its real claim to 

being a Someplace. In the case of Rama, too, the peoples' 

lament, besides indicating Ram.::1's popularity, is in 

response to a situation in which the city, Someplace, lS 

being deprived of its rightful kingly heir. Vasistha 

reiterates this notion when he says, "'The forest wi11 be 

the real kingdom for it is there Rama will dwell. , .. lO? 

The point is clear: under normal circumstances the city is 

Someplace because within it the wheel of everyday human 

activity spins and further the king is the hub of the wheel. 
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When these normal circumstances no longer hold, such 

as at the death or exile of the king, the city may revert 

to its uncivilized forest state. This reversion is looked 

upon with dismay and fear by the city dwellers. There is 

good reason for their reaction. The most powerful 

description of Ayodhya's reversal into a wild state occurs 

not in the Valmlki Ramayana but in Kalidasa's Raghuvamsa. 

There the city herself is describing her plight after the 

site of the capital was moved from within her walls. She 

is describing what has become of some of the refined charms 

of city life and mentions the red lac foot cosmetic of the 

well-bred women: 

"and on those flights of steps of 
mine where beautiful ladies [at 
one time] placed their feet dyed 
with lac do tigers, \vho have killed 
deer, now place their paws besmeared 
with blood. "108 

Yet we know this to be a one sided understanding of the 

forest. We have seen the same tigers coexisting contentecly 

with deer in a paradisic asrarna which reflected the Source 

mode of the forest threshold. 

Turner suggests that for those concerned with the 

maintenance of structure,any manifestation of thresholdness 

...::1 h. 1 l09 h . .would appear as dangerous an~ anarc lea . T ere ls, ln 

other words, a formal disparity beLween the forest threshold 

and the city world which goes beyond the notions of 

uncivilized and civilized. According to Turner the 
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liminality of the threshold acts as a counterweight to the 

tendency of the structured world to a sta<:Jnation of forms 

and categories. The disparity between the forest and the 

city, then, arises naturally out of the juxtaposition of 

Ayodhya, the ideal structured world and the forest, the 

ideal threshold. 

This juxtaposition of ideal types is essential to 

a kavya like the Valmlki Ramava~a. Ordinary folk rarely if 

ever frequent a Nowhere, Source, or Someplace. Most of us 

live our lives in less awesome loci in the cultural togo

graphy. In the Ramaya~a, however, where ·the ideal type 

dominates the epic action, only Nowheres, Sources and Some

places are large enough to acconmodate the grandeur of its 

heroes and villains. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE EPIC SAGES: ON 'I'HE THRESHOLD OF IMMORTALITY 

The main heroic characters of the Mahabharata 2nd 

RamayaDa are not in the forest by choice nor is their 

presence there commonplace. However, there are other 

characters--human beings--who do choose to inhabit the 

forests and whose presence there is more pervasive than that 

of the exiled heroes and heroines. These are the religious 

sages who populate the forest asramas of the Hind~ epics. 

The sages are important to understanding the signifi

cance of the forest in the epics, partly because the sages 

have the highest religious profile of any of the human 

characters of the epics, but mainly because their activity 

is played out exclusively in the forest. 

Forest-dwelling sages appear in both the R~~ayc:0a 

and Mahabharata. In the former, t:ne vanaprastha, or 

forest-dwelling stage, is so prevalent that some students 

of the R~m~yaDa have suggested an identification between chc 

lRamayaDa ascetics and the vanaprastha stage. The identifi

cation seems reasonable since in the Ramayana only the----·
vanaprastha stage is mentioned, the ascetics live in com

munities, sometimes with their wives, and tapas is the 

' t. . 2pre-ernlnent ac lVlty. 

254 
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In the Mah~bh5rata beth the v~naprastha stage and 

the sannvasin, or lone, wandering mendicant, stage are 

present. Indeed, the Mah~bh~rata expresses the traditional 

view that the vanaprastha stage leads naturally into the 

sannyasin stage as an ascetic comes more and more to 

3 renounce the world. While both life-stages are known to 

the Mah~bharata, the narrative sections typically depict the 

forest sage as a vanaprastha, living in communities, per

forming sacrifices and doing tapas, while the sannyasin is 

4 
a rare species, discussed but hardly ever encountered. 

In both epics, then, the ascetics are closer to the 

vanaprastha stage in which the forest is the critlcal 

domain. 

Tapas 

The primary religious concern of the sage is doing 

tapas. It is true that they also perform sacrifices, and 

relate tales, laden with traditional wisdom, to the exiled 

princ~s, but doing tapas is cen~ral to the foresL ascetic. 

And while P.V. Kane notes that the vanap~asrha does ~~?as 

in order to accustom himself to "privations, severe a~ls

terities and self-mortification", 5 there is much more to 

doing tapas than becoming acclimated to a difficult life

style. Tapas is undertaken for a variety of aims, many 

involving the acquisition of suprahwnan powers. Of all 

these aims, however, the highest is ·.-1inni ng ~'::ar:.9a or J!!Ok_!?a. 

The word tapas in the epics is most often translated 
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as 'ascetic practices', 'austerities' or 'self mortification'. 

However, the word connotes more than physical activity or 

inactivity. The word derives from the root tap, "to heat, 

grow hot", and from this origin comes an underlying meaning, 

presupposed by the epics, of 'heat power'. Thus when the 

sage Agastya (in the story told below) , asks his r.vife not 

to squander his tapas, he is speaking directly about his 

power, and only indirectly about his ascetic practices. And 

tapasvin, a word used to refer to a doer of tapas, literally 

means 'one who possesses tapas'. The primary literal sense 

of tapasvin is 'one who possesses heat power'--heat power 

which, it is understood, he or she obtained by doing ascetic 

practices. 

The tapas of the epics is 	a power found in nature, 

6realty h 	 ha part o f t he structure o f 1 . tat can b e 1arnesse·d 

by means of ascetic practice. Exactly how this works is 

not clear, but a good metaphor for it is the harnessi~g of 

water power. Just as, in 	our world, wate:::: can be dami1led 

up L0 geu'2l.C:.Le ·.-:ater power, s_· in thE: epics heat can be 

'danuned up' to generate heat power. Both the po\ver generat.ed 

and the means of generation are referred to as tapas. 

Further just as the water power ca~ be stored, so, in the 

epics, can tapas be stored. Agastya was renowned for the 

tapas or heat power which he harnessed and stored. And his 

response to his wife, noted above, indicates he carefully 

guarded that store of power. 

This power coffies to the ascetic as a result of 

http:generat.ed
http:geu'2l.C:.Le
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;Self,..de_n_.:i.~). an9. physical hardship. The severe tapas which 

~rjuna did during his forest exile, to gain access to 

7Indra's he9ven, has already been described. His fasting 

and extreme body postures are not unusual forms of 

asceticism. Some ascetics are so emaciated that they are 

'held together by their veins. •8 There is also evidence 

9
that pilgrimage was understood to be !apa~. This is 

understandable for, as we have seen, a pilgrimage involved 

great hardship. Another extreme form of tapas involved 

standing in one place for a long period of time. The J;~i 

Cyavana once stood as rigid as a post for so long that an 

ant hill covered with creeping vines and ants grew up 

over him. He continued his tapas surrounded by the ant hill 

until eventually his eyes alone could be seen peering out 

10with a piercing glow, due to his accumulated power. 

Furthermore the power which the ascetic acquires by 

tapas can take a variety of forms, most of which may be 

grouped under the rubric of 'suprahuman powers'. Examples 

'7\ -- -.1... ... of such powers abound in .M'::JClbL}'O.t 

possessed divine eyesight with which he could foresee 

11
events, and a remarkable digestive system. In another 

instance we learn that knowledge of the Vedas without s L.1dy 

can be had. Another story relates that an ascetic comes 

back to life after having been shot deaa. 13 Yudhisthira 

provides food for all the brahmins who follow him to the 

14forest by doing tapas directed at the sun. In the 

Ramaya!).~ the sage Bharadvaja, by means of his ta12.as, brought 
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the divine forest of the Kurus to serve as quarters for 

15Bharata's army, and the woman ascetic, Anasuya, obt·J.ined 

yams and fruit, changed the course of thE! Ganges, and com

16pressed ten nights into one, while another woman did 

17tapas Wlnto . a h usband . 

The Goal of Tapas 

Like any raw power, tapas has no intrinsic moral 

dimension. It just is. It may be channeled for good or 

evil purpose. The problem, however, is that tr,e use of 

tapas for mundane purposes comes at t~e expense of the use 

of tapas for the purpose of achieving imrnortali ty. 

There are many examples of demons performing 

asceticism and using the accumulated power for t~eir 

characteristic purposes. For example, Ravana received the 

boon that he would be unconquerable by gods, demons and 

celestial beings. This boon was extracted by the power of 

his tapas, a tapas which involved cutting off each of his 

18ten heads one by one. Ravana's son, Indrajit, perhaps 

the most able demon 	warrior Rama faces, is protected in 

19
battle by his tapas. 

Even the forest sage who is seeking immortality 

sometimes explodes in anger with a curse drawing upon ~is 

accumulated tapas. When the sage curses in anger, over

whelmed by passion, his stored tapas is released with a 

minimum of control usually to produce an inversion of one 

or more natural processes. In the epics the curse of the 
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angry sage is universally feared, with even great kings 

. b ~ h 'tbow1ng e~ore 1ts. power, or even t he t reat o f 1 s power. 20 

The following story about Cyavana illustrates the immense 

power of a curse fueled by tapas. 

Cyavana once remained in one place for so long that 

he became covered over with an ant hill. As it happened, 

one day King Saryati and his daughter, Sukanya, along with 

an army escort, chanced to stop near the ascetic. P..s the 

beautiful Sukanya wandered about, she noticed two luminous 

specksin an ant hill. They were Cyavana's eyes glowing 

from the power of his tapas. The ascetic tried to speak to 

the princess but no sound came from his dried up throat. 

Next (in the act befitting a bored youth with time on her 

hands) Sukanya poked at the luminous specs with a thorny 

stick. This so enraged Cyavana that he cursed the whole 

army to be constipated. This unhappy situation was only 

21relieved when Saryati gave Sukanya to Cyavana in marriage. 

While it occasionally bubbles forth in a retributive 

cur:::H;:!, the pov>er of tapas is r.:...:>re of ten directed to the 

purification of the sage himself. The result is seen very 

22clearly in the tale of Visvamitra, told in both epics. 

Visvamitra burns away his sins and faults, especially 

23passion and anger, with his ~apas. As a result of his 

severe asceticism Visvamitra manages to change his caste 

from k~atriya to brahmin, 24 an extremely rare feat indeed. 

