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Dedicated to my husband

jinha kem rahı̄ bhavana jaisı̄

prabhu murati tinha dekhı̄ taisı̄

Everyone perceives the Lord according to his own

predisposition.

—Ram Carit Manas
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Preface: An Auspicious

Confluence

This book has been in the making for over a decade. It is a saxgam,

an auspicious confluence, in more than one sense. First, it brings

together two prominent Hindu goddesses, Sı̄ta and Radha. Second,
it is a confluence of myth and real life, as it is looking at how myth

‘‘matters’’ in presenting role models for women. Third, it looks at

the goddesses as portrayed in three different types of texts, Sanskrit,

medieval Hindi, and modern film and television series. Thus it

brings together ‘‘texts’’ of different provenance.

It was, appropriately, a confluence of circumstances that led to

my being in India when the mythological series were first aired on

television. This gave me the opportunity to watch them as they un-

folded, an opportunity I might have missed had it not been for my

Vrindaban guru, the late Shri Baldev Lal Goswami (Chote Sarkar),
who insisted I spend some Sunday mornings in 1987 watching

episodes of the televised versions of the epics with his family at his

house. I confess that at the time I did so reluctantly, uneasy about

spending my precious time in India watching television—of poor

transmission quality to boot. I would have rather read with him the

medieval Krishna poetry I had set out to translate and interpret. Now,

I am grateful to him for ‘‘sowing the seed’’ (bı̄ja) of future works, as

good gurus do.Hegaveme the invaluable opportunity to taste firsthand

the influence of these series, and to learn the valuable lesson that,

while in India, be focused, but do not close yourself off from the

wondrous lı̄las unfolding before your eyes, be they real life or reel life.



The seed came to fruition through another lucky confluence between

teaching and research. My first research focused on the goddess Radha, and
when I got my first teaching job at the School of Oriental and African Studies

(SOAS), London, I was finalizing translations for my first book on a Braj

reworking of Krishna’s dance with the Radha and the Gopı̄s in the woods, the

Ras-pañcadhyayı̄. As I was teaching Avadhı̄ at SOAS, I was reading at the same

time with my students from Tulsı̄das’s Ramcaritmanas—the passages of Sı̄ta’s
resolve to join Rama in exile in the woods. While preparing wordlists for the

class, I was struck by the similarities in wording and sentiment of Sı̄ta’s resolve
with that of the Gopı̄s to join Krishna in the forest. The interest in the televised

versions came in that same Avadhı̄ class. The students had been voicing a

common sentiment of doubt about the usefulness of reading medieval texts

for understanding contemporary India, so I showed episodes from Sagar’s

Ramayan to illustrate the contemporary relevance of the text. When doing so,

I was struck by the differences with the texts we had read.

The link with popular Hindi movies came in 1995, when I had a chance to

view in a crowded London theatre the full version of the hit movie Hum aap

ke hain koun . . . ! and heard recited the Manas passages we had just read in

class! I was delighted to have more evidence to tell my film-loving students

how they would benefit so obviously from their hard work in the medieval text

class. I am grateful to Munni Kabir for inspiring me with her love for Hindi

movies and her message to take them seriously, and in particular to pay close

attention to the song-and-dance sequences.

Thus, at the origin of this book is a desire to show the relevance of the

medieval texts I love to students of modern India. I feel that my contribution to

make is to share my love of these influential classical texts with a wider au-

dience. I hope that I will not be misunderstood as intending to reduce the

Hindi film to a mythological Ur-story but that I will instead alert viewers of

Hindi films to a wealth of nuances and variants that might otherwise remain

unmined. I think his book abundantly illustrates how study of mythology can

help to understand contemporary film.

The Sı̄ta parts of three chapters in this book (1–3) are drastically rewritten

versions of papers presented at and first written up for Ramayapa conferences
organized by Mandakranta Bose of the University of British Columbia, Van-

couver, in 1999 and 2000. I am very grateful for her and Vidyut Aklujkar’s

encouragement and for the opportunity to sound out my ideas among spe-

cialists at an early stage in the development of the book. (These essays are

published as Pauwels 2000 and 2004a.) The section on Sı̄ta in chapter 4 in

this book was first presented at a South Asia Conference of the Pacific North-

West in 1996, and subsequently at a conference in Cambridge, UK, in
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1997. (A short article on the topic was Pauwels 2004b.) I am grateful to Lynn

Thomas and Jacqueline Hirst for their comments. A summary of chapter 1 was

also presented in Paris, when I was visiting at the École Pratique des Hautes

Études in 2005. I am grateful for the kind hospitality of Françoise Mallison and

Nalini Delvoye and for their suggestions and those of the audience. Finally, the

section on Rukmipı̄ in chapter 2 is a variant of a paper first presented at the

annual meeting of the American Oriental Society in Seattle in 2005 and pub-

lished in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society in 2007. However, in the pub-

lished article I do not touch upon the televised version, and instead compare

the Braj version with a Marwari retelling of the story.

I am most grateful to Cynthia Read of Oxford University Press for seeing

the book through to publication and for soliciting two superb anonymous

readers’ reviews, which were both supportive and tactfully critical with ex-

cellent suggestions. The reviewers helped me focus my argument and provided

even some elegant turns of phrase that I have incorporated in the book. I am

very grateful for their comments.

It is a pleasure to acknowledge Carolyn Brown Heinz, for her enthusiastic

permission to use the photo on the cover, as well as for sharing with me her

vast anthropological expertise on the region of Sı̄ta’s birth, Mithila.
I want to thank especially my good friend and respected colleague Swapna

Sharma of Vrindaban for helping me with the translations from the Braj texts.

She clarified many obscure passages and saved me from several embarrassing

mistakes. More important, in her own devotion to Radha, she provided

me with an inspiring role model herself. There is no better way to come to

understand and love a culture one has not grown up in than through a true

friend.

I wish to thank wholeheartedly my colleagues at the University of Wa-

shington, especially Michael Shapiro, for taking the time to look through an

early draft of this book and offering advice, and also Virginia Van Dyke for great

discussions on politics and a reading of some politically relevant portions in

this work.

And many thanks to the students at the University of Washington who

took my classes on medieval Hindi, Indian literature in translation, Indian

goddesses, and Ramayapa in comparative perspective; I am especially grateful

to Valerie Ritter (now at the University of Chicago) for many fascinating dis-

cussions about Radha and Krishna’s accosting the Gopı̄s. Thanks to Prem

Pahlajrai for his insightful comments on an early version of the introduction and

chapter 6. I thank my students for their enthusiasm, keen interest, and good

discussions. This book was largely written during my sabbatical in 2004–5;

I am grateful to the University of Washington for teaching relief.
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Last but not least, I want to thank my wonderful family, especially my

husband: I have been very blessed to enjoy their genuine support and love,

much more than I can say. The arrival of our little girl coincided with the

sending off of the first draft of this book for review and with Durga puja, so we
could welcome a little Devı̄ home as the book of the two great Devı̄s started its

journey in the world. Today, as I prepare to send the finalized version off to

press, it is the auspicious occasion of Radhaqtamı̄.

I have benefited much from stimulating discussions with husband,

friends, students, colleagues, and gurus, but all mistakes and shortcomings are

my own. I can only hope that the positive points will outweigh the inevitable

faults. If any offense is given in the course of this long work, I humbly beg the

indulgence of all connoisseurs of the wonderful works cited and the forgive-

ness of the devotees of the great goddesses who have inspired it.

Radhaqtamı̄ 2007
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A Note on Translation

and Transliteration

No translation can do justice to the charming originals considered

here, with their elaborate wordplay and playful rhyme and the inter-

textuality of a whole rich cultural tradition—let alone a translation

by someone who is not a native speaker of English. I am woefully

aware of my shortcomings. My translations are intended to be func-

tional and to convey the points I want to make. Wherever possible

I have given the original in the footnotes, so readers can taste the

beauty of these wonderful works for themselves.

In the transliteration, I have followed the standard conventions

for the languages concerned (as in MW and OHED), with the ex-

ception of consistently representing all the anusvaras as m. I have

transliterated the final -a for old Hindi, because it matters for the

metrical sounding out of the text, but mostly left it out in modern

Hindi, unless the language is deliberately archaizing. The Devanagarı̄
script does not have capitals, so I give lowercase throughout my

quotations. I mostly follow the punctuation of the original. However,

for the poetry, I consistently give a comma to indicate the caesura and

a semicolon for the end of a line, rather than following the at times

somewhat ad hoc punctuation of the printed sources.

It is always a difficult decision which words to give with full

diacritics and which not. As it is conventional in film studies not to

indicate diacritics, I use the conventional Anglicized spelling for

titles of films, names of characters and actors, directors, and so on.

However, consistent with the rest of the book, I give full diacri-

tics when quoting songs or dialogue.
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Introduction

Sı̄ta and Radha, Role Models for Women?

A Shadow over Sı̄ta on the Wall?

The central question of this book is captured well by the scene de-

picted on the cover: a little girl in the courtyard of the village of Jit-

warpur in Bihar, crying hard, with a wall painting in the background

of the goddess Sı̄ta garlanding Rama as her husband. Is the little

girl afraid of Sı̄ta on the wall? Sı̄ta was born in the Mithila region, the
same region as this girl. Sı̄ta got to choose her husband, but not so

her little compatriot There is a shadow cast over the painting, as

there is over Sı̄ta’s life: everyone knows she suffered hardship: first

abducted by a demon, whom she resisted, and then abandoned by her

husband. What about the little girl? Is she crying because if even

goddesses can fall on hard times, surely she will, too? Sı̄ta is often

upheld as a role model for women. What good is a role model like Sı̄ta
for women? That is a question one hears raised among young women

of Indian origin living in the West, as well as in so-called progressive

circles in India. Can one generalize that the average Indian woman

shares those doubts?

Carolyn Brown Heinz, who took this picture in 1984, carried out

anthropological research in the Mithila area. In her discussions with

local women, she came across some strong opinions on this topic.

She asked women to comment on the claim that girls fromMithila get
to select their own husbands (seeking to redress a misperception of

prevailing matriarchy in the region). One of her informants, Chhaya,



wondered whether that claim might be because of Sı̄ta’s Svayamvara (Self-

Choice), ‘‘but since her marriage wasn’t a successful one, we have stopped that

custom. Everything that Sita did, we have stopped doing’’ (Heinz 2000: 4).

‘‘Just how much choice did Sita have, anyway? Her parents had set up the

conditions under which she could be won’’ (5). As it turned out, Chhaya’s own

marriage had been arranged, somewhat hastily, by her father, who had failed to

notice that the household into which she married had significant problems.

Continuing about Sı̄ta, Chhaya remarked: ‘‘She didn’t have a happy married

life, she lost everything, she lived in the forest. But sometimes you are more

happy in a forest than in a palace. Sita’s father-in-law had four wives. All four

lived in the palace. Do you think all four of them were happy? No, of course

not’’ (6). Indeed, Chhaya would know, because her own father-in-law had

brought his mistress into the house, which made Chhaya’s life miserable.

‘‘Sita, even living in the forest, she knew that my husband is here, too. He has

not taken any other wife. And I think because of that, Sita had a lot of hap-

piness’’ (7). ‘‘But then it was the duty of the king that separated them. . . . It was

Rama’s job as king that required they live separate. . . . Just like my husband,

it’s the duty that separates us’’ (8). Chhaya’s husband was a teacher in a college

in a different town and only could come home on occasional weekends. Back to

Sı̄ta, Chhaya said: ‘‘This poor girl, she didn’t do anything wrong. Even when

she went to Lanka. She’s so pure, she didn’t go to Ravan no matter what he did

to her. She didn’t go. Didn’t allow him to touch her body. So strong she was

in character! . . . I tell you, Sita is not a model. But what was her fault? Why

shouldn’t I take her as a model? . . . I am telling you, Mithila seems to be scared

of Sita’’ (8).

Admired at the same time as maligned. Blameless yet blamed. Loved and

feared. There is a real ambivalence in this reflection on whether Sı̄ta is or is not
a good model for women. Heinz, in her discussion of the personal production

of meaning, illustrates with this example how a woman telling her life story

may use Sı̄ta’s myth to interpret her own life and, conversely, use her own life

experience to interpret Sı̄ta’s story. Heinz perceptively points out that the

situation of real Indian women trying to live up to the model of an ideal woman

has its counterpart in some versions of the myth, where Sı̄ta produces a body
double, or chaya (shadow), who undergoes the abduction and suffering while

the real (that is, the ideal) Sı̄ta remains untainted. Very apt indeed that Heinz

gave the woman narrating Sı̄ta’s story as her own the pseudonym Chhaya!

Could Chhaya be voicing what many of her sisters feel: a strong ambivalence

about Sı̄ta as role model for women?

Thus, we could imagine that the girl in the picture is crying because of the

shadow hanging over her head, that her life will be a shadow version of Sı̄ta’s
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unhappy story. But maybe not. The wall painting of Sı̄ta garlanding Rama is

considered auspicious. It was purposely painted to decorate the courtyard for

a wedding.1 Still, the place where the wedding night will take place, the part

of the house known as kohbar ghar, is usually decorated at the entrance with

romantic images of another divine pair, Radha and Krishna.2 By contrast to

the virtuous, dharma-centered pair of Sı̄ta and Rama, the erotic, prema-centered

pair Radha and Krishna are not visible in the picture, but they surely are

depicted somewhere nearby. Does Radha, invisible here, make for an alter-

native role model for the women of Mithila? A happier one, of love in fulfill-

ment?

Why, then, is this girl crying? Heinz remembers it was because of her big

dark sunglasses, which frightened the girl. Should we extend the metaphor

and say that it is not the role model that is the problem but the ‘‘glasses,’’ the

darkening lens through which the outsider is looking in, the Westernized

interpretative position of the observer? Is it only when anthropologists prod

that Indian women express ambivalence or burst into tears? Is it only in the

books of foreign academics that Sı̄ta as role model becomes problematic? This

book will let the most influential texts of the tradition speak for themselves, as

it sets out to discover how Sı̄ta functions as a role model for women in contrast

to Radha.

Mythological Role Models for Love

This book fits within the larger frame of studies that seek to understand the

position of women in Hinduism. There has been increasing interest in this

field because of the crucial role women play in influencing population dy-

namics, in setting consumer patterns, and as a vote bank in the democratic

process. Women are important agents in these fields; thus we need to un-

derstand what they think. How do they make their decisions? What are their

ideals and ideologies? Here religion comes in.

The interface of the religious and political has attracted quite a bit of

scholarly attention lately because of the political support of Hindu women for

the religious nationalist parties in power in the 1990s. This has inspired

1. For photos of the wedding, see Heinz’s website about Mithila, www.csuchico.edu/anth/mithila/

kanyadan2.htm.

2. For illustrations of the Rajnagar Palace decorated for a royal wedding in 1919, see Heinz 2006: 12-4,

ills. 5–7.
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several studies on women and Hindu nationalism (e.g., Bhasin, Menon, and

Khan 1994, Sarkar and Butalia 1995, Sarkar 2001, Bacchetta 2004, Banerjee

2005).

This book, by contrast, is less about the role religion plays in women’s

political agency than about their decisions regarding their personal day-to-day

life, particularly in the way they cope with issues of love. As one astute observer

of popular culture has put it: ‘‘Love and romance . . . is a compelling locus to

examine womanhood: how does romantic love consitute women? Does this

reveal change over time? Discourses on love, romance, sexuality, and the

family are sites where women’s subjectivity is located, shaping how they are

imagined’’ (Virdi 2003: 126). This book will focus on the mythical heroines

who are held up as ideals and influence young women in their partner choices,

their matrimonial decisions, and the ways they cope with difficulties and

challenges to their marriage and the everyday indignities of unwanted sexual

attention.

At this point we should pause to reflect that the term ‘‘love’’ is an am-

biguous one. While the emotion may be said to be universal, it is culturally

specific in its construction. There is a multiplicity of South Asian codes of love,

each with its own history (see Orsini 2006: 1–39 for an overview; for theoretical

background see John and Nair 1998). This book engages simultaneously with

epic, devotional, and contemporary ‘‘lovescapes.’’3 Thus, we should be aware

that notions of ‘‘love,’’ ‘‘devotion,’’ ‘‘wifehood,’’ ‘‘marriage,’’ and ‘‘womanhood’’

are to be problematized as culturally specific categories in a South Asian

context, as well as in specific periods in history.

The way women cope with love is not a frivolous topic. It is obviously one

of general human interest, but it also can be seen as symptomatic for the

discourse of the conflict between modernity and tradition. While in a certain

sense a false dichotomy (Kazmi 1999), in common parlance the two are often

sharply distinguished. Modernity is often equated with individualism; tradi-

tion is seen as privileging the community. Recognition of individual free

3. The epic construct of love may be said to be twofold: (1) sexual liaisons (usually stressing the prob-

lematic of the ensuing offspring), and (2) marital bonds in the context of political alliances. However, speaking

about ‘‘epic love’’ is itself problematic and complex, as it stretches over a long period, reflecting different

sociopolitical constructs, including more or less patriarchal ones and influence from stylized kavya (poetics)

conventions of Sanskritic literature. The devotional construct of love is characterized by a conflation of human

and divine love, often from a ‘‘female’’ point of view, constantly shifting focus between devotion for husband

and for god (or husband-as-god). Key here is an all-consuming passion that defies societal normativity (dharma).

At some points, this code seems to be influenced by the Perso-Arab one. Finally, contemporary notions of love

may be inspired by all the traditional ones (including the Perso-Arab one), as well as a transnational (or

‘‘Western’’) discourse, which is often associated with the new consumerist middle class (Dwyer 2000).
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choice is often contrasted with pride in community and privileging the com-

munal good. This conflict is epitomized in the competing ideals of the love

marriage, a union of two autonomous individuals, and the traditional arranged

marriage, more a family affair. How women cope with love is indicative of how

they position themselves on a scale of modern and traditional. Choosing a love

marriage may be seen as a marker of modernity. The way women navigate

between these ideals can be taken as a barometer of the inroads of Wester-

nization on a traditional culture.

Often scholars are inclined to discuss the position of women in Hinduism

by studying women’s legislation in modern India or delving into the ancient

so-called Law Books (Dharmasastra), which lay out the rules of what women

should and should not do, what their rights and responsibilities are in given

situations. However, one wonders what the currency of theoretical tracts is in

actual situations in women’s lives. One could well argue that the way pre-

scripts, whether legal or religious, make most impact on the popular imagi-

nation is not through dry prescriptions but through the popular stories of

Hindu mythology. Many of the heroines of those stories set illustrious ex-

amples for a woman’s duty (strı̄-dharma). Few women will actually quote

the Dharmasastra with regard to why they act the way they do, but many

will cite inspiration from mythological examples. To understand the motiva-

tions of Indian women, it may be fruitful to focus on these mythological role

models.

Surprisingly few studies have been done on role models for Hindu

women.4 This book is an attempt to help fill that lacuna. Its main goal is to

deepen our understanding of the mythological role models that mark the

moral landscape young Hindu women have to navigate.

One can say that among the most influential models for Indian women are

the Hindu goddesses. Recently, some have turned their attention to the rela-

tionship between goddess worship and the position of women (King 1997,

Chitgopekar 2002, Sharma 2005). Intuitively, one might surmise that a reli-

gion that worships a feminine divine must have some positive implications for

women’s position in society. However, such an assumption has been pro-

blematized in a recent collection of articles aptly entitled Is the Goddess a

Feminist? (Hiltebeitel and Erndl 2000).5 That collection (as do the other books

4. A notable exception is a recent work on role models in general (Hirst and Thomas 2004) that includes

some articles (a.o. my own) focusing on role models for women. The term ‘‘role model’’ seems not to have been

heavily theorized (1–7). Madhu Kishwar also uses it in a recent essay (2003).

5. An earlier variant of this title is Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, ‘‘Is the Hindu Goddess a Feminist?’’ Economic

and Political Weekly, October 31, 1998, reprinted in Rajan 2004.

introduction 7



already mentioned) explores the issue by turning to the example of the Great

Goddess, or Mahadevı̄. A spate of recent scholarship likewise has focused on

the powerful and independent goddesses Durga and Kalı̄ (Caldwell 1999,
Pintchman 2001, Rodrigues 2003). As it turns out, it is by no means clear that

goddess worship helps further the position in society of flesh-and-blood

women. Even when the goddess is evoked as proof of women’s strength, this

may be in the service of an ultimate patriarchal goal (Rajan 2004). A related

question, of interest here, is whether the Great Goddess is a source of inspi-

ration for women’s lives. Again, this is not self-evident. She actually seems not

to be a strong role model for women (see Humes 1997).

The contribution of this book is to turn our attention instead toward

the more or less great goddesses, who seem to inhabit the domain half-

way between women of flesh and blood and the Great Goddess herself. These

female figures unquestionably serve as role models for human females, even if

the ideal they exemplify is recognized as not always attainable.

Is Sı̄ta a Feminist?

Sı̄ta, the faithful consort of the Hindu god Rama and heroine of the Ramayapa,
undoubtedly functions prominently in the psychology of young Indian women

(see, e.g., Kakar 1981: 218; for the diaspora, see Pandurang 2003: 92). As they

cope with their daily life and its challenges, women frequently refer to Sı̄ta as a
role model.

It is much debated whether that is a good or bad thing. Some feminists

strongly believe the latter and consider long-suffering and ever-sacrificing Sı̄ta
a restrictive role model that is harmful for women. In February 1988, two well-

known Indian feminists, Kamla Bhasin and Ritu Menon, wrote with reference

to the televised Ramayapa:

Eternal mythologies like the Ramayan are revived and popularized

via state controlled media at the mass ‘‘entertainment’’ level. . . .With

Sita as our ideal, can sati [widow burning] be far behind? It is

this overarching ideology of male superiority and female dispens-

ability that . . . accepts the silent violence against women that rages

in practically every home across the country. (Bhasin and Menon

1988: 13)

They were writing in the wake of a controversy over a young Rajasthani

woman who became satı̄, that is, she was burned on the funeral pyre of her

husband. The emotional intensity of the moment may explain the strong

8 the goddess as role model



wording, but one also hears such evaluations at other times.6 There is even the

term ‘‘doormat Sı̄ta’’ (Derné 2000: 140). Not only foreigners or the Wester-

nized intelligentsia have voiced protest against the Sı̄tamodel; a good example

of a broader outcry is a letter written by one of the ordinary women readers of

an influential magazine for women, Manushi, entitled ‘‘No More Sı̄tas’’: ‘‘Now
we must refuse to be Sitas. By becoming a Sita and submitting to the fire

ordeal, woman loses her identity. This fire ordeal is imposed on women today

in every city, every home.’’ (translated from Hindi in Kishwar and Vanita 1984:

299)

On the other hand, there are other voices, too. Some stress the opposite

and see a self-confident, gracious Sı̄ta as an empowering and inspiring ex-

ample for women. Interestingly, the founder-editor of Manushi, Madhu

Kishwar, has been at the forefront of such a more positive evaluation in the

past decade. She wrote in 1997:

My interviews indicate that Indian women are not endorsing female

slavery when they mention Sita as their ideal. Sita is not perceived as

being a mindless creature who meekly suffers maltreatment at the

hands of her husband without complaining. Nor does accepting Sita

as an ideal mean endorsing a husband’s right to behave unreasonably

and a wife’s duty to bear insults graciously. She is seen as a person

whose sense of dharma is superior to and more awe inspiring than

that of Ram—someone who puts even maryada purushottam Ram—

the most perfect of men—to shame. (Kishwar 1997: 24)

Kishwar is not alone in her positive evaluation. Multiple articles echo her

sentiments.7 Some point out that the dichotomy between a ‘‘traditional’’ Sı̄ta
and a ‘‘modern’’ liberated woman is a false one. A good illustration comes from

a radio series intended for high school students in the United States:

Indian women . . . don’t need many lessons from western femi-

nists. The examples and the message of true equality, of a genuine

realization of self, are contained deep within India’s own cultural

6. Some of the more raw extreme emotional assessments are found on the Internet; see, for example,

Sita Agarwal’s Genocide of Hindu Women, in particular chap. 7, www.geocities.com/realitywithbite/hindu.htm

7. A random example is ‘‘Sita—The Silent Power of Suffering and Sacrifice,’’ by Nitin Kumar, which was

the article of the month in March 2005 on the website www.exoticindiaart.com/. And projects that are intended

to empower women have been named after Sita, e.g. the SITA project (Studies in Information Technology

Applications) of Prita Chathoth and Kamalni and Krishna Sane, which began in 1999 (Molina 2002). And

there are websites like sitagita.com, which promotes itself as a website for the New Age Indian woman, with a

hip blend of tradition and modernity, offering conservative advice for women within a discourse of equality.
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traditions. In that sense, we ask Sita, the heroine of the epic, The

Ramayana, to speak, to tell her side of the story, a story that most

women know instinctively but have suppressed for too long, a story

that has been lost from sight while men retold the story from their

perspective.8

In turn, such positive interpretations have been problematized as going

too far in condemning the insensitive feminist dismissal of Sı̄ta (see Hess

1999: 26). ‘‘In appreciating the ‘weapons of the weak’ we should be careful not

to valorize institutionalized weakness. In stepping back from a certain ag-

gressive feminist mode that seems to attack women for not fitting some pre-

scribed ‘feminist’ model, we shouldn’t step right back into the backlash’’

(27).The issue begs for more scholarly attention.

Who is right? Is Sı̄ta as role model conducive to the oppression of women

or to their empowerment? Is Sı̄ta a feminist or an antifeminist? Does it depend

on what you call oppressive and what empowering? Is it all in the eye of the

beholder? Is this a matter of ‘‘Westernized’’ feminist views against ‘‘tradition-

alist’’ reactionary ones, as the quotation from the radio series suggests? In the

case of Madhu Kishwar, the matter is complicated by the fact that she has de-

clared herself emphatically not a feminist (Kishwar 1990), and she has evolved

from something close to ‘‘anti’’ to ‘‘pro’’ Sı̄ta over the past couple of decades.9 Is
she a trendsetter or exemplary of a trend that seeks to rehabilitate Sı̄ta? Should
we see this evolution in the context of the conservative discourse of Hindutva,

or Hindu nationalism, which is gaining ground in the public sphere?

But are we asking the right questions? Maybe these statements are not

contradictory at all. Might different people have different Sı̄tas in mind? Might

the Sı̄ta of the television series differ substantially from the Sı̄ta who lives in

the hearts of ordinary people? Might the question we should ask be who is Sı̄ta
to whom? And when in her story is Sı̄ta empowering, when not?

First, whether one considers Sı̄ta as a negative or positive role model

seems to be closely connected with the particular aspect of her story one has in

mind. Many feminist-oriented writers have concentrated on Sı̄ta’s victimiza-

8. This was part of a ten-part, one-hour radio series Passages to India on IBA radio, intended for use in

U.S. high schools and colleges, produced in 1991 by Julian Crandall Hollick, in cooperation with Rana Behal,

Raja Chatterjee, and Rajasekaran, www.ibaradio.org/India/passages/passages8.htm.

9. For a more extensive assessment of Kishwar’s position on Sı̄ta and more in general on the use of

Hindu traditional images for the women’s movement, see Robinson 1999: 161–7 and 193–7. See also Hess

1999: 25–6. I come back to a more nuanced view of Sı̄ta in the women’s movement in the conclusion.
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tion: first the fire ordeal (Agniparı̄kqa) she has to go through to prove her

chastity, and eventually her abandonment notwithstanding the favorable out-

come of the ordeal. The fire ordeal is indeed a powerful scene, and the image of

Sı̄ta engulfed with flames suffuses popular culture. However, feminists are

hardly the first to question the justice of putting Sı̄ta through the test; within

the tradition itself there have been voices that object to Sı̄ta’s treatment, as

differing interpretations in different versions of the story show (Hess 1999). It

can even be argued that the scene has a positive effect and that women will rally

behind those whose chastity is falsely questioned.10

Important as the fire ordeal scene may be, there are other powerful mo-

ments in the Sı̄ta myth that have been relatively neglected by scholars. Argu-

ably more relevant in ordinary women’s day-to-day life are the stories of Sı̄ta’s
early life: her falling in love as a young girl, her wedding, and her early married

life, where she is faced with some challenges like those womenmore ordinarily

encounter. It is on these episodes from Sı̄ta’s early life, up to and including her

abduction, that this book will focus. Can Sı̄ta be seen here to be an empowering

role model?

Second, who is Sı̄ta to whom? As the debate rages, it becomes woefully

apparent how remarkably few academic studies there are about her.11 It seems

that hardly anyone has stopped to study just who Sı̄ta is. Everyone refers to the
remarkable impact of the Ramayan television series, but there are few studies

that analyze how it differs from other versions of the story, and hardly anyone

focuses on the portrayal of Sı̄ta (the one exception is Barua 1996). How tra-

ditional is Sı̄ta as she appears on television? Or howmodern and new? There is

10. Leigh Minturn (1993: 217–9) in her work with Khalapur Rajputs tells of the case of a woman to whom

she meaningfully gives the pseudonym ‘‘Sita.’’ This poor and low-status (second) wife, falsely accused of being

immoral by her husband and beaten, escaped to her parental village, thus ‘‘proving’’ her chastity (if she had

indeed had a premarital affair, her father would not have accepted her back). She managed to rally the village’s

opinion on her side and extract a public apology from her husband. Minturn interprets this incident in the

context of the Sı̄ta story, which she considers to provide a role model for the women she studies (9).

11. Sı̄ta has not yet been the topic of an academic monograph, but there are a few important articles. Sally

Sutherland Goldman has contributed extensively, with discussion of Sı̄ta in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa and a con-

trastive study of Sı̄ta and Draupadı̄ (1989). A recent volume with articles on several Hindu goddesses (Hawley

and Wulff 1996) does not feature Sı̄ta at all, though she is featured in the earlier volume on a similar theme

(Hawley and Wulff 1982). In 1998, a ‘‘Sı̄ta symposium’’ was held at Columbia University, but only some of the

papers were published (Lutgendorf 1999, Hess 1999, Murphy and Sippy 2000, Herman 2000). Still, Sı̄ta has

benefited from some of the recent surge in Ramayapa studies: Paula Richman (1991 and 2001) and Man-

dakranta Bose (2003 and 2004) have each edited volumes on the diversity of the Ramayapa tradition, con-

taining several articles articles touching on Sı̄ta. There is an intense interest in ‘‘alternative’’ Sı̄tas, especially

women’s folk songs that tell the Ramayapa story from her perspective. This trend is also prevalent in more

popular articles in the Indian magazine for women Manushi.
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an urgent need for a nuanced reading of the messages sent by mass media

versions of Sı̄ta. This book is an attempt not to settle the debate but to con-

tribute to a more nuanced understanding of who Sı̄ta is and how she has been

understood over time.

The intent of this book is not to join the voices that accuse or defend Sı̄ta.
There is no point in dragging Sı̄ta into a feminist court and judging her by

alien standards—or in defending her against those norms. She has already had

to face more than her fair share of inquiry about her character within the story.

She has already been sadly misunderstood many times over. She deserves to be

known better. The premise of the book is to make available her voice, to stop

and listen to what she has to say, and how she has been allowed to say it,

differently in different contexts.

The question asked here then is not simply ‘‘is Sı̄ta pro- or antifeminist?’’

Instead, we will explore where Sı̄ta’s example may be oppressive or empow-

ering for women. Do the early parts of Sı̄ta’s life confirm the negative im-

pression one gets from the fire ordeal? Further, how conservative is the Sı̄ta in
the normative Sanskrit text compared to, say, the Sı̄ta of the devotional liter-

ature? What happens when Sı̄ta is screened on television?

Chaste Wife or Sensuous Lover: Sı̄ta and Radha
as Contrastive Role Models

Sı̄ta is not the only role model available to Hindu women. She is best under-

stood in a context of competing messages. The Sı̄ta model is all too often

singled out on its own, as if it were the only one present within the Hindu

tradition. This may be a case of amnesia: in response to a colonial critique of the

Hindu tradition as ‘‘vulgar’’ or ‘‘debauched,’’ models perceived to be vulnera-

ble to such critique are suppressed, and ‘‘uplifting’’ models are exalted to the

point of obliterating the former. When the pendulum swings back, the older

tradition is forgotten and the alternative is instead associated with the West.

A case in point is Mira Nair’s 2001 movieMonsoon Wedding, where the friends

of the bride-to-be cynically make fun of the ‘‘Sı̄ta-Savitrı̄ look,’’ knowing that

she is having a premarital affair with a married man. The movie, itself a ce-

lebration of hybrid culture, self-consciously seeks to expose some taboos. It

uses sexuality to configure modernity, setting up the affair of the bride as

modern and at the same time criticizing the traditional example of Sı̄ta
as hopelessly old-fashioned—or maybe a hollow subterfuge to trick men who

might be so naı̈ve as to believe women can be that way. Such an attitude seems
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too facile: one does not need to turn to the West for celebrations of women’s

desires: there are alternative role models within the Hindu tradition itself.

To do full justice to Sı̄ta, we have to study such contrasting models. There

are several alternatives,12 but this book features the consort of Krishna, Vish-

nu’s other avatar. Krishna is as playful as Rama is serious. He is known for his

mischief in breaking the laws of conventional morality (dharma) in the name

of love. According to the myth, Krishna spent his youth incognito in the idyllic

environs of a cowherding village in Braj, an area between Delhi and Agra. He is

famous for his pranks and for his dalliances with the local village belles, the

Gopı̄s, who were milkmaids or cowherdesses. His favorite was Radha, and she

became a goddess in her own right.

In order to understand Sı̄ta better, it is instructive to compare her with

Radha. If Sı̄ta is Rama’s wife, Radha is Krishna’s lover. If Sı̄ta is chastity

incarnate (see Rao 2004 on how far this concept can[not] be stretched), Radha
is sensuality incarnate. She is Krishna’s paramour, and in most interpreta-

tions, their relationship is a clandestine one. Whereas Sı̄ta is properly married

and Rama’s own (svakı̄ya), Radha is often understood to be married to another

(parakı̄ya), though this is a hotly debated issue (De 1961: 348–51). If the mutual

love of Rama and Sı̄ta is an example of happy monogamy, Radha’s relationship
with Krishna is famously fraught with the issue of his unfaithfulness and her

jealousy of his other lovers and wives. If Sı̄ta is a queen, aware of her social

responsibilities, Radha is exclusively focused on her romantic relationship with

her lover. Thus we have two opposite role models. Hindu women then have to

navigate between ideals from both ends of the moral universe: the loyal, chaste

wife and the adulterous lover.

Still, Sı̄ta and Radha have something in common, too. Many events from

Radha’s story can be compared to those in Sı̄ta’s. Radha, too, falls in love as a

young girl. In most versions, she does not get to marry Krishna, but in some,

they exchange secret wedding vows. Radha’s relationship with Krishna is

fraught with difficulties, but she, too, stands by her beloved even at the cost of

personal hardship. She faces similar challenges including the threat of the

‘‘other woman.’’ Her story makes for a good reflection on jealousy, as Krishna

is frequently involved with other women, giving Radha plenty of occasions to

cope with that.

