
Historical Background of The Ramayana 

 

• A well-known Indian epic poem, passed down over generations, composed in 

Sanskrit circa 300 BCE; Setting of the story: circa 1500 BCE  

• A teaching tool in Indian society for Dharma and other Hindu concepts. Point out 

that this epic belongs to the whole of humanity (not just in India) because it serves 

as a code of ethics for all human beings.  

• The original Ramayana was about the length of the entire Christian Bible. It 

consists of 24,000 couplets in seven books.  

• The poet/author was Valmiki, one of the first Sanskrit poets  

 

About Rama 

 

• Rama is believed to be an actual historical figure, a "tribal hero of ancient India" 

• In India, Rama and Sita are perceived as the ideal married couple 

• How to Identify Rama: Rama is most often represented as a standing figure, with 

an arrow in his right hand, a bow in his left and a quiver on his back. A Rama 

statue is also usually accompanied by those of his wife Sita, brother Lakshmana, 

and the legendary monkey attendant Hanuman. He is depicted in princely 

adornments with a "tilak" or mark on the forehead, and as having a dark, almost 

bluish complexion, which shows his affinity with Vishnu and Krishna.  

• Images of Rama can be found here: 

 http://www.sjc-serbia.com/download/sita-rama.jpg 

http://www.asoka.de/hindugoetter/rama.jpg 

 

Ramayana in Modern Times 

 

• Components of the story are regularly performed in song, theater productions, and 

dance performances.  

• Indian national television filmed a 78 part production of the Ramayana that was 

shown on Sunday mornings in 1987 and 1988. The television series was so 

popular that the country came to a virtual stop as nearly everyone who could gain 

access to a television stopped what they were doing to watch it. 

• Two of India's greatest festive events are directly motivated by the Ramayana: 

o Dusshera commemorates the siege of Lanka and Rama's victory over 

Ravana; 

o Diwali (the festival of lights) celebrates Rama and Sita's homecoming to 

their kingdom in Ayodhya. 

• Scholars get together for the International Ramayana Conference (IRC) every 

year 

Sources: 

http://hinduism.about.com 

www.religionfacts.com/hinduism 

www.religion-encyclopedia.com 

www.umich.edu/~iinet/csas/k12/ramayana/index.htm 

http://edsitement.neh.gov 

http://edsitement.neh.gov/
http://www.umich.edu/~iinet/csas/k12/ramayana/index.htm
http://www.religion-encyclopedia.com/
http://www.religionfacts.com/hinduism
http://hinduism.about.com/
http://www.asoka.de/hindugoetter/rama.jpg
http://www.sjc-serbia.com/download/sita-rama.jpg


A Monday Morning Journey Through The Ramayana (through page 95, anyway…) 

 

This outline will (hopefully) guide your class through important passages in chapters 1-5 

of Narayan’s rendition of The Ramayana. Have the students take turns reading out loud, 

stopping along the way for analysis. Here are the pages I found to be important, along 

with ideas for discussion. You may want to add/delete passages to make it your own: 

 

2 “Just as the presence of a little loba (meanness) dries up and disfigures a whole human 

personality, so does the presence of this monster turn into desert a region which was once 

fertile” – referring to Thataka (discuss the significance of this passage in our modern 

Western world) 
3 (last paragraph): Initiation of Rama into his life mission (discuss rites, rituals) 

8 the five-fold evils (lust, evil, miserliness, egoism, and envy) 

10 “You cannot count on the physical proximity of someone you love, all the time” 

(discuss the significance of this passage in our modern Western world) 
27 Sita’s upbringing 

33 (bottom) & 34 – wedding of Rama & Sita 

37-38 Dasaratha declares Rama king (p. 37); “You will have to pursue a policy of 

absolute justice under all circumstances. Humility and soft speech – there could be really 

no limit to these virtues. There can be no place in a king’s heart for lust, anger, or 

meanness (compare to ideas of Mencius and Plato) 