The sense of the relationship of tapas and purification is 

that the heat generated by the doing of ~1e tapas burns up 
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(the root dah is used) accumulated evil . 
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The tale of Manka~aka, told, as ars many related in 

this chapter, in the context of the P~~~avas' tirthay~tr~. 

illustrates in a delightful way the purificatory nature of 

tapas. The story goes that one day the ascetic, Ma~ka~aka, 

accidentally cut his hand with a blade of kusa grass. When 

vegetable joice flowed from the wound, M<mkal)aka "was over

joyed and, with eyes wide open with wonder, ... began to 

dance. When he was dancing, the animate and inanimate 

25creatures, stunned by his splendour, began to dance teo". 

This disruption of the orderly course of events made the 
~ ~ 

gods uneasy and they went to Siva for help. Siva, renowned 

for his tapas, approached Maikanaka and asked him the reason 

for his joy. ~\Then Mankar:aka displayed his vegetable juice 
~ 

'blood', Siva laughed and pricked his own thumb whereupon 

snow-white ashes fell from the wound. Siva's display of 

dazzling purity so humbled the ascetic that he stopped 

dancing. Order in the universe was thus restored, while 

M::l'nt.-'=",..._. "='1 .. "'C"' begged S 
~ 

i ·v-a that tapas, here4 ... -..~. ...... ""'"" ...... '-'J'" '-" 

marily to his power, might not diminish on account of his 

26 . 1 d. 1f rlVO OUS lSp ay. 

The story reveals a progression toward increasing 

purity from the relatively coarse, mundane red blood of an 

ordinary person to the vegetable juice of the ascetic to 

the white ashes of the god. The hierarchical arrangement 

of bodily 'fluids' set out in this story can be extended as 

a metaphor to the ~1ole range of results of doing tapas. 
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While a great number of impressive suprahu.rnan powers ar:e 

effected by tapus, the greatest of these powers, as far as 

the epics are concerned, is that of spiritual purification, 

27
here symbolized by vegetable 'blood' . And beyond that 

achievement, which in itself is splendid enough to cause the 

whole universe to dance, is the attairunent of freedom from 

death, immortality, here symbolized by Siva's snow-white 

28 as h es, " t h e see d o f 1'l f e trans f.lXe d . ,ln aeat..h" . 

'l'his metaphoric allusion to immortality is firmly 

grounded in the epics where freedom from death--the crowning 

achievement of tapas--is detailed in a number of storie3. 

These stories indicate that freedom from death may be 

accomplished in two ways: by reaching svarga, or heaven, 

29 or by achieving moksa, release. In both visions of 

immortality a person is no longer subject. t.o death. In 

both cases the forest sage enters a stage of "existence" by 

Svarga is the pre-eminent goal of the epic ascetic 

in bot:h the Ram~ya;:ta and the .rv:anabhara ta, where the vi:::oivns 

of immortality differ only slightly. There are examples in 

both epics of forest sages attaini~g svarg~. Thus, 

Mandapala "went to the farthest shore of asceticism" and 

when he died, "attained to the world of the ancestors" or 

30
pit~loka, one of the heavens. Similarly Loma.~a. the 

pilgrimage guide, described one tirtha as a place where 

, 31d . d -'-h . d h h. , hmor t a~s l ._ e1r tapas an went to eaven, '" 1.1.e t. e 

ascetics in the tale of Nala and Darnayanti are d..;scribc·d 
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desiring to see the road to 32heaven. In the R~~~ya~a 

the sage Sarabhanga on his death went to Brahmaloka, the 

33world of Brahma, a region he had won by means of his tapa~. 

Pindu, the father of the P~ndavas, was successful in. . 	 . . 

34winning the road to heaven by his severe tapas, and 

Hanuman taught Bhima that 	heaven was the proper goal for 

35all the twice-born castes. We have seen that Yudhisthira 

used his divine eyesight to count the dead heroes who had 

36attained heaven because of their bravery, and in the story 

of Balaka that hunter went to heaven because he did his ow-::1 

37dharma flawlessly. Perhaps the most famous epic example 

is Yayati who fell from he:::~ven on account: of pride, but 

ascended again by means of the merit and tapas of h~£ fo~~ 

grandsons, his daughter,M~dhavi and the ascetic G~lava. 38 

When svarga appears as the religious goal of the 

ascetic, that goal is understood to be the highest possible 

one. Speaking on the vision of heaven in the Ri~~yaQa, 

Ananda Guruge comments: 

Svarga or the abode of the God was 
considered to be t~e goal of one's 
religious pursuits. And liberation 
was not conceived as sor.'.ething dif
ferent from this. The philosophical 
concept that Svarga was only a relatively 
happy state and not the ultimate bliss is 
alien to the religion of the RamayaQ~·39 

Indeed here svarga is far more than a 'relatively happy 

state'. 

In the Rarn~ya9a svarqa is the ultimate religious 
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goal. Here svarga .is made up of the various lokas of the 

god s Wlt rahrna s ~1 k elng t he .lgh est. 40 . h B -, b . h' 	 Before 

entering 	heaven, first one's sins are shaken off, sometimes 

41by tapas, then one a b andons .h'lS or her 'numan body 42 to 

d . . f 43 In one oral tradition the newassume a lVlne orrn. 

arrival in heaven joins the ancestors 	who have been enjoying 

44
themselves in the company of the gods. As we noted 

earlier heaven is most often won by tapas, as in the cases 

45of Sarabhanga, Sabari, and Dillpa.	 The theme of becoming 

like the gods or 'divinization', which is central to the 

42Vedic vision of immortality, is apparent here in t.he idea 

of assuming a divine form upon entering heaven. 

Divinization is central to the epic understanding 

svarga. Ironically this theme is best illustrated in the 

story of Mudgala--ironically because Mudgala ultimately 

decided to strive for moksa rather than heaven. The story 

occurs in the Vanaparvan. In it a messenger of the gods 

comes to reward a particularly virtuous sage named Mudgala 

by ta~ing him to heaven in a c~lestial chariot. Mudgala 

is not easily impressed, and, so that he :might be convinced 

that going to heaven is a worthwhile journey, he asks the 

messenger to describe the place. From the description it 

is clear that life in heaven is much like life on earth but 

without the typically human problems. For example, the 

messenger says: 

"There is no hunger or thirst, no fatigue, 
no concern about cold or heat, no atrocity 



264 


no unholiness, no diseases rage there. 
All smells are attractive, no touch is 
repugnant ... There is no sorrow, nc old 
age, no effort or complaint .... "47 

The messenger goes on to describe the inhabitants of heaven 

in terms that are usually reserved for the gods. Again f~om 

the messenger's description: 

"There is no sweat or foul smell, neither 
feces nor urine, and not a speck of dust 
spoils their garments, hermit. Their gar
lands, of heavenly fragrance and beautiful, 
never fade, and the blessed inhabitants are

4"0driven about in celestial chariots." 

From Nala and Damayanti we know that the celestial chariots, 

lack of dust and sweat and unfading garlands are all marks 

d . . . t 49Of lVlnl y. According to the messenger there are thirt}

three worlds including the worlds of Indra and the worlds of 

Brahma, the latter being the higher. 50 The significance of 

tapas in this vision of immortality is underlined when, as 

part of his description, the messenger notes that everyone 

51who inhabits heaven has tapas. 

There is one other aspect of the visicn of imrnor

tality of the Mahabharata which is worth noting since it is 

connected with the exercise of tapas. This aspect occurs 

in a story which tells of the time Pandu decided to renounce 

52the world and go to the forest. Once he became a vana

prastha, Pa~~u applied all his energies to winning heaven. 

Because of his rigorous tapas he won the road to heaven, 

but because he had no male progeny, he was denied access. 
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The same thing happened to !-1andapala whose example was cited 

above. On being denied final access, both ascetics are 

reminded that every man on earth is born with a number of 

debts and among them is the debt to the ancestors, the 

pitrs. 
53 

This debt may only be paid by sons and §r~ddha 

ceremonies. Only after this debt is paid can the ascetic 

54
attain svarga. There is a clear indication that progeny 

is a prerequisite for heaven. 

This prerequisite is an old one dating from the 

55Vedas. The logic behind the prerequisite is straight

forward--Pandu says that if he is without sons whe~ he dies, 

56his ancestors will die. The implication is that without 

the food offerings of the §r~ddha ceremonies his ancestors 

will starve to 'death' even though they are already in 

heaven. Thus freedorr. from death in heaven is guaranteed by 

male progeny who will perform the proper ceremonies. Sig

nificantly those svarga seekers without sons can remedy 

their situation by tapa~. 

A par~ of the narratlve cycle of the fan~us sa~c 

Agastya illustrate~ a number of points touched on thus far, 

including the importance of the prerequisite of male 

progeny, the place of suprahuman powers in the scheme of 

tapas, and the centrality of the vision of immortality in 

the epics. As such it provides a well-rounded narrative 

with which to conclude this section on the goal of tapas. 

One day while he was living the ascetic's life in the 

forest, Agastya came upon his forefathers hanging by their 
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feet in a dark cave. Agas tya im.rnedia tely recog:::lized that 

his ancestors were doing tapas and asked what it was they 

wanted. They replied in unison, "'Offspring!'". 

Agastya had apparently moved directly into the 

vanafrastha stage from the brahm.acarva stage as was allowed 

b . anc1ent hor1t1es, 57 'hy a t 1east some . aut . . and ~ us h e h a d 

fathered no children. This situation distressed his 

ancestors for as they explained: 

"We are your own ancestors and have 
ended in this cave, hanging down 
because we are wancing in progeny. 
If you, Agastya, were to beget a 
sublime child, we would be rele.:.sed 
from this hell and vou, 30n, ~ould 
attain to the goal -[gatim]."58 

In response to his ancestors' tapas-charged request Agastya 

resolved to beget a 'sublime child' to free his a~cestors 

and win his and their i~mortality. 

Once he had decided to fulfill the request of his 

ancestors, Agastya needed a wife, but he found no suitable 

womai-!. Tht..:::; he fashio;,1ed a gir l-chi..lc-1 £:com the wost dc...l::li ng 

limbs of other creatures. He then gave her to a neighbouring 

king to raise and when the girl had come of age Agastya 

married her. Lopamudra, for that was her name, dressed.in 

deerskin and bark tatters and faithfully served the sage 

while he practised his tapas. After some time Agastya 

decided it was time to end his vow of chastity and called 

his wife to have intercourse with him. She was reluctant to 

make love, however, without the luxurious bed and finery 

http:dressed.in
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which she had grown up with and which was more fitting a 

. h l sty1 59 Agastya requested that she notg~nast a 1" f e e. 

have him squander his hard-earned merit on procuring 

material goods, but Lopamundra insisted. Since she had 

pleased him by serving him so faithfully and since he 

desired a son, Agastya went off to raise some capital. 