12. Sı̄ta has already been contrasted with Draupadı̄, the heroine of the other great epic, the Mahabharata

(Sutherland 1989). Another potentially fruitful comparison would be with Parvatı̄, Siva’s consort, also seen as a

devoted wife, but maybe perceived to be less ‘‘meek’’ than Sı̄ta.
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In Radha and the Gopı̄s of Braj, we have a set of heroines who seem to

challenge the norms that Sı̄ta’s example sets. Their potential as role models for

women is ambiguous;13 after all, the divinity of their lovers is central, and

many sources hasten to specify that this is not to be read as license for ordinary

women to engage in such norm-breaking behavior.14 Yet they are unques-

tionably celebrated by men and women alike for their unwavering love for

Krishna. The very fact that Krishna is not their husband and hence they have to

risk their social security for their love is seen as proof of the strength of that

love.

I hasten to specify that I do not seek to retrieve a lost premodern Indian

model of free love (John and Nair 1998: 11–4). Like Sı̄ta, Radhameans and has

meant many things to different people; it is too facile to cast her in the role of

‘‘liberated lover.’’15 As for Sı̄ta, I will explore how she appears over time, taking

care to read the different portrayals in their historical contexts. This project

aims to understand the production of subjectivity with regard to love and

romance in popular culture in India. I look at the discursive and historical

processes that position subjects and produce experiences, focusing on these

two influential goddesses. This analysis leads to a deeper understanding of the

cultural tradition on whose basis modern attitudes toward women are derived,

prescribed, and enforced.

We should not forget, in focusing on Sı̄ta and Radha as role models for

women, that they are two much-adored and beloved goddesses, venerated by

13. Minturn (1993: 212–6) also describes a counter-case of ‘‘the shameless daughter,’’ to whom she gives

the pseudonym ‘‘Radha’’—a young, educated, wealthy woman who had an affair and became pregnant. This

case may well illustrate that Radha is perceived to be a counter-model (at least in Minturn’s eyes).

14. Even in the classical version of the story, Bhagavata Purapa (10.29–33), the role model value of the

characters is questionable. The narrator, the sage Suka, warns King Parı̄kqit that Krishna’s behavior is not

something to be imitated by mere mortals (naitat samacarej jatu manasapi hyanı̄svarah, vinasyatyacaran

maudhyad yatha rudro ‘bdhijam viqam; BhP 10.33.31). It seems obvious that the same is true for the Gopı̄s’

actions.

15. Radha and the Gopı̄s have been the subject of much scholarship. On Radha in Tantra, see Dimock

1966 and McDaniel 2000. On Radha in the Bengali classic Gı̄tagovinda, see Siegel 1978 and Miller 1977. On

Radha in Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, see Brown 1974, and in Sanskrit theological drama, see Wulff 1984. For

Radha’s South Indian origins in Āl
¯
var poetry as Pin

¯
n
¯
ai, see Hardy 1983 and several articles by Hudson (Hawley

2002). An important volume that took Radha as the main focus of the study of Hindu goddesses is The Divine

Consort: Radha and the Goddesses of India (Hawley and Wulff 1982). As is the case for Sı̄ta, Radha’s place is

much reduced in the follow-up volume by the same editors, where she has disappeared from the title; Devı̄:

Goddesses of India (Hawley and Wulff 1996). Still, sectarian interests, in particular ISKCON, keep fueling

publications on Radha; the Journal of Vaishnava Studies has devoted two special issues to her: 8.2 (spring 2000)

and 10.1 (fall 2001). Radha also is featured in studies of Braj devotional literature (e.g., Haberman 1987 and

2003; Pauwels 1996b). For a fascinating interpretation of the historical evolution of Radha in a Bengali social

context, see Sumanta Banerjee 1993. Donna Wulff has written on Radha as an empowering role model for

women in Bengal (Wulff 1985, 1997).
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millions of Hindus: they are Srı̄ Sı̄ta Devı̄ and Srı̄ Radhika Rapı̄ to their loving

followers. First and foremost, they are role models for all their devotees, wo-

men and men alike, in their ardent devotion to God. We all should emulate

their examples and shape our attitude toward God in their mold. Numerous

theological works have been written on that aspect.16

However, my focus here is limited to how Sı̄ta and Radha function as role

models for women in day-to-day life. There is no doubt that they have a firm

hold on the popular imagination. Their stories are lovingly recounted over and

over again, in learned Sanskrit versions and popular bedtime stories alike.

Many of these stories focus on their relationships with their divine partners:

how they first met the beloved, how they fell in love, and how the courtship

evolved; the trials and travails they shared with their beloved, the threats to

their relationships, and the ways these got resolved (or remained simmering in

the background), crises big and small—in short, how they coped with love. At

once, they are larger than life and very much part of the same cycle of life and

loving of ordinary Hindu women, or all women for that matter. There are

surely lessons to be learned from their examples. If we want to understand how

Indian women cope with love, it will be illuminating to focus on the myths of

Sı̄ta and Radha and how they have evolved over time.

Liberation Theology for Hindu Women?

Notwithstanding their antithetical roles, both heroines function within the

strand of Hinduism called bhakti, or devotional Hinduism. Indeed, their con-

sorts Rama and Krishna are firmly ensconced within the bhakti tradition, so

the goddesses, too, are recipients of worship within that tradition. The portrayal

of Sı̄ta in bhakti-inspired texts may differ substantially from that in the much

older classical Sanskrit text, the Valmı̄ki Ramayapa. The same holds true for

Radha. Will that make them more liberating as role models for women?

Often the theology of bhakti is said to bring with it a critical approach to

strict hierarchical and patriarchal social relations. Bhakti, then, may potentially

be liberating for women (e.g., Lele 1981: 1–15; Vasudevan 2000: 152–3). The

main reason for this understanding is that the ideology of bhakti advocates a

direct relationship between worshiper and deity, without the intermediary of a

Brahmin priest. This allows women to engage in acts of worship that are

functionally equivalent to those of men (Robinson 1985: 195–9). Bhakti tends

16. One accessible study of this aspect as exemplified by the Gaud� ı̄ya tradition is Haberman 1988.
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also to privilege vernaculars over Sanskrit, which makes it more accessible to

women. Moreover, one can argue that bhakti, in privileging love over ritual,

undermines dharma, which entails a possibility of critiquing its straitjacket

hold over women. Indeed, the hagiographical stories of the life of women

devotees often feature a rejection of the woman’s duty as a devoted wife (pa-

tivrata) in favor of her calling to God. Thus bhakti can be said to open alter-

native role models.17 Finally, bhakti that includes worship of a divine consort

has been seen as inherently more conducive to a favorable view of women

(Young 1996: 245–50). This positive evaluation is even echoed in the 1975

report from the United Nations for International Women’s Year, Towards

Equality, which was produced by the Committee on the Status of Women in

India; it points out that bhakti ‘‘brought great solace to women and presented

an alternative way of life’’ (Guha 1975: 43). Will Sı̄ta and Radha in bhakti texts

be more empowering for women than in other interpretations?

Maybe not. The assessment of bhakti as liberating is not undisputed.

Some have blamed bhakti for providing religious sanction for a hierarchical

and patriarchal status quo. They see an elite attempt of upper-caste males to co-

opt women and condemn bhakti as inculcating obedience, which is disabling

in the face of an oppressor (see Guha 1992: 47–60). A more nuanced view

splits bhakti up in two camps: sagupa bhakti (worship of God with attributes,

especially as one of the avatars of Viqpu), which is perceived to be elitist, and

nirgupa bhakti (worship of God without attributes, more abstract), which is

perceived to be egalitarian (David Lorenzen 1995: 1–32). Devotion for god-

desses falls under the former category, so in this case, too, one might not be too

optimistic about how Sı̄ta and Radha will function as role models for women.

One of the questions addressed in this book is how far bhakti texts can be

said to send more or less empowering messages to women in retellings of the

Sı̄ta and Radha stories. To that end, we will compare vernacular devotional

versions of Sı̄ta and Radha with their Sanskrit equivalents. Is bhakti a ‘‘liber-

ation theology’’ when applied to women? How about modern media versions?

Sı̄ta and Radha on the Small Screen

In 1987, every Sunday morning a country of nearly a billion people came to a

virtual standstill, with people congregating around television sets in order not

17. For an ethnographic description of women living out their lives in the footsteps of the Krishna

devotee Mı̄ra, see Martin-Kershaw 1995.
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to miss their favorite show: the televised Ramayan (TVR), directed by Hindi

film director Ramanand Sagar. For a whole nation, for one hour, time was

suspended for the virtual timelessness of the epic world. Or was it? How

‘‘updated’’ was this version of the epic? Some have called the series ‘‘the soap of

the gods,’’ somewhat denigratingly identifying it as a lowbrow modern enter-

tainment version for ‘‘the masses.’’ On the other hand, such qualifications

came from an elite, deemed Westernized and soon to be scared out of its wits

by a resurgence of tradition in the public sphere. Evaluations of the show are

cast in terms of tradition and modernity. What is the real identity of these on-

screen gods and goddesses? How modern or traditional are they really? And

why should we care?

We should care because of the enormous impact of the televised Ramayan,

which was not limited to the late eighties. In its video and DVD avatar, it is still

a best seller, often viewed and reviewed, not only in India but in the whole of

South Asia, beyond national and religious borders, as well as by Indians living

in Europe and the United States. Furthermore, the trend continued, and in

1988–90 a television series based on the other epic, Mahabharat, was even

more successful (see Mitra 1993, Majumder 1996). Sagar directed another

series, Shri Krishna (TVK), on the life of the God Krishna. Though the media

landscape had changed a lot since Ramayan (see Gokulsingh 2004: 7–26 for

an overview) and viewers had much more choice, this series was also a great

success. The list does not stop there. Since 2004, Star TV has been broad-

casting an abridged version of the original television series, Sanskshipt Ra-

mayan,which is doing extremely well (Sternfeld 2005: 203). This shows that its

appeal is not limited to the late eighties. Clearly, ‘‘soft-soaping’’ mythology is a

trend to stay, and something worth paying attention to. This is especially the

case because of the contemporary surge in the influence of Hindutva roughly

at the same time, which is often said to be related to the popularity of the

Ramayan series (Jaffrelot 1996: 388–92, Rajagopal 2001).

Given its popularity (for viewership figures, see Rajagopal 2001: 326 n.

48), it is obvious that the televised Ramayapa hit a nerve and reflected con-

temporary ideals.18 It is significant that most of the ‘‘heavy viewers’’ of the

series were women (Rajagopal 2001: 330 n. 72). Thus, it seems reasonable to

assume that the message of the series was targeted to some extent toward

them, so looking at the televised Sı̄ta as a role model will be rewarding. In the

18. For a brilliant general evaluation of the television series, situating it in its performative context, as

well as the media in general, see Lutgendorf 1995.
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case of Shri Krishna too, its immense popularity proves that Sagar had his

finger right on the pulse of what the audience wished to see.

Amazingly, notwithstanding their abiding popularity, very little serious

research has been done on these series. While the success of the televised

Ramayan has sparked academic interest, scholars’ concern has been to bring to

the public’s attention a multiplicity of Ramayapa traditions, paradoxically de-

flecting attention from the televised version. The pathbreaking studies by

Richman (1991) and Thiel-Horstmann (1991) have between them only one

article that looks seriously at the televised series (Dalmia-Lüderitz 1991). The

only book-length study focusing on the phenomenon of Indian television se-

ries, foregrounding the mythological ones (Mankekar 1999), has not all that

much to say about the series itself, as it is mainly a reception study. Basically,

in terms of scholarly literature attempting to understand the televised Ra-

mayan itself, there are only Philip Lutgendorf ’s two insightful articles (1990,

1995).19 The situation is yet worse for Shri Krishna, which has attracted hardly

any scholarly attention.

Twenty years since religion burst onto the small screen, it is time to pay

some sustained attention to these series and the trend they set. Ramayan

deserves special analysis, because of the Ramayapa’s unchallenged importance

in providing moral guidance, the televised Shri Krishna makes a good com-

parison. Both are useful as we seek to understand the messages sent to women

by the example of Sı̄ta and Radha. How have Sı̄ta and Radha been ‘‘screened’’

for popular consumption? Are these role models mutually contradictory?

We should keep in mind that the epics were broadcast in the context of

soap series, which partook in current debates about such ‘‘modern’’ issues as

the advantages and disadvantages of traditional ‘‘arranged marriages’’ and

‘‘ joint-family living.’’ The epics also shared the screen with news items fea-

turing issues of dowry and ‘‘bride burning.’’ All this constitutes the semantic

universe in which the televised epics partake. What then do Sı̄ta and Radha
mean in a rapidly changing social context where the traditional ideals of ar-

ranged marriage, unconditional loyalty of wife to husband, and joint family are

competing with modern concepts of love marriage, divorce, and nuclear

families? Intuitively, we might suppose that these ‘‘modern’’ media represent

more ‘‘modern’’ versions of the story and role models that are more ‘‘pro-

gressive.’’ But is that really the case? This question will hover in the back-

ground of the book, and I will deal explicitly with it in the conclusions.

19. More recently there is also an insightful essay by Uma Chakravarti (2005).
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Multiforms of Sı̄ta and Radha on the Big Screen

The domain where Sı̄ta and Radha function does not remain limited to religion

and mythology per se. They are ubiquitous in popular Hindi films. Countless

film heroines bear their names or variants thereof. These heroines encounter

situations similar to those related in the epics, and seem to behave more or less

consistently with the epic stories’ norms. We could say that we constantly

encounter multiforms of the goddesses in popular film. What happens when

Sı̄ta and Radha spill over into the domain of popular culture?

It is commonplace to relate the prevalence of references to Hindu my-

thology in popular Hindi movies to the fact that the earliest Indian films were

mythological (e.g., Chopra 2005). Their endurance beyond the genre of the

mythological is seen as a bit of an anachronism. Some have argued, somewhat

cynically, that filmmakers include such references in order to expand viewer-

ship in rural areas by bringing those audiences something familiar they can

relate to (Derné 1995b: 197).

What do filmmakers themselves have to say on the topic? Raj Khosla, with

reference to Do raste and Mera gaon mera desh, offered the reflection that the

epics are ‘‘in our blood’’ and hence unavoidably color his films (Raj Khosla, in

Pfleiderer and Lutze 1985: 40). Interestingly, he also points out that he feels

the scenarios of the gods are reenacted in his own life, from his spying while

girls take their bath in the river to veneration for the eldest brother in the family

(39–40). And he indicates that this is not restricted to his own experience: ‘‘It is

there . . . all over India, in every home’’ (40). Since the mythological references

are such a mainstay of the mix of ingredients of the popular movie, the au-

dience must feel similarly positive about the relevance of such mythological

allusions. Indeed, some have articulated as much in interviews (villager in-

terviewees as analyzed in Pfleiderer and Lutze 1985: 69).

Thus, mythological references are worth paying attention to, yet few

scholars have done so. Whatever little analysis has been done has tended to be

from a psychoanalytical perspective (O’Flaherty 1980, Kakar 1989). Those

analyses open up interesting and stimulating ways of thinking about movies,

but they may also be perceived as reductionist. Myths tend to be read as

universals of human experience, or at least of South Asian experience, which

brings a certain timelessness to the movies thus analyzed.

One reason scholars of religion have not been interested may be that these

borrowings are regarded as trivial appropriations of the tradition. Hindi films

are not seen as a serious source of change of religion (Derné 1995b: 191),

and the references are considered ‘‘condensed and inexplicit’’ (212). This is
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understood to be the case because of censorship, as well as the commercial

pressure to appeal to a broad and diverse audience without offending anyone’s

feelings (191).

It is true that the mythological equivalents of the characters are often

flagged in a condensed and stereotypical way. The name Raghuvı̄ra or another

epithet of Rama will set up the audience to expect an obedient son who is ready

to place his duty before his personal desires. A scene of a man spying on

women bathing or breaking women’s pots as they return from the well often

signals we are dealing with a Krishna type, often named Birju or another

epithet of Krishna. However, it is well worth our while to pay serious attention

to what happens to these characters and how they deal with the circumstances

they encounter that recall the epics. It is not just that mythological themes are

evoked in popular movies; they are appropriated creatively.

One reason anthropologists and social scientists are not paying attention

to the epic references in films may be that viewers deny that movie characters

are regarded as role models. Often they are regarded to be ‘‘mere’’ entertain-

ment of a ‘‘degrading’’ nature, and interviewees express a sense of guilt about

watching them (Derné 1995b, 207–8). Though this may have changed in more

recent years, there certainly is a sense that Hindi films are not to be taken

seriously; they are mere entertainment. Sometimes it is jokingly said, ‘‘You

have to leave your brain at home when going out for a Hindi movie.’’ The

presumption is that viewers can pick their brains back up unchanged after the

movie, that they will not be influenced by what they have seen. However, this

discourse flies in the face of the role movies play as trendsetters with regard to

such issues as hairstyles, dress, accessories and gadgets, mannerisms, and life

styles (see, e.g., Wilkinson-Weber 2005). Certainly, movies help set consumer

patterns, and changes in appearances are part and parcel of people’s self-

understanding and self-expression. Moreover, a certain anxiety about the im-

pact film can have on impressionable young (especially female) minds is ob-

vious in some ‘‘metafilms’’ that are preoccupied with the issue, such as

Hrishikesh Mukherjee’s Guddi (1971), which problematizes a young girl’s

excessive interest in movie heroes (Taylor 2000: 297–9).

One reason film studies scholars are not interested in mythological ref-

erences may be that film is felt to be an intrinsically modern medium, which

explains the amount of energy poured into studies of film and the modern

nation on the one hand and the transcultural implications and borrowings of

Indian cinema on the other. However, we do not necessarily need to posit a

dichotomy between rupture and continuity of Indian traditional values in film.

‘‘Tradition’’ is of course always a contested category, amply illustrated by the

kaleidoscopic shifts within, for instance, the storytelling of the Purapas. The
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difference may be that whereas those texts pose as and are understood to be

old, as the name implies, the movies pose as and are understood to be modern.

Yet circumstances are always new; they develop and call for new reworkings of

old ideas. It should not surprise us that films, too, partake in the grand process

of reconstituting a cultural universe, or many multiverses, if you wish. There

surely is a coming-to-terms with the challenge of ‘‘the modern’’ in its many

historically varying forms, yet this is done in a vocabulary and grammar heavily

inflected with ‘‘the tradition.’’

What is going on is not just mixing a pregroundmasala into the cocktail or

simple-minded ‘‘borrowing’’ to appeal to some unchanging religious senti-

ment. Rather, we find highly creative reworkings, some serious, others whim-

sical, intended to delight audiences as well as to push their thinking about how

myths can be or ought to be exemplary for daily life. Films at the same time

reflect changing attitudes toward religious myths and bring new lines of in-

terpretation by applying them to ‘‘reel life’’ situations. That does not necessarily

mean that the messages offered by the movies are widely accepted as such,

but if the movie is successful, it still indicates it has hit a chord. If we want to

understand fully the message of the television Sı̄ta and Radha, we do well to

look how that message relates to hit movies from the popular Hindi movie

industry. After all the director of the television series, Ramanand Sagar, was a

also a director of Hindi film.

Methodology

Siting Sı̄ta and Radha

In order to understand what message the mythological references in popular

culture carry for contemporary South Asians, we have to start with histori-

cizing. It is a fallacy to speak of Sı̄ta and Radha as if they were monolithic

characters, unchanging over time. The Sı̄ta of the Sanskrit epic is not the same

as that of the televised series. Role models are continually constructed and

reconstructed. Epic characters may seem timeless because we cannot always

point to one author as their constructor or reconstructor. However, a careful

reading with close attention to variables between different versions discloses

nuances in how the messages sent to women change over time.

It makes sense to start this process of decoding with the most successful

modern media forms, identifying their main sources. In our case, the point of

reference is the televised versions of Sı̄ta and Radha in Ramanand Sagar’s

series. In order to investigate what these contemporary texts have to say, we
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need to determine how exactly their messages refer to, make use of, and differ

from those of the earlier ones. I call this activity ‘‘siting.’’20

By ‘‘siting’’ I mean the process of uncovering intertextuality. In the first

place, this involves studying the way texts ‘‘cite’’ one another. The television

versions credit their sources: the older versions of Sı̄ta and Radha’s stories.

More than that, they quote them both verbatim and indirectly. In other in-

stances, they choose not to do so and suppress or pass over certain elements in

silence. Yet elsewhere, they appear to be quoting older sources when they are

in fact innovating. This complex reworking of earlier versions of the stories

needs unraveling. Siting is this process of unraveling some of the threads.

I investigate what the contemporary texts have to say by putting my finger on

how exactly the contemporary message makes use of and differs from the

earlier ones. An important factor to realize here is that such use of sources is

never random or value-free. It involves making moral judgments and capi-

talizing on the authority of the earlier texts while simultaneously feeling free to

change and drop material as needed.

At the same time, when I use the term ‘‘siting’’ in connection with role

models, I have in mind a process that situates these models, charts them on a

geographic site, identifies how they fit on a three-dimensional map. Role

models are like landmarks in a moral landscape. Humans travel through

such landscapes and use the landmarks to navigate. Like the landscape, the

landmarks change over time; they erode, or become more pronounced. Such

changes usually happen slowly and are difficult to discern, while in process. To

document them, we could take snapshots at different points in time and from

different places. Often such changes become even more clear if we compare

how they work for two different landmarks. We could, for instance, come to

understand how the erosion of one has led to change in another.

What I propose to do in this book, then, is to look at changes in two such

landmarks in a moral landscape, the two role models the contrastive heroines

Sı̄ta and Radha. So as to maximize the comparison, I have chosen snapshots

that show them in a similar pose, that is, episodes from their stories that have a

lot of similarities and can be fruitfully compared. My theme here is how they

cope with love, and I will follow their love stories from their first falling in love

(chapter 1) through the process of arranging for matrimony (chapter 2), the

20. No reference intended to Niranjana 1992, whose use of the term is different. On the other hand, my

method of siting is comparable to what the historian Romila Thapar has done for the story of Sakuntala though

she does not use this term. My focus here though is not on the colonial intervention but on the relevance of the

message sent to women. Thapar says about retold narratives that we should ‘‘treat this repetition as a prism

through which to view points of historical change’’ (1999: 1).
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marriage (or mock marriage) itself (chapter 3), their decisions to step out

of the safety of home and purdah into the dangers of the forest (chapter 4),

the challenge of the ‘‘other women’’ seducing—or trying to—their husbands

(chapter 5), and finally the challenge of sexual harassment and how they cope

with it (chapter 6). As I explain at the beginning of each chapter, all of these

moments have everyday relevance for ordinary women today. Studying how

the goddesses behave in such situations, as portrayed in the contemporary

popular televised texts, helps us understand the moral landscapes ordinary

women have to navigate.

For each of these snapshots, I select three points in time to compare. One

reason I call this process siting rather than mapping is that I am well aware

that I am leaving whole areas blank between the snapshots I discuss. Ob-

viously, one could have looked at many Rama and Krishna cycle retellings, but

within the scope of one book it is impossible to do justice to all the versions. So

I have restricted myself here to the three arguably most influential ones: the

television, classical, and medieval. In addition, I have provided notes on echoes

of Sı̄ta and Radha in the vast corpus of popular Indian film. In this way, I am

able to identify some of the changes in role models for women that are taking

place right now.

In short, through the method of siting, I aim at opening new windows

through which to view the ‘‘traditional’’ models that go into the making of

contemporary discourses on gender and love in South Asia.

Lessons Learned from Media Research

Since this book takes its point of departure largely from popular television

series’ depictions of the two goddesses, we should reflect on methodologies of

television research. A lot has been written on the impact of television on social

behavior (for a good overview, see Asami and Berry 1998). A first lesson is not

to regard television—or other texts for that matter—as closed texts, a simple

message to be decoded. It is important to consider ‘‘what does the viewer do to

(or with) television’’ (Berry 1998: 4). One should not fall into the trap of

assuming, for instance, that women are ‘‘manipulated by the patriarchal dis-

courses of television.’’ While television programs can be said to create certain

‘‘subject positions,’’ viewers can affirm and appropriate or resist and negotiate

(Mankekar 1993: 557–8). To explore this issue would be, however, a different

study. It is interesting to consider the question of what the impact of mytho-

logical series in real life might be. Though that is not the focus of this book,

I hope it will be a helpful basis to work from for anthropologists, behavioral

psychologists, and social scientists who might consider such questions.
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Second, one should keep in mind that the influence of the medium does

not unilaterally flow from director to audience. Interaction with the viewers is

an important factor for the televised Ramayan, even though it occurred before

the advent of interactive media. Indeed, it will be clear from my analysis that

I am constantly looking for how the director and his team are working with

commonly held assumptions about the stories they serialize, some of which

viewers communicated to them in correspondence. The viewers’ concerns

inspired the director to code episodes in certain ways. In fact, this is not unlike

the traditional process of interpretation of religious texts, which is a dynamic

exchange between the expounder and the listener. The listener may raise

doubts and objections (saxka), to which the expounder will propose solutions

on the basis of his interpretation of the text (saxka-samadhan). In retellings of

myths, there may be an implicit, unstated ‘‘first part’’ of such questions

(purvapakqa), to which the author provides a follow-up answer (uttarapakqa) by
tailoring the problematic episode in a way to address the issue. The situation

does not necessarily need to be a hierarchical one, in which there is a text-

expounder or guru guiding his disciples, but can be one analogous to Bible

study groups in Protestant traditions, where there is not necessarily a desig-

nated authoritative leader. This phenomenon has been studied for other

Ramayapa texts (Lutgendorf 1991; Hess 2001), and is particularly relevant

here. Sagar has stressed that he himself belonged to a group of Ramayapa-
lovers that gathered regularly to discuss and debate passages from the scripture

(Sternfeld 2005: 197).

Another insight to take from television studies is the importance of recog-

nizing the medium as an art (Berry 1998: 8). This is particularly important for

the televised epics, which are often disregarded as mere derivative, gaudy video

versions of ancient texts. In my close viewings of the videos, I have come to

respect the amount of creative thinking and originality the director and his team

brought to bear on their work. My comparison with the acknowledged source

texts is in no way intended to prove the derivational character of the series or to

reduce them to faint reflections of the original. Rather the opposite; in paying

close attention to detail, I testify abundantly to the creativity of the director.

Finally, there is the issue of the constructed audience.21 What audience in

which circumstances perceived what part of the perceived message? The

readings I present are not necessarily the ones that any of the multiple audi-

ences who have watched the series perceived at the time of broadcasting or

21. For a sophisticated analysis of different types of constructed audiences, see Anderson 1998: 214–27;

for a historical overview, see Gokulsingh 2004: 78–80.
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even have come to perceive after repeated viewing. While there has been

abundant evidence that at the moment of its initial screening the series were

viewed literally religiously, and with a great degree of undivided attention, of

course not all members in an audience perceive things similarly.What I present

here is a maximally informed reading, one that takes into account all the details

of the source texts. Comparing in such detail is a privileged situation, and few

viewers had full access to these source texts during the viewing. It needs to be

stressed, though, that many viewers know significant portions of the source

texts by heart and thus are in a position to compare to a high degree. While the

messages articulated here may well have remain undecoded by the majority of

the audience, it is still worthwhile to strive for the maximal reading, as it may

uncover some of the director’s intentions. What I lay bare here are the potential

meanings of the text; the estimation of the realization of these potentialities

would be a different study.

The Untenable Lightness of the Popular Hindi Movie

One of the contributions of this work is to incorporate in the analysis myth-

ological references in popular movies. Here, lessons learned from film studies

come into play. In the past decade and a half, a sophisticated literature on

popular Hindi film has developed (Chakravarty 1993, Prasad 1998, Kazmi

1999, Mishra 2002, Virdi 2003, to name just a few). Here I articulate only the

concerns relevant to this study. First, understanding the messages of popular

film is not as simple as it might appear; it requires significant sophistication.

Recently a lot of work has been done on analyzing visual culture (see for

instance, Dasgupta 2006). Theorizers of popular culture have pointed out that

Indian viewers and spectators are caught up in an ‘‘interocular’’ field (Appa-

durai and Breckenridge 1992). We should not forget that they also function in

an interaural field, and here, too, ‘‘each site or setting for the socializing and

regulation of the public gaze’’ (read also: ear) ‘‘is to some degree affected by the

experiences of the other sites’’ (Breckenridge 1995, 12). Analyzing such sites is

what my method of siting is designed to do.

Second, following from the first point, studying interaurality is especially

important because Indian cinema is dominated by the genre of the musical,

and thus centered around songs. Songs evoke other songs. Tunes and words

echo back and forth between different milieus, from temple and folk gather-

ings to movie hall, cassette studio, and back (Manuel 1993). Here the inter-

play among devotional, folk, and popular culture is particularly relevant. Thus

I particulary foreground the film songs and study their intertextuality with the

tradition.
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Third, we have to guard against treating popular Indian cinema as mono-

lithic. There is a rich diversity. On the one hand, there is something of a

hegemonic discourse that reinforces patriarchal values, but at the same time

I will indicate ‘‘counter-moments,’’ attempts to struggle with challenges posed

to such an ideology.22 It is important to look at both, if we seek to map a

narrative of women through Hindi films, as Jyotika Virdi suggests we do (Virdi

2003: 123). Whereas she is mainly engaged in a close reading of the films’

intertextually with each other and in conjunction with the underlying ‘‘star

text’’ (124), I offer here a reading that is intertextual with the myths and thus

reveals the rich texture of these seemingly naı̈ve movies in yet a different way.

Finally, we have to keep in mind that the audience is not merely passively

taking in the discourses of the movies. Several recent studies have fore-

grounded the audience’s critical stance and subversion of the values depicted

in the movies (Derné 1995b, Uberoi 2001a, Banaji 2005). Still, it is valuable to

analyze the movies as text, while being aware of the possibility that the audi-

ence comes away with alternative interpretations.

My intent to unpack the mythological references in the movies against the

background of other versions of the myths may raise objections. The project

falls between disciplines, which is not always welcomed. On the one hand,

scholars of religion and religious texts may object. Why look at secular Hindi

movies to understand popular religion in India? Scholars of popular culture

and film may take offense, too. Why look at epics to understand popular film?

This book showcases the need for both. Let me explain briefly the desirability of

each in turn.

The interdependence of popular film and religion has been little studied.

However, occasionally attention has been drawn to it forcefully, when religious

phenomena spill over spectacularly into the domain of popular culture. One

example is the case of the ‘‘new’’ goddess Santoshi Ma, who gained rampant

popularity in the wake of the unexpected success of the 1975 movie Jai Santoshi

Maa (studied by Kurtz 1992, Lutgendorf 2002). More recently, suspicions

of a growing influence of Hindutva in the visual media have inspired two

brief studies, one on nostalgia as manipulated in television advertisements

22. This is along the same lines as what Jyotika Virdi is doing in her chapter ‘‘Heroines, Romance, and

Social History’’ in her recent book, though she focuses on ‘‘critical readings against the grain’’ that ‘‘destabilize

Hindi cinema’s hegemonic values’’ (2003: 121–6). She is keen to detect ‘‘lapses’’ and ‘‘leaks’’ in the prevailing

discourse. The elements I discuss in this book, though, are not ‘‘lapses,’’ as directors’ critical engagement with

mythological models is quite deliberate. Moreover, the outcome of the analysis does not unproblematically

contest patriarchal values.
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(Dasgupta 2006) and another on films engaging with political material (Dwyer

2006).

Obviously, there is some connection that must be more enduring than the

spectacular eruptions of the religious into the domain of popular film and

television. When we look up close, we find that films frequently play on the

religious sentiments of their audience in multiple, sometimes contradictory

ways (Kishwar 2003a). Often, filmmakers seem to have their finger on the

pulse of popular religion, to show and articulate what audiences are ready to

hear and see, and again adopt in their own styles of religious celebration. With

regard to politicized Hinduism, it is particularly important to study the link

between religion and film. Leaders of Hindutva have been engaged in many

ways in the world of popular film and television (Brosius 2005). Finally, we

could say that the ubiquitous presence of filmı̄ bhajanas in places of pilgrimage

virtually shouts it from the rooftops: there is no splendid isolation between the

sacred wood of, say, Brindaban and the purportedly secular Bollywood.

On the other hand, scholars of film studies will be quick to raise the

objection that an approach of studying films against the background of reli-

gious texts reeks of reductionism, something many studies of popular film

warn against (see Kazmi 1999: 67, Virdi 2003: 3). They fear that such a study

might perpetuate the stereotypes of ‘‘epic tropes’’ and ‘‘eternal Indian themes.’’

Of course, we should not lose track of the fact that there is a good deal more

going on in Hindi movies than reworking of epic stories. However, one misses

out on a lot if one does not understand the playful epic references with which

these movies abound. There is no question of ‘‘unchanging archetypes’’ that

are simply being reproduced. In fact, we may have to go as far as to say that

there are no unchanging archetypes. They are constantly under construction

and reconstruction. The epics themselves and their devotional reworkings are

full of twists and changes, interesting shifts of focus according to time and

place (for reflections on contradictions within Valmı̄ki’s epic itself, see Gold-

man 2004). As one scholar of myth has put it: ‘‘Myth is like palimpsest on

which generation after generation has engraved its own layer of messages and

we must decipher each layer with a different code book’’ (O’Flaherty 1980: 4).

Film appropriations of myth are no exceptions.

What is needed then is a clearheaded understanding of the multiple shifts

and twists in the old texts, as well as in television and movie versions. As

I identify the changes from scriptures to screen, I am looking for which notion

of tradition is invoked and articulated, and which one is suppressed or altered.

I attempt to decode the message of the myths and the allusions to them in

popular culture by means of a careful analysis of ‘‘what is old, what is new,’’

paying particular attention not only to innovations, significant as they are, but
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also to what exactly is quoted and what is left out from the earlier versions.

I think it is very important to do so; otherwise, we end up ascribing to say,

Sagar’s Ramayan, traits that are much older, and missing elements that are

truly innovative.23

What This Book Is Not About

Disappointing as it may be, this study has to leave out certain important

subjects. One is reception history of the texts studied. For the classical and

medieval texts, one can study the commentaries, and I occasionally refer to

them. Even so, these are primarily authored by men, and it is impossible to get

at the reactions of the women, the main audience of interest here. For the film

and television sources, it would be possible to probe audience reaction, with

reference to reviews, readers letters in popular magazines, and interviews with

directors, actors, and screenplay writers. Another angle of approach is an-

thropological study of viewers’ reactions (e.g., Mankekar’s broader study

[1999] and Derné’s work on Hindi movies [1995a]). In particular, it would be

revealing to test how much the audience gets of the quotations from medie-

val Old Hindi and classical Sanskrit texts. It is commonly assumed that the

medieval devotional version of Rama’s story, the Ram Carit Manas, is not

easily understood today. However, it is quoted extensively in the televised

Ramayan. In the course of my study, I have become convinced that the tele-

vision series’ use of the Manas deliberately targets connoisseurs of the Manas,
which has led me to suspect that there may be a substantial number of such

connoisseurs among the viewers. Still, the audience was much broader, and

many of the nuances noted in this book might well have escaped the ‘‘aver-

age viewer.’’ It would be interesting to see how much of the carefully crafted

reworkings of earlier myths in the television series came across in differ-

ent milieus, but obviously that is a different study that requires a different

expertise.

