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Diverse Art Practices in the Rāmāyaņa

Dr. Indrani Deka*

Abstract

Vālmīki’s Rāmāyaņa is one of  the famous epics of  all times. From the

epic, it comes to our notice that people of the Rāmāyaņa age were highly

artistic. By their creative arts, they created harmonious atmosphere in the

society. The Sanskrit word “Śilpa”, which means art, happens numerous

times in the Epic. It includes fine arts such as gīta (vocal music), nŗtya
(dance), vādya (instrumental music), citrakarma (painting), raňga (theatre)

etc. At that time art was taken as a profession as well as a thing of

amusement like present days. Thus, in this paper I will try to present

different art forms prevalent in the age of  the Rāmāyaņa.
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1.0 Introduction

Vālmīki’s Rāmāyaņa is the most persuasive Epic of  India. It is said that Vālmīki

taught the Rāmāyaņa to the sons of Rāma, i.e. Lava and Kuśa. The Epic is sung

rather than just recited. After studying the Rāmāyaņa, it comes to our notice that the

people of  the Rāmāyaņa era were highly arty. They were well conversant in the field

of  crafts and they had a fine sense of  beauty. Decoration of  the human bodies,

palaces, chariots, animals, parks and the cultivation of fine arts, such as music, dancing,

painting, sculpture, theatre etc shows that the Rāmāyaņa Aryans were highly artistic

by nature. At that time all arts and artists were nurtured and encouraged under royal

patronage. The epic has been a rich source of inspiration for over a millennium, and

continues to be so, is telling of  its consistent appeal, rooted in the universality of  its

themes that address love, loyalty, valor, morality, conflict, victory, and human infirmity.

The characteristic of Rāma is deeply rooted in man and woman of India and

that has manifested in songs (folk, classical), dance, paintings, sculptures, poetry, drama

etc. in all the genres.
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2.0 Art and its Varieties

In general, art can be defined as diverse range of human activities in creating

visual, aural or performing artworks, expressing the author’s imaginative or technical

skill. The oldest documented forms of  art are visual arts, which include creation of

images or objects in fields including todays painting, sculpture, printmaking,

photography, and other visual media.

The Sanskrit word “Śilpa”, which means art, happens several times in the

Epic. It includes fine arts such as gīta (vocal music), nŗtya  (dance), vādya (instrumental

music), citrakarma (painting), ran
.
 ga (theatre) etc. At that time art was taken as a

profession as well as a thing of  amusement like present days. The professional artist

was familiar as śilpakāra. Rāma himself  was expert in all form of  arts, such as–

music, musical instrument, painting etc.

e.g. “Vaihārikāņām
.
 śilpānām

.
  vijňātā”......

At that time art was taken as a serious affair and appreciated with due

consideration by all.

2.1 Practice of music

Music is an art form whose medium is sound organized in time. The common

elements of  music are pitch (which governs melody and harmony), rhythm (and its

associated concepts tempo, meter, and articulation), dynamics (loudness and softness),

and the sonic qualities of  timbre and texture (which are sometimes termed the “color”

of a musical sound). Even the definition of music vary according to culture and

social context. The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines music as “the art of  combining

vocal or instrumental sounds (or both) combined in such a way as to produce beauty

of  form, harmony, and expression of  emotion” (https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/

definition/music).

            The Rāmāyaņa itself is said to be a unique poetic cum-musical composition.

The poem is universally famous as a gīta par excellence. It throws light on the

development of music as a technical art. Here, music is known as gīta. Music is also

referred as gāndharvam
.
and the science of  music as gāndharva-tattva. It has two parts

gīta or the vocal music and vāditrā or the instrumental music, which are performed

simultaneously. Poet Vālmīki has referred to the employment of  the seven notes of

music in the Rāmāyaņa, Songs are sang in three speeds, viz. druta (quick), madhya

(medium) and vilambita (slow) with instrumental music. During that time, three varieties

of music were prevalent. The first one is Svara-san
.
 gīta or music of voice modulation.
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This variety of music is found when Vālmīki described the poem to Lava and Kuśa.