It was customary for kings to give gifts to promi~ent 

brahmins in those days, so Agastya visited the nearest 

kingdoms to obtain wealth. Unfortunately the first three 

kings he approached were barely making financial ends meet, 

so the sage decided that to take from these kings would be 

unfair to their subjects. Thus it was that Agastya arrived 

at the palace of Ilvala, an asur~, or demon, king. 

Now Ilvala carried a grudge against brahmins and 

had killed many visiting brahmins in a rather ingenious 

way. Ilvala had the power to call creatures back from the 

realm of Yama, the kingdom of the dead. Thus he had his 

brother, Vat~pi, turn into a goat, had him slaughtered, and 

fed hi:m in rc.asted goat fol.H~ ::J the visi 1:ing .Oranmir,. 'l'ht:n 

he would call his brother back to life thereby splitting 

asunder the unsuspecting brahmin. 

Agastya was hardly unsuspicious of Ilvala's 

hospitality. The sage had divine eyesight, and thus, when 

the haughty Ilvala presented him with a roast goat. 

Agastya calmly ate the whole thing. When the sage had 

finished eating, the demon called forth his brother but 

60the only response was a fart from Agastya. At this Ilvala 
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was crushed as he realized his brother had been digested. 

Having destroyed the demon's secret weapon, Agastya 

managed to get a substantial amount of wealth from Ilvala, 

and his mission accomplished, he returned to his wife. 

When he determined the time to be right., Agastya made love 

to Lopamudra and gave her the choice of having either a 

thousand sons, or a hundred sons each the match of ten, or 

ten sons who each equalled one ~1ndred sons, or one son 

worth a thousand sons. Lopamudra chose the last of these 

and after a pregnancy of seven years, "a glorious great 

sage issued forth, fairly blazing with power, reciting the 

Vedas and their branches and the !Jpani~ads." 61 The birth 

of this 'sublime child' freed Agastya's anc~stors and they 

62attained the worlds [lokan] they desired. 

It is instructive to consider the role of tapas in 

this story. It was the tapas of the ancestors that pre

cipitated their eventual attainment of heaven by moving 

Agastya to use his tapas to finally obtain a son. Using 

his tapas Agastya first creattd his wife, then he obtained 

the wealth his wife required, and finally he arranged the 

thousandfold glory of his son. As a result of all this 

63tapas an exceptional child was born and the heavenly 

worlds were won for Agastya's ancestors. At every turn in 

this complex narrative the power which comes from 

practising tapas was instrumental in attaining the goal of 

heaven. 

The forest-dwelling ascetic of the epics is an 
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_;i.mport.:~.nt figu.ce. Indeed, in many respects the ascetic 

j~ the religious hero of the epics. The central activity 

o_f the a_scetic is doing tapa~, for which he acquires a 

power that may be directed toward achieving immortality. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of the ascetics and 

-their activity is that their domain is in the forest and that 

their tapas is derived from it. I wish now to focus 

attention more sp13cifically on the significance of that 

forest. 

The forest ascetic, betwixt and between 

By now the tripartite process whereby the epic 

heroes move from one state of existence to another is 

familiar to this study. It should come as no surprise. 

then, to find this process central to the experience of the 

forest ascetics. By considering, on one hand, t:he threshold 

§~p~rience 9f the 9scetics and, on the other hand, the 

forest as a threshold, I shall attempt to shed light on 

t~e significance of the foresi. 

Establishing the separation p~ase of ~he forest 

ascetic is an easy matter. We have seen that when the epic 

heroes go to the forest, they must change their appearance, 

give away their possessions, and witness the grief of thei~ 

friends and relatives. The epic ascetic is, as we noted 

when discussing the heroes' departures, the paradigm for 

this event. The bark and deerskin clothes, and matted hair 

Qf the ch~nged ~ppearance 'belong' to the ascetic, they are 

http:i.mport.:~.nt
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his identifying mark. The old king, Dhrtarastra, provides. . . 
a good epic example of this separation phase when, after 

the great battle and the establishment of Pandava rule in 

the Kuru land, he leaves for the forest with wife and 

brother amid the grief-stricken wailing of his former 

. 64 
sub Jects. 

~ben this wailing was encountered before, we 

likened it to traditional mourning behaviour. This 

behaviour marked the exile's departure to the forest as a 

kind of death. In the case of the forest ascetic this 

metaphoric death is very clear. By entering the forest, 

the ascetic-to-be has separated himself from the hustle and 

bustle of day-to-day human existence. He has 'died to the 

world in life.' This 'death' is further emphasized by 

tapas. In practising tapas the ascetic denies the cen

trality of the very things that are the focus of the swirl 

of activity in the ordinary world--the desires and needs of 

his or her body. Fasting, celibacy, and long periods of 

65flow of life,• of dying to the world in life. 

Having identified the separation phase of the tri

partite process we shall skip the threshold phase for the 

moment to consider the incorporation phase. At first the 

incorporation phase seems notable on account of its 

absence. Unlike the other epic heroes discussed in previous 

chapters, the classical, or ideal, forest ascetic does not 

return to the human world. Victor Turner speaks about this 
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phenomenon in discussing the religious life of the main 

'world religions': 

What appears to have happened is 
that with the increasing speculation 
of society and culture, with pro
gressive complexity in the social 
division of labor, what was in tribal 
society principally a set of tran
sitional qualities "betwixt and 
betweenn defined states of culture 
and society has become an institutionalized 
state ...Transition has here become a 
permanent condition. Nowhere has this 
institutionalization of liminality been 
more clearly marked and defined than in 
the monastic and mendicant states in the 
great world religions.66 

Given Turner's observation we would not expect an incor

poration phase in the ascetic's journey because there ths 

threshold has become the last stop, the permanent con

dition. The epic ascetic remains in the forest. 

To end with Turner's observation, however, ir/Ould 

be misleading in two ways. First t.here are, as we have 

seen, ascetics who do tapas simply to acquire various 

power~. Often after they receive their powers, they 

return to the world to make use of the boon they have 

wrested from the gods. This is especially so in the case 

of demon ascetics. In these cases I propose that the visit 

by the god who grants the boon marks a kind of incorporation 

into a state of powerfulness froQ a state without power. 

While the exist.ence in the epics of power hungry 

ascetics is undisputed, we have seen that the ascetics who 

crave power alone are not held to be the epitome of 

http:religions.66
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asceticism. This brings us to the second way in which 

Turner's observation might be misleading when applied to 

the epic ascetics. It is true that the threshold is the 

forest ascetic's 'permanent' condition so long as he or she 

is alive. On death, however, the successful ascetic 

realizes the fruit of his or her tapas and gains immortality 

of one form or another. Either she ascends to heave~ like 
-... 

Sabari, or he gains heaven and freedom from death through 

progeny like Mandapala, or he succeeds in winning m~ 

67like Mudgala. In any case the ascetics move across the 

threshold when they experience a physical death to this 

world. The ascetics' 'incorporation' is not in corpus but 

is in spiritus and it occurs when they leave the forest for1 

the heavenly realiPs or beyond. It is notc1vorthy that, j1.::.st 

as in the case of the rites of passage identified by van 

Gennep, the 'world' into \vhich the ascetic .is incorpora tee 

is a changed one, and further that the ascetic has mc,ved 

to a new state of 'existence'. 

The geographical lee~; 8f the epl~ ascetics• 

religious activities is the forest. Once more the four 

themes of the liminal or threshold experience which we have 

identified in the epic forest, celibacy, pilgrimage, com

munitas and the intersection of mythis and heroic realms, 

will be surveyed. The first two of these themes need only 

to be mentioned insofar as they have been established 

heretofore. As for celibacy, it is clear that for the 

ascetics of the epics the brahmacarya vow, abstention from 

http:j1.::.st
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sexual intercourse, is a form of tapas that is universally 

practised and a form which, due either to the need for 

offspring or the temptations of apsaras sent by insecure 

68
d s, · o ften broken. egardless o f these 1apses, thego lS R 

forest ascetic is expected to oe cel~bate and is thought to 

amass power, including sexual power, because of this form 

of tapas. 

From the tirth~yatr~ of the P~ndavas we know that 

pilgrimage is a religious activity that is very much a part 

of forest ascetic life in the epics. The people who guide 

the P~~~avas' pilgrimage are forest ascetics, and Loma~a, 

the foremost guide, has visited the tirthas twice before, 

and is therefore able to relate the sacred history of each 

place. It is interesting to nQte that throughout the 

tirth~yatra section of the Vaz~aparvan the forest ascetics 

of old are mentioned as religious heroes who had profitably 

done sacrifices long ago. By the time of the tirthayatr~ 

sacrifice itself had been replaced by pilgrimage as the most 

t:!f.Li.c_.cious religious act. Because a particular place tends 

to persist in its sacredness, many of the tirthas the 

P~ndavas visited were formerly sites of memorable sacrifices. 70 .. 
The shared humanity or co~munitas of the epic 

ascetics is signified by the asrama, the collection of huts 

·where the sages lived, did sacrifices and practised tapas 

:together. The i~rama represented the banding together of 

religious heroes in part for reasons of survival, but 

largely for reasons of similar religious activity. The 
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asrama offered both the ascetic and the wandering pilgrim 

. 1' d h . h' ?1hosp~ta ~ty an uman compan~ons ~p. But the goals and 

aspirations of this alternate community were vastly dif

ferent from those of the social community the forest 


72
ascetic had renounced. 

-The importance of the asrama, and thus the impor

). tance of communi tas, is underscored by the references which 
I 

liken the asrama to a pathway to heaven or image of heaven 

73itself. No doubt this likeness was partly inspired by 

the beauty of the epic asrama. For example the hermjtage 

of Nara and Naraya9a, made beautiful by the power of the 

tapas of the great ascetics who lived there, is described 

as "full of trees that always stood in flower and fruit" 

with a central Jujube Tree 

casting unbroken shade, overspread by 
a superb luster, shining with a smooth 
and thick foliage of soft leaves, wide, 
with heavy branches, boundlessly radiant, 
piled up with plentiful sweet berries that 
dripped honey ... a place without gnats and 
mosquitoes, and where water, roots and 
frui:: \>v"'ere ubttrLda.~ t, ... ,.:-·isi ~cd bjt Gu~s ar1(l 
Gandharvas, ..• a lovely spot without thorns 
and gently touched by snow.74 

In addition to this paradisic dimension though, the fact 

that a group of ascetics was all doing tapas to 'storm 

heaven' from one place also inspired the epic storyteller 

75to refer to the asrama as a pa th~.;ray to heave:q .< Thus the 

j asrama and its importance in the epics bespeak the cen

trality of cow~unitas to the forest experience of the epic 
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ascetic. 