Beyond the narrow issue of the reception of the television series, it would

be very desirable to investigate the actual impact of the goddess role models on

23. One fallacy is to conflate particular Ramayapa versions with meta-Ramayapa ideas. Another is to

locate ideological aspects of Hinduism in general, and TVR in particular, as originating in or responding to

colonial discourse. One has to be careful in doing so. The Ramayapa tradition contains elements with a long

pedigree beyond the much-studied nineteenth century. Even so careful an analyst as Purnima Mankekar

conflates those when she traces the portrayal of Rama as embodying both sannyasin and kqatriya to Ban-

kimcandra, whereas, of course, the combination is much older (1999: 205–7).
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women. Heinz’s study (2000) is a felicitous example of discovering how wo-

menmake use of the Sı̄ta story when narrating their own lives. I hope this book

will be of use to researchers in social studies and women’s studies who seek to

understand women’s responses to and negotiations of, in everyday life, the

choices related to love. Recently there has been a lot of interest in how middle-

class women partake in traditional and transnational gender discourses,

whether in India (Puri 1999) or the diaspora (Rayaprol 1997). In such studies,

notwithstanding the high degree of theoretical sophistication, sometimes the

‘‘traditional’’ discourse is seen as monolithic. It is hoped my contribution here

will bring a more nuanced understanding, beyond unproblematic equation of

the television Ramayan with the ancient Indian tradition.

Another limitation of this study is that it focuses solely on the ‘‘interaural’’

aspect of siting. It would take another volume to bring the perspective of visual

arts and reveal the ‘‘interocular’’ experience. A comparative study with visual

images and earlier films and, further back, miniature paintings, would cer-

tainly be a desideratum. An engaging example of such a study with respect to

Bharat Mata and sakti is Geeti Sen’s Feminine Fables, which touches just briefly

on Radha (Sen 2000: 79–82).

Finally, related to the issue of audience response, I am not tackling

the question of the use of the serialized text by agents engaged in partic-

ular political and social action. Given the rise of the Right in Indian poli-

tics and of Hindutva-inspired views of gender from around the time of the

series, such a study would be very worthwhile, and the topic certainly de-

serves further exploration by political scientists (in the footsteps of Rajagopal

2001).

Whatever the limits of this study, its investigation of the changes in ‘‘the

message’’ from a textual perspective is a logical first step toward understanding

contemporary South Asian viewers’ reactions to these texts and their political

and social implications.

The Sources

There are multiple versions of the myths of Sı̄ta and Radha, each important in

its own right, but I limit myself here to three. I will take into account, for each

episode and each goddess, as far as possible, a classical, Sanskrit version of the

story; a medieval, devotional one; and finally the televised version. I also in-

corporate material from relevant Hindi popular movies. I give specifics about

my choices in the introductions to the chapters. I have chosen the classical and
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medieval sources that are most pertinent to the contemporary versions, in

particular the sources that are explicitly acknowledged in the credits of the

television series.24 While the choice is more straightforward for the Ramayapa
versions, I have strived to find sources that make for a good comparison for the

Krishna stories.

In addition to explaining my rationale for the sources, I will in this section

also provide a general contextualization for the three main reference points

(classical, medieval, and contemporary), outlining authors’ motives, as far as

known. For the movies, I provide here a broad overview of trends in the de-

piction of romance in popular Hindi cinema as a guide for the reader to con-

textualize the movies analyzed in this work.

Classical Sources

The locus classicus of the Sı̄ta-Rama story, explicitly announced as one of the

major sources of the televised Ramayapa, is undisputably what is known as the

Valmı̄ki Ramayapa. This work, hailed as the first Sanskrit kavya (work of belles
lettres) is attributed to the sage Valmı̄ki.25 Since Valmı̄ki is intimately tied up

with the main characters, this version has the status of an eyewitness account.

Scholarly consensus regards the text as we have it now as a composite, having

expanded over time, with a core dating back maybe to the fifth or fourth

century BCE, but crystalized in its current form by the second century CE.

I will treat the epic as a unified whole, as does the tradition and some Western

scholarship (Pollock 1984: 3–6, 15–54). However, one should be aware that

another line of scholarship distinguishes within the epic between many indi-

vidual passages that seem to be later additions, including some passages dis-

cussed here (for a full overview, see Brockington 1994 and 1998: 377–97; for a

translation of the oldest reconstructable version, see Brockington and Brock-

ington 2006). The text used as a source of the televised version was not the

critical but the vulgate edition.26 Thus, and because of its widespread popu-

larity and availability, references throughout will be to the books (kapda),

24. Taking TVR as a point of departure means, regrettably, that this book is limited to the North Indian

sources. A study of the South Indian Ramayapas, taking into account Tamil and other Dravidian language texts

as well as films, would make a wonderful contrast.

25. Another wonderful source for the conjugality of Rama and Sı̄ta would have been the Ānanda

Ramayapa, an extremely interesting version focusing on bliss and the domestic joy of the divine pair, see

Aklujkar 2001a and b.

26. Note that the critical edition is of course not the final word, as new manuscripts are being discovered

(see Bailey and Brockington 2000: 195–217).
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chapters (sarga), and verses (slokas) in the vulgate edition of the Gı̄ta Press in

Gorakhpur (Goswami 1969).27

For the story of Krishna and Radha, or rather the Gopı̄s, the equivalent

classical authority, acknowledged in the credits of the televised serial Shri

Krishna, is the Bhagavata Purapa, in particular its tenth book (skandha), which

focuses on the story of Krishna. Authorship of this Sanskrit work is attrib-

uted to the prolific sage Vyasa. Its dating is controversial: current scholarly

consensus ascribes the finalized book to the ninth century CE (for a discus-

sion of scholarship on the topic and an argument for an earlier date, see

Bryant 2002).28 Again, the text used for the televised version was the vulgate,

(Goswami and Sastri [1971] 1982).29 This book is actually shown in the fore-

ground at the beginning of the series, where Sagar welcomes his audience

with the greeting ‘‘Jay Srı̄ Krqpa’’ from his personal study from behind a pile of

books on his desk. So references throughout are to the books (skandha), chap-

ters (adhyaya), and verses (sloka and many other meters) of this edition.30

Note that Bhagavata Purapa only talks about the Gopı̄s as a group and does

no single out Radha by name. Later theologians have done their best to find

etymological cues in the text and identify the one Gopı̄ privileged by Krishna

during the Rasa-lı̄la with Radha (Miller 1977: 26–9). In the later poets’ vision,

too, there is no doubt that Radha is the foremost of the Gopı̄s, and she figures

prominently in the medieval sources.

For these two classical sources, the comparison is somewhat marred, since

they are widely disparate in place and time. Comparing the classical moments

of the Sı̄ta and Gopı̄ stories is anachronistic in that sense. One might have

argued instead for comparison with either the Harivamsa or Viqpu Purapas,

27. I have much benefited from this edition’s Hindi paraphrase, as well as the translations and notes of

the translators of the critical edition (Sheldon Pollock and Sally and Robert Goldman). Of course, one has to

keep in mind that the Valmı̄ki Ramayapa as received by its audience is not a version using the printed word.

Rather it is received in performance, where it is recited and/or visually enacted.

28. Study of the different stages of composition of the text has not been carried out to the same degree of

sophistication as for Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, and one has to be aware of a sectarian interest of some authors who

keenly push for an early date for especially the Krishna-related passages.

29. This text, too, is mostly received by its audience not in the form of letters on a page but in recitation

or visual enactment.

30. Again, I am much indebted to the Gı̄ta Press translation, as well as as the recent translation of the

tenth book in Bryant 2003. It is unfortunate that no critical edition of this important work has been undertaken,

possibly because the variants appear to be remarkably scant. No extensive manuscript study has been carried

out; though there is a facsimile edition of an old manuscript in the Sharda script (Bechert 1976), hardly anyone

has looked at the variants. The only exception is the nineteenth-century French Scholar Eugène Buznouf (and

after his death Hauvette-Besnault and R.P. Alfred Roussel) for the French translation [Buznouf 1846.96] 1981).

There is also a somewhat opiniated study attempting to reconstruct a ‘‘correct’’ metrical reading (Nadkarni

1975).
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both of which are earlier. Rather than choose the earliest version and in that

way remain parallel to Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, I have opted for what is perceived to

be the classical version, in which also the Gopı̄ story is more prominent. It is

also the first source mentioned in the credits of Sagar’s Shri Krishna, which

read ‘‘Mainly based on Shrimad Bhagwat Mahapuran’’ (under which heading

are also listed ‘‘Brahma Vaivart Puran, Garg Samhita, Agni Puran’’). Only in

the next credit frame are ‘‘Harivansh Puran’’ and ‘‘Vishnu Puran’’ listed. And

Bhagavata Purapa is privileged within the story: it is the work recommended by

none less than Brahma, the creator god himself, as the sole refuge in Kaliyuga.

Thus one cannot underestimate the importance of this source for the Shri

Krishna series. In effect, the series projects itself as a version of Bhagavata
Purapa. One has to be aware, though, that the Bhagavata Purapa cannot be

considered to the same extent the Ur-version of the Krishna story as can the

Valmı̄ki Ramayapa for the Rama story (though the latter is also problematic;

see Richman 1991). It is itself a composite, informed by many other sources

(Hardy 1983).

Since the episode discussed in chapter 3 does not occur in Bhagavata
Purapa, I have taken into account another Sanskrit Purapa that is very im-

portant for the Radha-Krishna story, namely Brahma Vaivarta Purapa. This
book is listed second in the credits at the beginning of Sagar’s Shri Krishna. It is

interesting that this work figures so prominently in Sagar’s list of sources, as it

is a relatively late text and not very widely known. It seems to be a Sakta-
influenced work foregrounding the Krishna story. While it may have an early

core, its final redaction, as extant now, is usually attributed to the fifteenth or

even sixteenth century (Brown 1974: 1, 37, and 205). I have used the editions of

Ranade (1935) and Sarma (1970); the latter contains also a helpful Hindi

translation.

Medieval Sources

For the medieval retellings, I have concentrated on versions that are relatively

closer to each other in date and place. For the Sı̄ta story, evidently the choice

should be Tulsı̄das’s influential Old Hindi (Avadhı̄) reworking, the Ram Carit

Manas. Very little is known about Tulsı̄das (d. 1623) beyond the fact that he was
likely a Brahmin, active in Benares and Ayodhya (for legends about him, see

Lutgendorf 1994). His Ram Carit Manas dates from the latter half of the

sixteenth century (it was started in 1564; see Vaudeville 1955: x). It is a widely

popular text, quoted and recited ever more eagerly (Lutgendorf 1991) and was

extensively used in the televised Ramayapa. I will again be quoting the most

popular vulgate text, of the Gorakhpur Gı̄ta Press, with references to book
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(kapda), verse-unit (karavak), and individual verse line (caupaı̄ or doha; occa-
sionally Harigı̄tika chand) (Poddar 1990).31 I should stress that this work is

received by its audience in performance, through recitation as well as the Ram-

lı̄la dramatical tradition (see e.g. Kapur 1990).

Legend has it that there was strong Brahminical opposition to Tulsı̄das’s
project to translate from Sanskrit. In fact, the text is hardly a translation. While

Valmı̄ki Ramayapa was a major source of inspiration, Tulsı̄das abbreviated

considerably, and he took significant liberties with the story line, influenced by

many different sources, including dramatic reworkings and other Sanskrit

Ramayapas, such as the Adhyatma Ramayapa (Vaudeville 1955). He probably

also was influenced by the Avadhı̄ romances, most of them Sufi in inspiration,

which are in the same idiom and metrical structure as Ram Carit Manas
(Pauwels 2000).

The major point of Tulsı̄das’s work is expressing and preaching devotion

to Rama. Whether Tulsı̄das belonged to the devotional sect of the Ramananda-
sampradaya or not, there is no doubt about his bhakti agenda. Thus the work

concentrates less on narrative and more on glorification, and it exploits every

possible occasion to sing Rama’s praise. Notwithstanding the story of op-

position by the Brahmin establishment in Benares, Tulsı̄das’s work is pro-

Brahmin, seemingly favoring a status quo of hierarchal relations. Since Tul-

sı̄das lived and worked in Siva’s holy city, Benares, there is also an element of

accommodation of devotion to Siva in Tulsı̄das’s work. No wonder Tulsı̄das
has been called a ‘‘theological bridge-builder’’ (Hawley and Juergensmeyer

1988: 151).32

For the devotional vernacular perspective on Radha, there is an enormous

corpus of Old Hindi (Braj Bhaqa) poetry on the topic from which it is difficult to

make a selection. By the end of the sixteenth century, when Tulsı̄das (‘‘Tulsı̄’’)

was composing his Ram Carit Manas, such Braj devotional songs had become

widely popular. In fact, many aspects of his work may well have been inspired

by them.33 However, there is no single authoritative retelling in Braj of Bha-
gavata Purapa that would parallel his work. Instead, the Sanskrit classic was

31. My translations are informed by the French translation by Vaudeville (1977) and have much benefited

from the English translations by Growse (revised by Prasad, 1978) and Hill (1971). The text of this work is fairly

stable, but I have on occasion consulted the critical edition by Sukla, Bhagvandı̄n, and Brajratnadas (1973).

32. I treat Tulsı̄das’s characters in terms of gender roles because of my main interest here in role models

for women. There are other possible interpretations, including seeing Sı̄ta as representative of the female self.

In an interesting article, Veena Das has argued that through ‘‘the distribution of characters . . . the author

captures the dramatic nature of the self and the division of male and female within the self ’’ (1998: 67).

33. One work of Krishnaite devotion is attributed to Tulsı̄das himself, the Krqxagı̄tavalı̄; see McGregor

1976. Notably, the Gopı̄s’ erotic love for Krishna is downplayed in this work.
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the inspiration for several short poems more or less loosely based on different

episodes. The Braj poets’ interest veered away from narrative, concentrating

instead on vignettes of love. The closest we get to a narrative is the incomplete

attempt to render Bhagavata Purapa’s tenth book in Braj by the late sixteenth-

century poet Nanddas, sometimes said to have been Tulsı̄das’s brother. On the

other hand, there is the more famous early sixteenth-century poet Surdas, who
is listed in the credits of Sagar’s Shri Krishna under ‘‘other sources of inspi-

ration.’’34 Surdas’s poems have been collected to reflect the sequence of epi-

sodes in Bhagavata Purapa, and are often presented as a vernacular Bhagavata.
Finally, the earliest Braj translation and reworking of five famous chapters

from Bhagavata Purapa’s tenth book, entitled Ras Pañcadhyayı̄, is by the mid-

sixteenth-century poet HariramVyas. I will explain in some detail each of these

sources, as they are less well known than Ram Carit Manas.

nanddās. One of the earliest attempts at anOldHindi systematic reworking of

Bhagavata Purapa is Bhasa Dasama Skandha, composed by Nanddas, who was

active around 1570 (McGregor 1984: 85). Nanddas was part of the ‘‘new wave’’

of Krishna poetry in the wake of the ‘‘rediscovery’’ of the Braj area as a center of

pilgrimage. He is generally regarded as one of the younger of the canonical

‘‘Eight Seals’’ (Aqtachap) poets, claimed to have been initiated by Vallabha’s

son Vitthalnath, and thus connected with the influential Vallabha-sampradaya,
or Puqtimarg. That he was closely connected with the famous Srı̄ Nathjı̄ temple

at the time of Vitthalnath seems to be borne out by his works, as he mentions

both the image and the man frequently (McGregor 1973: 31).

TheBhasaDasama Skandhamakes a great parallel toRamCarit Manas as it
is in the same metrical structure (caupaı̄ -doha). Moreover, Nanddas was a

contemporary of Tulsı̄das; according to Vallabhan sectarian tradition, they even

were brothers.35 The same tradition ascribes the inspiration for the work to

Tulsı̄’s example. And like Tulsı̄, Nanddas is also said to have faced opposition

fromBrahmins to his ‘‘translation’’ project. However, unlike Tulsı̄das, Nanddas
did not persist; he obeyed his guru, who requested him to honor the Brahmins’

demands.36That is the explanation for the incompleteness of his work as extant,

which focuses only on the early part of Krishna’s life in Braj (up to BhP 10.28; in

some sources also 29). There is a legend that Nanddas in fact had done a

34. Sagar first acknowledges ‘‘Shree Chaitanya Mahaprabhu’’ and ‘‘Mahaprabhu Shree Vallabhacharya.’’

35. See McGregor 1973: 33–4. For the hagiographic stories, see the Vallabhan hagiography Do sau bavan

Vaiqpavan kı̄ Varta, varta 4, prasaxga 1, 3, and 5, in Krqpadas [1958] 1986b: 34–8, 39–40, and 41–4.

36. The story is found in, varta 4, prasaxga 4 (Krqpadas [1958] 1986b: 40–1).
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complete translation, which he offered to the Yamuna (i.e., set afloat in the

river). Some parts of his work were miraculously saved, and that is why only

fragments survive (Brajratandas [1949] 1957: 117). Nanddas indeed also re-

worked other episodes from Bhagavata Purapa, which are usually listed as dif-

ferentworks:Ras Pañcadhyayı̄, GovarddhanLı̄la, BhramarGı̄t, Rukmipı̄ Maxgal,
Sudama Caritra. He himself may not have conceived of them as part of his

translation project, as they are in differentmeters and do not follow the chapter-

by-chapter and nearly verse-by-verse translation format of Bhasa Dasama

Skandha. Iwill incorporate one of thoseworks byNanddas, hisRukmipı̄ Maxgal,
which is a brilliant work in the rolameter throughout. I give the full quotations

in Braj, so those with some ability to do so may enjoy this poet’s masterwork.

Who was Nanddas’s audience? Contradicting the tradition that ascribes

his inspiration to write in the vernacular to Tulsı̄das, Nanddas himself attri-

butes it to a special friend who wished to hear Krishna’s story but did not

understand Sanskrit.37 A friend is also said to have inspired Ras Pañcadhyayı̄
and all his works whose titles end with Mañjarı̄. This may be a conventional

way of introducing a work (McGregor 1973: 106–7 n. at Ras Pañcadhyayı̄ 58),
but there has been speculation about who this special friend was. Popularly it is

believed that it was a woman by the name of Rupmañjarı̄, who was a fellow-

follower of the sectarian Vallabhan tradition (Visarad 1954: 2). One hagio-

graphic story describes a female ‘‘follower’’ of Vitthalnath by that name who

was said to be a concubine of the Mughal emperor and a devotee of Nanddas
(Do sau bavan Vaiqpavan kı̄ Varta, varta 232).38 There is also a story linking

Nanddas’s work Rupmañjarı̄ with a woman of that name who seems to be from

Gwalior (gval·iya kı̄ betı̄) in another sectarian text (Srı̄ Nathjı̄ kı̄ Prakatya Varta
59; see Maharaj and Sastrı̄ 1968: 41). Whatever may have been the identity

of this ‘‘special friend,’’ it is interesting that she is understood to be a woman.

We may well speculate that the work was perceived as intended for a female

audience.

37. He does so in his humble disclaimer at the beginning of Bhasa Dasama Skandha: parama bicitra mitra

ika rahai, krqpa caritra sunyau so cahai; sabada samskrta ke haim jaisaim, mo pai samujhi parata nahim taisaim

(BDS 1, caupaı̄ 1–2).

38. According to the hagiography, she was a Hindu king’s daughter but married to the Mughal emperor

(Akbar?), though she refused to consummate the wedding. Instead, every night she would visit Nanddas, thanks

to a magic ball (gutika) that gave her stool the power to transport her in the air. One day, the king heard a song

of Nanddas and decided to meet him. The saint first met the wife and ate in her quarters prasad that Srı̄nathjı̄

himself had come to eat. Afterward, he agreed to meet the Mughal, but literally died in his embarrassment of

speaking to ‘‘one who belongs to a different faith’’ (anya-margı̄). When the emperor told his wife, she, too,

suddenly died, much to his consternation (Krqpadas [1958] 1986b: 461–2). Nanddas is described also as being

attracted to a woman before his conversion, in the first prasaxga of his own varta (4), in the same work (34–8).
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Bhasa Dasama Skandha is a free reworking that takes liberties with the

text, yet Nanddas clearly knew the ins and outs of the Sanskrit work and even

took into account Sanskrit commentaries, that is, he prefaces his work by

paying obeisance to the earliest commentator on Bhagavata Purapa, Srı̄-
dhara.39 One would expect Nanddas also to know of Vallabha’s commentary,

since he was initiated into Vallabha’s sect. However, his readings are not in

total conformity with Vallabha’s. Still, he attributes the inspiration to ‘‘Guru

Giridhara,’’40 which is generally seen to be the image of Srı̄ Nathjı̄, which was

in Vallabhite hands at this time. Rukmipı̄ Maxgal deviates significantly from

Bhagavata Purapa. It is a free, creative reworking.

Unfortunately, no critical edition of Nanddas’s works is available.41 I will
refer to the text of the prestigious Nagarı̄ Pracaripı̄ Sabha edition by Brajrat-

nadas ([1949] 1957).42

sūrdās. The second medieval poet whose works are quoted here, Surdas, is
one of the most prestigious medieval Hindu poet-saints, and occupies right-

fully an important niche in the canon of early Hindi literature. The televised

version of Krishna’s story cites him prominently as an important source.

Surdas (‘‘Sur’’) is like an older brother to Nanddas, as he is commonly seen as

the foremost of the same ‘‘Eight Seals’’ (Aqtachap) poets affiliated with the

Vallabha-sampradaya. J. S. Hawley (1984) has shown this affiliation to be a late

sectarian development, but to this day, the Vallabhan hagiographies are in-

fluential in the way Surdas is remembered. The sectarian interpretation of his

life is mirrored in the arrangement of the vulgate anthology of his poetry,

entitled Sur Sagar (Sur’s ocean; Hawley 2005: 194–207). The standard edition,

again from the prestigious Nagarı̄ Pracaripı̄ Sabha (Ratnakar 1972, 1976) ar-
ranges the poems on the model of the Sanskrit Bhagavata Purapa, an ar-

rangement supposedly inspired by Vallabha. However, Hawley has shown that

early nonsectarian manuscripts do not arrange the poems in that pattern, and

39. aru ju mahamati srı̄dhara svamı̄, saba granthana ke amtarajamı̄; tina ju kahe yaha bhagavata gramtha,

jaisaim drhha-udadhi kau mamtha (BDS 1.4).

40. jyom guru giridhara deva kı̄, sundara daya darera (BDS 1, doha 2).

41. Stuart McGregor carried out a study of the Ras Pañcadhyayı̄ manuscripts, which he reports on (1973:

55–6), as well as of the independent padas (McGregor 1992).

42. This edition is based on two older editions (one by Srı̄karmcand Guggalanı̄ and another by Srı̄

Murarı̄lal Ked�iya) and comparison with a manuscript from Brajratnadas’s private collection that he says was

about two hundred years old. A first edition from Allahabad University, by Umasaxkar Sukla dated 1942, is

unfortunately no longer available. There are no published translations of Bhasa Dasama Skandha or Rukmipı̄

Maxgal (though there is a brilliant translation of Ras Pañcadhyayı̄ by Stuart McGregor [1973]), so all translations

are my own.
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indeed that many of the poems are later additions to the ever-growing corpus

attributed to Sur. A major problem in using the vulgate for Surdas is that a lot
of the poems may well be later—in some cases as late as the twentieth century.

A new critical edition of Sur’s poetry is in the works (Hawley and Bryant

forthcoming), and I will refer to it as it is appropriate. My references will be to

the verse numbers in the standard edition. Most of Sur’s poems that I quote

have been paraphrased in Hindi in another edition by Hardev Bahri and

Rajendra Kumar (1974: 962–85 for the panaghata poems); a few have been

beautifully translated in the many articles and books of John Stratton Hawley,

and by Dr. Krishna P. Bahadur (1999: 299–303 for the papaghata poems).

When in doubt, I’ve checked my translation against theirs and the commen-

tary, benefiting from these scholars’ interpretations.

harirām vyās. The last Braj work I quote from is Ras Pañcadhyayı̄, by

Hariram Vyas, one of the earliest transcreations of Bhagavata Purapa material

in Braj. Vyas hailed from the small kingdom of Orccha in Bundelkhand, but

moved to Vrindaban in the Braj area of North India in the 1530s. While not

formally affiliated with any sect, he was part of the growing community of

devotees exclusively devoted to the worship of Radha and Krishna. Vyas and his
like-minded friends Harivams and Haridas, founders of the Radhavallabha-
and Sakhı̄-Sampradaya (respectively), are often classified as ‘‘the three Haris’’

(Hari-trayı̄), also called ‘‘the three connoisseurs’’ (rasika-trayı̄).

Vyas’s Ras Pañcadhyayı̄ (in tripadı̄ meter) has enjoyed some popularity, as

is witnessed by manuscript attestation from many parts of North India and its

inclusion in the standard edition of the Sur Sagar (SS 1798/1180).43 I prefer

this text to Nanddas’s as the latter does not contain reference to Radha.
Again, we need to be clear that the audience of all the medieval Krishna

devotional poems was likely to be acquainted with them not through the

printed book but through oral performance, in bhajana sessions and, popu-

larly, through the theatrical tradition of Ras-lı̄la (see Hawley and Goswami

1981).

Although these medieval sources for Sı̄ta and Radha are closer to one

another in time and place than the classical ones, there is a major difference.

While Tulsı̄das’s text is an extended narrative, most of the sources for Radha
are individual poems/song (padas) that do not make a coherent narrative. They

43. I will refer to my own scholarly edition and translation, which also includes a detailed Braj-Sanskrit

comparison with Bhagavata Purapa parallels (Pauwels 1996b: 163–79). For clarity’s sake, I will normalize the

irregular spelling of the manuscript, which I reproduced in the text edition in my book.
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are like excerpts or moments in the story, known to all, but not told system-

atically in any source. Thus, the selection of source material is less obvious and

less complete, and the choice is more subjective.

The Television Series

The major reference points of this book are the influential televised retellings

of the Rama and Krishna story, both by Ramanand Sagar (né Chopra; b. 1917

d. 2005).44 Surprisingly, very little has been written about the director, not-

withstanding the runaway success of both of his television series. One has to

glean facts from the Encyclopedia of Indian Cinema (EIC), the popular press,

interviews, websites, and references in studies of politics and television. Part of

Sagar’s life reads like a Hindi movie scenario. His father was from a rich family

in Kashmir but died destitute when Ramanand was still young, so he grew up

in Lahore in the house of his maternal grandparents. He fell out with his

grandparents about the marriage that was arranged for him and was thrown

out of the house, compelled to sell soap and clean cars for a living. During that

period he had his first experience in the film industry with a stint as a clapper

boy in a silent movie. He finished his studies, winning gold medals in both

Sanskrit and Persian. His first identity was as a creative writer in Hindi/Urdu

(this view of himself is apparent from the organization of the official webpage,

www.sagartv.com/about.asp). He worked as a journalist and wrote poetry and

short stories under several pseudonyms, but his career was jump-started with

his Diary of a TB Patient in 1942, which was published as a serial in an influ-

ential Lahore magazine. After Partition, he fled to India. His story is that of

many who had to start all over, penniless (with just 5 annas, according to the

website) and only tragic memories to work from. Sagar worked his traumatic

experiences into a novel on the horrors of Partition, Aur insan mar gaya (And

humanity died) in 1948, for which he gained some critical acclaim. He also

wrote a drama (Gaura), which was produced by Prithvi Theaters. His in-

volvement with the film industry was initially as a writer; his first success

was as the story, screen, and dialogue writer for Raj Kapoor’s Barsaat (1949).

Sagar then got off on a film career, writing the script for, and later direct-

ing several movies, often with major stars, such as Dharmendra, Rajendra

Kumar, Rajesh Khanna, Shammi Kapoor, Rekha, Hema Malini, Mala Sinha.

44. It would also be interesting to compare these to the way the Rama story is filmed by another director,

Ravi Chopra in his Vishnupuran, but I have limited myself here to Sagar’s series, which came first.
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He established his own film production company Sagar Art (in 1953; not to be

confused with the earlier Sagar Film Company). His website has it that as a

director, ‘‘the portrayal of the sensitivity of a woman’s love has remained his

high point.’’ His penchant for depicting long-suffering heroines who remain

steadfast in their love through trials is already clear in his script for Barsaat,

which contrasts such heroines with flirty, Westernized ‘‘Rubies and Lilies.’’

Another film, based on a Hindi novel he wrote, the 1972 Lalkar (Challenge),

similarly contrasts faithful Indian and flirting Anglo-Indian women. He kept

making hit movies (and some flops on the side) until he transcended all

that with his runaway success with television (Tully 1991: 127–52, EIC 202,

www.sagartv.com.).

the televised rāmāyan. a. The history of the telecasting of the Ramayan

series is an interesting case of the haphazard road to success. Ramanand

Sagar’s old friend from his Lahore days, S. S. Gill, was information and

broadcasting secretary in the mid-1980s. He personally invited Sagar to de-

velop the idea of a Ramayapa series for television (Rajagopal 2001: 326 n. 48).

The first screen script, however, was rejected (327 n. 52). Some claim that it

took nothing less than a miracle and a hunger strike by the wife of one of the

director-generals (Sternfeld 2005: 199), but eventually the project received the

blessings of Rajiv Gandhi on the grounds that it would work to promote na-

tional unity (Rajagopal 2001: 327 n. 52). Many would say that this project

backfired on Gandhi and instead created an atmosphere in which the BJP

(Bharatı̄ya Janata Party) could gain prominence on the political scene. It is

unclear what Sagar’s own political agenda was.45

TVR was first shown on what was at the time India’s only national tele-

vision station, Doordarshan, on Sunday mornings at 9:30 from January 25,

1987, to July 31, 1988. As noted, its success was enormous and extended

beyond these dates.

Sagar had cast relatively unknown actors in the lead roles: Arun Govil as

Rama and Dipika Chikhlia as Sı̄ta. Soon these actors would be worshiped as

representations of the gods, as is common in the dramatic Rama-lı̄la tradition
(Lutgendorf 1990: 160–3). Divine status would bring with it the responsibili-

ties of exemplary behavior. The whole cast, in fact the whole production site,

became strictly vegetarian. Interestingly for our purpose, the actress playing

Sı̄ta would see herself compelled to accept only ‘‘chaste’’ roles (163).

45. The issue is too complex to deal with here. I take it up again in the conclusion, but it is really a study

for a political scientist.
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Regarding the sources Sagar worked with, the credits proclaim that many

regional versions were taken into account, but the one most extensively used

is like Ram Carit Manas (Dalmia-Lüderitz 1991: 209). Sometimes, the televi-

sion version seems like a video clip of Tulsı̄das’s work, which is sung in

the background. The director clearly has a very intimate and deep under-

standing of that text, the fruit of years of close reading and reciting (Sternfeld

2005: 197).

the televised shri krishna. In the wake of the success of Ramayan, Sagar

came up with a series called Shri Krishna.46 He wrote the screenplay and

dialogue himself and directed it with his sons, Anand and Moti Sagar. Door-

darshan at first rejected this series, so it started out on a private video circuit,

but thanks to viewer interest, from April 1996 the series was shown on

Doordarshan channel 2, and due to high viewership, in June 1996 it was

moved to the prime channel, Doordarshan channel 1.47 The DVDs of these

series, too, are widely advertised and available in Indian groceries and at

websites.48 The lead actors were, again, rather unknown: Sarvdaman Banerjee

as Krishna and Anuradha as Radha.
For his Shri Krishna, Sagar acknowledges especially Bhagavata Purapa as

his source. The DVD sleeve says it is ‘‘mainly based on Shrimad Bhagvat Maha

Puran by Bhagwan Veda Vyas, with material from other puranas and some

widely accepted sources.’’ Inside is added: ‘‘Inspired by the English rendering of

Bhagwat Puran by His Divine Grace Srila A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhu-

padji the Founder Acharya of ISKCON’’ (International Society of Krishna Con-

sciousness; popularly known as theHareKrishnas). Theremay be an element of

marketing to an international audience here, including Vedanta, Integral Yoga,

and ISKCON followers, who form a sizeable community in the West.49 In the

46. According to the family, the plan to do a mythological trilogy, with a Ramayapa, Shri Krishna, and

Durga went back to 1977 (Sternfeld 2005: 200). Sagar also did for television the more children-oriented Vikram

aur Betal (before TVR) and Alif Laila. A television series, Sai Baba, started airing just before his death in 2005.

The new mythological series Durga was announced in 2004. Details of other future and past serials can be

found at www.sagartv.com/serial.asp.

47. It has consequently been dubbed in Bengali as well as several South Indian languages (Rajagopal

2001: 330–1 n. 77).

48. It should be noted that the numbering of the episodes is not consecutively over the different discs.

I follow here the numbering on each disc.

49. In the acknowledgment at the end of each episode, ISKCON is mentioned, as well as two America-

based people, apparently sponsors: Mrs. Jadoorani Dasi, who was initiated by Prabhupad himself (New York)

and Swamini Turiya Sangitananda (Alice Coltrane, jazz musician and widow of John Coltrane, who became a

devotee of Swami Satchidananda and later Satya Sai Baba and runs a Vedanta ashram near Los Angeles).

Sagar’s tapes now are advertised by ISKCON outlets.
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introduction to each episode, the specifics of the ‘‘widely accepted sources are

given’’: both Puranic and what he terms ‘‘folk’’ sources, appealing to regional

sensitivies. Sagar is casting his net wide.

True to Puranic principles, Sagar contextualizes his own text, embedding

it in a complex way in a series of dialogues with multiple narrators. In the

first episode, he himself appears to address the audience directly. He tells

a history of the worship of Krishna from what can be broadly termed a Hindu

chauvinist perspective. In a pious India that worships Krishna, the Sanskrit

scriptures Bhagavata Purapa and Brahma Vaivarta Purapa are produced.