41: Kooni’s Lie (last paragraph): she overheard Dasaratha tell his father that his 1st born 

son would become king; 2nd part of lie, page 42; convinces Kaikeyi to change 

Dasaratha’s mind about making Rama king; reminds her that she has 2 boons owed to her 

44-45: Kaikeyi reminds Dasaratha of his promise to her of 2 boons (blessings) of her 

choice; Dasaratha honors his promise 

47: Rama is told by Kaikeyi that the coronation is not to take place (lst paragraph) 

50-51: Rama is exiled 

55, 3rd paragraph: Rama justifies Bharatha’s privilege to become king (says that Kaikeyi, 

Bharatha’s mother, deserves to inherit the kingdom, since she saved Dasaratha’s life) 

56: Rama, Sita, and Lakshmana go to the forest 

58: Dasaratha dies in shock when he learns that Rama, his brother, and wife left 

59: country of Ayodhya now had no ruler (Bharatha was summoned – he was on vacation 

at the time) 

61: Bharatha hears of his father’s death, learns that Rama left, and that he is now to 

become King. He curses his mother, and tells her she deserves to die for her betrayal. 

64: “In a world where we are accustomed to rivalries over possession, authority, and 

borders, and people clashing over the issue, “Ours,” or “Mine, not yours,” it is rather 

strange to find two people debating whose the kingdom is not, and asserting: “Yours, not 

mine.” (Significance in today’s world: conversation of modern world of competition, 

consumption, and greed.) 
67, top of page: “Rama’s Purpose” 

79: Ravana is introduced 

80: Soorpanaka, Ravana’s sister, lies to him (compare to Kooni’s lie; why are all of 

these women depicted as liars?); Soorpanaka convinces Ravana that he deserves to have 

the beautiful Sita 



86: Ravana’s hubris and arrogance are displayed (point out that he is opposite of what 

Dasaratha believes to be the qualities of a “good king”; see page 37) 

87-88: Sita sees the golden deer (Mareecha, Ravana’s uncle, in disguise); insists that 

Rama catch it for her; Lakshmana tries to prevent this pursuit, telling Rama that it may be 

a trick; Rama tries to get the deer for Sita anyway… 

89: “Suddenly it dawned on him [Rama] that he was being duped. Lakshmana was right 

after all. He ought not to have so blindly obeyed his wife” (discuss again how women 

are depicted in this story) 

90: Sita and Lakshmana argue about what is best for Rama; Sita wants him to rescue his 

brother; Lakshmana finally obeys Sita, after she threatens to throw herself into the fire; 

he goes on his way, and justifies that Dharma will protect Sita while he is gone 

91: soon after Lakshmana leaves, Ravana asks Sita for help (in disguise as a sanyasi, or 

“a Hindu who has renounced everyday life to follow a religious vocation; a sadhu); Sita 

helps him (she is following code of conduct to help a stranger in need; compare to 

Greeks in The Odyssey) 
93: Ravana kidnaps Sita 

94: Jatayu, the great eagle and guardian of Dasaratha’s children, warns Ravana to release 

her; Ravana refuses, even though Jatayu foresees Ravana’s ruin 

95: Ravana kills Jatayu (or so he thought)…Jatayu lives long enough to tell Rama & 

Lakshmana what he witnessed; says they will succeed in the end. Then Jatayu dies. 

 

Other Ideas for Class (Monday, November 27): 

 

• Review what an epic is; talk about the universality of epics in general, and then of 

the Ramayana in particular. On page xii in the Introduction, the impact of an epic 

on the poet is mentioned. Talk about how epics are composed and recomposed, 

and how each new poet puts on a “stamp of his own personality”  

• Another idea: For homework over Thanksgiving break, have each student do a 

character analysis for some of the lesser-known characters. There are so many 

that each student can be assigned a different one. Have them find an artist’s 

rendition of the character, an image in the internet, if possible. Have them 

research the character and present briefly in class. 

 

 

 