The final threshold theme to be surveyed with 

regard to the forest ascetic is the intersection of mythic 

and heroic realms. In considering this theme we shall 

focus, as we have throughout this section, on the ideal 

forest ascetic, the religious hero who does tapas ultimately 

to gain immortality in some form. 

It is precisely because they have devoted them

selves completely to religious pursuits that the forest 

ascetics defy the neat categorization of epic material 

into 'mythic' and 'heroic'. While on the forest threshold, 

by means of their tapa~, the ascetics appropriate many of 

the powers normally the prerogative of only the gods of 

the mythic realm. The jealousy and insecurity which the 

gods often manifest when confronted by a powerful 'hero' 

,doing tapas show that this appropriation was understood to 

occur with some frequency. Thus the successful ascetic 

effects an intersection of mythic and heroic realms in his 

very pe.:r·son. The epic ascetics do not. so much expe.r: lL1Ce 

the gods' actions as fate, as much as they create fate 

themselves by means of their curses. The ascetic's curse 

76has power over even the gods. And occasionally the 


77
•forest ascetic grants boons much as a god would. 

In previous discussions of the intersection of mythic 

and heroic realms, we have found that the forest threshold 

is the scene of L~e hero's quest for self-knowledge, and that 

it is during the intersection when he often decides who he 
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is and where he is going. There are examples of this theme 

in the narratives of the forest ascetics of the epics as 

well. The raw power of tapa~ tests the mettle of the 

ascetic, catalyzes change, then fixes the most mercurial 

(characters into a recognizable identity. The power which 

.comes with tapas either sullies or purifies the soul of the 

.ascetic. Again the examples of Ravana and Visvamitra coRe 

to mind. The former is transformed into an arrogant tyrant 

by his forest tapas, while the latter is mellowed and 

becomes a wise teacher. In addition the moksa-seeking 

forest ascetic is worth noting here. He, too, realizes 

his true identity in the intersecticn of mythic and herc~c 

realms. In the real~zation of the identity of his abman 

with brahman this -::ype of ascetic eh.periences a kiECi of 

'intersection' of his heroic human nature and a super

abstracted mythic realm. From this 'intersection' this 

forest ascetic comes to unders-::and his true sacred inentity. 

While there are obvious differences between this kind of 

'ints~scction' of mythic and heroic realms and a herois 


encounter with a god, the essential pattern is the same, 


and the threshold dimension of each is clear. 


That the mythic and heroic realms intersect in the 

person of the ascetic does not mean that these categories 

are useless. To some extent, of course, all such cate

gorization is artificial, but these categories are very 

useful for describing the happenings of the forest threshold. 

There are fewer places more appropri0te for seizing powers 
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normally the prerogative of the gods than a place in which 

human beings and gods are wont to confront one another. 

The betwixt and between quality of the threshold means that 

the forest ascetics are no longer a part of the ordinary 

mundane sphere of human activity, and are therefore able to 

transcend more easily the gross human sphere and thereby con

front the gods on their own ground. This confrontation is 

potentially very risky. Thus, while in the forest, the 

ascetic both makes the gods' powers accessible to himself 

and himself vulnerable to the challenge of the gods. 

The presence in the epics of sages commanding supr2

human powers and winning immortality by awesome feats c£ 

asceticism may be understood from a different perspecthre. 

It is Robert Goldman's hypothesis that much of the narrative 

content of the Mahabharata which celebrates the superiority 

of brahmin ascetics over k~atriyas and gods was the work of 

78brahmin redactors. Goldman argues that point convincingly, 

and there is without doubt much of value in this argument. 

- ~ - • I""' 

~.!.C.!ll- V.!.. 

brahmin redactors is to miss some of the connections which 

the epic rsis have seen. It is my contention that one of 

these connections links the religious quest of the ascetic 

with the forest by virtue of the liminal experience which is 

appropriate to the threshold. 

..........__ 


The forest as Threshold: the epic ascetic 

We have briefly surveyed the dynamic process which 
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transforms the ascetic while in the forest. Now, in order 

.~to complete our attempt to understand the essential role 

the forest plays in the lives of the epic ascetics, we shall 

'turn, as we did in the last chapter, to a consideratio::-1 of 

the forest as a place. In so doin~ we shall again investi

gate the dual modality of the forest as threshold to see 

what light it sheds on the ascetic and his or her tapa~. 

In the last chapter we found that the forest as 

threshold was perceived in two modes: the negation of 

structural forms, experienced as being Nowhere, and the 

source of structural forms, experienced as being at the 

Source of all things. The first of these modes derives 

from the thresholder's lack of a secure place in the world-

he or she has left the usual rankings, categories, and roles 

of the known ordering system, and can not yet relate to 

the 'new' ordering system of the state of existence into 

which he or she will be incorporated. The second mode 

derives from the same situation, but sees possibility where 

:fer t::e first mode t..h..e.re was only chaos. In ·the second 

mode anything seems possible, because without st.ructural 

forms anything is possible at least until the new structure 

is made manifest. The second mode mines the 'realm of pure 

possibility' . 

Many of the same aspects of the negation of cate

gories which we witnessed in the _Ramayal)~ forest are part 

of the ascetic's forest world. The uncivilized, untamed, 

unrefined nature of the forest means tl1a t !:he epic ascetic 
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I 

;does tapas just by carrying out the activities necessary 

/ for survival. The only activity which might be simplified 

is that of providing wood for the sacrificial fires. That 

:simplification is more than offset by the difficulties 

; encountered in maintaining sufficient food and safe quarters 

1 

! 
not to mention acquiring the offerings which must be maoe 


into the sacrificial fire. In fact the practice of tapa~ 


itself is a negation of structural forms insofar as it 


intends to deny the human body, the needs and desires of 


which are the raison d'etre of the ordinary human world. 


This human world finds its fullest epic expression in the 


luxurious lush Someplaces of Ayodhy~, H~stinapura, and 


Indraprastha. 


In the last chapter we found that the rak~asa most 

graphically embodied the Nowhere mode of the Ramayaoa 

forest. The r~ksasa is even more a plague to the epic 

ascetic and thus serves as an amplified embodiment of the 

negative mode for the ascetic. The raksasa seems drawn to 

destr~y the ascetics as part of the t1meless dance of good 

and evil forces. In the R~m~yaqa the early adventures of 

R~ma and :::..aksmana are precipitated by the exploits of two 

r~ksasas who have repeatedly profaned the sacrifice of 

Visvamitra. As that sage put it: 

When, after long effort, the sacrifice 
approaches consummation, those Rukshasas, 
Maricha and Subahu, who are powerful and 
crafty, prevent its completion and defile 
the altar with blood and flesh. ~y efforts 
are thus rendered vain, and, wear~ and dis
couraged, I have left that place. 9 



280 


These demons can be far more destructive. In the 

Mahabharata the story is told of a group of demons who hid 

in the ocean by day and stalked the forests by night 

invading asramas and killing many ascetics. Because these 

demons hid so well, people 'tvere perplexed. 

In the morning they would find the 
hermits, who were lean from their 
fasts, lying on the ground in life
less bodies. The land was filled 
with unfleshed, bloodless, marrow
less, disemboweled, and disjointed 
corpses like piles of conch shells. 
The earth was covered with shattered 
sacrificial jars, broken offering 
ladles, and scattered aonihotras.80 

It was on this occasion that the great ascetic Agastya 

81drank up the ocean so that the gods could kill the de~ons. 

Agastya's action raises an interesting question. 

If the ascetics were so powerful why did they not simply 

curse the raksasas or burn them up with their tapas-fueled 

gaze. The answer is provided by Rama when he quotes the 

ascetics as saying: 

By the power of our asceticism it were 
easy for us to destroy these Rangers 
of the Night [raksasas], but we are 
loath to lose the fruits of austerity, 
earned over a long period.82 

.In other words to destroy the raksasas would expend their 

heat power which they are storing in their quest for 

immortality. 

There is another notion presupposed in this 

http:period.82
http:aonihotras.80
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quotation. It is that any action done in the heat of 

passion, as it were, wastes the fruits of tapas. 7he sense 

of this seems to be that the expenditure of raw power can 

not be regulated when done in passion. This notion is 

nicely illustrated by the story of Visvamitra's attempt to 

become a brahmin. This sage suffered a number of setbacks 

on his arduous journey, the most significant of which was 

a ten-year hiatus in his tapas when he succumbed to passion 

and lived with the apsaras, Menaka. When he realized his 

folly, he went back to his tapas with renewed resolve and 

when he was tempted again, t~is time by a different 

celestial nymph, he became angry and changed her to stone. 

As it turned out this lapse into anger had the same effeci: 

83 
as his sexual passion, it nullified his tapas. To act 

against the raksasas with any passion as the motivating 

force negated the power of the tapas so carefully wor.. 

The raksasas' harassment put the ascetics in a 

doublebind situation. In order to do tapa~ the ascetic 

must : e left ln peace. Only ~hen can he or she amass the 

power which will fulfill his or her goal. But the raksasas 
-~---

disturb this tapas, and thus must be destroyed. Hcwever, if 

the ascetics were to destroy the raksasas themselves, they 

would lose the fruits of their ta;eas_. Consequently they 

must turn to the exiled heroes for help. __The :r<~ksasa-.~~....-_ 

embodied a threat of destruction of the ascetics' tapas, 

meaning either the ascetic practices, or the power derived 

from them, or both. This threat coupled with the basic 
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hardships which life in the forest entailed, form the heart 

of the negative mode of the forest for the forest ascetic. 

The other mode, the mode in which the forest is 

experienced as a source, is immediately and obviously 

apparent in that the forest p~ovides the ascetics with their 

clothing, food and shelter. In the source mode the forest 

is also the realm of pure possibility. Because it is the 

realm of pure possibility, the forest threshold is the 

natural site of the ascetic's acquisition of extraordinary 

and bizarre powers as well as their realization of that 

normally most unusual of possibilities, the freedom from 

death. It is understandable that under the broad umbrella 

of a threshold such divergent effects of tapas as supra-

normal powers and two vari~~mt visions of inunortali ty would 

converge as examples of pure possibility. 