They were well-versed in the seven svaras. This svara or vocal music seems to have

embraced seven notes or Jāt is in three different pitches-viz (tārā, madhya and mandra)

produced from their proper vocal organs known as sthānas. Vālmīki has used ‘Mārga’1

style in the poem. The songs are sung with a wealth of notes (svara-sampāda) and

more passionately as the audience praised. The performances of  the songs are most

successful, emanating there from being three folds– viz, from the music, from the

sentiment expressed and from the realistic representation of  the events.

The second variety of  music is Varņa-san
.
gīta or music of  sound variation.

This variety of music is represented by the Rāmāyaņa in Anus. t.ubh metre (consisting

of four padas of 8 syllables each, the whole stanza consisting of 32 syllables) which

is founded on Varņa-san
.
gīta in its earliest form. The great poet is the originator of

the Anus. t.ubh sloka. Almost the whole of the Epic is composed in this metre. In the

Bālakāņd. a, the musical character of  the Anus. t.ubh is found several times.

The third variety of music in the Rāmāyaņa is tāla-san
.
gīta or the music of

time-regulated stress or accentuation. During the Rāmāyaņa age, some professional

musicians were found. They were known as tālapacarah. Those professional male

musicians were specialized in tāla-san
.
 gīta. This variety of music was prominent at the

musical banquet provided by sage Bharadvāja where the role of time-keepers (samya)

was assigned to a separate class of  performers.

2.2 Practice of musical instrument

A musical instrument is an instrument created or adapted to make musical

sounds. In principle, any object that produces sound can be considered a musical

instrument— it is through purpose that the object becomes a musical instrument.

The history of musical instruments dates to the beginnings of human culture.

In the Rāmāyaņa age, there was a class of palm-players or pāņivādakah. who

indicated the end of each tāla-gāna or time moment by a corresponding stroke of

their palms. Instruments such as Karatāla and Svāstika were also used to produce

time-strokes. It is seen that user of  these musical instruments led the vanguard in the

royal procession when Rāma was returning to Ayodhyā from exile.

A good voice was the foremost qualification of a skilled singer in the Rāmāyaņa

age. The voice had to be trained and naturally sweet. Clarity in expression, correctness
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of sounds was most desirable. The music had to be capable of arousing right emotions

in the audience. The poem Rāmāyaņa was sung with the musical instrument “Vīņā”.

Musical instruments like Mŗdan
.
ga (drum) and Dundubhi (kettle-drum) and Vīņā etc.

were also used while singing a song. The sound of  Dundubhi was resounding. Kuśa
and Lava, who popularized the Rāmāyaņa, were blessed with sweet voice. They

sung melodiously and distinctly in a high pitch with good tone and accent.

At that time the singers had to posses a technical knowledge of music. Also

practical understandings of  melody, notes, (sthāna and mūrchana) were necessary (Apte,

1970; “Śrīmadvālmīkiya Rāmāyaņa,” n.d.). A faithful reproduction of  a song was

duly emphasized. The singers had to possess a highly retaining faculty (susamāhita)as

they had to memorize the whole epic and rehearse it well. They had to enter into the

spirit of  the poem obeying the instructions of  their master. The songs were sung

with a wealth of notes (svara-sampāda) and more passionately as the audience praised.

The performances of  the songs were most successful emanating there form being

three fold– viz., from the music, from the sentiment expressed and from the realistic

representation of  the events.  Thus, we have learnt various aspects of  music in the

Rāmāyaņa.

2.3 Practice of dancing

Dance is a performing art form consisting of  purposefully selected sequences

of  human movement. They may be alone or in a group. The dance may be an

informal play, a part of  a ritual or a part of  a professional performance. There are

many kinds of  dances, and every human society has its own dances. Dancing is not a

sport, though it has some athletic aspects. Dance is an art. Some people dance to

express their feelings and emotions. Other people dance to feel better. Dance can be

used to tell a story. In some societies, dance goes with song as well as music.