Hinduism spreads first to the east through the Buddha and later also to the

west through the saint Ramakrishna of the Ramakrishna Mission, and

Prabhupad, the founder of ISKCON. Many devotees of Krishna are inspired

by divine visions, which they proclaim to the world, and here the camera

shows the woman saint Mı̄ra and the blind saint Surdas. Sagar then intro-

duces the two great pioneers of Krishna bhakti and founders of the most

influential movements, or sampradayas, Vallabha and Caitanya, and enu-

merates a long list of saints from different areas, taking care to include

Muslims, such as Rahı̄m and Raskhan. He discourages narrow parochialism

(sampradayikta). As he stresses love and moral values, he also mentions the

need to recognize the value of one’s own tradition. What he claims as ‘‘his own

tradition’’ is a Hinduism of the broad sweep, including all, prestigious Sans-

krit scripture as well as vernacular text. In good Puranic tradition, he takes

care to downplay his own innovations and establish the right credentials for

his text.

the televised mahābhārata. Parts of Krishna’s story are also told in the

televised serial Mahabharat, directed by B. R. (Baldev Raj) and his son Ravi

Chopra, scripted by Rahi Masoom Raza. Like Sagar, B. R. Chopra was born in

what is now Pakistan, studied at Lahore, but fled to India after Partition, in

1948. He founded his own production company, B. R. Films, in 1958 and was a

successful director in the sixties with such hit movies as Kanoon (1961),

Gumrah (1963), and Humraaz (1968), which were also critically acclaimed

with awards. He continued making hit films, most notably Pati, Patni aur woh

(1978) and Insaf ka Tarazu (1980) and received the Dadasaheb Phalke award

for lifelong achievement in 1998. His engagement with television started in

1982 with a tele film, and his first television series, Bahadur Shah Zafar (1987),

was about the last Mughal emperor. Chopra’s success with the Mahabharat

series has remained unsurpassed. First broadcast from September 1988 to July

1990 in ninety-four episodes, this series claims even higher viewership than

Ramayan (Gokulsingh 2004: 49). It is still a best seller in Indian grocery stores
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abroad and is now available on DVD.50 B. R. Chopra received for this series the

National Citizen Award from then prime minister Chandra Shekhar.51

The story of Krishna figures importantly in Chopra’s Mahabharat, much

more than in the Sanskrit Mahabharata attributed to Vyasa, where Krishna’s

divinity is revealed in the Bhagavad Gı̄ta but little is said about his life before he
met the Papd� avas. The story of his childhood is found first in the later Hari-

vamsa (Brockington 1998: 315). In the television series, the prominence of

Krishna is justified by the cosmic narrator Time (voiced by Harish Bhimani),

who is at pains to stress the necessity of understanding Krishna so as to be able

to understand the Mahabharata, for instance in the introduction to episode 15

(DVD, vol. 3). This is in the second episode devoted to relating the long pre-

history of the ‘‘true hero of the Mahabharata,’’ which in total spans episodes 13–

18. I take into account the episode of Krishna’s (Nitesh Bharadwaj) elopement

with Rukmipı̄ (Channa Ruparel) as portrayed in episodes 27–28 (vol. 5) in my

discussion of ‘‘arranging the marriage’’ (chapter 2).

Films

As noted, at the end of each chapter, I will bring into the discussion the

‘‘echoes’’ of the Sı̄ta and Radha-Gopı̄ characters in popular Hindi movies, and

what happens when Sı̄ta and Radha leave their sacred woods and go to Bol-

lywood, so to speak. I will refer to Hindi movies from roughly the sixties till

now, mostly selected because of their immediate and explicit reference to Sı̄ta
and/or Radha. Many movie characters have the names Sı̄ta or Radha or one of
their many epithets, and the situations they encounter are highly reminiscent

of the epic ones. Since my main interest is not the episodes of Sı̄ta’s trial by fire
(Agniparı̄kqa) and her banishment while pregnant, I leave out many movies

that take up that theme. I have selected instead movies that portray courtship,

marriage, and seduction. If these movies include references to the trial by fire

I will refer to it, but it is not the main focus. I pay particular attention to the

songs that explicitly evoke mythological references.

One movie that comes back again and again in this book is the major

blockbuster of the nineties, the 1994 hit Hum aap ke hain koun . . . ! (What

50. There is a short five-disc version, with fifteen and a quarter hours of film (sold with an essay by James

Fitzgerald) and a longer one of sixteen discs (all ninety-four episodes of forty-five minutes each). In addition, a

forty-five-episode sequel, Mahabharat-katha, contains several subplots that had to be excised from the television

version (http://dvdtimes.co.uk/content.php?contentid¼12664). Apparently there is even an unsubtitled sixty-

four-disc video compact disk version of this epic.

51. Most of this information is from the website www.ultraindia.com/movies/awards/brchopra.htm.
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am I to you), directed by Sooraj R. Barjatya (HAKHK) starring Madhuri

Dixit and Salman Khan. This movie has been much discussed by sociolo-

gists and students of film studies,52 but few have noted its many explicit

references to Radha and Sı̄ta mythology. The movie figures so prominently

in this book because of its tremendous impact. For one, it won many of the

Indian Oscars, the Filmfare awards.53 It grossed an enormous amount of

money but, more important, was widely and intensively watched. It was a

favorite with members of the artistic elite, including its most ardent fan, the

controversial painter M. F. Husain, who reported seeing it more than fifty

times. Yet it also appealed to the ‘‘general public’’; for instance, a college

student from Mumbai saw it daily for more than a year (Kazmi 1999: 137).54

Last but not least, it was a major trendsetter that inspired more ‘‘family en-

tertainment’’ movies in the nineties (see India Today, December 25, 2000).

Arguably, this movie is the prime example of the new middle-class Indian

aspirations.

A similar box office hit, Aditya Chopra’s 1995 Dilwale dulhania le jayenge

[DDLJ] also is very relevant here (especially to the material discussed in chapter

2). A recent movie that was not such a box office hit but is important for

its critique of the Sı̄ta story is Rajkumar Santoshi’s 2001 Lajja (chapter 3). I also

have occasion to discuss Ashutosh Gowarikar’s Oscar-nominated 2001 Lagaan

(chapter 4).

Some classic movies are also brought into the discussion. Mehboob

Khan’s 1957 Mother India is discussed because of the place it holds in the

Indian imagination and the importance of its mythic imagery, including Sı̄ta-
Rama and Radha-Krishna symbolism (chapter 6). Several of Raj Kapoor’s

movies are equally interesting for their creative reworking of mythology, in

particular his 1964 movie Sangam (chapter 3) and the 1978 Satyam shivam

sundaram (chapters 5 and 6). I also include several less-known movies, some

older, some very recent, that have special relevance.

I do not wish to promote a monolithic approach to myth in Hindi cinema

or give the impression that the examples I cite stand for something uniform

called ‘‘Bollywood’’ or ‘‘Indian popular cinema’’ in general. There is not space

in this book to elaborate on each movie, with data on its production and

popularity, complete analysis of its story line, and situating it within the

52. See, for example, Uberoi 2001a, Virdi 2003: 193–7, Raghavendra 2006: 42–6.

53. The movie won four Filmfare awards, including best film, best director, best actress, and best

screenplay.

54. The movie also wins out if we gauge its popularity by the quotations in auto-rickshaw inscriptions

(Uberoi 2001a: 309).
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general trends of Indian popular cinema.55 However, I feel that at the outset, a

general overview of the evolution of the portrayal of romance is appropriate,

Film scholar Jyotika Virdi perceptively notes shifts in the ‘‘filmı̄ romance’’ over

time. In the sixties, the desire of women is acknowledged, but not allowed to

disturb patriarchal status quo (films like Gumrah, Sangam, Sahib Bibi aur

Ghulam; 2003: 121–44). From the seventies, the heroine is allowed to be sexy

and incorporate some elements of the vamp, but even the strong women

characters are subjugated into conjugality by the overpowering heroes (films like

Seeta aur Geeta; 145–59). After a spate of rape movies in the eighties (159–67,

170–7), since the late 1980s films have arrived that happily marry the pursuits of

luxury and love and tend to identify the patriarch as the enemy (Maine pyaar

kiyaa, DDLJ; 192–204). Virdi argues that these movies represent a bourgeois

feminist stance that comes at the cost of erasing the low-caste and tribal per-

spective (205–14). She also points out that the increasing woman-friendly feel of

the movies is limited to women’s subjectivity, which remains located in dis-

courses on love, romance, and family (126). A similar sentiment was expressed

by Tejaswini Niranjana, who also noted the reduction of the Muslim to either

terrorist or backward person (2000; speaking of Mani Ratnam’s films). While

not all movies fit the chronological frame, still this general overview of the

changing portrayal of women helps one to understand themultiform and varied

approach to mythological goddess archetypes in modern Indian cinema.

After decades of neglect in academia, there has recently been something of

an upsurge of studies on popular Indian cinema. In their zeal to rehabilitate

this cinema, some observers are keen to attribute a high degree of political

correctness to these movies (Kishwar 2003a). Virdi’s work questions such

quick endorsements by feminists. As with the issue of Sı̄ta’s perceived ‘‘tra-

ditionalism’’ or ‘‘liberating potential,’’ the jury on these movies, too, is out.

I hope that certain detailed discussions here will further the debate and show

the very uneven and nuanced messages popular movies send to their audi-

ences, both women and men.

Organization of the Book

The main question underlying this study, then, to summarize, is to what extent

Sı̄ta’s example can be said to be empowering or oppressive for women as they

55. I had hoped to include an appendix with the full information for each movie discussed, but that has

not proved practical, given the large size of this book.
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cope with love; how that changes at different points in history, and how that

contrasts or not with the example of Radha. Three subquestions arise. First, are
bhakti texts liberating for women, in privileging love above duty and positively

valuing women’s subjectivity? Second, does the modernity of the medium of

television and film result in a more progressive view of womanhood in con-

temporary screen versions? Finally, how is the increasing influence of Hin-

dutva in the public sphere reflected on screen?

In order to answer these questions, I have organized the argument the-

matically according to issues of interest to women in their ways of coping with

love. The issues are organized into two parts, each with three chapters. Part I

focuses on how the goddess deals with premarital love, including falling in love

(chapter 1), arranging the marriage (chapter 2), and the nature of the wedding

ceremony (chapter 3). Part II addresses how she copes with the challenges of

married life, including staying faithful in adversity, that is, coping with set-

backs in the husband’s carreer or the call to leave purdah to follow one’s beloved

into the unknown (chapter 4), the threat of the ‘‘other woman’’ (chapter 5) and

the ‘‘other man,’’ and sexual harassment (chapter 6). Though providing only a

fragmentary and incomplete view of women’s life cycles, arguably, these are six

key points in women’s lives when they may turn to role models to find their

way through challenges. For each theme, I give snapshots of how Sı̄ta and

Radha deal with the situation, thus providing, as noted, contrasting landmarks

in the moral landscape ordinary women have to navigate.

Obviously, my choice of these themes is informed by contemporary

concerns of gender issues. Yet the sequence and division follows also the

story of Sı̄ta, up to and including her abduction. For a contrastive analysis,

I provide parallels from the story of Krishna’s lovers, Radha and the Gopı̄s. In

one case, namely the theme of arranging for matrimony (chapter 2), the

comparison with Radha does not work, since Radha—according to most—did

not marry Krishna. Instead, I focus on Krishna’s first wife, Rukmipı̄, who in

the sources considered here eloped with Krishna. This makes for a nice con-

trast with Sı̄ta’s parentally sanctioned wedding and provides possibly an alter-

native scenario for contemporary women unable to marry the choice of their

hearts.

I start most chapters with an analysis of the Sı̄ta story, followed by one of

the Radha story, comparing for each the three points of reference, namely the

classical, medieval, and contemporary versions of the story; I then provide a

comparative discussion of the contrastive examples of Radha and Sı̄ta. The
only exception is chapter 4, where the comparison of the Sı̄ta and Radha stories
proceeds point by point rather than being split into an investigation of each in

turn; the similarities of the situations may not be so apparent at first, and the
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point-by-point simultaneous approach in itself argues for the validity of the

comparison. At the end of each chapter, the film versions are brought in, for an

analysis of the multiforms of these role models in popular culture.

The book’s conclusion first discusses the woman’s movement’s engage-

ment with these role models and then, what insights can be drawn for the

construction of traditional South Asian ‘‘womanhood,’’ as well as how that

construction has developed over time, or, one could say, been manipulated by

conservators of the tradition. I discuss in turn this book’s findings for the

devotional and the modern construction of role models of womanhood. The

film and television versions are placed in their economic and social political

context.

As this book draws together a mass of material from very different sources,

it may sometimes be difficult to keep straight what is said where. For that

reason I provide tables throughout with comparative overviews of the differ-

ences in the sources discussed. If the reader loses track of the general argu-

ment through the wealth of detail provided, consulting these tables will

reestablish a general overview of what is going on. The material is very com-

plex, but this detailed analysis is intended to contribute to a nuanced under-

standing of the nature, construction, and reconstruction, and abiding power of

South Asian patriarchy—beyond easy generalizations.
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1

Falling in Love

Sı̄ta in the Flower Garden

and Radha in the Forest

The Right Way to Fall in Love

I start my exploration of mythological role models for women through

time with an auspicious moment, when the goddess falls in love.

Indeed, Hindu goddesses are not immune to falling in love. The issue

of Sı̄ta and Radha falling head over heels for their consorts raises

several interesting questions. On the theological level, there seems to

be a contradiction inherent in the very notion of the divine becoming

overpowered by love, but maybe that is exactly the point? When it

comes to love, even the gods are powerless!

My focus, though, is on how they set a model for ordinary women.

Here we are struck by how goddesses represent a case of tightly

controlled letting go. After all, they don’t fall for the first or the best

guy; they only fall in love when they recognize ‘‘Mr. Right,’’ who is

none other than God himself. For ordinary women, the question is

first how to recognize Mr. Right. What example do the goddesses set

in selecting one’s mate? Is partner choice preordained? Once the

partner is chosen or recognized, the next question is how to handle

the situation. How to put out feelers as to whether one’s love is re-

ciprocated? Are these goddesses of the shyly blushing, passively

waiting type or do they frankly step forward and take the initiative?

And once they find their beloved reciprocating, how far do they go in

their romantic liaison? Is there any scope for premarital physical

closeness?



The issue of falling in love has of course universal human relevance, but

what interests us particularly here is the way it is portrayed differently over

time. Tracing the multiple depictions of the goddess’s love shows us how ideal

courtship is understood in contemporary Indian contexts and lets us put our

finger on how that differs from earlier interpretations. It can tell us a great deal

about the messages sent to young people with regard to how to handle falling

in love.1

Before we delve into the specific preoccupations of each depiction, we need

to pause and look at the broader picture. The theme of falling in love (pur-
varaga) in itself is a favorite of Sanskrit belles lettres, known as the kavya tra-

dition. By incorporating this scene into the goddess’s story, authors show an

aspiration to take part in that tradition. Some elements will be conventional,

typical for kavya, yet each author has an individual twist. Our task will be to

unravel what is formulaic and what is innovative.

For the devotional versions, it is also important to keep in mind that the

love of the goddess stands metaphorically for the love of a devotee for God.

While modeled on human love, it also transcends it. Thus we are dealing with

something larger than life, larger than ‘‘ just simply’’ love itself.

In the modern media versions, the divine courtship functions within the

competing ideologies of love marriage versus arranged marriage, often con-

ceived of as a clash of modernity versus tradition, of Western liberal versus

indigenous conservative ideas. In that light, we might expect the portrayal in

our sources to move over time from a more conservative traditional depiction

toward a compromise that incorporates a more liberal interpretation. Let us

test that theory by exploring what role models the different versions of the

Radha and Sı̄ta stories set for women through time.

For Sı̄ta, it is easy to identify the moment to study. The episode of Rama

and Sı̄ta falling in love is part of the first book of the Ramayapa story, the one

on Rama’s youth (Bala Kapda). The episode is popularly known as the Phulvarı̄
(or sometimes the more upscale Sanskritic Puqpavatika), or Flower Garden. It

is so named after the romantic setting in which Rama and Sı̄tameet each other

for the first time before their marriage and fall in love. Rama and Sı̄ta meet by

chance, while she is on her way to a nearby goddess temple for worship, and he

is picking flowers for his guru. Of course it is love at first sight, but not much

more happens, just mutual beholding.

1. Of course, this is all about the ideal, arguably a middle-class one. For a corrective about lower-caste

perspectives, see the interesting work by Jonathan Parry (2002).
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The episode figures prominently in the television version (volume 2, ep-

isode 6). It is based to a high degree on the medieval version, to the point that it

comes across as a video clip of Tulsı̄das’s Ram Carit Manas, with which com-

parison is especially fruitful. In Tulsı̄das’s work, too, the Flower Garden pas-

sage is important and is elaborated over several verses (1. 227–36). However,

this episode does not occur in the Sanskrit Ramayapa attributed to Valmı̄ki, so

we cannot compare the medieval scene with the classical one. The scene does

not even occur in the other major source of Tulsı̄’s work, the esoteric Adhyatma

Ramayapa (Vaudeville 1955: 104). Still, its absence does not impede the scene

from being an extremely popular one in the contemporary imagination (Lut-

gendorf 1991b: 94); it occurs frequently in ‘‘tableau’’ (jhaxkı̄) (105) and in folk

(Kajli) singing (332), as well as of course in the popular Ram-lı̄la theatre.
It is more difficult to select an episode to compare with the romantic

feelings of Radha and the Gopı̄s for Krishna. Poets love to elaborate on a first

meeting of the two. Most famous is Surdas’s song ‘‘Shyam Asked: ‘Who Are

You Fair Lady?’ ’’ (Bujha syama kaun tu gorı̄, SS 1291/673). Many theological

exegetes have written on the topic (in particular the Gaudı̄ya theologians Rupa
and Jı̄va Gosvamı̄; see Wulff 1984 and Brzezinski 2000). If we follow the

narrative in Bhagavata Purapa, we find that the first reference to romantic love

occurs when Krishna’s flute playing arouses the Gopı̄s’ love (10.21). Thus, the

Gopı̄s fall in love with Krishna in his absence, and their first romantic en-

counter with him is not till the next chapter, in the so-called Cı̄raharapa or

Vastraharapa scene, where he steals the Gopı̄s’ clothes (BhP 10.22). I have

selected for comparison that famous scene, where the Gopı̄s are engaged in a

ritual to worship the goddess Katyayanı̄, for which they are bathing in the river.

Krishna steals their clothes and climbs up a tree, refusing to give the clothes

back until they come out of the water, naked before him. There is clearly a lot

more going on here than the chaste mutual beholding of Sı̄ta and Rama, so it

makes for an instructive contrast.

The Vastraharapa scene inspired several medieval poets, among them

Nanddas, who translates the episode in his Bhasa Dasama Skandha (22). Sa-

gar’s televised Shri Krishna also features an interesting version of the scene

episode (vol. 6, 37), and picks up the theme again later (vol. 7, 57). In addition,

Sagar adds a scene of the first meeting of Krishna and Radha (vol. 6, 36).

While at first sight the Vastraharapa scene may seem very different, still it

makes a wonderful parallel for the Phulvarı̄ episode. Both depict a first artic-

ulation of love, described according to sensual conventions of kavya (purva-
raga). All parties seem to be adolescents. The setting of the event is bucolic, and

like Sı̄ta, the Gopı̄s are involved in worshiping the goddess. All our sources are

devotional and use the occasion as a metaphor for the meeting of god and his
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devotees, with the central element of mutual beholding, or darsana. The scenes
are nicely contrastive, mostly in their tone: Sı̄ta and Rama’s meeting is chaste,

well within the bounds of propriety, or dharma, whereas Krishna’s meeting

with the Gopı̄s is erotic and clandestine. Unlike Rama, Krishna has no busi-

ness near the place where the Gopı̄s are worshiping, and he actually trans-

gresses the rules of dharma by stealing their clothes while they are bathing as

part of their religious worship. The episode is decidedly erotic and has an

element of titillation, whereas there was no hint of such in the case of Rama

and Sı̄ta. There are also differences in the seasonal context: spring for Rama

and Sı̄ta’s meeting and the cold of winter (hemanta) for the Gopı̄s. Finally, the

outcome differs too: Sı̄ta and Rama’s meeting leads to matrimony, Krishna

promises the Gopı̄s only to dance the Rasa-lı̄la.
I will first compare the medieval versions of the Phulvarı̄ and Vastraharapa

episodes before turning to the television retellings and the reverberations of

the theme in Bollywood movies. There are multiple echoes of the Phulvarı̄
in popular Hindi movies; I discuss a scene from the 1994 trendsetting hitHum

aapke hain koun . . . ! directed by Sooraj Barjatya. As a counterpoint, I will bring

into the discussion a scene from the all-time classic Sholay (1975), directed by

Ramesh Sippy. For echoes of the Vastraharapa in Hindi film, I look at Raj

Kapoor’s 1964 Sangam, which has a scene evocative of Krishna stealing the

Gopı̄s’ clothes.

table 1.1. Comparison of Sı̄ta’s Phulvarı̄ and the Gopı̄s’ Vastraharapa

Similarities

First true love (purvaraga)
Adolescent hero and heroine

Description according to kavya
conventions

Bucolic background

Worship of goddess

Differences

Element Sı̄ta’s Phulvarı̄ Gopı̄s’ Vastraharapa

Setting Garden Forest

Spring Winter (hemanta)
Atmosphere Dharma Clandestine

Serious Joke

Proper serenity Erotic titillation

Outcome Matrimony Promise of Rasa-lı̄la
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Medieval Sources Compared

Hopelessly Devoted to You: Falling in Love à la Sı̄ta

As noted, the Flower Garden scene is one of the major changes to the Sanskrit

version that Tulsı̄ introduces in his work. Maybe it is significant in itself that

Valmı̄ki does not mention any premarital meeting between Rama and Sı̄ta. It
may well be that such is not part of the epic universe.

Tulsı̄das is not the first to introduce the scene, which has precedents in

classical drama: most notably Bhavabhuti’s eighth-century Mahavı̄racarita,
and Jayadeva II’s thirteenth-century Prasannaraghava (Vaudeville 1955: 104;

see Pauwels 2000 for an extensive discussion). Tulsı̄ though, seems less in-

terested in dramatic action, than poetic description. He is also pushing his

bhakti agenda. His main concern is to set up an example of an ideal relation

between devotee and God, and to stress the importance of darsana in that

relationship. This involves pondering God’s beauty, but also an element of

reciprocity, since God answers the sincere devotee’s love. Appropriately for this

bhakti agenda, the tone is less erotic and playful, and but more serene and

serious, compared to that in kavya.
Tulsı̄ is, however, not drawing solely on Sanskrit sources. One of the major

accomplishments of his retelling is, after all, that it is in the vernacular, Avadhı̄.

By the time he composed his work, there were already several Avadhı̄ ro-

mances available, most of them Suf ı̄ in inspiration. When they describe first

love, they feature a meeting between the lovers; often the meeting takes place

near a temple, usually during a publicly celebrated festival.2 It may well be that

the very medium in which he was working is responsible for at least part of the

description of the Phulvarı̄ episode.
Tulsı̄ must also have been influenced by the Braj poetry celebrating the

love of Krishna and Radha in a bucolic setting that was so popular by the time

he wrote. However, he chose to distance himself from the more overtly erotic

Krishna bhakti scenes. For one, Tulsı̄das studiously avoids physical contact

between the lovers (in contrast also with the Sufı̄ and kavya poems). Connected

with this is the different framing of the whole scene. Much of the Braj mate-

2. As I have discussed at length elsewhere (Pauwels 2000), there are significant differences compared to

the Phulvarı̄ (e.g., the disguise of the Suf ı̄ hero as a holy man, his endurance and fainting prior to the meeting,

and the heroines’ boldness). The differences are connected to the fact that the allegorical value of the Sufı̄

romance is the opposite of that of Rama and Sı̄ta: the Sufı̄ hero stands for the spiritual seeker, who has to go

through different stages before he reaches his goal. In the bhakti tradition, the woman is the model for the

human devotee, or bhakta, and the beholding of the divine (darsana) plays a major role in the worship.
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rials derive part of their charm from the titillation of the more or less explicit

secrecy of the tryst and its exciting if not downright adulterous, at least ille-

gitimate, nature. Tulsı̄, on the other hand, seems nearly obsessively concerned

with reassuring his public that the meeting is legitimate. Whereas the Krishna

bhakti stresses the aspect of eroticism, srxgara, Tulsı̄ makes sure to drench the

whole episode in a tone of maryada, or conventional morality.

Tulsı̄ accomplishes his goal by repeated steps toward legitimizing the

premarital love of Rama and Sı̄ta. All possible titillation that might be asso-

ciated with a scene featuring voyeurism, or at least girls looking at boys and

vice versa, is carefully eradicated. Tulsı̄ succeeds in his purpose of keeping

sweet first love within the limits of maryada in several ways.

First of all, he makes sure the public is abundantly aware that the pro-

tagonists’ presence at the scene is totally legitimate, in fact even ordered by

their elders. Rama and Lakshmana are in the garden to pick flowers for wor-

shiping their guru. They have obtained the guru’s explicit blessing to do so:

‘‘With an eye to the auspicious event (of guru-puja), both brothers obtained

their guru’s permission to go and pick flowers’’ (RCM 1.227.1b).3 Tulsı̄ even

makes it clear they also got permission to pick flowers from the garderners

themselves: ‘‘They searched in all directions, asked the gardeners, and started

to collect flowers and petals with reassured hearts,’’ RCM 1.228.1a).4 In other

words, Tulsı̄ is concerned in portraying the brothers as not just ‘‘hanging out’’

in the place. He does the same for Sı̄ta and her girlfriends. They got explicit

orders from Sı̄ta’s mother to go and worship the goddess whose temple is in

the garden: ‘‘At that moment Sı̄ta arrived there, sent by her mother to worship

Parvatı̄’’ (RCM 1.228.1b).5

Further, neither Rama nor Sı̄ta are active agents in bringing about the

meeting. They are portrayed as totally innocent; the meeting is absolutely by

chance and in no way do they steer toward it. Rama is first made aware of Sı̄ta’s
present by the sound of anklets:

Hearing the sound of bracelet-, belt-, and anklet-bells, Rama spoke

to his brother, with wonder in his heart.

Is the god of love beating his victory drums to announce his

intention to conquer the world? (RCM 1.230.1)6

3. samaya jani gura ayasu paı̄, lena prasuna cale dou bhaı̄.

4. cahum disi citai pumchi malı̄gana, lage lena dala phula mudita mana.

5. tehi avasara sı̄ta taham aı̄, girija pujana janani pathaı̄.

6. kamkana kimkinı̄ nupara dhuni suni, kahata lakhana sana ramu hrdayam guni; manahum madana

dumdubhı̄ dı̄nhı̄, manasa bisva bijaya kaham kı̄nhı̄.
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It is one of the more adventurous girlfriends of Sı̄tawho takes the initiative
to go and look at the boys and drag the other girls along (RCM 1.228.4–229,

doha). Sı̄ta timidly joins her friends.

Tulsı̄ adds yet another dimension. Sı̄ta only joins her girlfriends in the

expedition because she knows this is her ‘‘old love’’ from previous births and

because she is reminded of the sage Narada’s prediction that she will marry

Rama, since they are incarnations of Lakqmı̄ and Vishnu (the prediction itself ,

is not related in RCM, as discussed by Vaudeville 1955: 105–6). Consequently,

Tulsı̄ hastens to add, it is pure love (prı̄ti punı̄ta):

With the same dear girlfriend in the lead, they left. Who

understands love of yore?

Sı̄ta remembered Narada’s prediction: the love she felt was

pure!

Agitated she looked all around, like a frightened fawn. (RCM

1.229.4b-doha)7

Rama is similarly confused about the strength of his feelings when he sees

the girls. Not only does he feel compelled to reflect on his ‘‘sinful’’ feelings, but

he confesses them to his brother:

Praising Sı̄ta’s beauty in his heart, the Lord was amazed at his own

mental state.

With pure mind, he spoke to his younger brother words that befit

the occasion. (RCM 1:230, doha)8

Tulsı̄ clearly is eager to stress Rama’s purity of mind (suci mana). Rama

then goes on to communicate to his brother how his usually unperturbed mind

is now in commotion (1.231.2a).9 It is not proper for a Raghava to be so per-

turbed at the sight of ‘‘unrelated’’ women:

The Raghavas nature is never to stray from the path, not [even] in

thought.

[Yet] my heart, which does not even dream of another’s wife, is

overwhelmed with love! (RCM 1.231.5–6)10

7. calı̄ agra kari priya sakhi soı̄, prı̄ti puratana lakhai na koı̄; sumiri sı̄ya narada vacana, upajı̄ prı̄ti punı̄ta;

cakita bilokati sakala disi, janu sisu mrgı̄ sabhı̄ta.

8. siya sobha hiyam barani prabhu, apani dasa bicari; bole suci mana anuja sana, bacana samaya anuhari.

9. sahaja punita more manu chobha.

10. raghubamsinha kara sahaja subhau, manu kupamtha pagu dharai na kau; mohi atisaya pratı̄ti mana kerı̄,

jehim sapanehum paranari na herı̄.
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Rama here implicitly justifies his love by reasoning that he, unblemishable

as he is, cannot possibly be feeling what he does for a woman who is not his

own, so this must be the wife predestined for him.

Clearly, Tulsı̄ feels compelled to justify even his protagonists’ ‘‘passively

going along’’ with the chance meeting. They both have an inkling that this

person is no ‘‘stranger’’ but rather the bride/groom to be, even the intimately

close marital partner from previous births or, rather, from their true divine

identities as Lakqmı̄ and Vishnu.

Such concerns of Tulsı̄ are not random. This is in contrast to the Radha-
Krishna mythology, where there has been a strong hint of adultery, as Radha is
often understood to be married to another (parakı̄ya). However, in Tulsı̄’s

Sı̄ta’s case, there is no ambiguity possible. Sı̄ta is safely and soundly Rama’s

own (svakı̄ya).
Next, Tulsı̄ ensures legitimacy by avoiding any hint of licentiousness in the

meeting itself. Rather, even the visual contact is squarely within the bounds

of propriety. There is no question of the flirting, fleeting sidelong glances

(katakqa) so celebrated in Sanskrit kavya on the topic. Instead, we could speak

of a stability of the gaze, clearly pointing to the theological concept of a steady

darsana. Rama’s gaze is steadfast (acamcala; RCM 1.230.2b); Sı̄ta’s eyes stop

blinking (RCM 1.232.3c).11 In fact, Sı̄ta is so overcome that she even closes her

eyes (RCM 1.232.4a).

Again this has theological significance: Tulsı̄ has combined the typical

bhakti theology of darsana with an older, more yoga-oriented idea of medita-

tion, or dhyana. Significantly, Sı̄ta has her eyes closed through the head-to-toe

(nakha-sikha) description of Rama and his brother that follows (RCM 1.233).

She does not open her eyes until her friends lure her out of this state of

meditation by encouraging her to meditate on the prince before her eyes

‘‘instead of meditating on the goddess’’ (RCM 1.234.1b).12

In putting it this way, the girls interpret Sı̄ta closing her eyes as a devo-

tional act, which again heightens the atmosphere of maryada instead of erot-

icism, or srxgara. When Sı̄ta finally allows herself a good look at Rama’s

beauty, she immediately interrupts her thoughts by ‘‘remembering’’ her fa-

ther’s oath, namely that she will marry only the one who can break the bow

(RCM 1.234.2b).13

11. palakanhihum pariharı̄m nimeqem.

12. bahuri gauri kara dhyana karehu, bhupakisora dekhi kina lehu.

13. nakha sikha dekhi rama kai sobha, sumiri pita panu manu ati chobha.
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Significantly, too, neither of the protagonists tries actively to prolong the

meeting. Again, passivity prevails. Both parties are so overcome by feeling that

they become ‘‘stunned’’ and ‘‘immobile.’’ The girlfriends once again take the

initiative and drag Sı̄ta away, dropping a clever hint suggesting a possible

future rendezvous (RCM 1.234.3), and Sı̄ta immediately thinks of her mother’s

worry if she is late (RCM 1.234.4a) and is well aware she is in her father’s care

(RCM 1.234.4b).14 However, Sı̄ta, touchingly, shows some regret, when she

follows the Sanskrt kavya tradition in looking back at Rama at some pretext or

other:

With the excuse of looking at a deer, a bird, a tree, she turned back

again and again

Gazing at Raghu’s hero’s beauty, her love grew greatly. (RCM 1.234,

doha)15

Finally, after the meeting, the two lovers do not let go of their composure,

not even in the privacy of their thoughts. Sı̄ta goes to the temple to pray for a

husband. Her prayer is reported in detail. Matrimony is foremost on her mind,

as is clear from the epithets she uses to address the goddess, which are related

to the goddess’s role as wife and mother: Glory to the princess of the Mountain

king, Glory to the one glued to Mahesa’s moonface like a cakorı̄ bird. (RCM

1.235.3a)16

Among women loyal to their husband-gods, mother, your place is

foremost,

your immeasurable greatness cannot be expressed, [try may]

thousand times the goddess of speech or multi-tongued Seqa.
(RCM 1.235, doha)17

Still, Sı̄ta does not even in her thoughts express the identity of her groom

as Rama, stressing that the goddess knows her heart anyway. Instead, she

humbly prays:

‘‘You know well my heart’s desire, because you eternally dwell in

everyone’s heart.

14. bhayau bilambu matu bhaya manı̄ and phirı̄ apanapaü pitubasa jane, resp.

15. dekhata misa mrga bihaga taru, phirai bahori bahori; nirakhi nirakhi raghubı̄ra chabi, barhaı̈ prı̄ti na

thori.

16. jaya jaya giribararaja kisorı̄, jaya mahesa mukha camda cakorı̄.

17. patidevata sutı̄ya mahum, matu prathama tava rekha; mahima amita na sakahim kahi, sahasa sarada seqa.
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So, I haven’t openly told you the reason [for my prayer]’’ with these

words, the princess of Videha clasped the feet [of the goddess

image]. (RCM 1.236.2)18

This unassuming humble prayer immediately is received favorably with a

miraculous sign of approval: ‘‘Bhavanı̄ was swayed by this humble love, she

slipped down a flower garland and the image smiled’’ (RCM 1.236.3a).19 This is

significant, as it reveals Tulsı̄’s general bhakti agenda with its message that

selfless love toward the god will be answered in kind.

To further ensure the propriety of Sı̄ta’s feelings for her totally ‘‘suitable

boy’’, Tulsı̄ arranges for nothing less then a miraculous divine sanction. Not

only does the image smile and shed a flower garland, but Tulsı̄ has the goddess

speak her approval very explicitly:

Sı̄ta reverently touched the garland of grace (prasad) against her
head. Joy filled her heart, as the goddess spoke:

‘‘Listen Sı̄ta, my blessing is true, your heart’s desire will be fulfilled.’’

(RCM 1.236.2b-4a)20

And to ensure total propriety, the goddess, too, refers to Narada’s predic-
tion as a sanctifier of this love: ‘‘Narada’s words are always pure truth. You will

obtain the bridegroom whom your heart is attached to’’ (RCM 1.236.4b).21

Tulsı̄ does not leave it at that and elaborates on the business of divine sanction

even further in a following chand and doha.
Rama is equally dutiful and does not let his newly awakened love get in the

way of his duties in serving his guru. Indeed, Rama has duly reported the

incident to his elder, as Tulsı̄ puts it: so pure is his character that deceit cannot

touch it (1.237.1b).22 In the same way Sı̄ta got divine sanction from the goddess,

Rama receives the blessing of his guru:

The sage performed worship with the flowers, then he gave his

blessings to them both:

‘‘May your wishes come true.’’ The brothers were happy to hear this.