As in the case of the Rarnayana heroes, when the 

ascetics experienced it in its second mode, the forest as 

threshold was a no less refined place. Certainly the 

-~ . asran 1 was regarded as a kL12 uf paradlse or as an image 

of heaven, but this was not because it contained all the 

comforts of the ordinary world of human beings. R.ather it 

was considered as paradisic and heavenly because it was a 

symbolic source of life. In the asrama the ascetics 

counselled travellers on matters of dharma, on matters that 

concerned, among oe1er things, structural forms, categories, 

and rankings. One of the benefits which carne to the epic 

heroes during their forest stay was learning some of the 
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intricacies of subtle dhar~ from the sages. Thus Rama 

consulted the ascetics of the forest on matters of dharma 

as he journeyed from asrama to asrarr,a I while Yudhi~ thira 

entertained a stream of ascetics during his exile with the 

84 same result. In the Hindu tradition dharma is essential 

to the flow of life, without it life would cease. It is 

with this in mind that we have called the forest asrarna ~ 

symbolic source of life. The asrama represents a life 

source because it is a source of dharma. 

It makes sense that the forest ascetics are experts 

on dharma for they are thresholders without a bias or desire 

for personal gain in the everyday world. Therefore they CQn 

see clearly into the intricacies of the world. Liminality, 

as we have seen, allows for seeing new possibilitles. This, 

then, is the essence of the second mode, the source mode of 

the forest threshold. And it may well be that this source 

mode is the heart of the co:1nection the epic ~~i saw Hhich 

prompted him to place many of the epic's teachings on 

dharL~ in a forest context in both the R~m~yaQa and 

Mahabharata. 

In conclusion, then, we can best understand the 

forest ascetics of the Hindu epics as in the midst of a 

ritual process by which L~ey are being transformed. The 

site of their transformation is the forest in which they 

dwell as thresholders in transition from one state of 

existence to another. These thresholders are no longer 
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members of ordinary society which, from the forest, appears 

worldly and profane. Instead those ascetics whom the epics 

themselves revere have set themselves apart and are sacra

lizing themselves by the purifying heat of tapas in order 

to win heaven, or break the bonds of sams~ra at their death. 

And only their physical death will mark the end of their 

forest threshold stay. Thus these forest ascetics are 

betwixt and between the profane world and the sacred realm, 

no longer a member of the one and not yet a part of the 

other; no longer an ordinary human bound by his or her 

mortality, not yet suprahuman enough to leave death behind. 
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Notes 

1 For a description of these life-stages see Kane, 
~· cit., v. 2, pt. 2, pp. 928-929. Scholars making the 
identification between RamayaDa ascetics and vanaprasthas 
include Ananda Guruge, The Society of the R~mayaoa (Ceylon: 
Saman Press, 1960), p. 144, and Ramashraya Sharffia, A Socio
Political Study of the Valmiki Ramayaoa (Delhi: Motilal -
Banarsidass, 1971), p. 127. 

2 Guruge, op. cit., p. 143, and R~m. 2.58.20, 3.5.14, 
3.11.25, and 5.11.4o:- Exarr,ples of wives living in forest 
communities are Atri and Anasuy~, Ram., 2.109-111. 

3 For example see M~h., 1.110.1-36. 

4 When Dhrtar~stra, Gandhari and Vidura enter the 
forest late in.the epic, Vidura behaves more or less like a 
sannyasin (MBh., 15.33). Dh~tarastra is clearly a 
vanaprasth~, however. 

5 Kane, op. cit., v. 2, pt. 2, p. 928. 

6 Thomas J. Hopkins, The Hindu Religious Traditicn 

(Encino, Cali f. : Dickenson Publishing Company, 1971), 

p. 26. 

7 (Supra, p. 132). Indra tells Arjuna (MBh., 3.164. 21) 
that since he has visited the tirthas often and -has done 
t~pa~, he can go to heaven. 

8 MBh., 3.155.90. Photographs of some of the extreoe 
body postures may be found in W.H. Zumbro, "Religious 
Penances and Punishments Self-inflected by the Holy Men of 
India," National Geographic, XXIV, Dec. 1913, pp. 1257-1314. 

9 Yudhi~thira received divine eyesight by bathing at 
a particular pilgrimage site just as Lomasa promised (MBh., 
3.129.17). But when he tells his guide of his ability-ro 
see the other worlds, Yudhi~thira says his eyesight was a 
result of his tapas (3.129.19). The implication is that 
bathing at a tir-fha is a form of tapas. For further 
examples of the syncretism of tapas and pilgrimage see 
W. M. Zumbro , o p . cit. , pp . 12 57 and 12 8 0 . 

http:3.129.19
http:3.129.17
http:3.155.90
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10 MBh., 3.122.1-4. Interestingly enough the word for 
ant hill is the neuter valrnika which, according to some lS 
the source of Valmlki's name:- Apparently the adikavi 
performed the same tapas as Cyavana. For a list of the 
various types of tapas in the Ramaya!).a see Guruge, op. cit., 
pp . 2 8 7- 2 8 8 . 

ll H.lS d.lgestlve. powers are a 1so apparent ln. t h e story 
in which Agastya drinks up the entire ocean. When it is 
requested, however, he can not replace the ocean waters as 
he has digested them. (MBh., 3.102.1-5, 15-17); compare 
the variant of the sage Jahnu who drank up th8 Ganges and 
then let it flow from his ears: Ram. 1.42. note 934. 
Agastya also makes use of his divine eyesight in the 
Ramayana (3.12.15). 

12 MBh., 1.120.40 and 3.135.10-42. 

13 MBh., 3.182.1-20. 

14 MBh., 3.3.10-14. 

15 Ram., 2.82.26-27. 

16 Ram., 2.109.9, 10, 18. 

17 MBh., 1.157.5-15. The epics do not make the 
mechanics of the acquisition of these suprahumar. powers 
explicit, bu~ it is clear that the very nature of tapas 
involves the 'da~ming up' of heat power. This heat power is 
a kind of raw power which may be channeled or directed in 
any number of ways. Again the analogy of water is apt. 
Water behind a dam is raw power which has yet to be chan
neled through the turbines to produce electricity. The raw 
power of tapas may be channeled into a quest for immortality, 
o:- ::.::; ~hc.s2 c~:umple2 derriul-lSL.L-~·:...e, .!.r1Lo a va.ciety of G.lr
ferent attempts to alter the normal flow of natural pro
cesses. 

18 Ram., 7.10. 

19 Ram. , s . 4 6 . 5 • 

20 Lopamudra's father worried about Agast.ya's ability 
to curse him: MBh., 3.95.5. 

21 MBh., 3.122.1-24. 

22 
Ram., 1.62-64, and MBh., 1.65-66. 

23 -
MBh., 1.66.2. See also Ar~ti~ena, MBh., 3.156.1, 

and Bhagtratha, MBh., 3.107.4. 
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24 Ram. , 1 .1 7. 35 . 

25 MBh., 3.81.99-100, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 283. 

26 The story is also told in the MBh., 9.37 and the 
Vamana Purana, 5.17.2-23. For translations see Roy/ 
Ganguli, 9.38 and O'Flaherty, ~ths, pp. 173-174. 

27 The second-rate nature of obtaining ego-centred 
power as over against striving for more ego-less goals is 
nicely depicted in the Ramayana by the contrast between 
Ravana and Visvamitra. Rober1:Antoine (op. cit., pp. 53
70) has shown that the careers of these two characters are 
parallel. Both seek for power and circumambulate the 
universe in the course of their search. Their parallel 
journeys serve to highlight the contrasts between them. 
Ravana does tapas to become invincible and thereafter 
becow.es more and more arrogant until finally he tyrannizes 
the whole world. Visvamitra begins in a way similar to 
Rava~a. He begins his tapas to become a brahmin in order 
to be able to hunillle his rival, Vasistha. But enroute he 
succeeds in purifying himself of all"greed, passion and 
anger and, in the end, wins the brahmin rank and estab
lishes a friendship with his former rival. Ultimately the 
foolishness of Ravana's path is demonstrated by his 
crushing defeat and.death at the hands of Rama, while on 
the other hand Vi§vamitra's spiritual purification serves 
him in good stead as Rama's spiritual guide in the early 
adventures. 

28 ..
O'Flaherty, Siva, p. 173. 

29 The vision of immortality which sees moksa as its 
goal has a kind of fledgling status in the epics. In fact 
the notion of rnoksa (in the sense of the atman's release 
from c:r=~~sA'r.::J) is .::tbsent f!:"o~ the P.am~vana (Gt:n!se, c.;;:-. 
cit., p. 273, and Sharma, op. cit., p. 233), while in the 
Mahabharata it is present but localized, for the most part, 
in two relitively late parvans. 

Svarga is another matter. Just how doing tapas 
came to be seen as a path to svarga \vhere before sacrifice 
alone was the accepted path is not central to our study. 
Nevertheless it involves some exciting speculation which is 
worth noting here. Chauncey J. Blair has done an exhaustive 
study of every occurrence of tap related words i~ the early 
Vedic material (Heat in the Rrg-Veda and Atharva Veda [New 
Haven, Conn.: American Oriental Society, 1961]). His 
explanation of the evolution of the notion of tapas is as 
follows: 

The unusual physical heating which the 
priests felt (when doing a sacrifice), 
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they attributed to their ritual 
activities, and naturally came to 
believe the resulting heat was a 
measure of their zealousness at the 
ritual. It \-Jas also a rr.easure of their 
devotion to the god addressed. The 
next step was the belief that this 
devotional heat had in itself the power 
of achieving the purpose of the ritual. 

(p. lOS) 

Interestingly enough, the sweat produced in performing the 
sacrifice was considered as proof of the devotional fervor. 

Blair cites an alternate view of J.W. Hauser (Die 
Anfange der Yoga Praxis im Alten Indien [Stuttgart, 1922]), 
which I think is complementary to the one quoted above. 
Briefly, this view notes that both Agni and Soma are called 
'~~i-maker' ( :r!idk:rt) and that Agni is said to make an 
ordinary priest into an rsi by giving him "head-heat". 
Hauser felt that Soma musr-be an rsi-maker because of its 
intoxicating properties, and that.the intense heat of the 
fire must act in the same way on the ordinary priest. If, 
instead of being an intoxicated person, ~he rsi had an 
altered state of consciousness which permitted-the reception 
of visions, then anything ;,vhich brought or: t~a t st.a te of 
openness to visions might be lumped together as I!Ii:-making. 
In the early Vedic material this would provide a link 
between drinking soma and doing sacrifice. Later, doing 
tapas was added to these two as another way of getting "head
heat". Obviously one's ability to have visions could be 
considered directly proportional to the amount of one's 
devotion, thus making the two views complementary rather 
t.han alternate. 