In the Rāmāyaņa age dancing also went with music. In the Uttarakāņd. a, we

have found that the ultimate origin of classical as well as popular dances in India lay

in the worship of deities as Rāvana sung and danced delightfully during his worship

of  Lord Śiva on the banks of  the Narmadā river. Well-dressed dancing prostitutes

(gaņikās) were found along with Tālapacāra (musicians) in the city of Ayodhyā. In

the Ayodhyākāņd. a, we have seen that some people played with Vīņa (Indian lute)

and some danced Lāsya2 dance to please Bharata. In another place, Vālmīki has

Dr. Indrani Deka

2 A dance accompanied with singing and instrumental music. It is a delicate type of dance in which the

emotions of love are represented by means of various gesticulations and attitude (Apte, 1970)



Volume III : 2017 JOLRC

/ 61

described that when Rāma was going to exile, mother Kauśalyā with her sorrow

danced here and there in the road following the chariot of Rāma.

2.4 Practice of theatre

Theatre is a collaborative form of  fine art that uses live performers, typically

actors or actresses, to present the experience of a real or imagined event before a live

audience in a specific place, often on a stage. The performers may communicate this

experience to the audience through combinations of gesture, speech, song, music,

and dance. Elements of art, such as painted scenery and stagecraft such as lighting

are used to enhance the physicality, presence and closeness of  the experience. Sanskrit

theatre was performed on sacred ground by priests who had been trained in the

necessary skills (dance, music, and recitation) in a hereditary process. Its aim was both

to educate and to entertain. The major source of evidence for Sanskrit theatre is

Nātyaśāstra, which is attributed to Bharata Muņi.

In the Rāmāyaņa age, the theatre, known as Ran
.
 ga was as much popular as

music. In the sixth Kāņd. a we have seen that actors played on the theatrical stage.

Râma himself was expert in the theatrical knowledge. At that time, theatres were

performed both in Sanskrit and Prakrit languages. Words like Samāja and Utsava

occurred several times in the epic. The Naţa and Narţakas showed their artistic skills

in the Utsavas. May be the idea of  a Samāja included the audience of  a dramatic

representation.

2.5 Practice of painting

The tradition of painting has been carried on in the Indian subcontinent since

the ancient times. Painting is the practice of  applying paint, pigment, color or other

medium to a solid surface. The support for paintings includes such surfaces as walls,

paper, canvas, wood, glass, clay, leaf, copper. The painting may incorporate multiple

other materials including sand, clay, paper, plaster, gold leaf, as well as objects. The

term painting is also used outside art as a common trade among craftsmen and

builders.

In the Rāmāyaņa age, painting was an act of adorning of walls, rooms, chariots

and palaces. The palace of  Kaikeyī was decorated with citragŗhas (picture houses).

Rāvaņa’s palace was also decorated with citraśāla (picture gallery). In the same way,

Rāma’s palace was decorated with beautiful pictures of  artistic excellence. The toraņas

or gateways of the city of Lan
.
kā were painted with paintings of various flowers

Diverse Art Practices in the Rāmāyaņa
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and creepers. Elephant’s foreheadsand even female’s cheeks were painted with excellent

designs. Rāvaņa’s chariot was adorned with spectral faces and Indrajit’s chariot was

painted with figures of  deer and crescent. Rāvaņa’s Puśpaka Vimāna was decorated

with beautiful figures and embellished with gold paintings. Thus we have seen that

the art of painting was very much popular at that time.

2.6 Practice of sculpture

Sculpture is the branch of  the visual arts. The term “sculpture” is often used

mainly to describe large works, which are sometimes called monumental sculpture.

In the poem, we have found various references of  sculpture also. The art of

image-making was prevalent during that time. It is well known that for sacrificial

purpose Rāma had got made a golden image of Sītā. The sculptor had made the

image of Sītā a realistic figure with gold. Chariots were mostly made of gold. It is

found that the sleeping apartments of Rāvaņa had various statues made of  ivory,

pearls, diamonds, silver and gold. Same way, on the top of Rāma’s palace, there

were many idols made of  gold, pearls and diamonds. Gold works were seemed to

be very popular during the Rāmāyaņa age. Also images made of sapphire are seen in

the Ayodhyākāņd. a.