(RCM 1.237.2)23

18. mora manorathu janahu nı̄kem, basahu sada ura pura sabhı̄ kem; kı̄nheum pragata na karana tehı̄m, asa

kahi carana gahe baidehı̄m.

19. vinaya prema basa bhaı̄ bhavanı̄, khası̄ mala murati musukanı̄.

20. sadara siyam prasadu sira dhareu, bolı̄ gauri haraqu hiyam bhareu; sunu siya satya ası̄sa hamarı̄, pujihi

mana kamana tumharı̄.

21. narada bacana sada suci saca, so baru milihi jahim manu raca.

22. rama kaha sabu kausika pahı̄m, sarala subhau chuata chala nahı̄m.

23. sumana pai muni puja kı̄nhı̄, puni ası̄sa duhu bhainha dı̄nhı̄; suphala manorath hohum tumhare, ramu

lakhanu suni bhae sukhare.
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Rama dutifully discharges all his tasks (RCM 1.237.5–6). When he is finally

alone, he can reflect on the beauty of his beloved, but again, his musings are

highly noble. He does not reflect on Sı̄ta’s physical beauty but her noble

character, chastizing himself for comparing her with the vile moon.24

The moon rose at the Eastern horizon, which pleased him, happily

he saw similarities with Sı̄ta’s face;

But then, he thought by himself, the moon is not like Sı̄ta’s face:

Born from the ocean, its kinsman is poison; in the day it’s weak, it

has spots!

How could it be compared to Sı̄ta’s face, this poor weak moon?

(RCM 1.237.4-doha)25

It wanes and waxes, brings sadness to separated lovers, Rahu grabs

it when he finds it nearby.

It brings sorrow to cuckoos, is the enemy of lotuses. O moon, you

have many flaws!

Comparing Videha’s princess’s face to the moon, I’ve made a grave

mistake. (RCM 1.238.1-2a)26

At this point, again, Rama goes to his guru to massage his feet (RCM

1.238.3a). In other words, the whole scene of Rama’s romantic musings is

properly sandwiched in between guru-worship.

In short, Tulsı̄ has taken pains to stress that both Rama and Sı̄ta were in

the garden with proper permission of their elders and in a religious context.

They met innocently, without prior intent. In addition, the experience of falling

in love itself is totally devoid of erotic characteristics; mutual feelings are kept

in control by the heroes themselves. Strictly speaking, there is not even a

question of ‘‘new’’ love, since this love is in fact an ‘‘old’’ one, dating from

previous births. Moreover, it is also duly sanctioned by the proper mother and

father figures. Tulsı̄ seems to have set up his scene in conscious contrast to

Krishna bhakti, by purging the erotics. In the process, he has transformed the

lush Braj-scape into an domesticated and controlled urban environment. It is

no coincidence that the setting is not a wild forest bower (kuñja) but a neatly

24. This is a clever application of the figure of speech of vyatireka, where the traditional object of

comparison is one-upped by its subject.

25. pracı̄ disi sasi uyaü suhava, siya mukha sarisa dekhi sukhu pava; bahuri bicaru kı̄nha mana mahı̄m, sı̄ya

badana sama himakara nahı̄m. janamu simdhu puni bamdhu biqu, dı̄na malı̄na sakalamka; siya mukha samata

pava kimi, camdu bapuro ramka.

26. ghataui barhaı̈ birahini dukhadaı̄, grasaı̈ rahu nija samdhihim paı̄; koka sokaprada pamkaja drohı̄,

avaguna bahuta camdrama tohı̄; baidehı̄ mukha patatara dı̄nhe, hoi doqu bara anucita kı̄nhe.
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groomed and irrigated flower garden, controlled by gardeners at every step.

Tulsı̄’s motive for this move is a religious one: he is promoting a bhakti of

maryada, fit for his chosen divinity (iqtadevata), Rama, often called maryada
puruqottama, or man of highest moral principles. One could see this as an

aspect of Tulsı̄’s theological bridge-building: he seeks to combine the appeal of

vernacular Krishna bhakti with the serious serenity more befitting bhakti for

Rama.

Losing Your Clothes: Falling in Love with Krishna

When we move to Krishna bhakti, the scene of Krishna stealing the Gopı̄s’

clothes seems about the exact opposite of the propriety of the flower garden,

and this not just because the seasonal setting is winter instead of spring. The

very premise of stealing women’s clothes is titillating. It involves nudity and

lighthearted prank-playing. Not much room here for the seriousness of mat-

rimony, one would assume. Let us analyze in some detail the classical story as

told in Bhagavata Purapa and the late sixteenth-century Braj recreation by

Nanddas.27

In Bhagavata Purapa, the love of the Gopı̄s for an adolescent Krishna

(paugapd� a, 10.15.1) seems to follow naturally their maternal feelings of his early

years.28 One of the first references to the Gopı̄s’ romantic love occurs in

chapter 15. The focus here is on Krishna’s exploits with his friends, the Gopas,

but after he slays Dhenuka the Gopı̄s congratulate Krishna (10.15.42–3). Si-

milarly, during and after Krishna’s heroic feats in the next chapters allusions to

their romantic feelings follow (10.16.20; 10.19.16), but the romance is not fully

developed until later. The stage for romance is set in good kavya style by

descriptions of natural beauty, first of the monsoon and then the autumn

season (10.20). Then follows the description of the effect of Krishna’s flute

playing on the Gopı̄s, who sing about its enchanting power (10.21). At the

beginning of the next chapter (10.22), the Gopı̄s become the heroines of the

action. They are observing a vow to the goddess for the purpose of gaining

Krishna as their husband.

Nanddas follows Bhagavata Purapa chapter by chapter, so he, too, sets the

stage via nature description and articulates the Gopı̄s’ love first in their com-

ments on Krishna’s flute playing. I will focus here on the differences his

27. The story in BhP in turn is an innovation, compared to Viqpu Purapa, and based on Tamil sources, as

Hardy has argued (1983: 512–6).

28. On this interesting blending of maternal and erotic love, see Hawley 1983.
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rendition of chapter 22 introduces. Notably, he elaborates and spends more

time on setting up the scene for Krishna’s prank. He individualizes the de-

scription by giving a list of the names of the women who partake in the

worship, naming Radha among others (Vrqabhana kı̄ nandini, BDS 22.9).

In contrast to Bhagavata Purapa’s ambiguity, Nanddas makes it clear that

those women were all married and have relinquished their husbands on ac-

count of their love of Krishna:

Reportedly all the women were married, yet desired the beauty of

Nanda’s son.

Overpowered, each in turn gave up her husband. While keeping a

vow, they each had Hari in their heart. (BDS 22.3–4)29

This is surprising, given that Vallahba, to whose sect Nanddas purportedly
belonged, establishes in his philosophical commentary, Srı̄ Subodhinı̄, that

someGopı̄s weremarried and others not and it is the latter whose ‘‘marriage’’ is

described in this chapter.30 Vallabha specifies that in fact the Gopı̄s are reborn

sages, who were anxious not to be given in marriage to anyone but Krishna.31

Nanddas, however, seems to find it important to stress that the women are

married. In doing so, he is maybe not so much seeking to titillate, as to stress

that their worship involved an act of renunciation, that is, giving up their

marital status. In this concern about renunciation, he is similar to Vallabha,

who, however, wants to show the opposite: he says that the whole chapter is to

be understood as a test (parı̄kqa) of the Gopı̄s to establish that nonrenunciation

is superior to renunciation (Vallabha 2003: 2258).32

The prayer of the Gopı̄s though, establishes their very this-worldly goal

in their penance. It is reported verbatim: ‘‘O Katyayanı̄, Great Maya, Great

29. jadapi samasta bibahita ahi, nanda suvana ke rupahi cahi; bibasa bhaı̄m pati parihari parihari, karata

bhaı̄m brata hiya hari dhari dhari.

30. See the Subodhinı̄ at BhP 10.20.1: ‘‘and they were twofold: with no other previously and with another

previously, the last had gone through the [marriage] ceremony elsewhere . . . that will be told below, and the very

ceremonies of those who were not elsewhere promised, is described’’ (tasca dvividha ananyapurva anyapurvasca;

anyapurvas tv anyathaiva krtasamskarah . . . tad uttaratra vakqyate; anyasam asamskrtanam samskara eva ni-

rupyate). Ananyapurva is translated as ‘‘maiden’’ and anyapurva as ‘‘married’’ by T. Ramanan (Vallabha 2003:

2258) in conformity with the next elaboration, or tippanı̄, of Vitthalnath.

31. The commentary reads: ‘‘Because of their visionary nature they feared being given away elsewhere

and enjoyed in another way, thus they got engaged in this vow’’; tasam rqitvad anyatra danam anyatha bhogam

casaxkya vratartham pravrttah (Vallabha 2003: 2258–9). This is made more explicit in the commentaries to Sri

Subodhinı̄ (Vallabha 2003: 2263)

32. atyagas tyagad uttama iti jñapayitum parı̄kqa. Notwithstanding Vallabha’s interpretation, one could

argue that in BhP, too, there is an element of asceticism. It is the cold season (10.22.1), and the Gopı̄s are

bathing at sunrise in the Yamuna.
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Yoginı̄, Empress; Hail to you Goddess, give me for husband the cowherd

Nanda’s son’’ (BhP 10.22.4).33 This prayer is at once charmingly naı̈ve and

poignant.

Nanddas reports the prayer of the Gopı̄s as follows:

Hail, Fair one, Lady, worthy above all, Great Mother, bestower of

boons, well-wisher;

Have mercy, goddess and make it work out such,34 make Nanda’s

son my (our) husband. (BDS 22.18–9)35

There is an important difference from the prayer in the classical text:

Nanddas has conveniently transformed the fiercer goddess Katyayanı̄ into Si-
va’s consort, Gaurı̄.36 We are immediately reminded of the episode of Sı̄ta’s
prayer to Parvatı̄ in the temple. There is actually no overlap in the words with

Sı̄ta’s prayer, except for the reference to the goddess as bestower of boons

(baradayanı̄, RCM 1.2361b), which is generic. Still it may actually not be far-

fetched to read in Tulsı̄’s influence, in the light of the tradition that Nanddas
composed his work in answer to Tulsı̄’s (see the introduction). In any case,

Nanddas leaves out the fiercer, Yoginı̄ aspects of the goddess in his choice of

epithets. By using the epithet Gaurı̄, or Fair One, the Gopı̄s stress her physical

attractiveness, which fits well with the purpose of their prayer. While they still

call the goddess Mahamaı̄, they hasten to add that she is auspicious (sub-

hayaka) and ‘‘bestower of boons’’ (varadaı̄).
True to the epithet she is invoked with, the goddess answers the women’s

prayer, granting them their wish: ‘‘The goddess, thrilled, uttered these words

‘Your wish be fulfilled’ ’’ (BDS 22.20).37

The parallel with the sanctification of Sı̄ta’s love is striking, and seems to

confirm the theory that the Manas inspired Nanddas’s work. Alternatively,

Nanddas’s invention may be justified with reference to Bhagavata Purapa’s
assertion that Krishna came by to fulfill the women’s vow (tatkarmasiddhaye,

10.22.8, ‘‘to give completion to their rite’’).

33. katyayani mahamaye mahayoginy adhı̄svari, nandagopasutam devi patim me kuru te namah.

34. I have interpreted dhar- as equivalent to dhal-, following BBSK, where dharai is attested as meaning

anukul ho, prasanna ho, rı̄jhe, daya kare.

35. aye gavari ı̄svari saba layaka, mahamai varadai subhayaka; debi daya kari aisaim dharau, nanda-suvana

hamarau pati karau.

36. It may be more correct to say that Nanddas foregrounds the auspicious aspect of the goddess, as he

still calls her ‘‘Katyayanı̄’’ a few lines later (katyayani tem yom bara pai, l. 21, ‘‘having thus obtained the vow from

Katyayanı̄’’). Note that in the Surdas padas on this theme, it is often Siva himself who is addressed (see SS 1384–

5, 1416), who is identified with Ravi-Savita, the sun (see SS 1386 and 1400).

37. bolı̄ bacana devi rasa bhare, purna manoratha hohu tumhare.
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Krishna’s arrival on the scene in Bhagavata Purapa, has a different flavor:
it is more of a joke. First, he is accompanied by his friends (‘‘Having learned of

this, Krishna . . . with his companions, went there,’’ 10.22.8).38 In Nanddas’s
version, Krishna comes by too, but he seems to come alone. A telltale differ-

ence is that in Bhagavata Purapa (10.22.11) Krishna calls on his companions to

testify to his truthfulness (‘‘Neither have I ever spoken untruth, as these [boys]

know’’;39 this passage prompts commentary from Vallabha). In Nanddas’s
version, Krishna does not refer to his companions but simply says: ‘‘as all know

I have never before spoken untruth’’ (BDS 22.32).40 This actually scales down

the scandalous aspect of the prank, since it is an affair between the women and

Krishna, not witnessed by any other males.

Further, in Bhagavata Purapa, with Krishna’s arrival the tone of the epi-

sode, which so far has been solemn and serious, changes. Although the pur-

pose of Krishna’s arrival is announced solemnly as fulfilling the women’s vow,

the prank of stealing the Gopı̄s’ clothes is done in an atmosphere of much

banter and joking with his companions (BhP 10.22.8).41 Thus, when he invites

the women to come out of the water to pick up their clothes, it is presumably

with a big wink that Krishna calls on his friends to prove his words true. The

fulfillment of the vow seems a flimsy excuse for what on a folksy level might be

read as a prank at the expense of the women.

By contrast, Nanddas’s tone remains more serene. He concentrates on

describing the beauty of the women in the water from Krishna’s vantage point

and indulges in wordplay and comparisons—their faces look like golden lo-

tuses in blue Yamuna, their eyes like wagtails on lotuses, and the water drops

like pearls dripping from their moon-faces (BDS 22.26–8).

Later, too, Nanddas leaves out parts of Bhagavata Purapa that are less

serene. In particular, he skips the second, sexually intended request Krishna

makes as a condition for giving the Gopı̄s’ clothes back to them in Bhagavata
Purapa: when the women come out of the water, covering their private parts

with their hands, Krishna insists they fold their hands above their heads and

bow, allegedly to atone for their offense against the river god (BhP 10.22.17–21).

Nanddas leaves out this whole passage. Instead, Krishna says he has under-

stood them and that they have reached their objectives, returning to a tone of

propriety:

38. bhagavans tad abhipretya . . . vayatyair avrtas tatra gatas.

39. na mayoditapurvam va anrtam tad ime viduh.

40. pachem hum maim anrta na kabai, bolyau hai ye janati sabai.

41. hasadbhih prahasan balaih parihasam uvaca ha.
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Then the beloved king of Braj spoke: I’ve understood your intention.

Come here, don’t be ashamed a bit, take each the fruit of your vow

and go home. (BDS 22.44–5)42

With this, Krishna comes across as within the realm of dharma. This

concern for propriety is doubly interesting in light of the possibility that

Nanddas may have composed his work specifically for a female audience (see

the introduction).

Nanddas also makes sense of the Gopı̄s’ apparently incoherent answer to

Krishna’s initial invitation to come out of the water in Bhagavata Purapa. They
seem to be oscillating between flattery, submission, and threat:

Do not behave thus, we know you Nanda Gopa’s son, as our beloved,

who is praised thoughout Vraja.

Dear one, we are trembling. Give back the clothes.

Handsome dark one, we are your servants and will do as you said.

Give our clothes. You know what dharma is. Or else we’ll speak to

the king. (BhP 10.22.16–7)43

Vallabha solves the inconsistency by ascribing different groups of words

in these two slokas to Gopı̄s of different nature, making a ninefold categoriza-

tion of Gopı̄s according to the pure (sattvika), muddled (rajasika), and opaque

(tamasika) nature of the words.

Nanddas’s interpretation is simpler, as he distinguishes only two different

types of Gopı̄s, ascribing the first sloka, more or less, to one group and the

second to another. The first are the inexperienced (mugdha) ones, who take it

all seriously and say plaintively:

Woe, Kanha, don’t commit injustice, we beg you show some fear for

the creator!

You’re the son of Nanda’s wife, don’t act crazy willingly!

Give the clothes, the joke has burned up. We’re dying immersed in

this icy cold water. (BDS 22.37–9)44

The second group are the more mature ones (praudha), who can appreciate

the joke and speak more boldly:

42. taba bole brajaraja dulare, maim samajhe samkalpa tihare; ita avahu ramcaka na lajahu, vrata kau phala

lai lai ghara jahu.

43. manayam bhoh krthas tvam tu nandagopasutam priyam, janı̄mo ‘xga vrajaslaghyam dehi vasamsi vepitah;

syamasundara te dasyah karavama tavoditam, dehi vasamsi dharmajña no ced rajñe bruvamahe.

44. aho aho kanha anı̄ti na karau, bali bali kachu daı̄ tem darau; nandamahari ke puta ravare, jani bujhi jini

hohu bavare; dehu basana bari gaı̄ asa hamsı̄, marati haim sı̄ta salila maim dhamsı̄.
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O handsome groom, don’t make fun of us. We’re all your maid-

servants.

Whatever you say, we’ll do. Give the clothes, we’re dying in vain.

If you won’t give them to us for passion’s sake, we’ll go and tell king

Nanda. (BDS 22.41–3)45

The first group refuse to accept Krishna’s terms. Note that Nanddas seems

to have transferred the epithet dharmajña to the first line, by translating it as

‘‘show some fear of God’’ (kachu daı̄ tem darau). This helps to make his in-

terpretation more consistent: the first group of Gopı̄s seem to be serious and

appeal to Krishna’s sense of fairness. They also address him as Yasoda’s son,
evoking the possibility they might go and complain to his mother, as they have

done in the past about his childhood pranks.

The second group willingly agree to surrender to his demand. They inti-

mate they too enjoy this illicit demand (rasa bhai). In threatening to bring a

court case they appeal to Krishna’s father rather than his mother, which in-

dicates they see him as more as a man than a child.

In the end the Gopı̄s are forced to come out of the water. Bhagavata Purapa
specifies they have been made fun of and are utterly embarrassed.

Seriously cheated and embarrassed,46 ridiculed and made to dance

like playthings,

Plus having their clothes stolen too, still they were not indignant

with him, happy with the proximity of their beloved. (BhP

10.22.22)47

This is translated much more mildly by Nanddas: ‘‘They had fallen in the

web of the highest love, and played Nanda’s son’s game’’ (BDS 22.47).48 It is

noteworthy that Nanddas does not make them into ‘‘playthings,’’ but rather has

them participate in Krishna’s play of their own accord.

Finally, in Bhagavata Purapa, Krishna sends the Gopı̄s home with a

philosophical bon mot:

The desire (kama) of those whose mind is attached to me does not

lead to further desire,

45. he sundara vara karahu na hamsı̄, hama tau sabai tumharı̄ dası̄; jo tuma kahahu soi hama karihaim,

dehu basana bina kajahi marihaim; jau na deihau rasa bhai saum, kahihaim jai nandarai sau.

46. Literally: being caused to relinquish ‘‘shame’’ (trapa).

47. drdham pralabdhas trapaya ca hapitah prastobhitah krı̄danavac ca karitah; vastrapi caivapahrtany athapy

amum ta nabhyasuyan priyasaxganirvrtah.

48. parama prema ke phamdani parı̄, nanda ke nandana khela hı̄ karı̄.
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Similarly: parched or boiled, the grain as a rule does not go to seed.

(BhP 10.22.26)49

Nanddas has a brilliant transcreation:

A mind that follows my intent (biqaya), will not return towards the

senses (viqaya):
Just like parched grain in the world, in the same way the seeds will

not come to their use.

Fix your desire on me, and like seed in the earth you will come to

fruition. (BDS 22.50–2)50

He is punning on the meaning of the word viqaya, which can mean

‘‘senses’’ or ‘‘object.’’ While preserving the Sanskrit kama, he gives it a more

positive meaning than in Bhagavata Purapa. Desire attached to Krishna is not

barren like porched (bhumjita) grain, but bears fruit like grain in the earth

(bhum jyau). Nanddas thus has not less than two puns in his translation.

In both versions, Krishna promises to sport with the women during an

autumn night in fulfillment of their vow, which anticipates the Rasa-lı̄la. As
the women return to Braj, Nanddas throws in a nice observation: ‘‘They got

their clothes but not their hearts. Their hearts went with the thief of hearts’’

(BDS 22.55).51

What can we conclude? First of all, Nanddas’s work is not a pedestrian

translation, as it is sometimes said to be, but a creative recreation, with eli-

sions and elaborations. Second, even though he adds a passage stressing that

the Gopı̄s were parakı̄ya, still overall he has toned down the ‘‘scandal’’ of the

classical version. To some extent, he is following the irenic tone of Vallabha in

his Srı̄ Subodhinı̄, but there are also important discrepancies with that text. So

it will not do to describe Nanddas’s work as a Vallabhan reflection of the

Sanskrit text. Maybe it is indeed Tulsı̄’s influence that can be discerned in this

Braj version of the Bhagavata Purapa. The epiphany of the goddess and her

Gaurı̄-like characteristics definitely seem to point into that direction.

Comparing Bhakti Role Models for Falling in Love

Tulsı̄das and Nanddas seem to have a common agenda that could be somewhat

disrespectfully characterized as cleaning up the goddess’s act. Everything is

49. na mayy avesitadhiyam kamah kamaya kalpate, bharjita kvathita dhana prayo bı̄jaya nesyate.

50. mere biqaya ju mati anusarai, su mati na bahuri viqaya samcarai; bhumjita dhana jagata mem jaisaim,

bı̄ja ke kama na avahi taisaim; e pari jo mo iccha hoı̄, bhum jyau bı̄ja nipaji parai soı̄.

51. basana paye pai mana nahim paye, mana manamohana gohana gaye.
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cast in the light of propriety. Divine sanction of the mother goddess seems to

be a sine qua non for love. The erotic aspect of first love is downplayed. In both

cases, the devotional allegorical aspect is foregrounded and Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s

are cast as model devotees. They have become closer in the process. Definitely,

the change is in the Gopı̄ characters. They have come to resemble Sı̄ta.
Does the Krishna tradition recognize something of this Sı̄ta-izing of

Radha? As noted (in the introduction), the Vallabhan hagiographers ac-

knowledge that Nanddas was inspired by Tulsı̄das’s example in composing a

‘‘translation’’ of the Sanskrit scripture. However, that is as far as they go. In

their view, not surprisingly, their own brand of devotion is far superior, as is

Krishna to Rama, and Radha to Sı̄ta. There is no question of Nanddas shaping
his Radha on Sı̄ta’s model.

In the sectarian story of Nanddas’s life, there is an explicit comparison

between Krishna and Rama with regard to their attitude to women. I translate

the story here in full:

So this Nanddas did not leave Braj to go anywhere else. Then,

Nanddas’s big brother, Tulsı̄das, who lived in Kası̄ heard that

Nanddas had become a disciple of Srı̄ Gusaı̄ Jı̄. Then the thought

occurred to Tulsı̄das that ‘‘Nanddas has as much as given up his

fidelity to the husband [pativrata dharma].’’ For him Srı̄ Ramcandra jı̄

was his Lord. So with this in mind, Tulsı̄dasjı̄ wrote a letter: ‘‘Why

have you given up fidelity to your husband and worshiped Krishna?’’

When this letter reached Nanddasjı̄, he read it and wrote the answer:

‘‘Srı̄ Ramcandrajı̄ has taken a vow to have one wife, so how can he

take care of another wife? He could not even take care of his one wife

without interruption, who was abducted by Ravapa. Krishna is the

Lord of innumerable wives: those who have become his wife don’t

table 1.2. Vastraharapa in Bhagavata Purapa and Bhasa Dasama Skandha

BhP Bhasa Dasama Skandha

No Radha Radha present

Marital status unclear Married Gopı̄s

Prayer to Katyayanı̄ Prayer to Gaurı̄

Krishna fulfills wish Goddess promises, but Krishna

fulfills wish

Gopas present No Gopas present

Folksy joke Serene atmosphere

Request that Gopı̄s lift up hands No request to lift up hands

Gopı̄s humiliated Gopı̄s choose to join the fun
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have any type of fear left. And he gives bliss to innumerable different

wives at the same time. For that reason, I have made Krishna my

Lord, so you’ll know.’’ When the letter written by Nanddasjı̄ reached
Tulsı̄das, he read it and pondered: ‘‘Nanddas’s heart has been lost

there, so he won’t come now. Indeed, his resolve is stronger than

mine. I have left Ayodhya and will live in Kası̄, but Nanddasjı̄ won’t
leave Braj to go anywhere. So his resolve is bigger than mine.’’ In this

way Nanddasjı̄ was a great devotee filled with grace of the Lord. (252

varta 4, prasaxga 3; see Gaxgaviqpu Krqpadas 1986b: 39–40)

Strong language indeed. The Vallabhan hagiographers are never afraid to

offend in their criticism of others and never shy in their affirmation of their

own superiority. What is of interest to us is the gender terms in which the

debate is cast. The devotee is compared to a woman. Doubt is cast on Nand-

das’s ‘‘fidelity to the husband,’’ and he has to defend himself in those terms. Of

course, the perceived infidelity is only apparent. Thus, according to the Krishna

tradition, Tulsı̄das draws his own (somewhat disconnected) conclusion and

recognizes that Nanddas’s devotion to Krishna is superior to his own to Rama.

Nanddas does not waver, he is indeed like a good loyal wife, devoted to just one

husband-god.

Note, however, that Nanddas subtly changes the terms of the debate from

the question of the woman’s faithfulness to the man’s prowess to take care of

the wife (or many wives). Rama loses of course. In this sectarian Krishna

bhakti view, Rama’s monogamy is decidedly inferior to Krishna’s merry po-

lygamy. This is exactly the opposite of what we find in the modern electronic

media, where the pendulum has swung back: Rama’s monogamy is touted as

superior, and it is again the woman’s faithfulness that figures most promi-

nently, as we shall see in the next chapters.

Converging Modern Trends in Sagar’s Televised Texts

Outdoing Tulsı̄ in Propriety

What happened when these episodes from medieval bhakti texts were adapted

in a contemporary context? At first glance, changes are few. The Phulvarı̄
episode of the television version seems to be mainly an enactment of sung

extracts from Ram Carit Manas (or seemingly from it), interspersed with some

minimal Hindi dialogue. It is nearly a video clip of theManas, or rather a series
of tableaux, Ram-lı̄la style. However, a careful comparison shows that certain

elements are singled out for emphasis, and some innovations have been made.
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The television Ramayan shows first, while the introductory music is

playing, a procession of Sı̄ta and her girlfriends traversing the garden on their

way to the Parvatı̄ temple. The girls enter the temple and get ready for bhajana

singing and puja, while the camera zooms in on the image of the goddess.

Then the recitation starts with a doha from Tulsı̄’s epic (RCM 1:232) describing

how Rama and Lakshmana appear from the bushes; appropriately, the next

shot is of the two brothers entering the garden. After some lines of dialogue in

which the brothers ask the gardeners for permission to pick flowers, the action

shifts back to the girls in the nearby temple, with equally minimal dialogue.

One ‘‘adventurous’’ girl from Sı̄ta’s retinue has seen the boys: her report is

sung in a pseudo-Avadhı̄ verse (TVR: 86).52

Tulsı̄’s lines about the friends showing Sı̄ta the two princes from the cover

of the bushes (RCM 1.232.2a) are enacted, while Sı̄ta is shown being very

reluctantly dragged along. From now on, no more mundane Hindi is spoken.

In contrast to RamCarit Manas, Sagar first shows Sı̄ta beholding Rama, who is

quite unaware of this attention. Meanwhile, Ram Carit Manas is recited in the

background. The first quotation expresses Sı̄ta’s confused inner feelings and

her inkling about this being foretold by Narada (RCM 1.229, doha, translated
earlier). Interestingly, while the singer chants the words ‘‘sacred love’’ (prı̄ti

punı̄ta), Sagar offers his audience a glimpse of the divine couple Vishnu and

Lakqmı̄, thus commenting in images, so to speak, on the recited text. On the

other hand, while the next part of the verse describes Sı̄ta as fearfully looking in
all directions (a remnant of the different sequence in Tulsı̄’s text, where the

verse occurred before she spotted Rama), the camera belies this by showing a

happy Sı̄ta steadily gazing at one object only, Rama. Clearly, the only reason for

quoting this particular doha lies in the first line. And the importance of this

allusion to eternal love was compelling enough for Sagar to include the doha,
even though it did not fit the situation well.

Only when Sagar has thus established the maryada context of this act, by

turning the new love into an old, eternal and divine one, comes the quotation of

Tulsı̄’s verse on Sı̄ta’s eagerness to behold her beloved more, yet stressing that

it seems to her that she is seeing a recovered treasure (‘‘Her eyes were eager to

behold his beauty, rejoicing as a man who has found his lost treasure,’’ RCM

1.232.25).53 Meanwhile, Rama himself has looked up and is returning Sı̄ta’s
gaze. Lakshmana has conveniently left the scene just a few minutes earlier so

as to leave Rama and Sı̄ta in privacy. The camera then freezes on Rama and

52. baga bilokana rajakumvara dou ae, e sakhı̄ unake atula rupa kı̄ sobha kahiyo na jae.

53. dekhi rupa locana lalacane, haraqe janu nija nidhi pahicane.
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Sı̄ta beholding each other against the background of some pseudo-Manas
singing:

Their hearts can not get enough of beholding each other

Rama engrossed in Sı̄ta, Sı̄ta engrossed in Rama. They show one

single form. (TVR 87)54

This verse is sung over and over, quite elaborately. Meanwhile, the camera

keeps zooming in on Rama and Sı̄ta in turn. Lakshmana returns and looks in

amazement at his brother and then at Sı̄ta. Like Lakshmana, the audience is

mainly intent on watching the divine pair beholding each other, they have

become one form indeed, as the object of our and Lakshmana’s gaze. (This

moment could be fruitfully cited in the project to identify how the ‘‘gaze’’ of

Indian cinema differs from the much-discussed Hollywood ‘‘gaze.’’)55

Next is recited, appropriately, theManas caupaı̄, comparing Sı̄ta and Rama

to the cakora bird and the moon (1.232.3). Then Sı̄ta closes her eyes, on cue

from the corresponding line fromManas (1.232.4a). This apparent getting into
a trance causes Sı̄ta’s friends to interfere and ‘‘wake her up,’’ but Lakshmana

understands how it expresses the purity of her love and pays obeissance with a

little devout bow. The girlfriends then lead Sı̄ta away, while the doha about Sı̄ta
turning back again and again is sung (RCM 1.232, doha).

The scene in the Parvatı̄ temple is then enacted, while a shortened form of

Sı̄ta’s prayer from Ram Carit Manas is sung (1.235.3 and 236 1b-2). Sagar uses

the lines where Sı̄ta says she will not ask for anything explicitly because the all-
knowing goddess is sure to know her heart’s desire anyway. Tulsı̄’s lines follow

describing how pleased the goddess is with Sı̄ta’s humble devotion (1.236.3a).

While the rest of Tulsı̄’s text is recited (1.236.3), the miraculous shedding of the

garland is enacted. Finally, Parvatı̄’s blessing of Sı̄ta’s wishes (1.236.4 and the

harigı̄tika chand) is sung, not in chorus but by a single voice, as if articulating

the words from the image’s lips. While the chand ends, Sı̄ta exits.

Finally, this episode is wound up with two parallel scenes. In one, Rama is

shown musing about the similarity of the moon to Sı̄ta’s face in Lakshmana’s

company, with some dialogue, to which we will come back, and quotations

from RCM (1.237.4 and doha). The camera then shifts back once again to Sı̄ta’s
girlfriends, who similarly compare Rama’s face to the moon. Sı̄ta is portrayed

54. ika duje ko nirakhata mana na aghae; rama siya maya, siya rama maya, eka hı̄ rupa lakhae.

55. A seminal study with regard to the concept of visuality in India is Babb 1981. Important studies

seeking to differentiate Hindi films’ Indian scopic regime with reference to Laura Mulvey’s theories of ‘‘visual

pleasure’’ are Rajadhyaksha 2000 and Taylor 2002.
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as lost in dreams; she does not say a word. This scene has no equivalent in Ram
Carit Manas. The episode ends when one of the girlfriends voices doubt

whether such a delicate prince as Rama will be able to lift the bow, hereby

announcing the next episode.

Superficially then, the television episode appears to follow Tulsı̄ very clo-

sely and may not seem to warrant much further investigation. However, a close

analysis shows some interesting shifts in focus, revealed when we look at what

Sagar chooses to preserve of Ram Carit Manas, what he discards, and where he

innovates.

First, the whole Flower Garden scene is viewed mainly from Sı̄ta’s per-

spective: most of the quotations from RamCarit Manas are verses to that effect.
Rama’s musings to his brother about his feelings are simply skipped, at least

for the time being (till the next scene makes them explicit). Rama hardly looses

his composure, the way Tulsı̄ had suggested he did in his text. He sports an all-

knowing smile of superiority on his face throughout.

If Rama’s feelings are hardly touched on during the scene proper, it is

Sı̄ta’s reaction that is important. Whereas in Tulsı̄’s text, Rama spots the

women first, Sagar has Sı̄ta and her friends spying on a completely unaware

Rama. The result is that the audience identifies with Sı̄ta’s perspective. This

stress on the devotee rather than the object of veneration is most obvious from

the fact that Sagar leaves out the whole nakha-sikha description of the brothers.

This omission may have to do also with the conventions of the medium he is

using. He is, after all, a Bollywood movie director, and in the popular film, the

camera tends to linger on the woman’s body rather than the man’s. However,

we do not see a fully erotic evocation of Sı̄ta’s beauty either, as, for instance, in
the kavya texts. Nor does the camera end up voyeuristically lingering on Sı̄ta’s
physical beauty. Camera movement remains well ‘‘above the belt’’ and mainly

concentrates on Sı̄ta’s eyes meeting Rama’s. Sagar may be working in a secular

genre, but he keeps his text free from vulgar eroticism.

The gaze of Sagar’s camera, then, is, like in Tulsı̄’s text, directed to the

gazing of the protagonists themselves, to their mutual darsana. This stress

on darsana fits well with traditional theatrical convention and has been noted

for the epic as a whole (see Lutgendorf 1995: 230–31). Darsana is also apparent
in the reactions of the other characters: the girlfriends stare at Sı̄ta, Lakshmana

gazes at Rama gazing at Sı̄ta. The subservient characters are portrayed as

interested in their brother’s or friend’s falling in love rather than the other sex

per se. Clearly, the audience is invited to identify with them rather than with

Rama, or even Sı̄ta. This is well illustrated by the pseudo-Avadhı̄ verse that is

repeated over and over again while Sı̄ta and Rama behold each other. It goes

quite a bit further in theological interpretation than the Manas itself, as it
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suggests a unity between Rama and Sı̄ta. As the divine pair melts together, it is

the audience beholding the pair rather than the pair beholding each other that

takes center stage.