The notion of tapas in the epics has changed from 
these hypothetical beginnings. Some continuity can be seen, 
however. For example in the Ramayana sacrifice is described as a 
kind of tapas (Ram., 3.70.19-20) and the forest ascetics are 
said to resemble fire (Ram., 3.1.15). One last aside: the 
notion that the connection between sacrifice and tapas is 
due to the fact that the forest-dweller has internaTfzed his 
fires does not hold up because in the epics the forest 
ascetics perform sacrifices as well as ta_pas. 

30 MBh. I 1.220.7, van Bui tenen, v. 1, p. 423. 

31 HBh., 3.130.1. 

32 
.[vlBh • 1 3.61.60. 

33 Ram. I 3.4.24. 
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34 MBh., 1.111.1-5. 

35 .[l.ffih • 1 3.149.50-52. 

36 
MBh. I 11.26.19-20. 

37 
MBh. I 8.49.34-40. 

38 
MB~., 5.119.15-5.121.6. For general statements that 

by tapas one attains heaven cf. MBh., 12.284.14 and 13.123.4. 

39 Guruge, lee. cit. 

40 Ram. , 3 . 4 . 2 4 , 1 . 6 9 . 1 o . 
41 Ram., 2.98.31 and 1.22.nt. 640: taponirdhutaka1masa~. 

42 Ram., 2.98.34 gives the example of Dasaratha. A 
corresponding example may be found at MBh., 1.119.10-12. 

43 The cases of the young ascetic, Ram., 2.58.40 and 
Sabari, Ram., 3.70. nt. 1350, vs. 26, nt~353, vs. 27. 

44 Ram., 1.40. nt. 892, also Jan Gonda, Loka; World and 
Heaven inthe Veda (Amsterdam, 1966), p. 86, nt. 64, here
after referred to as Loka. 

45 Ram., 3.4.24; 3.70.27~ 1.41.4 and MBh., 3.106.40. 
See also the strange case of Sambuka; Ram.-;---'7.67.3, and 
Visvamitra, Ram., 1.56.5. In addition-rfiere are groups of 
anonymous ascetics seen by Ravana (Ram., 3.33.20) and 
reported by Bharadvaja (Ram., 2:48.28) who had won the 
worlds [lokan] or heaven-yctj_vam] by tapas. 

46 Jan Gonda, Loka, p. 85. Specific examples of this 
theme are orovided bv the r1S-u;>n~edh~- i:!'l ':thich the sacri£iccr 
becomes di;inizcd (S~tapat~BrahrnaQa, 7.3.l.l2; Loka, p. 
89) 1 and by the Vajapeya SaCrifice in Which the SaCrificer 
climbs the sacrificia.l pole and on reaching the top proclaims, 
"~ve are immortal", meaning tl)at he has won the world of the 
gods by becoming like them (Satapatha Brahmana, 5.2.14; 
Loka, p. 93). This theme is reinforced and linked to the 
notion of tapas by the line from the Taittiriya Brahmaoa 
which states-that the devas or gods attained god~ood by 

MBh., 3.247.9-11, Buitener., 2, 703. 

means of tapas 
Knipe, In the 
1975], p. 115}. 

I
(Taittir1ya Brahma~, 3.12.3; 

mage of Fire [Delhi: Moti1a1 
citeJ in David 
Banarsidass, 

47 
van v. p. 

48 MBh., 3.247.15-16, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 704. 
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49 
MBh. I 3.51.27 and 54.21-24. 

50 MBh. I 3.247.18-19. 

51 l-1Bh. , 3.247.4. 

52 
MBh. I 1.110.1-36. 

53 This notion may have its roots in the tripartition 
of the universe into three lokas each with a corresponding 
obligation; cf. Gonda, Loka, pp. 62-63. 

54 MBh. I 1.111.7-17, and 1.220.6-14. See also Kane, 
op. cit.~. 2, pt. 2, p. 425. It is interesting that 
Mandapa1a decides to mate with a bird in order to produce 
offspring in short order. This seems a rather superficial 
payment of his debt. 

55 ~ 
O'Flaherty, Siva, p. 76. 

56 
MBh. I 1.111.16. 

57 
Kane, o:e_. cit. , v. 2 , pt. 1, p. 424. 

58 MBh., 3.94.11-15, ·van Buitenen, v. .:."' , p . 412. 

59 The begetting and raising of children make up one 
of the chief aims of the grhastha life-stage. 

60 
MB~. I 3 • 9 7 • 7 • 

61 MBh., 3.97.23, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 416. The 
complete story is told in ~~h., 3.94-98; compare: Ra~., 
3.10.52-65. 

62 There is a similar te?ching 1n the ta.le 0f 
MBh., 1.68.37-38. 

6 3 . t- . .Cf . . f " 1 • 'Do1ng _afas to ga1n o~ spr1ng lS am1~1ar to tne 
Rama~a~ as well, for example: Ram. 1.24.5, 1.37.6, and 
1.45.3-6. Rama is said to have been born as a result of 
great tapas on the part of his parents: 2.45.10 and 
3.62.3. 

64 
MBh., 15.12 and 15.16. It would be neat and 

orderly to be able to say that the departure of the ascetiL'
to-be parallels the movement from one life-stage t·:) anothl'l
encountered in the early adventures. The diversity of th~ 
experiences of the ascetics in the epics prevents this 
parallel. 

http:1.111.16


291 


6r: 
j Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 96 ff, 
270 ff, and 362f. Veena Das, "The Uses ... " p. 257, notes 
that the renouncer transcends the categories of the social 
and cosmic worlds. 

66 Turner, Ritual, p. 107. 

67 Mudgala: ~illh., 3.247.43, given the context of the 
story it is very likely that siddim param nirvana lak~anam 
refers to the f:::eecbm from the cycle of rebirths, mok!?a. 

68 For more on the relationshi2 of sexual power and 
the chaste ascetic see O'Flaherty, Siva, pp. 55-57. 

69 MBh. , 3. 9 0. 9. 

70 
E.g.~ffih., 3.93.10-23 and 3.114.4-10. There is some 

evidence that sacrifice was considered a form of tapas in 
the epics, e.g., R&L1., 3. 70.19-20. The demons who attack 
the ascetics at MBh., 3. 99.20 certainly interchange the two. 
They decide to focus their attack on the ascetics because, 
they say, tapas holds up the worlds. The maintenance o~ 
the world is, in Vedic texts, primarily a function of 
sacrifice, not tapas. A few lines later the destruction of 
the ascetics is-cescribed in almost exclusively in terms of 
sacrificial implements in disarray (3.100.5-10). If this 
is to indicate that the demons have destroyed the ascetics' 
tapas, then sacrifice can be understood to be a kind of 
tapas. 

71 Karve, Yuganta, p. 117. 

72 Louis Dumont has noted ("For a Sociology of India," 
Contributions to Indian Sociology, v. l [April, 1957], 
pp .. .l~-17) that th2 reno~occr .stc-f'S (JUt c·f caste. G.L'./e!l 
that the experience of communitas is supposed to involve a 
leveling of hierarchy, it would be nice to be able to note 
this phenomenon in the epic. One cannot. While caste 
hierarchy rarely is significant to the plot of a narrative, 
it occurs enough to indicate that caste was a fact for the 
forest ascetic. Visvamitra's quest for the brahmin rank 
(Ram., 1.64 and ~rnh., 9.38.22 and 39.29) and the case of 
the sudra, sambuka, who was engaged in tapas when the dharma 
of the age did not allow it (thus prompting Rama to behead 
the man for the sake of the orderly functioning of the world, 
Ram., 7.66.67) are two examples of this. Only the relatively 
frequent mention of women ascetics indicates that the sexual 
hierarchy may have broken down for the ascetics in the epics. 
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73 Ram., 2.87.18 and MBh., 1.64.19 and 30. The asrama 
shares this characteristic(){ being a path to heaven with 
the tirtha {MBh., 3.129.13) and the sacrificial altar 
(HBh., 5.119.11). All three accesses to heaven, tapas, 
sacrificial altar and pilgrimage site, are expressions of 
what Eliade calls the axis mundi or the centre of the 
world. This may be the root ofthe phenomenon noted earlier 
of pilgrimage and sacrifice being treated as forms of 
tapas. 

74 MBh., 3.149.16-19, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 497. 

75 This latter inspiration is explicit in Ram., 2.87.18 
where the asrama is called tapasanam nivaso and-r5 equated 
with svargapatho. 

76 For example MBh., 13.41.18-23 where Indra is 
frightened away from the g~ru's wife by the student, Vipula, 
who reminds him that Gautama had once cursed him to be 
covered with a thousand vaginas. 

77 E.g. Bhrgu: Ram., 1.37.6, Kapila: MBh., 3.106. 
24-25, and Dhadicu: MBh., 9.50.21. Gol&nan, op. cit., 
chronicles many instances of ascetic might O\'erthe gods, 
see especially pp. 21, 82-88, and 117-118. 

78 Goldman, op. cit., pp. 139-140. 

79 Ram., 1.18.5-6, Shastri, v. l, p. 48. 

80 MBh. I 3.100.8-10, van Buitenen, v. 2, p. 420. 

81 
MBh. I 3.103.4-5. 

82 Ram., 3.9.13. 

.:.3 .Menaka: Ram., 1.62.1-10, and Rambha: Ram., 1.63 . 
l-15. See also Ram. , 7 . App . 1 , no. 8 , 1 ine s 4-5 . 

84 . 1 f . bl .As JUSt a samp e o_ many poss1 e examples there 1s 
sita's talk with Anasuya (Ram., 2.109.15-110.21). The 
teachings of Markandeya and Baka Dalbhya (MBh., 3.26 and 27) 
occur in this cont~~t as well. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the preceding chapters the threshold nature of 

the forest in the R~rn~vaQa and Mah~bh~rata has been amply 

( documented. The forest has been shown to be a threshold 

\ between states of existence not only in the early adventures 
i 

:when the movement from childhood to adulthood naturally 

called to mind the liminal threshold phase of a rite of 

passage, but also in the illustrative but tangential nar

ratives of the main characters, and the religious journeys 

~of the epic ascetics. It remains to discuss what signifi
i . 

lcance this identity of the forest and the threshold might 

!}have for our overall understanding of the two epics.. 