The famous Pus. paka-Vimāna of Rāvaņa can be taken as a perfect model of

artistic workmanship of that time. From the view point of sculpture and architecture

it was amazing. The Vimāna was described as furnished with windows of  gold,

decorative birds made of silver and coral, serpents made of various precious metals

were worked into it. In that Vimāna, the sculptor (the Lord Viśvakarmā) decorated

elephants possessed of graceful trunks, bearing lotus-leaves, engaged in showering

water on Laks.mī carved with fair arms and seated in a pool with a lotus in her hand.

The pillars that supported the Pus. paka were all golden and radiant. From all these it

comes to our notice that the art of sculptor was very much advanced at that time.

 In the field of architecture, it is seen from the descriptions of towns, palaces

and forts in the Rāmāyaņa that India had attained a remarkable position. Palaces

were known as prāsadas or saudhas. Palaces were many storied. There were palaces

like lotus shaped. Palaces were provided with decorated arches (toraņas) and

courtyards. Windows were covered with nets of  gold and silver. Even the gardens

of  palaces were surrounded by artificial mounds.
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3.0 Conclusion

The representation of the Rāmāyaņa in the visual arts gained popularity not

only for its lively narrative possibilities, but also because performance of  the epic is

considered a holy and auspicious act of devotion. Illustrations of the Rāmāyaņa can

be found in a variety of  media and contexts, ranging from temple carvings and

manuscript illustrations to masks, puppets, textiles, and, most recently, in film and

television, where its popularity continues today.

Rāmalīlā, a popular theatrical performance of  Orissa as elsewhere in India, is

performed to show various aspects of  the Rāmāyaņa. The whole theme of  the

performance is derived from the Epic. In some places the performers use masks

and there are others who do not use them. In theatrical performance of  Rāmalīlā,

people act and perform different kinds of  musical instruments with classical music

and dance on the stage. In the 17th century, the first Rāmalīlā show was staged by

Megha Bhagat, one of  the disciples of  Tulsidas, the writer of  Rāmacharitramānas.

Rāmalīlā has transformed a lot, and it has reached all corners of  the globe. Even

today Rāmalīlā shows are performed in countries like United States, Canada,

Mauritius, Netherlands, and Australia. In 2005, the UNESCO declared the Rāmalīlā

to be a Masterpiece of  the Oral and Incorporeal Heritage of  Humanity. The right mix of

humor and magnificence in Rāmalīlā makes the joy of festivals manifold times,

especially when celebrated with all people in the community. Many prominent parks

in India are named after Rāmalīlā as the play is performed there at least once a year.

The Rāmāyaņa has also greatly molded the art and architectural works of

India throughout these centuries. Even in modern art work, it has been depicted in

many forms of  art work. One notably popular painting is the one by the Malaysian

artist Syed Thajudeen in 1972. This painting showcased Rāmāyaņa tales, Sītā’s

abduction, Hanuman’s visit to Sītā, and Hanuman burning Lan
.
kā etc.

This kind of stage-shows of the Rāmāyaņa is enjoyed by all kinds of people

with great respect. This type of  performance always spreads peace and harmony in

the society. The story of  the Rāmāyaņa itself  shows us how to live in unity and to

sacrifice for the good of  others. After studying the poem it comes to our notice that

as the people of the Rāmāyaņa age was highly artistic by nature, so by their creative

arts they create a harmonious atmosphere in the society.

The glory of  the Rāma Chandra is refined day by day through the centuries.

Even in the materialistic world these characteristics can be found in society. Rāma still

exists in the life, behavior and aims of  people of  the country. Rāmāyaņa is an ideal
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and inspirational epic not only for the poet and writers but for the artist too. Through

the ages the Rāmāyaņa has been narrated in various style or schools of Indian art.
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