What I said earlier about the absence of Rama’s perspective needs to be

modified in the light of the romantic scene following the Flower Garden scene.

Here, while the brothers are gazing at the moon, the issue of Rama’s reaction

is addressed. On the one hand, Sagar did not want his ‘‘beholding’’ scene

interrupted by it, but apparently he considered the matter too important to be

left in Avadhı̄, the point of which might conceivably escape his audience. As in

Tulsı̄’s text, Rama confesses his unusual feelings to his brother, but here, after

the Flower Garden scene proper and in Hindi. The same business of the

inappropriateness for a Raghava to gaze on ‘‘unrelated women’’ is raised. In

Sagar’s version, Lakshmana makes explicit the clue only hinted at in Tulsı̄’s: he

surmises that Sı̄ta is destined to be Rama’s wife. Rama answers that only God

knows, an ironic statement, since the audience is of course very well aware that

Rama is in the end God himself. This scene seems to be designed according to

the commentatorial tradition of countering objections (saxka-samadhan), here
with regard to the possiblity of inappropriate behavior by Rama (for the tra-

dition, see Lutgendorf 1991b: 393). Indeed, a major concern of Sagar is to

affirm that Rama’s love for Sı̄ta is of the svakı̄ya type.

It also pays off to look closely at the careful selection Sagar has made from

the eight or so karavaks that constitute the Flower Garden episode proper. He

has in effect concentrated mainly on two passages from Tulsı̄’s text, namely

karavaks 232 and 236–7, and, significantly, added only one doha from 229. His

selection is partly driven by narrative concerns (the verses describe the action,

such as there is) but also reveals his main agenda. This is especially clear from

the exceptional quotation from 229, which is about the purity of Sı̄ta’s love and
its being in accordance with Narada’s prediction. As noted, this doha is taken

out of context, and its second line does not fit what Sagar’s camera shows.

Clearly, it is the first line with its legitimizing aspect that is its raison d’ êetre.

We conclude that Sagar has been attracted especially to the passages where

Tulsı̄ stresses the legitimacy of the meeting of the hero and the heroine: the

rest of the quotations stress Sı̄ta’s shyness and her bashfully closing her eyes.

Most important, he chose to show completely the scene where Sı̄ta receives the
blessing of Parvatı̄, the divine mother, for her choice of groom.

In two scenes introducing the Phulvarı̄ one, Sagar has provided even more

justification for the legitimacy of the young people being in the garden. Before

the Flower Garden episode proper, Rama and Lakshmana are shown taking

leave from their guru and getting proper permission to go and pick flowers for

puja. In Sagar’s version, it is Visvamitra himself who directs the boys to go to
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the garden near the palace’s Gaurı̄ temple (TVR 86). Here Sagar is satisfying a

possible objection one might have were one inclined to doubt the purity of

Rama’s motives. In Sagar’s version, the princes are present in that very flower

garden because their guru has ordained it, and one might speculate that the

guru in his omniscience, foresees what will happen. Even more blessing from

the elders, courtesy of Sagar.

Just before that, Sagar introduces another innovation in the same vein,

this time for Sı̄ta. She is shown being sent by her mother to the garden to

worship Parvatı̄. This is portrayed as directly connected with the ceremony of

choosing a groom (Svayamvara) that is to take place the next day. Sı̄ta and her

girlfriends receive the plates with worship materials from their elders, and they

even ask whether some older lady should accompany them as chaperone (TVR

85).56 However, the answer they receive is that worship of Parvatı̄ as virgin, or
Kumarı̄, is only done by virgins (kumvarı̄ kanya). No such stress on the virginal

status of the goddess or her devotees comes up in Tulsı̄’s text. Sagar seems to

have gone out of his way to ensure a proper maryada atmosphere. What he is

doing in this extra scene is countering yet another possible objection onemight

raise were one inclined to doubt the purity of Sı̄ta’s motives. She did not on her

own account venture out without elder chaperone. Even the absence of the

elder is ascribed to the command of the elders.

Thus, from studying selections of Ram Carit Manas and the innovation of

the introductory and, concluding scenes, it is clear that Sagar was interested in

situating the blossoming of love within the boundaries of maryada. He says as

much explicitly during a sermon at the conclusion of volume 3 of the video

series, while commenting on the later occasion of the Svayamvara scene

(Dalmia-Lüderitz 1991: 224–5).

Of course, he is not the first commentator to stress these matters. One of

the famous Manas commentators, Ramkimkar Upadhyay, stresses the same

point. He speaks explicitly about this episode being set in maryada like a jewel

in gold (1974: 1:288) and calls Tulsı̄’s treatment of this scene of prenuptial love

a golden median between too much stress on either duty or love (189). The

commentator who reportedly influenced Sagar most is Morarı̄ Bapu, a guru

from Gujarat, belonging to the Nimbarka Sampradaya (Lutgendorf 1995: 228,
see www.iiramii.net/en/sggt.htm), who similarly stresses in his works the

maryada aspects of the scene. He makes much of Rama’s insistence on asking

permission from the gardeners to pick the flowers, though Lakshmana finds it

56. ap bhı̄ calkar pujan karaie na kakı̄ jı̄.
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natural that as guests of the king they should just go ahead (Bapu 1986: 239).

And he stresses that Rama and Sı̄tameet in the morning, not in the evening, as

young people nowadays do, to the dismay of their parents (240), clearly linking

the scene with modern-day dating concerns and setting up Rama and Sı̄ta as a
model for young pre-maritally dating couples. Bapu also gives a ‘‘spiritual’’

interpretation of the scene that is in line with treatment of Sı̄ta as metaphor for

the bhakta (devotee). He even assigns the ‘‘bold’’ girlfriend the role of the guru,

since she is the one who will give Sı̄ta darsana of Rama, and Lakshmana

becomes the pujarı̄, who dresses Rama up for darsana (241–2). (Note that Bapu
sticks to Tulsı̄’s scenario, where Rama first sees his devotee before the devotee

spots him). He makes much of Sı̄ta closing her eyes, as if she wants to stick

with the spritual and has no more need for the rest of the world (242–3).

Finally, Bapu also stresses maryada elements, such as the blessing of the

goddess, and both Sı̄ta’s and Rama’s immediate confessions to their elders of

what has happened (245).

If Sagar, then, shared Tulsı̄’s and traditional commentators’ stress on

maryada, the question is what his motive was. One may well doubt whether his

agenda was as theological as Tulsı̄’s. After all, Sagar is not working in a context

where eroticKrishna bhakti is predominant andneeds to be downplayed in favor

of more serene and stern Rama bhakti. Rather, Sagar’s universe of operation is

a profoundly secular one.

As a popular movie director, Sagar was working against the backdrop of the

eroticism of the Hindi popular cinema genre. In fact, the whole scene fits well

within its clichés, in that the action is halted to allow the emotions of hero and

heroine to bemarkedwith a song-and-dance sequence. Usually, such scenes are

set in a fantasy-scape of the outdoors, and the flower garden setting fits well.

However, in contrast to the Hindi popular movie, we don’t have a hip-

gyrating heroine; Sı̄ta does not venture to dance. In avoiding that, Sagar marks

his product as distanced from commercial voyeurism. In contrast to the couples

of the popular cinema, who could be said to represent teenagers’ dreams, Sı̄ta
and Ramamodel a love that can be approved of in religious terms, that incorpo-

rates at the same time the dreamof the teenager and the ideal of the parent-elder.

Sagar was also working against the background of the secular soap series

on Doordarshan. His Ramayapa indeed started out as a ‘‘soap opera of the

gods’’ (Sunday, quoted in Mitra 1993: 85), designed to be a mythological

counterpart to successful secular series like Ramesh Sippy’s Buniyad and

Kumar Vasudev’sHum Log. Such soaps had functioned as a mixture of didactic

and entertainment programs on Doordarshan since the eighties (36–8, 78–

89). Their main function seems to have been addressing middle-class family

concerns against a backdrop of national integration (99). One of the social
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issues given airtime in these series is that of marriage, in particular the issue of

the legitimacy of the love marriage as compared to the more traditional ar-

ranged marriage.

When viewed in this context, Sagar’s concern for maryada takes on dif-

ferent dimensions from Tulsı̄’s. It seems obvious that Sagar is engaged in

situating romance within maryada, in sending the message to the younger

generation that prenuptial meetings are okay only within strict maryada con-

trol. This message, that love and dharma must be made to cohere rather than

conflict, is of course not new to Sagar. It conforms with one of the central

imperatives of the Hindi movie: the heart (dil) is valued and is a sine qua non

for the hero, and needs to be brought into harmony with duty and principles

(kartavya, usul; see Thomas 1995).

Innocent Krishna, Meek Gopı̄s

What happened when Sagar filmed the Radha-Krishna romance? Little sur-

prise: he managed to make even such erotic heroines as the Gopı̄s remain

within maryada. He accomplishes this by a clever device: splitting up the

Vastraharapa story into two episodes and adding another one to explicitly

address the first meeting of Radha and Krishna. The first Vastraharapa scene

shows it as a prank of the child Krishna, well before adolescence (TVK vol. 6,

episode 37). The second one is the religious observance, or vrata, of the ado-

lescent Radha and Gopı̄s to the goddess Parvatı̄ (vol. 7, episode 58). Sagar adds
a scene of purvaraga proper, the first meeting of Krishna and Radha, which
occurs in the episode before the Vastraharapa (vol. 6, episode 36).

In the scene of the first meeting (TVK vol. 6, episode 36), Radha is just a
little girl of about seven or so, and Krishna a little boy of the same age. The

meeting does not take place in the forest but in the domestic atmosphere of

Krishna’s house. Radha arrives with her father, Vrqabhanu, who has come to

arrange the upcoming Holı̄ festivities with Krishna’s father. Yasoda, Krishna’s
mother, suggests that while the men talk, little Radha can play with Krishna,

and Vrqabhanu gives his parental blessing. Yasoda then introduces the little

boy and girl to each other and suggests they go play outside. She adds that

Krishna should hold her hand when they come near the Yamuna lest she fall
into the river, to which Krishna charmingly responds by asking if he can hold

her hand right away. Mother smilingly consents, adding he should not let go of

her hand later. Little does she know what love affair is in the offing, or rather,

in the past.

When the children are finally alone, they take on their eternally young

adult divine form. Krishna immediately starts chiding Radha for coming to his
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house before the time has come. Radha claims she could not stand missing

him. Krishna gives her a long lecture about what is appropriate and how they

need to sacrifice for the sake of mankind, to which she meekly consents with a

submissive ‘‘whatever you command’’ (jo ajña prabhu). At this point a song

starts:

They have been companions in age after age, but act as if it is their

first meeting

What a marvelous play this is: acquainces of old, again are getting

acquainted.57

Sagar’s stress on the eternal aspect of the young persons’ love echoes his

depiction of Sı̄ta and Rama in the Phulvarı̄ episode. What is striking in this

episode is also the surfeit of parental consent for the first meeting. Sagar leaves

nothing up to the children; even their holding hands is in obedience to Mother

Yasoda cautioning them. Everything is safely within the boundaries of mar-

yada. Again, this evokes the careful legitimization of the Sı̄ta-Rama love affair.

Radha is also strikingly submissive, which seems more Sı̄ta-esque.
How does Sagar get around the eroticism of the scene of Krishna stealing

of the Gopı̄s’ clothes, which is tougher to bring into maryada boundaries?

Krishna’s prank playing is portrayed in the next episode (vol. 6, episode 37),

and it is immediately apparent that he is still a small child and so are his

friends. The Gopı̄s are all adult women, and they are all married, as will become

clear in the course of the scene. Radha is not one of the Gopı̄s, since she is still

a little girl, as we have just seen. As in Bhagavata Purapa, Krishna has brought
his friends along, who are witness to the scene. Krishna’s motives however are

non-sexual, he is not really out to expose their nakedness; rather, the episode is

portrayed as a move in the battle for butter the boys have been waging with the

milkmaids. The boys are hoping with this prank to accomplish in one stroke

everything they want: to make the women apologize for telling on their butter

thievery of the past and promise not to tell on them any more and give them a

‘‘fair share’’ of butter daily. Krishna is the mastermind behind the plan, and he

does a marvelous job of acting the innocent toward the Gopı̄s. He startles them

by playing his flute in the tree near where the women bathe. When they

discover their clothes are gone, they ask him for help, but like a typical child he

refuses to help them because he is enjoying playing his flute. When they catch

57. yuga yuga ke sathı̄ haim donom, pratham milan jaisa abhinay hai; yah adbhut lı̄la hai kaisı̄, cir-paricit pai

phir paricay hai.
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a glimpse of their clothes, of course he is shown not to have been innocent at

all; still, he is portrayed as truly innocent of erotics. In fact, he preaches about

the impropriety of bathing naked, pointing out that the women should not

assume they are alone anywhere, because God is everywhere. There is of

course much irony in this statement, as Krishna himself is God. Soon the

Gopı̄s will be even more shocked to find out that they were also being spied on

by all Krishna’s friends who were hidden nearby. They will eventually blame

these companions for having a bad influence on Krishna, while in their eyes

Krishna is free of guilt.

Krishna’s childish innocence of erotics is stressed in several other ways.

The main condition for getting their clothes back is a promise to feed the boys

butter daily. And when the women are asked to bow to Krishna (prapam), he

does not insist on their lifting their hands above their heads. It ends up being a

very prudish little act of obeisance; nothing is exposed. Further, when the

Gopı̄s are about to come out of the water to get their clothes, after they have

assented to all Krishna’s demands, he and the Gopas leave the scene, and

Krishna urges his friends to cover their eyes and not look back.58

Not only have Krishna and his friends gained in innocence in this version;

the Gopı̄s have lost a fair bit of their free spirit. They readily agree that they

have committed an offense by bathing naked, and though they sputter a bit

about promising Krishna anything, they come around quickly. They give in to

all his demands once he and his companions threaten to take the clothes to

their husbands and tell them their wives are running around naked in the

woods. It is quite ironic how Sagar has succeeded in making the Gopı̄s submit

to Krishna’s prank exactly because they are good submissive wives, concerned

about their good name in the village! Gone is all the illicit titillation. They are

parakı̄ya indeed, but foregrounded is the women’s desire not to bother their

husbands with their foolishness.

In contrast to Krishna and Radha’s first meeting, there are no elder rela-

tives setting boundaries of what is proper. There is no divine sanction from the

58. This episode occurs also in B. R. Chopra’s Mahabharata (DVD, vol. 3, episode 15), where it is treated

similarly; it is told as a flashback by Rohipı̄ (who was present in Braj) to Vasudeva and Devakı̄ (Krishna’s birth

parents) in jail. Krishna is not accompanied by his friends. He faces away from the women and turns in their

direction only when they call him. Though he asks them to come out of the water, this does not happen.

Instead, the scene ends with Krishna scolding the girls for having gone in the water naked. When they protest

there was no one around, he points out that the natural elements where there. Turning toward the audience, he

adds a rhetorical question as an aside, wondering where he is not present. The scene thus ends on the emotion

of wonder and amazement at God’s marvels (vismaya-adbhuta bhava).
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goddess as in Nanddas’s version. In fact, the Gopı̄s’ worship of Katyayanı̄
is mentioned only in passing (by Krishna, as he proposes the plan to his

friends) and is never shown. More precisely, full treatment of the worship is

postponed till later, when Radha has become adolescent and can participate in

the rite.

The second half of Sagar’s Vastraharapa is a scene just preceding the Rasa-
lı̄la (TVK vol. 7, episode 58). Here the Gopı̄s’ and Radha’s vrata to the goddess

is developed in parallel with Sı̄ta’s prayer to the goddess in the television

Ramayan. The raison d’êetre for this scene is that Radha and the Gopı̄s, too, will

get divine sanction for their desire for Krishna.

Like Nanddas, Sagar identifies Katyayanı̄ as Siva’s consort, Gaurı̄. In a

proceding scene, Sagar has one of the sages in conversation (with Akrura) refer
to the Gopı̄s’ Katyayanı̄ vrata, but the scene of devotional worship that is shown

just prior to Rasa-lı̄la is Gaurı̄ Puja, which the Gopı̄s are shown performing in

order to obtain Krishna as a husband. This is a master stroke. In the first place,

Gaurı̄ Puja is popular and a part of the experience of the women in Sagar’s

modern audience. Next, since it is usually carried out by unmarried girls, Sagar

strengthens the impression that the Gopı̄s who partook in the Rasa-lı̄la were

young virgins. This contrasts with the controversial aspect of their parakı̄ya
status, which Nanddas stressed. Moreover, Gaurı̄ Puja is geared toward the

consort goddess Parvatı̄ rather than the independent Durga, adding an occa-

sion for reflection on what constitutes a good wife, even in this context. What

becomes very clear in comparison with the Bhagavata Purapa scene is that

Sagar has managed to turn an erotically charged scene into a purely devotional

one, illustrative of strı̄dharma.

The Gopı̄s perform this puja in traditional Bollywood film style, reminis-

cent of, for instance, the highly succesful Jai Santoshi Maa. There is no men-

tion of bathing in the river, as Sagar has already treated this episode earlier as

one of the pranks of the child Krishna, before puberty. The vrata scene is thus

divorced from the bathing and the stealing of the clothes.

In Sagar’s vrata scene, Krishna does not appear at all. Instead the goddess,

Parvatı̄, appears to give darsana as a result of the Gopı̄s’ efforts. She grants

them the boon of partaking with Krishna in the Rasa-lı̄la. This sets a totally

different tone to the event. Whereas in Bhagavata Purapa the atmosphere

is one of sexual arousal and secret excitement, in Sagar’s scene dharma is

central.

The goddess responding to the Gopı̄s vrata is clearly Parvatı̄, though she

is multiarmed and looks like Durga. However, she is addressed as a consort

goddess, and mainly in her capacity of securing fitting husbands. This be-
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comes clear when Radha formulates (in fittingly Sanskritic Hindi) on behalf of

all the women what boon they seek from the goddess. She says:

O embodiment of sakti, Mother Gaurı̄, you are the best among all

women, and you are the goddess devoted to her husband, who

knows the secret of the husband,

O mother, you are the most elevated happily married woman, and

grant others happiness in marriage too.

For that reason, we ordinary women who live on this earth’s sur-

face, keeping your vrata, ask from you the following boon: in the

same way as you obtained by your penance Srı̄ Saxkar Bhagavan, the
groom you desired in your heart, for your husband, in that same way,

may that we too, by doing penance for you, obtain for a husband

the one whom each of us desires in her heart. In the same way as you

are Srı̄ Sankar Bhagavan’s dearest beloved, let us all also be the be-

loved of the groom we desire in our hearts. O mother, grant us this

blessing that we all, according to our desire, might obtain our own

best husband.59

The effect of this speech on the audience is clear: it reinforces the im-

pression that the Gopı̄s are unmarried girls. It is of course helped by the fact

that most of the women shown are girlfriends of Radha, with whom the

audience is acquainted from previous episodes. Their seeking a good husband

is a perfectly dharmic thing to do. In case the audience missed this, it is

stressed by the parallel between the women’s vrata and Parvatı̄’s asceticism.

The prevailing feel of dharma is also reinforced by the body language of

the actors. Throughout the scene, Parvatı̄ looks and acts much like a school-

teacher, making eye contact with each of the girls, who smile back demurely,

looking very much like students. This body language, together with the

women’s devoutly kneeling and bowed position, again serves to imbue the

scene with the atmosphere of maryada.

59. he sakti svarupinı̄, gaurı̄ mata, ap sab nariom mem sreqtha aur pati ka marm janevalı̄ pativrata devı̄ haim;

he mata ap param saubhagyavatı̄, aur dusrom ko saubhagya pradan karnevalı̄ devı̄ haim. isı̄liye is dharatal par

rahnevalı̄, ham mamulı̄ nariyam apka vrat dharan karke, ap se yahı̄ vardan mamgtı̄ haim ki, jis prakar apne tapasya

karke apne manvamsita var srı̄ sankar bhagavan ko patirup mem prapt kiya tha, usı̄ prakar ap kı̄ puja ke phalsvarup

hamem bhı̄ vahı̄ pati milem jis kı̄ kamna har sab ke apne apne man mem hai. jis prakar ap srı̄ sankar bhagavan kı̄

parampriya haim, usı̄ prakar ham sabhı̄ apne apne manvamsit var kı̄ priya hom. he mata hamem ası̄rvad do ki ham

sab kı̄ kamna ke anusar ham sab ko apna apna sreqth pati prapta ho.
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Like Sı̄ta, Radha and the Gopı̄s also get the benefit of receiving explicit

divine sanction for their love. It is not Krishna who assures them that their

wish is fulfilled. In fact, Krishna is nowhere on the scene. However, the god-

dess herself is shown to be pleased with the women’s humble worship and

grants them the boon they ask for.

To top it off, after Radha’s plea and the goddess granting the boon, Parvatı̄
addresses Radha’s divine form (which, on request of the goddess, had risen

from her kneeled position). She makes it clear that Radha has called herself an

ordinary woman and has acted as she has to instruct women, for the sake of

people’s education (lok sikqa) and women’s welfare (narı̄ kalyan), as she puts it.
In short, Sagar has succeeded in surrounding the Gopı̄s’ vrata, which is tra-

ditionally associated with the stealing of the clothes, instead with an aura of

social respectability and maryada.
The prevalence of the dharma character of the scene in Shri Krishna is all

the more remarkable when compared to the same episode in an earlier movie

on the topic of Krishna’s early life, Shri Krishna Leela (1970), which was pro-

duced and directed by Homi Wadia for Basant Pictures and starred Master

Sachin, Hema Kumari, Jayshri Gadkar, Padmarani, and the comedian Tun

Tun. Striking, first, is that Radha is older and decidedly more mature than

Krishna (an echo of this is still found in B. R. Chopra’s Mahabharat). This

allows for a certain ambiguity about Krishna’s feelings, which seem more

innocent than hers. Radha is also shown to be married to another man, here

named Aney. In fact, her very first meeting with Krishna is cut short because

her husband rushes by in a bullock cart, complaining that he got no breakfast

because she did not return in time from the well. She repents and offers to

come home right away, but he drives off in a huff. This is an interesting

permutation of the parakı̄ya nayika, showing her to be a duty-minded house-

wife after all!

The first meeting in this movie is beautifully introduced by Krishna

hearing the jingling of anklets, which attracts him irresistibly to Radha on her

way to the well. This is reminiscent of Tulsı̄das’s Rama first hearing the sound

of Sı̄ta’s anklets. In contrast to Rama, though, Krishna has no second thoughts

about meeting Radha alone and enchanting her with his flute playing to the

point of making her dance to his tune.

The Vastraharapa episode comes later in this film, after the love of Radha
and Krishna is well established. Here, too, it is the magic of Krishna’s flute that

is foregrounded as the Gopı̄s’ clothes are magically conjured up into the

branches of the tree by Krishna’s flute playing. The scene features Krishna’s

friends as appreciative audience for the prank, but they tactfully leave the scene

before the Gopı̄s come out of the water. There is also an older lady on the scene,
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who was appointed as guardian over the Gopı̄s’ clothes. Her presence adds an

element of chaperoning, as well as comedy as she vociferously protests

Krishna’s prank. Krishna does not ask the women to lift up their hands above

their head in obeisance. The director preserves propriety by showing only the

Gopı̄s’ naked lowerlegs as they step out of the water. In the next scene, the

Gopı̄s, rightfully outraged, complain with Yasoda, Krishna’s mother. Yasoda
punishes Krishna with a good thrashing—so good that it elicits in turn com-

plainers’ protests! Thus, Wadia, too, is mindful of propriety and restores

dharma, but not until after letting the scandal build to the full.

In comparison to this older version, Sagar has a much bigger dose of

maryada, and he has worked hard to all but erase the scandal from the clothes-

stealing episode. The love of Radha and Krishna in any case has been purged of

titillation and firmly rooted in maryada. Of all versions, this is the one that

extols Radha most clearly as a goddess, in particular through constant intru-

sions in the narrative of her divine form. Yet, at the same time, this is also the

version in which she is most clearly domesticated. The more she is extolled, the

less room there is for parakı̄ya. It seems that the price of her deification is to

become more like Sı̄ta.

Comparing Television Role Models for Falling in Love

The conclusion is inescapable: Sagar outdoes the medieval poets in cleaning

up these potentially problematic scenes. Dharma andmaryada are writ large all
over. In contrast to Tulsı̄das, Sagar is less concerned with a devotional agenda,

than with the message sent to young people regarding falling in love. He

makes this explicit in his afterword to the scene; but just from this close

table 1.3. Overview of Innovations in Sagar’s Vastraharapa

Episode 1. First Meeting

Parental consent stressed

Radha and Krishna’s love is ‘‘old love’’

Episode 2. Vastraharapa Proper

Radha does not participate

Gopı̄s are married women, mindful of husbands

Innocent, childish prank rather than erotic titillation

Episode 3. Vrata to Goddess

Gaurı̄ is described as supermatrimonial

Unmarried Gopı̄s praying for husband

School-like atmosphere

Radha uplifted above others as goddess
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reading, it is apparent that Sagar’s Sı̄ta outdoes Tulsı̄’s in perfectly toeing the

line of propriety.

The biggest difference between medieval and contemporary sources is in

the portrayal of Radha. It is remarkable how Radha has come to look like Sı̄ta.
She has lost the very playfulness Krishna loved so much in her. She is pre-

occupied with setting a good example for the edification of woman (lok siksa).
She stays away from pranks like Vastraharapa and avidly partakes in devout

goddess worship. As a reward for her proper behavior, she gets to be elevated

herself to the status of Great Goddess. The more like Sı̄ta she behaves, the

more adorable she becomes. The price of divinity, it appears, is conformity!

Falling in Love à la Sı̄ta or Radha in the Movies

There is of course no dearth of falling-in-love scenes in the colorful world

of the popular Hindi movie. Many movies portray the lovers’ meeting in

a romantic natural setting, whether a park, the modern equivalent of the

Phulvarı̄, or a forest area in a hill station, swimming pool, or beach, the latter-

day equivalents of the woods of Braj and Yamuna’s banks. The dawning of

love is invariably celebrated in song, the setting and action of which is often

related to the main narrative only in a very tangential way. It seems that love

immediately transports its subject and object to a world beyond, the world of

myth.

Filmı̄ courtship has many echoes from the erotic Radha-Krishna tradition.
At the outset, we should take note of the reduction of such romances to a

‘‘mono-sound,’’ in that most of the songs are performed in the ubiquitous Lata

Mangeshkar’s shrill adolescent girl falsetto style. This has been interpreted as

‘‘domesticating,’’ ‘‘infantilizing,’’ and ‘‘naturalizing’’ the potentially threatening

free-agent woman cavorting in the public sphere (Srivastava 2006: 130, 140,

146). Thus the apparently free and unencumbered Radha-like movie heroine is

immediately ‘‘tamed’’ by the sound overlay.

The falling-in-love scene in many movies evokes the Rasa-lı̄la, or moonlit

circle-dance of Radha and Krishna. The hero and heroine cavort in a bucolic

setting with lots of other dancers around, whether all female dancers, who

evoke the Gopı̄s, or couples, which suggests Krishna multiplicating and danc-

ing with the Gopı̄s. Often the hero is portrayed as a lover-boy, a playful Krishna

type. In many movies, he spies on the heroine while she is bathing, reminis-

cent of Krishna’s behavior in the Vastraharapa scene. Following kavya con-

ventions, falling in love is often associated with the onset of the monsoon or

spring, even though this may not, strictly speaking, fit in the narrative frame.
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Here, too, one may read in echoes of the Krishna-Radha tradition, with its

plethora of seasonal poetry.60

It is not always clear whether such scenes and the bucolic surroundings

are just a matter of kavya convention or whether the Sı̄ta or Radha model is

specifically being evoked. In some cases, though, the reference is explicit, and

one can read with much profit the film scenes in question against the nuanced

understanding we have gained of the multilayered myths. An unambiguous

evocation of the Vastraharapa episode is found in Raj Kapoor’s 1964 movie

Sangam and one of the Phulvarı̄ episode in Sooraj Bharjatya’s 1994 Hum aap

ke hain koun . . . ! I will analyze in some detail how these movies creatively

appropriate these mythical scenes.

Pestering Radha: Raj Kapoor’s Vastraharapa in ‘‘Sangam’’

Raj Kapoor’s Sangam has many direct references to the Radha-Krishna my-

thology and the Vastraharapa episode in particular. To begin with, the heroine

(played by the actress Vyjayanthimala) is called Radha, and the man she is

in love with (Rajendra Kumar) is named Gopal, a famous epithet of Krishna.

However, the movie is about a love triangle, and the real hero is actually the

third party, Sundar (Raj Kapoor), who is also in love with Radha. He persists

and devises pranks to make her yield to his advances in very Krishna-like

manner. One could say that he usurps the role of Gopal and is the true Krishna

of the movie. This is apparent in a scene early in the movie wherein the

heroine, Radha, goes swimming, and Sundar steals her clothes. The impres-

sion of a modern version of Krishna’s Vastraharapa is strengthened when

Sundar, sitting in a tree like Krishna, puts a peacock-like feather behind his ear

as he starts a song. A good dose of humor is added as Sundar hauls up the

heroine’s clothes with a fishing rod. The director has updated, or maybe cos-

mopolitized, his Krishna, who plays bagpipes rather than the flute, and Radha,
who wears a trendy bathing suit. All this just adds to the audience’s delight.

60. In particular, many movies use the festival of Holi as a backdrop because it evokes the liberty of

sexual approach, which is also exploited by the bhakti poets celebrating Radha and Krishna’s love. A well-known

example in film is Sholay, where Veeru and Basanti are playing Holı̄, while Jay and the widow Radha exchange

longing glances. Another example of the hero declaring his love for the heroine in the context of Holi, occurs in

the second half of Hum Tulsi tere aangan ki. Here, the hero leads a procession to the house of the girl he has

fallen in love with and challenges her to come out and play Holi with him, much as Krishna does with Radha.

There is even an explicit reference to Radha-Krishna mythology, as the hero brings actors dressed up as the

divine pair. His beloved acts delighted, though she stays safely behind the closed windows of her mansion, but

his persistence wins her over, and in the next scene we see the two as a romantic pair.
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Kapoor exploits the reference fully: Sundar asks Radha to imagine he is

‘‘Gopal,’’ that is, Krishna,61 as he puts the peacock-like feather behind his ear.

At the same time, there is a double entendre, because Gopal is also the name

of Radha and Sundar’s mutual friend, with whom Radha is really in love.

The reaction shot of Radha at this point shows her startled, which betrays

clearly that she thought immediately about the third, absent party, the man

Gopal, whom she loves. Sundar remains oblivious, casting himself in the role

of Krishna-Gopala, and the audience gets to enjoy the joking reference to the

mythological Krishna.

Like Krishna in the myth, Sundar tries to get something out of the heroine

for the return of her clothes, but–cleverly circumventing the censors–he does

not require her to emerge naked from the water. Sundar is rather insisting on

getting yes for an answer (jab tak ham na kahogı̄ ye kapre nahı̄m milemge). What

the question is is elaborated in song, the refrain of which comes down to

‘‘Come on, let’s get together.’’ Appropriately for the setting at the river, Sun-

dar’s song uses the metaphor of the confluence of rivers, the sangam, which is

also the title of the movie. The song thus at the same time serves to cleverly

establish the theme of the whole film. It is worth examining in detail.

Say, Radha, say:
Will my heart’s Ganges,

And your heart’s Yamuna
Unite together? Won’t they?

(Radha: no, never!)62

Hundreds of years have gone by

Alas, in making you see!

Is there in this world

Anyone as patient as me?

Will the burden on my heart

Ever lighten up? Won’t it?

(Radha: Get lost!)63

For you, I’m in agony like

The earth thirsts for the monsoon.

61. man lo radha ek minute ke liye maim sundar nahı̄m maim gopal hum aru gopal tum se kuch kahta hai.

62. bol radha bol: mere man kı̄ gaxga, aur tere man kı̄ jamuna ka, bol radha bol: saxgam hoga ki nahı̄m?

(nahı̄m, kabhı̄ nahı̄m).

63. kitnı̄ sadiyam bı̄t gaı̄ haim; ay sujhe samajhane mem. mere jaisa dhı̄raj vala, hai koı̄ aur zamane mem? dil

ka bhar bojh kabhı̄ kam hoga ki nahı̄m. (caica!)
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‘‘Radha, Radha’’ is the one prayer

Of my rising and falling breath.

A stone may melt, but will your heart?

(Radha: Get lost, why are you pestering me. Yes, yes, yes.)64

This scene comes close to the Bhagavata Purapa in its atmosphere of

scandal: the hero and heroine are not married to one another; in fact Radha

loves someone else, so she is, we could say, parakı̄ya. There is no matrimonial

agenda underlying the prank: Sundar’s words have a strong sexual under-

current. And of course there is no parental sanction for this meeting.

In contrast to the classical Vastraharapa episodes I have discussed, it is

immediately apparent that the roles are reversed: Sundar may be stealing her

clothes, but he is the one praying to ‘‘the goddess’’, that is, Radha, to fulfill his

dream of love. The irony of this reversal is brought out explicity in the song. In

the last verse, Sundar refers to the chant of his breath, ‘‘Radha Radha,’’ which
the audience recognizes instantly as a mantra to the goddess. Thus, the male

lover is the devotee, and the woman is adored like a goddess. This is also

underscored by the second verse, where Sundar describes himself as a ‘‘pa-

tient’’ lover.65

What is interesting for our purpose is that in the course of the song,

Radha’s answer seems to be transformed from a decided negative into a vexed

yes. She exasperatedly seems to give in to Sundar’s will.66 Persistent pestering,

it seems, wins the girl over. However, Kapoor cleverly overturns this outcome

by having Radha turn the tables in a move worthy of her mythological name-

sake: she steals back her own clothes and then turns Sundar’s own weapons

against him: with his own fishing rod, she pulls his bagpipes into the river,

64. terı̄ khatir maim tarpa jyum, tarase dhartı̄ savan ko; radha radha ek ratan hai, sas kı̄ avan javan ko;

patthar pighale dil tera namra hoga ki nahı̄m? (jao na, kyom satate ho, hoga hoga hoga).

65. There is of course more to this song, in reference to the title of the movie. Sundar eagerly presents

the union of Radha and himself as natural and inevitable by comparing it to the confluence of the Ganges and

Yamuna. However, there is a subtext that is not lost on the audience: everyone knows that the famous

pilgrimage site at Allahabad constitutes the sangam, or confluence of the Ganges and the Yamuna, as well as a

hidden third river uniting with the other two, the mythical Sarasvatı̄. The unmanifest third party alluded to is of

course Gopal, evoked unwittingly by Sundar by urging Radha to see him as Krishna, or as ‘‘Gopal,’’ as he says.