To begin to get at this significance it is helpful, 

I think, to turn to the role of the forest exile in horh 

epics. In the case of both the Pa~9avas and Rama the forest 

·exile interrupts the normal unfolding of events surrounding 

~the heroes' relationship to sovereignty. Just when both sets 

~f heroes are becoming established in their roles as royal 

Jgrhasthas, they are cast out of their kingdoms, separated 

from a sovereignty which was considered sacred, and made to 

~nter the forest as 'dead' men and women. This theme of the 
r 
\ 

!interruption of 
i 

the normal flow of the life of the 
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sovereign by forest exile is echoed in the tale of Nala and 

Damayant~. 

In these instances of course the forest manifests 

some of its liminal quality, but it is the juxtaposition of 

( 
sovereignty arrd exile, civilization and forest, or structured 

! world and liminal world that is of interest. This juxta

position has been noted by Victor Turner, and forms the 

springboard for one of his central theses. The basic human 

tendency to an ordered, hierarchical, structured existence 

is balanced, says Turner, by an equally basic tendency to a 

topsy-turvey, leveled, 'anti-structured' existence. Thresh-

alders along with communitas are the prime examples of anti-

structure, 'N'hile social organization gives bounteous 

examples of structure. According to Turner: 

Society is a process which embraces 
the visions and =eflections, the words 
and work, of religious and political 
mendicants, exiles, and isolated pro
phets, as much as the activities of 
crowds and masses, the ceremonies of 
the forum and marketplace, and the 
deeds of legislators, judges and 
priests.! 

In short, a healthy society is one in which the natural 


tendencies of humankind to grow through anti-structure and 


to conserve through structure are both indulged. 


Admittedly there can be excesses in any society, 

and the societies depicted in the epics offer clear examples 

of such excesses. At its best the threshold fosters 

creativeness and invention. The heroes' access to divirre 
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power and ~~achings about subtle matters of dharma are 

examples of this. Pushed to its extreme the tendency to 

anti-structure results in a destructive chaos. The rak~asas 

, are, as we have seen, an apt representative of this extreme. 

\ Excess can plague structure, the other human' 

tendency, as well. Structure without liminality or com-

L./ munitas is dangerous because it results in the stagnation of 

empty form. In this situation the dominance of order and 

repression of even playful law-lessness leads to tyranny in 

government. Again the epics provide examples in the tyrants 

Rava~a and Duryodhana, while the rule of the many virtuous 

epic kings, not the least of whom are Yudhi~thira and Rama, 

provides examples of the ideal of balanced societies. 

Neither R~ma nor Yudhisthira comes by a balanced rule 

... 
eas1..~..y. I~ both cases an earlier 'excess' has resulted in 

an unbalanced situation. In Rama's case the unbalanced 

situation is most clearly seen in the mythic realm where 

V' Ravar;.a' s tyranny nas reduced the gods to being servants of 

the ~5~sasa king. ln Yudh1sthlra's case the unbalance0 

situation, the tyrannous Kaurava rule, results from a combi

nation of his own ;,-.reakness for gambling and Duryodhana' s 

consuming desire to rule. 

In both cases the heroes go off to the forest and 
\ 

!
\there experience first hand the liminal or threshold 

dimension of existence. Their forest experiences are mixed, 

as is fitting a threshold, but overall it may be said that 

through their forest exiles the heroes come to an awareness I 



296 


{of the essentialness of the liminal (and therefore anti

( structural) dimension 	of human existence by experiencing it 

2first hand themselves. 

The societies depicted 	by the epics are traditional 

societies, and, as in many traditional societies, it is 

difficult to differentiate in the epic societies between 

sacred processes and other processes normally deemed 

'secular' in the pluralistic societies of the contemporary 

Western world. For example the process described above in 

which the heroes learn 	of the importance of liminality might 

seem simply a political 	concern: the heroes are being pre

pared for their central 	political roles. While this assess

ment is accurate, it is 	not exhaustive. 

Because dharma was the 	king's constant touchstone 

when he carried out his state duties, the king's political 

doings had a significant religious aspect. This religious 

aspect of dharma goes hand in hand with the sacred quality 

which adhered to kingship in the period when the epics were 

com~~:~a. With ~his religious aspect of Kingship in rnlnd, 

a further consideration 	of the significance of the forest 

threshold for the epic 	heroes is in order. 

We have seen that by their movement through the 

forest the heroes cross 	the threshold between peaceful and 

warring states of existence. Further, during this crossing 

the heroes gain an awareness of the positive, creative, 

inventive possibilities 	of non-structured reality. To 

garner a deeper understanding of the religious significance 



297 


of the forest threshold for the epic heroes it is helpful 

to return to the example of the forest ascetics. The 

ascetics, it will be remembered, IT.ove from the ordinary 

world of society where death ultimately reigns, across the 

forest threshold, to a state of existence (or in the case 

of rnoksa, transexistence) which is free from death. And 

most importantly the ascetics move from a profane re~lm to 

a sacred realm. 

Just as during his forest exile the epic hero mimics 

the clothing and much of the behaviour of the ascetic, so 

his sojour~ in the forest threshold mimics the ascetic's 

movement from profane to sacred realms. It is true that the 

two epics express the movemen·t of their heroes from profane 

to sacred realms in different ways, and these differences 

will be discussed below; nevertheless a brief consideration 

of the similarities between the two epics is helpful here. 

Both Rama and Pandavas emerge from their forest 

exiles ready to assume the sacred kingship which was right

.c. ., .., . , . 
.:...UJ....l.Y :....t.i.e..! .r. :.:5. In both cases ~he first public signa~ o£ 

their readiness to assume kingship is the war which the 

heroes wage against those who, in their absence, usurped 

their sovereignty. In both epics it is not just the 

sovereignty of the horne kingdom, but the sovereignty of the 

world which is at stake ...... 
~ 

The cataclysmic battles, which in 

the last analysis the heroes fight to win sacred sovereignty, 

are instruments to procure kingship. Following the parallel 

with the ascetics, the battles are analogous to the tapas 
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that the ascetics 'wield' to assault heaven or achieve 

mok~a. It is by crossing the forest threshold that the 

epic heroes gain their war-waging powers. For both epic 

hero and ascetic the movement across the forest threshold 

takes them from ordinary of-the-worldness to the brink of 

sacr0dness. Exactly how this movement unfolds remains to be 

demonstrated. 

We have seen that the stress of ideal types in the 

Ramayana allows the demarcation lines between protagonists 

to be drawn with bold clear lines. For example Ravana is as 

4
Evil as evi 1 can be, v1hile Rama is consummately Good. The 

battle bebveen these opponents has implications througr.out 

the three worlds because Ravana had been wont to tyrannize 

even the four lokapalas, the divine guardians of the world, 

and of course because the forces of Evil are finally being 

challenged by the forces of Good. The forest, the place of 

- ,...the scene cf si~~'s u.bC_t.lction, UL 

the monkey allies, forms the threshold across which Rama 

must pass i~to battle, and thence into the sacred sovereignty 

of the world. 

Rama's universal sovereignty can be demonstrated by
{ 

a nunmer of points. When he returned to his home after the 

battle, R~ma was apparently king only of Ayodhya. On 

another level, however, since he had defeated Ravana and 

thereby protected the world from that tyrant's destructive 
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(whims, Rama had carried out the royal dharma which even 

Indra, king of the gods, could not do. Thus when Bharata 

conferred the kingdom of Ayodhya on R~ma, he used words 

which indicate that the whole of the world is involved: 

"Let the universe today witness 
thine enthronement, 0 Raghava ... 
Do thou rule the world as long as 
the sun revolves and the earth 
endures."5 

While it is part of stock descriptions of Hindu coronations, 

the detail that the waters for Rama's investiture come from 

the four seas located at the four ends of the earth, as well 

as from all five hundred of the world's rivers, nonetheless 

6underscores the universal nature of Rama' s sovereignty. 

' Further, not JUSt Ayodhya, but the 'V-lhole world became 

- 7 .fruitful in honour of the coronation of Rama. And f1nally 

the jubilant Ayodhyans are joined by celestial celebrants-

gandharvas sang, apsaras danced while the lokapalas and 

8remaining gods anointed the king with sacred herbs -

\deno~~ng once more the worldwide significance of Rama's 


rule. 


It is significant for this study that the RamayaQ~, 

at least as taken in its seven book entirety, considers 

that Rarna's ability to wrest the rule of the world from 

Ravana is rooted in his avatara nature. The epic poets 

seem to have seen the reinforcing connection between the 

epic king and the mythic avatara, between sacred kingship 

and Rarna's sacred inner nature. The significance of this 
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connection is evident when we remember where Rdma comes 


into his own nature. 


It is not until after the great battle that Brahma 

tells Rama of his identity with Naraya~a/Vi~~u, 9 and from 

that point we can be sure that Rama is fully conscious of 

.his divine nature. But as we have shown, Rama begins 

(unconsciously) to assume his avatara role as the one who 

is to save the world from the forces of adharma when on the 

forest threshold. The occurrences of his forest stay pre

pare R~ma for this role, bring him into contact with his 

real enemy, and trigger, under the guise of a struggle to 

rescue his wife,what is in fact a cosmic battle. 

From this assessment we can distill the religious 

! 
significance of the forest in the Ramayava: by simul

taneously harbouring and undermining Rama in characteristi

cally liminal fashion, the forest 'processes' him from 

heroic 'raw material' into a warrior of mythic stature 

already beginning to realize his dharma as the sacrQlized 

king JI the whole world. The forest forms Rama's threshold 

into his sacred role. 

In the Mahabharata the religious significance of 

the forest shares with the Ramaya~a a central emphasis on 

the movement from profane to sacred realms. The uniqueness 

of the two epics would in itself prevent a discussion of 
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the religious significance of the forest in the larger epic 

from simply retracing the points outlined above; but in 

addition the Mahabharata's forests, like so much else about 

the great epic, take us to a more and more tentative position 

as we try to grasp their whole meaning. It seems to me that 

this tentativeness is warranted in a conclusion as it sug

gests engaging directions for further study. 

In his persuasive study The Ritual of Battle, Alf 

Hiltebeitel challenges the commonly held image of the com

pilers of the Mahabharata as palm leaf shufflers with an 

acute editorial (that is sectarian) bias. Hiltebeitel 

postulates that the compilation of the epic was a long pro

cess accomplished by people he calls 'epic ~~is'. He 

chooses this label intentionRlly: 

By calling attention to this term 
for visionaries and poets, I refer 
in particular to the rsis' faculty 
of "seeing connections;" "equiva
lences," "homologies," and "corre
spendences" ... 