Radha’s first understanding is to think about the third, absent party, the man Gopal whom she loves. While

Sundar remains oblivious to this interpretation of his words, the audience is privy to Radha’s way of decoding

and is thus sensitized to the ‘‘undercurrent’’ in the song that follows. This foreshadows the ending of the movie,

where Gopal commits suicide to make room for the happy union of Sundar and Radha, saying: ‘‘after its

confluence, the Ganges belongs to the Yamuna, and for the sake of union, the Sarasvatı̄ has to disappear’’

(saxgam kar gaxga jamuna ka hı̄ hota hai, aur saxgam ke liye sarasvatı̄ ko lupt hona hı̄ parta).

66. One could argue that Radha’s answer may be interpreted as only to the last line of the verse, which

posed the question ‘‘Will my heart’s burden be lightened?’’ rather than to the refrain’s persistent ‘‘Come on let’s

get together.’’
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Sundar himself following. A reversal of roles compared to the myth, much to

the audience’s delight.

Still, notwithstanding this playful ending, Sundar has succeeded in pes-

tering Radha into giving in to him. Though this long-awaited ‘‘confluence’’

does not immediately take place, Sundar seems to have forced fate to give him

his deal, as he will eventually marry Radha. Thus, the devotee’s prayer is heard

and his desire fulfilled. Up to a point, though: Radha never really reciprocates

his feelings, but once married she will devote herself completely to him. She

becomes an incarnation of the devoted wife Sı̄ta perforce. This becomes clear

toward the end of the movie, when Sundar has at last become aware of his

wife’s feelings for Gopal before their marriage and in a fit of jealousy packs to

leave the house. Radha basically asks for a ‘‘fire ordeal’’: ‘‘What can I do to make

you trust [me]? Let me take an oath that ever since we got married, not even the

shadow of another has come into my heart!’’67 Ironically, it is Gopal who

speaks up to clear Radha of all blemish in a climactic final meeting: ‘‘The day

Radha set foot in your house, she was holy like the Ganges, and now too, when

she left your house she was holy like the Ganges.’’68 One might have suspected

a more explicit reference to Sı̄ta, but perhaps in view of the title of the movie

and the recurring theme of rivers meeting, the reference to the Ganges is not

surprising. This brings to fulfillment what the song foreshadowed in putting

Radha on a pedestal, as a goddess to be worshiped. As was the case in Sagar’s

mythological series, the more Radha grows in stature as the goddess, the more

she starts to resemble Sı̄ta.
Yet it is important to qualify this. At the same time Radha is idealized as

Sı̄ta, she is neglected as woman. To her devotee, her feelings seem not to mat-

ter. This is abundantly clear throughout the movie; neither Gopal nor Sundar

seem to care at all about Radha’s feelings. Sundar is totally oblivious, and

Gopal places his friend’s interests before his own, without stopping to ask

Radha. It has been a given that for both friends, duty toward the male friend

comes before romantic love.69 At the same time, for the woman, too, marital

duty prevails over romance. Though she is the victim of this dictum, Radha

herself has bought into it. At the end, in her defense of her chastity, she offers:

67. tumhem visvas dilane ke liye maim kya karum. kasam le lum jab se hamarı̄ sadı̄ huı̄ mere man mem kisı̄

dusre kı̄ parchaı̄ bhı̄ nahı̄m ayı̄.

68. radha ne jis din tumhare ghar mem pamv rakha, vah gaxga kı̄ tarah pavitra thı̄. aur aj us ne tumhare ghar

ke bahar pamv rakha, tabhı̄ vah gaxga kı̄ tarah pavitra thı̄.

69. Of course much can be and has been made of their rivalry over the female as valorizing male

homosociality (in the wake of Eve Sedgwick’s work). However, what is of interest here is the broader discourse

of duty prevailing over love.
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Love is something beyond human control, it just happens.

Marriage is a duty, which man abides by. And I have abided by it.’’70

Thus, love is subordinated to duty. The former is independent of human

volition, but the latter is subject to human agency, hence there is a responsi-

bility to act. Marriage is safely divorced from love. Premarital romance brings

nothing but trouble; this is clearly the message.

Radha’s Phulvarı̄ : Madhuri Dixit Drops by the Temple

in ‘‘Hum aap ke hain koun . . . !’’

Creative appropriation of the Phulvarı̄ episode is most conspicuous in the

trendsetting 1994 hitHum aap ke hain koun . . . ! (Who am I to you!), directed by

Sooraj R. Barjatya (HAKHK). This movie celebrates the love of two brothers

and two sisters. The eldest brother, Rajesh (Mohnish Bahl), is the Rama type,

and the story of his love for Pooja (Renuka Shahane) is permeated with

Ramayapa references, including celebration of the engagement at the Rama

shrine of Ramtek.71 The younger brother, Prem (Salman Khan) is more the

Krishna type, and when he falls in love with Pooja’s sister Nisha, the rela-

tionship is much more masaledar, or spicy.72 In this movie, the names are not

epithets of the gods the characters are inspired by, yet one could argue that

Pooja, which means ‘‘worship’’ (puja) is an apt name for a Sı̄ta-like character,

and Nisha, which means ‘‘night’’ (nı̄sa) is appropriate for Radha, whose epithet
is often syama, or ‘‘the dark one.’’ Prem is a bit of a prankster and flirt

throughout the film, and plays the mandoline in lieu of the flute. The reference

to Prem as Krishna is also made explicit in one of the songs of the movie, the

poignant ‘‘goodbye’’ (bida) song at the end of Pooja’s wedding:

My father-in-law is now my father,

My husband is my god,

My brother in law is like Krishna.73

70. pyar ek majburı̄ hai, pyar ho jata hai, vyah ek dharm hai jo admı̄ palta hai aur maim ne pala hai.

71. See p. 142 for more on the shrine.

72. This relation possesses some of the daredeviltry, spice, and charming assertiveness of the Gopı̄s. An

important parallel is the crossdressing motif (on which more in ch. 5). Often the mood evoked (rasa) is humor,

or hasya, rather than romance, as in the scene where the swimming-pool is a proper Yamuna substitute. This

scene has all the ingredients for romantic declaration of feelings yet ends on a humorous tone, with Prem

falling in the water and Nisha running off laughingly—at which he delivers the immortal line ‘‘Shit! I love her.’’

Very Radha-Krishna-like all this.

73. mere sasur jı̄ pita haim, pati devta haim, devar chavi krisan kı̄.
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True to Hindi popular film stratagems, the first confession of Prem and

Nisha’s love is enacted in the usual escapist pseudofolk harvesting scene (with

the song yah mausam hai jadu ka mitva). Prem and Nisha dally, he ‘‘steals’’ her

flower bouquet, and she in revenge his beloved mandoline. However, and here

it gets particularly interesting for our purpose, this love also receives divine

sanction. After their rural excursion, Prem and Nisha drop by again at the

Ramtek temple where their brother and sister’s engagement was celebrated.74

During their visit, while Prem half-jokingly pays his respects to the temple

manager, Nisha prepares a diya (oil lamp) to be lit and set afloat in the temple

pond, just as her sister did for her engagement. What is recited in the back-

ground is precisely the scene from Ram Carit Manas where Sı̄ta gets sanction
in the temple from Parvatı̄—the end of Sı̄ta’s prayer to the goddess, where she
modestly refrains from naming the man she desires for husband. Of course,

that is Rama, whom she has just met in the flower garden. The goddess is

impressed both by Sı̄ta’s love and her humility, and grants her wish. In

HAKHK, these lines are recited in the background while the banter with the

manager is going on, and the passage that is foregrounded, as Nisha and Prem

worship and do the rounds of the temple (parikrama), is the following:

‘‘Listen, Sı̄ta, my blessing is true, your heart’s desire will be fulfilled.

Narada’s words are always pure and true: you will get the groom

whom your heart desires.

The one your heart desires, you will get for your groom, truly

handsome and dark,

Compassionate, understanding, skilled, your love is known to be.’’

Having thus heard Parvatı̄’s blessing, Sı̄ta and her friends rejoiced in

their heart.

Tulsı̄ says: worshiping the goddess over and over, they left the

temple with happy heart. (RCM 1.236.4-harigı̄tika chand)75

Prem’s worship is halfhearted, and he even tries to sneak one of the sweets

on the offerings tray, which quick-witted Pooja prevents with a playful slap on

his hand. He is his pranking Krishna self as he follows her around while she

74. This scene is cut in the shorter versions of the movie, but is included in the full version (which also

has the song ‘‘Chocolate, Lime Juice’’).

75. sunu siya satya ası̄sa hamarı̄, pujihi mana kamana tumharı̄; narada bacana sada suci saca, so baru milihi

jahim manu raca. manu jahim raceu milihi so baru, sahaja sumdara samvaro; karuna nidhana sujana sı̄lu, sanehu

janata ravaro. ehi bhamti gauri ası̄sa suni, siya sahita hiyam haraqı̄m alı̄; tulası̄ bhavanihi puji puni puni, mudita

mana mamdira calı̄.
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worships. However, Nisha is serious and seems to understand the lines as they

are recited: she smiles, pleased about this auspicious promise that her wish

will be fulfilled. The audience understands that her wish is to get Prem for her

husband, as she looks back at him at the right moment. The spectator enjoys

fully the irony of Prem’s careless strolling around as the line praising the

promised groom’s compassion, understanding, and skill is recited.

Is it coincidence that this is the very episode foregrounded in Sagar’s

television series? Can we speak of a trend developing? It is not just a particular

scene from Tulsı̄’s work that becomes popular. There is a concept of love that

goes with it. Clearly, maryada is seen as a necessary complement of love. The

scriptwriter has skillfully picked up on the right lines from RamCarit Manas to

get this conservative point across, and the director in picturizing the song with

a nonchalant Prem injects just the right amount of humor to make the scene

work.

There is another parallel with Sagar’s Phulvarı̄. Just before they worship,

Prem asks Nisha why she is lighting the diya. She answers truthfully that her
mother told her to do so, as indeed, she did before Nisha and Prem set out on

their trip. We are reminded of Sagar’s Sı̄ta, whose presence in the garden was

justified by her mother’s command to perform puja of Parvatı̄. Again, the
movie seems to pick up on a clue from Sagar’s television version.

In short, the seeminglymasala heroine Nisha has received for her choice of
partner a double blessing, one maternal, one divine, and this with quite explicit

reference to the model of Sı̄ta. Such intertextuality with Ramayan does not

remain limited to this particular scene but, as we will see, sets the tone for the

romance of Nisha and Prem, which progresses with its due serving of Bolly-

wood masala, but always within bounds of happy, playful maryada. Rama

presides even over this relationship. Radha has once again been pressed into a

Sı̄ta mould.

Conclusions: Keep Your Cool

What have we learned in tracing the portrayal of Sı̄ta and Radha falling in love

from classical and medieval devotional through contemporary film and tele-

vision versions? Our analysis shows twomarked trends, one to do with the god-

dess and her status, the second to do with the message sent to women about

premarital romance.

First, we revisit the issue raised at the beginning of this chapter, of the

paradox of the divine goddess overpowered by love. Does this detract from her

power, hence her status as a goddess? Implicitly, the answer seems to be yes,
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because the poets and directors are hard at work to show that the goddesses

never lose their cool. Especially in the contemporary versions, Sı̄ta and Radha
alike are shown to know perfectly well what they are doing. There is no being

swept off one’s feet, no head-over-heels, undeliberated surrender. What we see

instead is how they seriously ascertain that love is in line with maryada for

the instructional benefit of (wo)mankind. It seems that not for a minute do

they lose sight of their position. They are constantly aware of their responsi-

bility as goddesses to set an example. They may fall in love, but not ‘‘head over

heels.’’

More than that, these goddesses are venerable, in that they are determined

and dedicated devotees of God. Paradoxically, they worship the Great Goddess

so as to be successful in love. That may seem a sign of their inferiority, but it

works the other way around. It is in worshiping both the Great Goddess and

their husbands-to-be that these goddesses are venerable. The more subservient

to others, it seems, the more exalted they become. This is most dramatically

the case for Radha, who has to leave behind her passionate playfulness and

acquire a stronger sense of duty and responsibility. The most marked trend is

that Radha becomes more venerable, at the cost of resembling Sı̄ta more and

more.

The second trend regards the role model function of goddesses for women.

I formulated a theory that the portrayal of the goddesses’ first love would be-

comemore liberal over time. Is that the case? Decidedly not. In all our versions,

starting with the medieval ones, we found a clear concern with embedding

love within the bounds of conventional morality. However, the trend gets more

marked in the contemporary versions. Poets and directors are at pains to

establish legitimacy for the heroines’ behavior by stressing that they act with

parental approval, even divine sanction, and that the men they fall in love with

are in fact their predestined partners. The only good premarital love is in fact

marital love, ‘‘old love’’ from past births and/or matches preapproved by the

elders. Presumably the two overlap, it is in any case difficult to determine one’s

previous birth’s partner. Observing vows (vratas), in particular to the goddess,

might help clarify matters as well as provide divine sanction.

There is more tomaryada than partner choice. Even with the right partner,

premarital contact is to be avoided. Both parties involved should refrain from

arranging it, and if others arranged it for them, they should remain completely

passive. They should deny their own desires and steer away from the meeting

as far as possible. If an actual meeting is to take place, they should avoid close

contact. Eroticism is a big no-no. ‘‘Clean’’ romance is imposed even on Radha
and Krishna.
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Interestingly, we can see this trend at work already in the medieval ver-

sions. Tulsı̄’s agenda was a theological one: promoting devotion for maryada-
puruqa Rama and possibly countering the erotic tone of the Krishna bhakti

counterpart. Nanddasmay have been coy in addressing a female audience. That

seems definitely to be Sagar’s concern. He is very concerned about the mes-

sage he is sending to the younger generation, in particular young women. His

worries are not of a theological but of a social nature. He seeks to guide the

younger generation as they grapple with the Western model of romantic love.

The film directors seem to have very much the same thing in mind, even as

they seek to titillate with such romance. The answer seems to be unequivocally:

Radhas are fine, as long as they end up behaving like Sı̄tas.
It would not be right, though, to end the matter on this note. Hindi movies

are not speaking in one voice. There is in fact a wonderful counterpoint to

Sı̄ta’s Phulvarı̄ in the cult movie Sholay (1975, d. Ramesh Sippy). The movie

has an unusual heroine, the village belle Basanti (Hema Malini), who is,

however, not at all of the ‘‘tais toi et soi belle’’ type. She has a penchant for

actually talking too much, but while her character is comical, she is not a fool.

She is marked as an ‘‘emancipated woman’’ because she has taken up the

‘‘male’’ profession of tonga driver (with the argument that if a mare can pull the

tonga, why can’t its driver be a girl). She certainly knows what she wants and is

not about to be cheated out of it. The hero’s best friend, Veeru (Dharmendra),

admires her spunk and falls in love with her. She is somewhat attracted to him,

but also diffident, as he is not a villager. Veeru is also not the rich groom she is

hoping to marry. For that purpose, she decides to undertake a series of vows

(vratas) on Mondays. Here is where the parallel with Phulvarı̄ comes in: her

first visit to the Siva temple in her village makes for a wonderful persiflage of

Sı̄ta’s worship of Parvatı̄.
Like Sı̄ta, Basanti had a request to make, which she, too, prefaces with the

apologetic statement that of course God knows everything: ‘‘Lord, there is

nothing in the world that remains hidden from you. You know everything.’’76

In contrast to the passive Sı̄ta, Basanti is prepared to take agency, much to the

delight of the audience: ‘‘Look, I’m not saying that you’ll forget, but it’s good to

speak up for oneself.’’77 In contrast to Sı̄ta, Basanti is very down-to-earth, which
renders the desired comical effect. She shows the Shiva image her hands,

76. prabhu, samsar mem aisı̄ koı̄ bat to hai nahı̄m jo tum se cupı̄ ho. tum to sab jante ho.

77. dekho maim to yah nahı̄m kahtı̄ hum ki tumhem yad nahı̄m hoga lekin phir bhı̄ apnı̄ tarah se kah dena

accha hota hai.
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hardened by the reins of her tonga, and asks him for a groom who will be rich

enough so she can abandon her trade: ‘‘For you it’s no trouble at all! Just get

negotiations going in such a place where Basanti will rule like a queen. That

way, I’ll get fun in life. For the rest, your will be done.’’78 She hastens to end on

a humble note, like Sı̄ta.
Basanti, too, gets a miracle: the image starts speaking. She’s delighted

when the voice reveals that Shiva has found her a groom. ‘‘In just one Monday,

you’ve found him! Wonderful, Lord!’’79 While Basanti is getting excited, we are

made privy to the source of the miraculous voice, which is actually none other

than Veeru’s. He is standing behind the image, speaking through a tube to

create a miracle effect. When Basanti eagerly asks for the name of the groom

Siva has found her, he predictably gives his own, Veeru. Her reaction is not

submissive, though. ‘‘Lord, this is a question of my life, don’t be so rash.’’80

Veeru alias Siva insists: ‘‘If you don’t do as I say, you will remain a spinster

your whole life long!’’81 Basanti acts submissively, but she is not going to take

that lying down and starts to argue vociferously, as is her wont; but at that

point, Veeru’s friend approaches her and, signaling to her to be silent, leads

her behind the image. Now she sees Veeru, who does not realize he has been

exposed and keeps up his rant. He is really getting into his theological sermon:

‘‘From today it is your duty to honor Veeru, because your heaven is at his feet. If

you please him, I will be pleased, if you anger him, you have angered me.’’82

Basanti just interjects, ‘‘Well! Well!’’ It takes Veeru/Siva a second to realize he

has been exposed before he backs down.

This humorous episode playfully appropriates the divine intervention

theme that is so serious and all-important in the sources reviewed earlier. Both

hero and heroine take initiative. While Basanti is observing a vow, the tone

of the scene is not solemn but one of intimate conversation with God, with

a simplemindedness that is endearing to the audience. When Veeru usurps

the voice of Siva, he casts everything in a high-register language (though he

betrays himself with some small dialectic pronunciations (adra for adar). He

spouts language of propriety and women’s duty but clearly in a self-serving

way, so that discourse is deflated, and again the (counter) hero is endearing to

78. tumhare liye kya muskil hai? bas aisı̄ jagah bat lagao prabhu ki basantı̄ rapı̄ jaisı̄ bankar raj kare. yomki

maza a jae zindagı̄ ka. age jaisı̄ tumharı̄ marzı̄.

79. ek hı̄ somvar mem dhurh liya, vah prabhu!

80. prabhu yah merı̄ zindagı̄ ka saval hai jaldı̄ se kam mat lena.

81. yadi hamarı̄ ajña ka palan nahı̄m kiya to sarı̄ umr kumvarı̄ baithı̄ rahogı̄.

82. aj se vı̄ru ka adra karna tumhara dharm hai. is liye ki usı̄ ke carapom mem tumhara svarg hai. yadi tumne

use prasanna kiya to ham prasanna ho jaemge. yadi tumne use krodhit kiya to ham krodhit ho jaemge.
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the audience. Best of all, Basanti is not fooled by Veeru’s self-serving plot but

gives him a good thrashing at the end. In the very end of the movie, of course,

she will come around to be his beloved, and give proof of her absolute dedi-

cation in a ‘‘trial by fire’’ type of dance on broken glass. So there’s no escaping

Sı̄ta’s model in the end. But that does not mean that the whole serious business

of love cannot be made fun of along the way.
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2

Arranging a Love Marriage

Sı̄ta’s ‘‘Self-Choice’’ and Rukmipı̄’s Elopement

How to Marry One’s Groom of Choice

Chapter 1 concentrated on the moment where the goddess falls in

love, and chapter 3 focuses on her wedding. This chapter studies

the transition between the two. How does initial, private love culmi-

nate in the public celebration of the wedding? We are looking at

the divine counterpart of the stuff Bollywood films are made of: boy

has met girl, they have fallen in love, now how will they get their

parents to agree to the match? In other words, how does one get a love

marriage arranged?

Judging by the prevalence of this theme in the popular media and

in literature,1 it must be a problem that occupies many young wom-

en’s (and men’s) thoughts. This is the case in the diaspora as well as

India. Newspaper articles on Indian marriage in the United States talk

about love-cum-arranged marriage, also known as ‘‘assisted’’ mar-

riage, seeking to ‘‘combine’’ the best of both types (see Belafante

2005). In India, too, interviews reveal that for upper-class women, a

combination of the two is the ideal (Puri 1999: 183–43, addressing the

false dichotomy of love and arranged marriage). Although women

1. This is the case for both ends of the spectrum: on the one hand prestigious literature in

English, such as, say, Vikram Seth’s 1993 novel A Suitable Boy, on the other hand the romances of

popular fiction from women’s magazines, as discussed in Uberoi 2001b.



may prefer for their parents to arrange the marriage, they unhesitatingly view

the companionate marriage as the ideal (135–53). These are not only the pre-

occupations of the urban and privileged. Anthropological literature reveals the

anxieties of rural and less privileged women around arranged marriages, elo-

quently summed up in the refrain of a folk song: ‘‘Don’t marry me to a

plowman!’’ (also the title of a sociological study: Jeffery and Jeffery 1996).

In short, many girls are concerned about being married off to an unwanted

groom, and if they have found a suitable boy on their own, are concerned with

somehow convincing their parents of his suitability. The taboo on talking with

elders about one’s own future match does not make things easier. If there is no

possibility of the love match being approved by the parents, elopement might

be considered as an option, though an inferior one.2 Here the issue of the

woman’s agency becomes tricky, with parents often arguing that the girl was

‘‘abducted’’ rather than that she ‘‘eloped’’ (see e.g. Chowdhry 2004). Interest-

ingly, contemporary informants sometimes justify their elopement with ref-

erence to the ancient normativity of the Dharmasastra (Mody 2006: 332).

If we look at the context in which the televised Ramayan was aired, we find

that the popular soap series preceding it had extensively reflected on and

caused reflection on this very issue. A wonderful example is the soap Hum Log

(aired on Doordarshan 1984–85; written by Shyam Manohar Joshi), which

followed the ups and downs of a lower-middle-class joint family. The ar-

rangement of the marriage of the oldest daughter, Badki, who had a boyfriend,

caused a lot of consternation, judging by the correspondence Doordarshan

received on the topic. Moreover, it appears that many young women made it a

point to visit the actress in her home to advise her on the need to marry her

boyfriend. Apparently, the outpouring of audience displeasure with the ar-

ranged marriage caused the scriptwriter to break off the engagement. When

the love marriage was celebrated, the public responded by sending cards of

congratulations to the couple (Gokulsingh 2004: 33). This emotional reaction

to the issue of a woman caught between a secret love interest on the one hand

and the match her parents are arranging on the other betrays that it is a real-life

concern for many women. It will be well worth our while to assess how the

goddess acts when she is caught in a comparable situation to determine what

kind of a role model she makes.

For Sı̄ta, there is a straightforward parallel with the plight of the young

marriageable girl. I will analyze the episode following the falling-in-love scene

2. For elopement among Satnamis in Chattisgarh, see the interesting work by Parry (2002).
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that leads up to Sı̄ta’s wedding—known as the Svayamvara or ‘‘self-choice’’.

This episode is crucial for the narrative. While the central action is told in just

one chapter in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, important chapters precede and follow (VR

1.66–8). Tulsı̄das devotes ten karavaks to the event (RCM 1.227–36). Sagar

stretches the central event over two episodes, in good cliff-hanging tradition,

and adds a bit of the aftermath in the third one (vol. 5, episodes 7–9). In the

Savayamvara, Rama has to prove himself eligible as Sı̄ta’s groom in a public

ritual. He succeeds in lifting the bow of Siva, now in the possession of Sı̄ta’s
father, the king of Mithila, and thereby wins the hand of princess Sı̄ta.3 This
episode could be said to correspond to any ordinary wedding’s first step,

sometimes called vadhu-vara-gupaparı̄kqa, or examination of the qualities of

bride and groom (Kane 1974: 531). However, in contrast to the norm for

modern weddings, in the epic it is the groom who is on the spot, not the bride.

In the modern context, this episode raises issues related to partner choice—

what constitutes ‘‘a suitable boy’’ and how a ‘‘proper match’’ is made.

In the Krishna mythology, the Gopı̄s’ falling in love does not culminate in

matrimony; the Gopı̄-Krishna relationship is typically clandestine, and legiti-

macy is out of the question. I will return to that issue in chapter 3; for now, for a

contrasting episode, we will look instead at how Krishna marries his first wife,

Rukmipı̄. Here we have a case where the bride has been promised to a man she

does not wish to marry. She instead invites the man she has set her heart on,

Krishna of course, to abduct her.

The elopement of Krishna and Rukmipı̄ has been popularly cited as an

example of the flexibility of ‘‘ancient Hindu culture’’ and its perceived open-

ness for women. For example, a commercial flyer advertising the comic book of

the story in Anant Pai’s Amar Chitra Katha series reads: ‘‘Rukmini is a perfect

foil to Krishna in this idyllic tale. It is she who though coy, makes the first move

by confidently revealing her heart to her lover. She plans the details of their

escapade too and proves how high the status of resourceful women was in

ancient India.’’4 On the other hand, one wonders whether this mythological

example might be considered applicable in the modern context. Does it legit-

imize elopement as a plausible option for women trapped in an unwanted

engagement? One suspects there is a discrepancy between what is applauded

about ancient India and what is condoned today. Comparing different versions

3. I skip the incident during the Svayamvara where Rama is challenged by Parasurama (Bhargava Rama

or Rama Jamadaghnya), which is less of interest here. For the Valmı̄ki version of this episode, see Sutherland–

Goldman 2004.

4. See www.exoticindiaart.com/book/details/ACL23.
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of the Rukmipı̄ story will help us to understand what message is being sent to

young women. Would a feminist reading of Rukmipı̄’s example find support

for women’s defiance to patriarchy? Do the most recent retellings support such

a reading?

Two chapters of Bhagavata Purapa are devoted to this episode (BhP

10.53–4).5 They were recreated in Braj by Nanddas in 133 rolas, or distichs, in
his Rukminı̄ Maxgal. As far as televised retellings go, the Shri Krishna series

ends with Krishna’s education and does not depict his life as a king, so does not

include the incident. I will look instead at the episode in B. R. Chopra’s Ma-

habharat.While the story of Krishna (Nitesh Bharadwaj) and Rukmipı̄ (Channa
Ruparel) might be considered a minor aside in view of the epic narrative, it is

given two full episodes (DVD, vol. 5, episodes 27–8) of the complete series.

The contrast between Sı̄ta’s and Rukmipı̄’s weddings corresponds to that

between two types of wedding as laid down in the treatises of Dharmasastra:
Svayamvara and Rakqasa-vivaha. Sı̄ta’s wedding is often styled a Svayamvara,

or ‘‘Self-Choice,’’ wedding. This is somewhat of a misnomer, since in fact the

bride is given to the man who wins a contest or accomplishes a feat. The epic

Kqatriya Svayamvaras, however, generally deviate from what is outlined in the

Sastras (see Kane 1974: 2.1, 523–4), whose authors apparently interpreted the

Svayamvara as a form of Gandharva-vivaha, or ‘‘wedding of the nymphs,’’ a

mutual-consent-only wedding that required no parental involvement. This type

of wedding is nowadays often equated with ‘‘love marriage.’’ In Valmı̄ki’s story,

however, some elements of the more prestigious ‘‘gift of the virgin’’ (kanya-
dana) type of marriage are present.6 Rukmipı̄’s wedding could be classified as a
Rakqasa-vivaha, or ‘‘demon-style’’ wedding (not to be confused with the Āsura-

vivaha, which is basically the sale of a bride), where the groom abducts the

bride to make her his. Actually, the latter applies best to the Rukmipı̄’s wed-
ding as told in Viqpu Purapa,7 but the way it is told in Bhagavata Purapamay be

best described as a combination of the Rakqasa- and Gandharva-vivaha types.

Indeed, such as combination is described as a procedure acceptable for

Kqatriyas (Olivelle 2005: 45; Manu 3.26). The name Rakqasa makes it obvious

that this type of wedding is not prestigious but carries a stigma.

5. A handy translation of these chapters is in Coleman 2003.

6. For a full discussion of the evolution of the Svayamvara from the epics to the Sastras, see Brockington

2000.

7. I am grateful to Peter Scharf of Brown University for bringing this to my attention. A study of the

evolution of the Sanskrit story will be part of a forthcoming work by Tracy Coleman.
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Both types of wedding revolve around a public spectacle that establishes

the prowess of the groom. Thus, both stories are replete with vı̄ra rasa, or the

heroic mode. In both instances, too, the bride appears in public, and there is an

element of free choice for the bride-to-be; yet it is limited. It is also contrary

to what one might expect just from the names: one might think of

the Svayamvara as a prochoice option and the Rakqasa-vivaha as victimizing

the bride. In the case of the Svayamvara, notwithstanding the name, the

bride’s choice is in fact severely limited by the condition or contest, whose

terms she has not set. For instance, in Ramayapa Sı̄ta’s father has set the

condition of lifting Siva’s bow. In the case of the Rakqasa-vivaha, there is a

possibility of agency on the part of the bride; she may have actively sought out

the groom and proposed to him that he abduct her, as indeed Rukmipı̄ did.
Still, the limitation is that she is of course dependent on her chosen groom’s

willingness to undertake this dangerous enterprise for her sake, with all the

ensuing political implications. Rukmipı̄ makes use of the services of a mes-

senger, a Brahmin, who functions as a matchmaker, whereas in Sı̄ta’s case

there is no question of an intermediary. The major difference between the two

types of wedding is that in the first there is parental consent for the match,

while the second proceeds against parental wishes. And in the first case, the

groom is one of many wooers, all having equal chances, while in the second,

there is another legitimate groom to whom the parents have given preference

and who hence holds a right over the bride. Finally, whereas the violence in the

second type of wedding is inevitable and often bloody, in the first type it is

channeled into a contest.

At first sight, these may seem quaint, antiquated praxes with little con-

temporary relevance. However, both types of wedding have modern reso-

nances and abound in novels, movies, and real life anecdotes. In scenarios à la

Sı̄ta-Rama young men have to prove their mettle to qualify in the eyes of their

(richer or higher-class) beloved’s father. Similarly, Rukmipı̄’s elopement

brings to mind newspaper stories of unwilling brides eloping before the ap-

pointed wedding day with the boy of their hearts. Our goddesses have a role

model function even today.

In this chapter, I will first discuss Sı̄ta’s Svayamvara, comparing its clas-

sical, medieval, and televised versions, and then do the same for Rukmipı̄’s
elopement. Finally, I will discuss how the ‘‘test of the groom’’ and ‘‘elopement’’

scenarios are treated in popular Hindi movies. I will revisit Hum aap ke hain

koun . . . ! and discuss movies that have a ‘‘test of the groom’’ scenario, such as

Sooraj Barjatya’s 1989 hit Maine pyar kiya, or the ‘‘elopement’’ scenario, such

as Aditya Chopra’s 1995 Dilwale dulhania le jayenge.
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Sı̄ta’s Svayamvara

Dhanuryajña: Did Sı̄ta Get to Choose Rama?

Right from the beginning, our investigation encounters the need for nuance.

The terms ‘‘Svayamvara’’ and ‘‘Dhanuryajña’’ (bow sacrifice), as this episode is

commonly referred to, do not apply very well to the story of Rama stringing

Siva’s bow as told by Valmı̄ki in the Bala Kapda (1.66). Here, when Rama

arrives in Mithila, Janaka is performing a nonspecified Vedic sacrifice; it is not

identified as Dhanuryajña or as a preparation for a Svayamvara. Visvamitra and

his two wards happen to drop by and ask to see the famous bow. There is no

question of Rama having any competition from other kings on this occasion.

The unsuccessful Svayamvara proper seems to have taken place long ago, well

before Rama arrives on the stage. Janaka relates to the sage and the princes, in

the past tense, how the disappointed kings after their failure to string the bow

laid siege to Mithila but were eventually expelled (VR 1.66.16–25). There is no

question of Sı̄ta ‘‘choosing’’ Rama. It is not even clear whether she witnessed

his feat, and she does not get to lay a victory garland (jayamala) on his

shoulders. Her father chooses for her by simply declaring that Rama is now

entitled to his daughter’s hand (1.66.21–3). Thus, notwithstanding the common

understanding of Sı̄ta’s wedding as a Svayamvara, that concept does not cor-

respond to the description in the Valmı̄ki version.

table 2.1. Comparison of Svayamvara and Rakqasa-vivaha

Similarities

Vı̄ra rasa

Prowess of hero central

Public spectacle

Bride appears in public

Bride’s agency limited

Differences

Svayamvara Rakqasa-vivaha

Seems to allow woman’s choice Seems to cast woman as victim

Woman has less initiative Woman can take initiative

Agency limited by condition for contest Agency limited by hero’s willingness to fight

No intermediary Messenger-‘‘match-maker’’

Parental consent Against parents’ wishes

Many rival wooers One legitimate groom as rival

Violence between wooers Violence between groom’s and bride’s families

Violence deflected in contest Violence and ensuing abduction
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That is not the whole story, however. There is a slightly different and shorter

version of the Svayamvara story later in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, at the end of the

AyodhyaKapda. Interestingly, it is put in themouth of none other than the bride

herself. Thus it provides a version of the Svayamvara from Sı̄ta’s perspective. It
occurs in the context of the meeting of Sı̄ta with Anasuya, the sage Atri’s wife.8

At Anasuya’s request, Sı̄ta relates the events leading up to her Svayamvara. She

starts with the story of her ‘‘birth’’ from the earth and her adoption at Janaka’s

court (VR 2.118.27–33). Then, she dwells on Janaka’s worries when she came of

age and he had to find a suitable groom for her (2.118.34–7). According to Sı̄ta,
these worries made Janaka decide to hold a Svayamvara and set the test of the

bowas the condition for hermarriage (2.118.38–42).Many kings failed, but ‘‘after

a good long time,’’ Rama appeared and succeeded (2.118.43–9).

This version fits better with the common understanding of how the

wedding came about, as it allows for the possibility that Rama was present at

the Svayamvara ceremony proper and that the ‘‘sacrifice’’ he came to see was

indeed the Dhanuryajña. Valmı̄ki thus offers two slightly different interpre-

tations of what happened. In the first one, it is an all-male affair, and Rama just

by chance happens to be able to lift the bow, long after the Svayamvara proper.

Only in the second version, as told by Sı̄ta, is there scope for the interpretation
that Rama won Sı̄ta’s hand in a competition. What is most striking in Sı̄ta’s
version is the poignancy of her father’s plight, a concern that many girls are

able to identify with; I take this up again in the next chapter.

The Svayamvara setting and the competition element are a given for

Tulsı̄das and the televised version. Tulsı̄ seems to have borrowed it from the

Sanskrit dramatic tradition (Vaudeville 1955: 108–9). One minor difference in

the television version compared to Ram Carit Manas is that the arrival of the

sage and the princes is no mere coincidence. In an earlier episode we learn that

Janaka has sent an invitation to the sage for the event and is pleased to learn

that Visvamitra has come (TVR 77).