Hiltebeitel goes on: 

This faculty of "seeing connections" 
would have involved the epic poets 
not only with correlations between 
myth and epic, but also between eric 
and ritual. .. 10 

The correlation between epic and ritual which 

Hiltebeitel explores is the one between the great battle and 

Br~hmanic sacrifice. This correlation provides the pivot 
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around which Hiltebeitel, using the insights of Madeleine 

Biardeau derived from the Puranas, and the Indo-European 

focus of Georges Dumezil, spins his central thesis: 

Within the same background that pro
duced these [Br~hmanic] sacrificial 
texts, the main contours of the epic's 
"narrative continuum" would seem to 
have been shaped as a "ritual of battle". 
Over a "sacrifice of weapons" (sastrayajfta) , 
says Kar~a, Krishna will preside as a 
witness (vettr) and as the main officiating 
priest, the adhvarya.ll 

During this battle/sacrifice the four senapatis or marshals, 

Bhisma, Drona, Karr.a, and Salya, and indeed all of the. . . 
Kauravas,are sacrificial victims 'offered' in order that 

the Pa~9avas might win the sovereignty of the three worlds. 

According to Hiltebeitel this pattern closely follows the 

Brahmanas in which animal sacrifice accomplished the same 

end. In the great epic, he says, "the acquisition, or 

recovery of the three worlds is achieved by triumphing over 

human victims, 'shares', in a great 'sacrifice of battle.'" 

IIil tebei tel percei 'it:=S t.11i!:5 ur1Jerlying correspor~dence 

in the Mahabharata as occurring after the great battle as 

well. Yudhi~~hira, it seems, performed the ritual of battle 

badly because he committed moral sins in killing the four 

senapntis. Thus he had to atone for his sins by performing 

an asvamedha, which in ~he Mahabharata is an expiatory sacri

fice. The Brahmaryas recognized that steps should be taken 

to neutralize any impurity or danger inherent in ritual 
12

slaughter ..... 

http:adhvarya.ll
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While Hiltebeitel traces the correspondence of the 

epic rsis in the epic narrative after the great battle, he........__ 


says nothing about the narrative before the battle. This 

is the period of time, discussed 1n chapter four, during 

which the Pandavas live in exile in the forest and then, 

relatively briefly, in disguise in the court of Vira~a. If 

we are to 'see connections' between this part of the epic 

narrative and Brahma~ic ritual, we need to consider what 

normally preceded a sacrificial ritual. We need to con

sider diksa. 

Diksa is the ceremonial consecreation which in 

Brahma~ic reckoning preceded certain sacrifices, especially 

the soma sacrifice. In order to perform these sacrifices 

a layman was required to undergo extensive ritual preparation. 

This preparation accomplished two main ends: a ritually 

14
enacted rebirth and an increase of ritual potency. These 

were both signs that the sacrificers had "passed beyond the 

human co!1dition," that they had "emerged from the 'profane'". 15 

lt lS prec1sely at the point of these two essential resu1ts 

of di~, rebirth and increased potency, that the corre

spondences with the epic material begin to crystalize. We 

shall discuss theT- one at a time. 

That diksa ritually effects a rebirth of the 

sacrificer-to-be is undeniable. The meaning of the sym

bolic action is plain: the sacrificer is bathed, has his 

hair cut, is anointed with butter and is made to keep his 

hands closed into fists. If it is not immediately clear 



304 


that the sacrificer-to-be becomes a fetus by means of these 

metaphoric actions, the Aitareya Brahmana spells it out: 

11Him to whom they cause to undertake the d.iksa, the sacri

16ficial priests make into an embryo again." The sacrificer-

to-be was ensconced in a closed hut which the same Brahmana 

describes as a womb, and he is covered with a garment which 

was understood to be the 'amniotic sack' of the conse

17crated. Diksa, then, provided a symbolic gestation period 

at the end of which the sacrificer-to-be was reborn. 

The language of 'gestation period followed by 

rebirth' would neatly describe the threshold and incorpo

ration phases of the tripartite process we charted through 

the Pandava's forest adventures in chapter four. In fact 

we have typified the incorporation phase as a rebirth. ?he 

parallels between diksa and the Pandavas' exile on this 

point are so obvious that further discussion here would be 

redundant. 

In ciksa the increase of ritual potency of the 

it will be remembered, refers in the epics not only to 

ascetic practices, but also to heat power with creative 

potential. Eliade points out that "Prajapati creates the 

world by 'heating' himself to an extreme degree through 

asceticism," and goes on to draw parallels between tapas, 

such as that done in diksa, and the shamanic practice of 

demonstrating the acquisition of inner heat by mastery over 

. 18
f 1re. Similar principles do seem to be at work. The 
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sacrificer-to-be performs the asceticism of sitting covered 

by a garment in a closed hut (not unlike a sweat lodge) and 

thereby increases his inner heat. This increase is demon

strable by his sweat. By performing this asceticism the 

sacrificer-to-be increases his creative powers in imitation 

of the paradigmatic sacrificer, Praj~pati, who sacrificed 

himself to create the world. 

This understanding of the relationship of tapas, 

diksa and the sacrifice helps to explain the otherwise 

19confusing references to diksa as 'the womb of tapas'. 

It is within the 'womb' of diksa that the heat-power of 

tapas grows to maturity. And it is from the womb of diksa 

that the sacrificer emerges, tapas 'grown' and 'on tap,' as 

it were, ready to deal with the fire oi sacrifice. In this 

manner is the ritual potency of the sacrificer-to-be 

increased in the consecration ceremony of dlksa. 

Another obvious correspondence between this aspect 

of diksa and the epic material occurs with the ascetic who 

in 'the womb of the forest', lncreases his or her tapas to 

gain immortality of one kind or another. This correspondence 

is strengthened by Gonda's assertion that Jiksa need not be 

applied exclusively to ceremonies in preparation of the 

. f. 20 f.soma sacrl 1ce. He goes on to compare a renouncer 1gure, 

the vratya, with the diksita, the sacrificer-to-be, on 

grounds that appear to have all the betwixt-and-between 

characteristics of the threshold: 
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It is instructive to see that the 
term diksa can also apply to the 
ritual h2tbi ts of the vratyas who 
are neither brahman nor vaisyas ... , 
neither brahman nor ksatriya ... , 
practising neither Veda study nor 
worldly occupations they wande~ about 
in quest of heaven, like the diksi ta 
who has left this world but not yet 
reached heaven .... 2l 

Much of this description of vratyas and diksitas, especially 

the last phrase, might easily be applied to the forest 

ascetics of the epics. 

We noted above that the religious quest of the 

ascetics provided clues for understanding the religious 

significance of royal epic heroes. So it is in the 

Mahabharata that these heroes in more subtle symbolic 

trappings, trod the same path as the forthright ascetics. 

It is clear that the ascetics increase their ritual potency 

(~apas) in the forest. If we follow Hiltebeitcl's lead, we 

can see clearly this correspondence in the case of the 

Pandavas as well. 

If the epic rsis perceived the central ritual of 

the Hahabharata as the sacrifice of battle, then they might 

well have 'seen' that the Pandavas' increased ritual 

potency would take the form of battle oriented boons from 

the gods, celestial weapons and weapon mastery, battle 

practice, purification by pilgrimage, the establishment of 

allies and so on. Of course all these 'increases' occurred 

during the Pandavas' forest exile and are chronicled in an 
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earlier chapter. With their increased ritual (battle) 

potency the Pa~~avas emerged from their forest exile like 

diksitas leaving their hut to go forth to slaughter their 

sacrificial victims in order to win the sovereignty of 

three worlds. 

Whether or not we attribute this correspondence 

between the rebirth and ___._increased ritual potency of diksa 

and the forest in the Mahabharata to epic ~~is, the insight 

the correspondence or analogy provides is helpful in under

standing the significance, especially the religious signifi

cance, of the forest in both epics. There is little evi

dence that the great battle in the Ramaya~a has a sacri

ficial quRlity, thus it makes no sense to argue that Rama's 

ritual potency is increased in the forest. Nonetheless it 

is possible to argue, as we have done, that Rama's sacred 

potency, his avatara nature, is quickened in the forest; 

thus a basic pattern may be discerned in both epics. At 

the essence of this pattern is the forest. In the Ramayana 

and in the Mahabharata the forest acts as a threshold by 

crossing which the heroes and heroines become con~ecrated; 

that is they become more sacred, they increase their power, 

and attain a sacred state of existence preparatory to 

engaging in their most sacred quest. 
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Notes 

l Turner, Dramas, p. 293. 

2 Veena Das in "The uses ... ", pp. 245-263 argues 
that the king, like the officiating priest and ascetic, must 
be a liminal figure in order to enable him to judge 
impartially when carrying out state duties. His liminality 
allows the king a perspective outside any ordinary social 
classifications from which he may ascurately assess matters 
brought before him (pp. 259-260). Following Das' argument 
we could speculate that Yudhisthira and Rama acquire this 
liminality in the forest. · · 

3 Alf Hiltebeitel has shown that the Mah~bh~rata 
understands that it is the sovereignty of the three worlds 
which is at stake (The Ritual of Battle, pp. 87, 198, 286); 
the R~mayal)a >vill be discussed below. 

4 Ram2's boundless goodness seems to irritate some 
Western sensibilities as witnessed by Aubrey Menen's treat
ment of the hero in Rama Retold (London: Chat to and vHndus, 
19 54) . 

5 
R~m., 6.116.9, 11; Shastri, v. 3, pp. 365-66. 

6 Ram. , 6.116.45-52. 

7 Ram., 6.116.63. 

8 Ram., 6.116.58, 62. 

9 Ram., 6.105-106. 

10 Hi1tebeitel, op. cit., pp. 359-360. 

11 Ibid. , p. 15. 

12 Ibid. , p. 2 8 7. 

13 Ibid. , pp. 293-296. 

14 Thomas J • H k' op. 't 31 i.op 1ns, ~·, pp. 32 . 

15 
E1iade, ~ega, p. 108. 

http:6.116.58
http:6.116.63
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16 Aitareya Brahmana, 1,3,1; translated and cited by 
Jan Gonda, Change and Continuitv in Indian Religion (The 
Netherlands: Mouton & Co., 1965), p. 337. 

17 Aitareya Br~hma~a, 1, 3; cited in Thomas Hopkins,
£E· cit., p. 31. 

18 Mircea Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of 
Ecstasy (New York: The Bollingen Foundation, 1964), p. 412. 

19 Apastamba Srautasutra, 10, 6, 5, and Taittiriya 
Br~hmana 3, 7, 7, 1 and 2; cited in Gonda, Change, pp. 344, 
356. Gonda's explications are here uncharacteristically 
unsatisfying. 

20 Gonda, Change, p. 325. 

21 Ibid., p. 326. 
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