Tulsı̄das fully exploited the background of competition to demonstrate the

greatness of Rama, and Sagar follows suit. While Ravapa is not present at the
competition proper, Tulsı̄das has the bards in their introduction to the bow

mention that ‘‘Great warriors like Ravapa and Bapasura looked at the mighty

bow and forewent the opportunity’’ (RCM 1.252.1b). The appearance of Rama

in this public setting becomes amajor occasion for darsana.When Rama enters

8. For a full analysis of this passage with its explicit instruction to women, see Pauwels 2001. In the

oldest layers of the text, Sı̄ta does not tell the story, but Anasuya instructs her in dharma (Brockington and

Brockington 2006: 69–70).
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the hall where the contest is to take place, Tulsı̄ makes this explicit in his

famous line ‘‘Everyone saw the Lord’s image according to his own predispo-

sition’’ (RCM 1.241.2b).9 In the television version, this line is quoted, and the

camera registers the reactions of the different parties present. Tulsı̄das goes on
to describe several feelings (rasas) in which Rama is seen by different groups of

spectators, to create, one could say, a multidimensional darsana. He then

provides a head-to-toe (nakha-sikha) description of the two brothers (RCM

1.242 doha–244.1). Sagar’s camera lingers on the image of the brothers to

provide a darsana, but there are no further quotations from Ram Carit Manas.

Tension Mounting: Who Loses His Cool at the Svayamvara?

Notwithstanding the background of the contest, in Tulsı̄’s Ram Carit Manas
there is never any real doubt that Rama will win, either for the audience or for

Rama and his party.10 On the morning of the contest, Lakshmana predicts that

‘‘someone onwhomVisvamitra’s grace [krpa] rests’’ will be the winner (1.240.1b).
Sagar reworks this incident in modern Hindi and adds a short scene before it

inwhich Lakshmana tells Ramahow eager he is to attend the Svayamvara. Rama,

however, keeps his cool and gives his brother aGı̄ta-esque lesson in detachment,

saying, ‘‘At the time of a test one should not be excited, one should only con-

centrate on one’s action’’ (TVR 93).11 By doing so, Sagar reinforces the sense

of predestination and sets up Rama as a model for disciplined human behavior.

The contest is not a real test but a blueprint, an occasion to set an example.

The only one to doubt the outcome, is Sı̄ta, yet she also displays exemplary

disciplined behavior. Recall that in Valmı̄ki Ramayana, Sı̄ta is nowhere on the

scene. She does not even seem to merit a description of her beauty; only the

miraculous story of her ‘‘birth’’ is recounted by Janaka (1.66.13–4), and that in

the same breath as the history of the bow (1.66.8–12). In contrast, Tulsı̄das
provides a full darsana. While he spends many more words on the beauty of

Rama than of Sı̄ta, Sı̄ta is very much on the scene. Tulsı̄ gallantly uses a whole

karavak (1.247) to say that there is no comparison to her, and calls her Jagad-

9. jinha kem rahı̄ bhavana jaisı̄, prabhu murati tinha dekhı̄ taisı̄.

10. Tulsı̄ is inspired by the Adhyatma Ramayapa, in which predestination is palpable in every line. This

work is usually dated to the fourteenth century and seen as one of the major sources of Tulsı̄’s RCM; (see

Vaudeville 1955 and Whaling 1980). The wedding episode in this work starts out following VR: Visvamitra asks

for Rama to see the bow, which, it is well known, others have seen, too. Still, there is a definite Svayamvara

flavor to the episode: Rama is said to string the bow ‘‘in the assembly of the kings,’’ and Sı̄ta is present and

‘‘crowns’’ him with a svarpamayı̄ mala (Ādhyatma Ramayapa 1.6.29, edition by the Ramakrishna Math: Swami

Tapasyananda 1985).

11. parı̄kqa ke samay uttejit nahı̄m hona cahie. keval apne karm par dhyan rakhna cahie.
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ambika (RCM 1.247.1a) and Jagata-jananı̄ (1.248.1b), both meaning ‘‘Mother of

the World.’’ Notwithstanding these exalted titles, Sı̄ta is a character of flesh and

blood. Whereas Rama does not lose his cool, Sı̄ta shows the signs of love. After
all, she is the ideal bhakta. Tulsı̄ describes how her anxious eyes scan the room

for Rama (1.248.4). Still, Tulsı̄ hastens to stress her self-control: out of respect

for her elders (gurujana laja), she turns her eyes to her friends, while keeping

Rama’s image locked in her heart (1.248 doha). Sagar does not miss this

occasion to make the heroine conform tomaryada.His Sı̄ta enacts this scenario
while these very lines from Ram Carit Manas are cited (TVR 95).

In case the message did not get across clearly, Sagar seems to have felt the

need to appear on the screen in person to explicitly address the issue of ap-

propriate behavior. On the video, after episode 9, the director appears and

comments on the events he has portrayed (not transcribed in the Mizokami

edition). He does not quite apologize for the preceding Phulvarı̄ episode, where
Rama and Sı̄ta are portrayed as falling in love, but apparently feels compelled

to clarify some issues. He stresses first that the love of the divine couple is eter-

nal, and that this was just their first meeting since they had descended to earth.

Moreover, he stresses that while they feel romantic love, their behavior re-

mains fullywithin conventionalmorality (maryada ka purpa acarap).He stresses

that at every step the Ramayapa teaches conventional morality and discipline

(maryada and samyam).12 I think Sagar is trying to warn the young and eager

that Sı̄ta and Rama’s courtship is no justification for ‘‘love marriages.’’

Tulsı̄ uses the Svayamvara contest to create dramatic tension.13 He fully

exploits the irony of the avatar, who acts like a human but is in fact God

himself. Whereas Tulsı̄’s audience was of course aware of Rama’s divinity,

most of his characters act as if they are unaware of it, including Sı̄ta. Tulsı̄
provides a window into the minds of all present at the contest and their per-

sonal worries and desires about the outcome. This outpouring of emotions

works well within Ram Carit Manas’s general agenda of promoting emotional

devotion or bhakti. Sagar pretty much follows suit, but there are some inter-

esting differences. I will explain in detail the reactions of the different parties

in so far as they are relevant for our perspective.

12. This has also been noted by Dalmia-Lüderitz 1991: 225.

13. This is in contrast to the Adhyatma Ramayapa. The RCM creates tension also in its description of the

reaction of the people once the Raghava boys and Sı̄ta have arrived in the public space of the contest. There is an

element of predestination, in that people just know that Rama is the right match for Sı̄ta (1.249.1). On the other

hand, they see Janaka’s condition for winning Sı̄ta’s hand as an obstacle to the outcome (1.249.2–3). The

television version’s treatment is more dramatic, as it owes much to the theatrical conventions of Hindi theater

and movies, as noted by Dalmia-Lüderitz 1991: 211
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First, when the kings see handsome Rama, they figure that Sı̄tawill choose
him even if he does not break the bow (RCM 1.245.2). In the television version,

they even consider this foul play on the part of of Janaka, and they voice the

opinion that the marriage match is prefixed (TVR 94). This is doubly ironical,

given that the match was indeed made in heaven, so to speak. To some extent

this is underscored by an implicit equation of the bow with Sı̄ta. The bow will

not yield to anyone but Sı̄ta’s rightful husband. Tulsı̄das has suggested asmuch

in the scene where all the kings try and the bow refuses to budge, by likening

the bow to a satı̄, or virtuous woman, who does not give in to a suitor’s pleas

(RCM 251.1b).14 Significantly, this line is recited in the television version (97).

Sagar must have been aware of the implications of the comparison, and they

suit his purpose of providing further legitimization of Sı̄ta’s love for Rama.

In Ram Carit Manas, when all the kings are defeated, Janaka expresses his

despair of ever finding a real male (vı̄ra) who can lift the bow and be a truematch

for his daughter (1.251.3b–252.3). There is irony here, too, in that the audience

knows he is about to obtain the bestmatch of all. Sagar follows Tulsı̄ and stresses

even more explicitly Janaka’s moral quandary. Either he is to break his vow or

not marry off his daughter: ‘‘If I break my word, I’ll be called a blemish on my

family name and I’ll destroy all the good deeds of my ancestors. If I keep my

word, my daughter will remain a virgin for this whole life, and the sin of ren-

dering her life useless will be on my head’’ (TVR 98).15 Sagar’s Janaka is concer-

ned with the wider repercussions, not just for himself but for his whole lineage.

By comparison, no such despair is voiced in the Bala Kapda by Valmı̄ki’s

Janaka. In that version, the other kings have pressured Janaka into organizing

a Svayamvara (predating Rama’s visit) (VR 1.66.17–8). In Tulsı̄’s fourteenth-

century source text, the Adhyatma Ramayapa, Janaka is not worried at all,

which he himself explains later, after the wedding: long ago Narada disclosed
to him that Sı̄ta, who is really Lakqmı̄, was only to be married to Rama, who is

really Vishnu. This disclosure was the reason for his strict condition on Sı̄ta’s
marriage (Adhyatma Ramayapa [1.6.58–75]).

The contrast of these relatively unworried Janakas with Sagar’s Janaka is

striking. One might speculate that the stress on a girl’s father’s plight in the

television series strikes a chord in a contemporary environment, where the re-

quirement of a high dowry makes it problematic to marry off daughters to truly

‘‘suitable boys.’’ Ironically, in the real-life situation, the frustration of the father

14. dagai na sambhu sarasanu kaisem, kamı̄ bacana satı̄ manu jaisem.

15. agar maim yah pratijña tod dum to kul ka kalaxk kahlaum, purvajom ke sukrt naqt karum aur maim apna

prap rakhum to merı̄ putrı̄ ajanma kumvarı̄ rahegı̄, uska jı̄van viphal karne ka pap mere sir carhega.
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with finding the right match for his daughter is caused not by any inability on

the part of the groom but rather the inability of the bride’s family to meet the

groom’s party’s financial demands.

To return to the story, in both Ram Carit Manas and the television version,

Lakshmana takes strong offense from Janaka’s words, especially his claim that

there seem to be no true men or heroes left on earth. Eventually, he is calmed

down by his brother and his guru, and Visvamitra urges Rama to lift (or rather

break) the bow. In RamCarit Manas,when Rama steps up to the plate to lift the

bow, Sı̄ta’s mother vents her worry about this tender boy being able to pull off

such a task (1.255 doha–256.3a), in turn providing the occasion for one of the

ladies-in-waiting to reflect on deceiving appearances with several examples

from mythology (256.3b–257.2a).

Sagar seems to have particularly liked the perspective of the girl’s mother,

Sunayana, because he has her vent her worries twice, once during the futile

operations of the kings (TVR 7.97) and later, as inRamCarit Manas,when Rama

takes his turn (TVR 99). The second occasion is modeled after RamCarit Manas
with the difference that it is her sister-in-law, Kusadhvaja’s wife, who tries to

comfort her with the platitude that whatever is to be will come true. In Sagar’s

version, Sunayana is not happy with that answer, musing that the king seems to

have gone mad to let such a young boy try and lift the bow. For more ironic

effect, Sagar also has the other assembled kings ridicule Rama for his apparent

immaturity. Finally, Sagar heightens the dramatic tension by breaking off the

episode just before its climax. Doordarshan spectators had to wait a week before

the tension would be relieved by Rama actually lifting the bow.

Ram Carit Manas and the television version also provide a window into

Sı̄ta’s thoughts at the moment of Rama’s test. She is prey to serious doubts,

apparently having forgotten all about his divinity. In a touching episode, Sı̄ta
ardently beseeches the gods to make the heavy bow lighter so that Rama can lift

it and she can become his (RCM 1.257.3–4). The television version quotes these

lines, while the camera focuses on Sı̄ta. Then comes a series of cuts from her

worried face to pictures of Siva-Parvatı̄ and Gapesa (TVR 100).

The singers in the television version then jump ahead a few verses in Ram
Carit Manas to Sı̄ta’s humble voicing of her desire: ‘‘If in body, mind, and words,

my vow is true, that my soul is attracted to the dust of Raghupati’s feet; Then,

Lord, who dwells in everyone’s heart, make me the maid-servant of Raghuvara’’

(RCM 1.259.2b–3a).16 Special stress is placed on these lines by singling out the

16. tana mana vacana mora panu saca, raghupati pada saroja citu raca; tau bhagavanu sakala ura bası̄, karahi

mohi raghubara kai dası̄.
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first and last half-verse for repetition (TVR 100). The last line is further stressed

by being delivered in declamation, not sung like the rest. Such humble voic-

ing of her desire may seem out of place in a contemporary context, and one

might have expected these lines to be dropped, but Sagar chose to quote them

rather emphatically. This is no coincidence. As we shall see, Sagar later ex-

plicitly updates the traditional view of wife as servant (dası̄) of the husband, yet
even on that occasion, he in effect portrays Sı̄ta as ready to play the subservient

role. In the televised version, the ideal woman sees herself as subservient to her

husband, her lord.

These lines are explicitly set up as having general relevance—the next

verse quoted from Tulsı̄ reads: ‘‘Who truly loves, will get his true love, there is

no doubt about it’’ (RCM 1.259.3b).17 The catch here of course is the stipula-

tion ‘‘a love that is true’’ (satya sanehu). Sı̄ta’s submissive attitude is generalized,

and the message is that this will be the one that is rewarded in the end. We

should remember here, too, how the bow was earlier compared to a satı̄, un-

yielding to anyone except her righteous husband. The image of the satı̄ merges

with the idea of true love, or satya sanehu. At this point Sagar adds flashback

images of the goddess Parvatı̄, who granted Sı̄ta the boon of the groom of her

choice in the previous episode. These images reinforce the legitimacy of her

desire.

We should also note what Sagar leaves out. In the ardor of the moment,

Tulsı̄ allows Sı̄ta in her thoughts a split second of rebellion against her father’s

harsh condition for her marriage: ‘‘Alas, what terrible insistence of my father!

Can he not tell benefit from harm?’’ (RCM 1.258.1b).18 She goes on to criticize

in her thoughts, as her mother has done out loud, the ministers and learned

men present for not stopping such a tender boy from taking on such a big task.

She muses that the bow should have become light for Rama to lift, now that its

obtuseness (jarata, ‘‘lifelessness’’ or ‘‘stupidity’’) seems to have been trans-

ferred to everyone present (1.258.4a). Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta does not shy away from

criticizing the whole gathering of venerable elders as dull-witted (1.258.3b).19

Not so in Sagar’s text. He does not allow his Sı̄ta even that much loss of

decorum in her thoughts, and leaves out these verses altogether. Whatever

Sı̄ta’s private wish in favor of Rama, in the television version she submits fully

to parental authority. Far from getting to speak out to her confidantes about her

private preferences, the very thoughts are suppressed.

17. jehi kem jehi para satya sanehu, so tehi milai na kachu samdehu.

18. ahaha tata daruni hatha thanı̄, samujhata nahim kachu labhu na hanı̄.

19. sakala sabha kai mati bhai bhorı̄.
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Why Does Rama Lift the Bow?

In both the television version and Ram Carit Manas, we also get a window into

Rama’s feelings and an interesting perspective on what prompts him to action.

In Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, there is not much psychological background. Sig-

nificantly, though, it is Rama himself who takes the initiative to lift the bow

and string it, though he proceeds to do so only after having received the

permission of his guru and the king. Tulsı̄’s and Sagar’s Rama is much less

keen to act. He rather meekly follows the command of his guru. Again, the

irony of the incarnation is central: God the Almighty defers to mere mortals.

To top off the irony, Tulsı̄’s Rama prays to Gapesa before lifting the bow (RCM

1.255.4). Sagar leaves out this line but shows Rama bowing his head respect-

fully as he prepares for the task.

In both the television version and Ram Carit Manas, the scene is stretched
out to build tension, but ultimately it becomes clear that what prompts Rama

to lift the bow is compassion for Sı̄ta. He acts really to save Sı̄ta from the

horrible tension she is going through (RCM 1.259.3–4 and 260doha--261.2; the
latter are quoted in TVR). Tulsı̄’s bhakti agenda is to highlight Rama’s com-

passion as the motivation for his actions, notwithstanding his total Self-suffi-

ciency as God Supreme. Central to the episode is the irony that this all-

powerful God has to go through themotions of proving himself. In that limited

sense, the scene could be seen as a counterpart to Sı̄ta’s Agniparı̄kqa or fire

ordeal. Here Rama is on trial and has to prove himself publicly worthy of Sı̄ta,
though we know all along that there is no doubt he is.20 The main

point, though, is that Rama acts for the sake of his devotees.

Sı̄ta may prompt Rama into action, but it would be a mistake to interpret

that as a move to turn Sı̄ta into sakti, the female empowering principle. True,

Sı̄ta is called Mother of the World, as noted, yet it is not her power that propels

Rama but rather her powerlessness. The thoughts that flash through Rama’s

head just before he lifts the bow are not very lofty and quite down-to-earth. In

fact, it feels like a proverb that he quotes; it is not flattering to Sı̄ta, as he

compares her with a corpse: ‘‘When a thirsting man, for want of water, has

died, what use is a lake of nectar for his corpse? What’s rain when all crops

have dried up? Why let the moment pass and be sorry afterwards?’’ RCM

20. Only in this limited sense can we speak of a parallel. There are also many differences. For one, in

RCM, Rama’s trial is ‘‘more real’’ than Sı̄ta’s, which is undergone by a shadow-Sı̄ta. Moreover, Sı̄ta is supportive

and concerned that Rama may win his trial, whereas Rama ‘‘speaks some harsh words’’ during Sı̄ta’s trial. In

terms of audience reaction, also, as Vidyut Aklujkar has rightfully pointed out (personal communication, June

2000), Rama’s trial does not come even close to eliciting the same emotional response as Sı̄ta’s.
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1.261.1b–2a).21 While these lines have strong dramatic force, they may seem a

bit matter-of-fact for romantic love. It is surprising, then, that Sagar singles out

these verses for quotation (TVR 100); yet he does something interesting with

them. He succeeds in making the reference of these lines less pointedly Sı̄ta by
focusing the camera in turn on her, her father, and her mother, thus managing

to suggest that Rama acts out of grace toward the whole Mithila family—

without changing an akqara of Tulsı̄’s work.

In his editorial comment, Sagar voices an emphasis that is in fact the

opposite of Tulsı̄’s. Tulsı̄ wanted to highlight Rama’s compassion and so

stressed that his action was inspired by Sı̄ta’s despair. Sagar, in his editorial

comment, stresses that Rama acts only on his guru’s command, although he

knows Sı̄ta’s state of mind very well (not in the Mizokami transcription).22

Sagar clearly is not as interested in Rama’s compassion as in his obedience to

his elders.

To Touch or Not to Touch the Husband’s Feet

Once the bow is broken, Tulsı̄ describes the reactions of all present, and Sa-

gar’s camera registers the joy on all the faces, though without quoting Ram
Carit Manas this time. Tulsı̄ then lovingly describes how Sı̄ta honors Rama

with the jayamala, or garland of victory, an element, we remember, that was

totally absent from Valmı̄ki Ramayapa. Obviously, this moment lends itself

well to a tableau-like scene (jhaxkı̄), of which Sagar makes full use. The camera

moves from Sı̄ta to Rama and back again. We behold them beholding: darsana
all around. Surprisingly, Sagar does not orchestrate the scene with any of

Tulsı̄’s lovely phrases, such as ‘‘Outwardly hesitant, but inwardly ecstatic, love

so deep no one can fathom’’ (RCM 1.264.2a).23 Instead, Sagar inserts a

‘‘women’s song,’’ ‘‘Put on the Victory Garland’’ (pahanao jayamala, TVR 101),

probably following Tulsı̄’s lines: ‘‘The clever girls instructed her, seeing [her

being lost]: put on the beautiful Victory Garland’’ (RCM 1.264.3a).24

The instances where Sagar chooses to deviate from Tulsı̄’s lead are few,

but usually significant. Here is an important one. Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta does not touch

Rama’s feet, even when her girlfriends remind her to do so (RCM 1.265.4b).

The reason for this, Tulsı̄ says, is that Sı̄ta knows that the adultress Ahalya

21. trqita bari binu jo tanu tyaga, muem karai ka sudha taraga; ka baraqa saba krqı̄ sukhanem, samaya cukem

puni ka pachitanem.

22. halamki sı̄tajı̄ kı̄ adhı̄rata aur vivalta ko acchı̄ tarah se dekh rahe haim, aur samajh rahe haim.

23. tana sakocu mana parama uchahu, gurha premu lakhi parai na kahu.

24. catura sakhı̄m lakhi kaha bujhaı̄, pahiravahu jayamala suhaı̄.
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was delivered when she came in contact with Rama’s feet and shrinks in fear

from such powerful feet. Tulsı̄ adds that Rama understands and just smiles

at Sı̄ta’s extraordinary love (RCM 1.265 doha).25 Sagar’s Sı̄ta, however, does not
suffer from such subtle qualms. She can’t help but touch Rama’s feet. During

the episode, Sagar instead concentrates on showing Sı̄ta’s feet and stresses

how shyly and reluctantly they move (as noted by Dalmia-Lüderitz 1991: 218–

9). The breach of decorum of Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta did not find favor with Sagar; he

keeps his Sı̄ta neatly within the boundaries of traditional maryada.
Finally, to return to Valmı̄ki Ramayapa’s second version of the Svayamvara

story, where Sı̄ta sums up her wedding description to Anasuya: ‘‘Thus I was
given away to Rama there at the Self-choice ritual’’ (VR 2.118.54a);26 she

adds, ‘‘I am devoted to the best of the brave, my husband by dharma’’ (VR

2.118.54b).27 This may seem contradictory to a modern audience. Contempo-

rary discussions tend to pit ‘‘love marriages’’ against ‘‘arranged marriages,’’ yet

Sı̄ta has the magical combination; a ‘‘self-choice’’ ritual in which her father

sets the terms and gives her away and a lawful husband to whom she is

genuinely devoted. Interestingly, Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta provides here a neat summary

of what Sagar’s series promotes. It was all already in Valmı̄ki after all.

Parental Approval for ‘‘Self-Choice’’

After the bride has been won, the groom’s parents need to be informed of the

match and their permission for the wedding secured. All versions contain the

subepisode of the message to Ayodhya to inform Rama’s parents, which could

be said to correspond with an ordinary wedding’s phase of the ‘‘suing’’ (clas-

sical varapreqapa), although that usually means the suing by the groom’s party

for the bride (Kane 1974: 531–2). In contrast, here we have the party of the bride

bringing the proposal to the groom’s family.

In Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, Janaka takes the initiative to send a message to

Dasaratha, but makes sure to procure the blessing of Visvamitra (67.24–5).

This does not totally square with Valmı̄ki Ramayapa’s second description of

the Svayamvara at the end of the Ayodhya Kapda where Sı̄ta says that Janaka

was ready to give her away to Rama on the spot and even had a vessel of water

(jalabhajana) handy for the ritual transaction but Rama insisted on first se-

curing the permission of his father (2.118.50–1). This alternative reading,

25. gautama tiya gati surati kari, nahim parasati paga pani; mana bihase raghubamsamani, prı̄ti alaukika jani.

26. evam dattasmi ramaya tatha tasmin svayamvare.

27. anuraktasmi dharmepa patim vı̄ryavatam varam.
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highlighting the respect of Rama for his father, is not taken up by either Ram
Carit Manas or the television version, at least not at this point. In Ram Carit

Manas and the television version, neither Rama nor Janaka takes the initiative.

Instead, Janaka asks Visvamitra what to do next, and the sage suggests sending

messengers to Dasaratha (RCM 1.286.3–287.1; TVR 8.108). Still, Sagar takes

up Rama’s insistence to ensure his father’s permission before marrying a bit

later in the story, at the beginning of the wedding negotiations between Janaka

and Dasaratha. When Satananda formally proclaims the wedding proposal, he

states that Rama did not wish to marry without having secured his father’s

permission (TVR 120).28 This reinforces Sagar’s stress on obedience to elders

and on making love marriages conditional on parental approval.

The reception of the message in Ayodhya is related in a straightforward

way in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa (1.68; the chapter is only nineteen slokas long).

Tulsı̄ ‘‘devotionalizes’’ the passage by turning the message into a hymn of

praise to Rama (RCM 1.291 doha–293.3). He also adds an interesting in-

cident. When Dasaratha seeks to reward the messengers bringing the

good news, they refuse, considering it ‘‘improper’’ (anı̄ti) to accept a gift

(1.293.4b). Everyone approves of the messengers’ sense of propriety. Sagar

duly follows Tulsı̄’s example, explaining that the messenger cannot accept

anything from his ‘‘daughter’s’’ sasural (in laws) (TVR 114). This betrays the

concern for the relative status of the bride’s and the groom’s parties, which

as we will see in the next chapter is even more foregrounded during the

wedding itself.

In all versions, of course, Janaka’s proposal is happily accepted. In Valmı̄ki

Ramayapa, the king suggests immediately that the proposal should be ac-

cepted, if his councilors (i.e., Vasiqtha, Vamadeva and the other ministers)

approve of the appropriateness of the match (1.68.14). Tulsı̄’s Dasaratha
humbly seeks his guru Vasiqtha’s advice, but there is hardly any doubt about

the verdict. Vasiqtha elegantly says that the king naturally deserves the good

luck he gets, given his extensive service to guru, Brahmins, cows, and gods

(RCM 1.294). Sagar, too, is careful to have Dasaratha properly consult Vasiqtha
first (TVR 113).29 Sagar’s Vasiqtha immediately uses the situation to put a

megapolitical spin on the matter, describing the match as an appropriate al-

liance between two major ‘‘Aryan’’ political forces (113).30 Finally, preparations

28. pita kı̄ ajña milne par hı̄ sı̄ta ka papi-grahap karumga.

29. gurudev apna nirpay pradan karem. usı̄ ke anusar karya kiya jae.

30. mithila aur ayodhya ka yah sambandha bara hı̄ subh hai. is sambandh ke dvara aryavart kı̄ do mahan

saktiyom ka milan hoga.
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are made for the ‘‘procession to the bride’s house’’ (barat; classical vad-

hugrhagamana; Kane 1974: 532).

In Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, we are never informed about the reaction of the

queens of Ayodhya. Tulsı̄ describes their joy at the news and how they imme-

diately celebrate, with charity for Brahmins (RCM 1.295.4), a typical combination

table 2.2. The Svayamvara Scene in Valmı̄ki’s, Tulsı̄’s, and Sagar’s Versions

Element VR RCM TVR

Setting Heroic sentiment Devotional sentiment Obedience to guru/elder

Heroic feat central Darsana of Rama central Darsana of Rama central

No competition Competition Competition

Rama’s party

dropping by

Rama’s party makes

casual visit

Purposeful visit by

invitation

No other kings

present

Kings see Rama as

ideal groom

Kings suspect match

is fixed

Sı̄ta No Sı̄ta on scene Sı̄ta called Jagadambinı̄ RCM quoted

Sı̄ta shy (gurujana laj ) RCM quoted

Sı̄ta prays to be Rama’s dası̄ RCM quoted

Sı̄ta pleads her love is true Flashback to Parvatı̄’s boon
Sı̄ta critiques elders in mind No such critique

Svayamvara Janaka feels

humiliated

(in Sı̄ta’s
retelling only)

Janaka angry Janaka’s quandary

described at length

Lakshmana upset Lakshmana upset

Rama remains cool Rama remains cool

No women on

the scene

Sunayana’s misgivings Sunayana’s misgivings (2x)

Rama acts with

permission

Rama acts at guru’s

command, out of

compassion for Sı̄ta

Rama acts at guru’s

command, out of

compassion for family

No jayamala Jayamala Jayamala and song

No Sı̄ta Sı̄ta does not touch

Rama’s feet

Sı̄ta touches Rama’s feet

Message to

Ayodhya
Rama seeks father’s

permission

(Sı̄ta retelling)

Visvamitra suggests they

seek Dasaratha’s
permission

Visvamitra suggests they

seek Dasaratha’s
permission

Dasaratha happily

accepts, stipulating:

if gurus accept

D. accepts; song in Rama’s

praise; seeks first

approval guru

Family banter in

Ayodhya
Guru gives political spin

Messengers refuse gift Messengers refuse gift

from their sasural
No queens Gift-giving of queens Gift-giving of queens

Kausalya reassures

Sunayana
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of bhakti and caste dharma. Sagar duly includes an episode where Kausalya
reports on her gift-giving. New is that she gives a rationale for her actions by

saying that a king cannot celebrate any private festival if even one of the subjects

in his kingdom is in pain (TVR 115).31 Another innovation of Sagar here is that

Kausalya sends a message to Sunayana, Sı̄ta’s mother. She gives her assurance

that Sı̄tawill be treated like a daughter (betı̄) rather than a daughter-in-law (bahu)
and will be taken under her own wing.32Kausalya’s message sets the tone for the

wedding scenes proper, where sympathy of the groom’s party (vara-pakqa) with
the plight of the ritually inferior bride’s party (kanya-pakqa) is a major concern.

Comparing Svayamvaras

What can we conclude from this analysis? First of all, we have to recognize that

contrary to appearances, Sı̄ta’s so-called Svayamvara is not really a self-choice,

and certainly not a love marriage in the modern sense. In Valmı̄ki’s version,

she is not even present on the scene as Rama lifts the bow, there is no contest,

and there is no question of her offering Rama a victory garland. In Tulsı̄’s

version, and even more so in Sagar’s, she is present but her role is passive.

Though she gets to formalize the decision by garlanding the hero, she does not

get to choose her groom. She had no say in the nature of the contest. Her father

has set the test Rama has to undergo, and to her mind the outcome is far from

certain. She undergoes real agony thinking that he may fail, and she touch-

ingly and humbly prays for his victory.

In which ways does the television series follow and differ from its sources,

and what does that tell us about its biases? If classically Svayamvaras were seen

as Gandharva-vivaha, Sagar is most emphatic in subverting this. As with the

Phulvarı̄, here, too, he does all he can to make it clear that though Sı̄ta and

Rama may have fallen in love at first sight, theirs is no love marriage. He even

makes an editorial appearance to explicitly make the point. He is very con-

cerned to communicate clearly that in the ideal epic world, love marriages are

out. As a consequence, in the modern world, too, parental approval, if not

determination of the match, is central.

Particularly striking in the televised version is the stress on obedience to

elders and on male dominance. At every step, Sagar is keen to highlight the

submissive attitude of his characters to paternal and elder male authority. Even

31. jis raja ke raj mem praja ka ek bhı̄ prapı̄ duhkhı̄ rah jae, unhem apna koı̄ utsav manane ka adhikar nahı̄m

hota.

32. kausalya kı̄ mamata ke amcal mem samtan ke saman hı̄ sthan paegı̄.
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Rama himself sets a good example. He acts to lift the bow only after receiving

the command of his guru, and says he will marry Sı̄ta only after he receives

permission from his father. This was already the case in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa
and had become more explicit in Ram Carit Manas, but it is emphasized most

strongly in the television version.

Sagar definitely goes furthest with regard to the need for a woman’s

submission to male dominance. This is clear from his omission of Sı̄ta’s re-

bellious thoughts about her father’s condition for her wedding, as well as from

the reversal of Tulsı̄’s scenario with respect to her touching Rama’s feet after

the Svayamvara. Whereas Tulsı̄ says she refrained from doing so in awe of their

mysterious saving power, Sagar’s Sı̄ta feels compelled to touch them. Modesty

in front of elders is another form of respectful behavior Sagar favors. He

singles out for quotation verses from RCM that stress Sı̄ta’s modesty during

the Svayamvara ceremony.

Sagar’s message to the young then stresses the need for private desires to

be submerged and made secondary to dharma and maryada. He values posi-

tively the lack of agency of Rama and Sı̄ta in having their love sanctified in

marriage. In his editorial comment, he stresses that Rama makes no move to

lift the bow until commanded to do so by his guru, although he understands,

Sı̄ta’s agony full well. Such self-effacing silence is typical of the idiom of the

Hindi movie. While the Ramayapa tradition is often blamed for the morality

that glorifies the submergence of individual desires for the common good,

paradoxically, the contemporary television version allows for much less agency

than Valmı̄ki Ramayapa itself.33

Rukmipı̄’s Elopement

Sagar’s Missing Television Version

When we turn to Rukmipı̄’s elopement, we find that the Sagar series does not

treat this topic. That may be surprising, as there are, for instance, several movie

versions of the story, the earliest one by Dadasaheb Phalke (1927).34 One could

argue that he follows, Bhagavata Purapa which reserves this story to its second

part. The DVD packet follows scriptural conventions and at the end of the

33. In RCM, too, Rama has less agency than in VR, but the stress here is on the irony of the avatar, a

typical bhakti theme. In the TVR, by contrast, the exemplary function of Rama is stressed, as Sagar makes

explicit.

34. There is also a famous film on the topic by Baburai Painter (1946). Most film versions date from the

1930s and 1940s; see EIC, S. V. Rukmini (-Haran, -Kalyanam, and -Swayamvar), and Shri Krishna Rukmini.
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episode’s summation says: ‘‘The first part of the deeds of divine incarnation

ends here.’’ While affirming authenticity, this allows of course for a sequel,

were the series to prove a success. So nothing would impede Sagar or his sons

from indeed tackling the second part of Krishna’s life cycle, including the

Rukmipı̄ story. Still, notwithstanding such success, no such sequel has been

forthcoming. One may suspect that Krishna’s flirtations with the Gopı̄s taxed

Sagar’s dharma concerns enough, and that he may have chosen not to let

himself in for the thorny issues of Krishna’s multiple weddings later and what

moral message might be extracted from them.35 It is not for lack of airtime that

Sagar quits after (significantly!) relating the education of Krishna and Balrama

and their ‘‘fee to the guru,’’ or gurudakqina. The first and the two last volumes of

the DVD contain quite a bit of material extraneous to the Krishna story itself.

It is all brought together under the rubrique of Krishna’s education, with the

guru relating summaries of the other classical avatars of Vishnu. Sagar dwells

in particular on the Rama incarnation. The Svayamvara and wedding of Rama

and Sı̄ta are related again at much length (at the end of episode 88, on vol. 11).

The choice to redo a Sı̄ta-Rama type of wedding in preference to continuing on

and venturing into the Rukmipı̄ episode may have been a practical one of being

able to fill up the airtime (or DVD) with material already available and with

proven popularity. In fact, the retelling of the Rama story as part of Krishna’s

education is a kind of ‘‘greatest hits from the series’’ summary, interestingly

excluding Sı̄ta’s fire ordeal but dwelling lovingly on the Svayamvara. Whatever

Sagar’s practical reasons may have been, one suspects that his selection also

reflects a strong preference for one type of wedding over the other.

Luckily, the equally popular televised serial Mahabharat, directed by B. R.

Chopra, does include the story: it spans vol. 5, episodes 27–8. This interpola-

tion of Krishna-related events is an interesting innovation by Chopra in the

Mahabharata story—neither the story of Krishna’s childhood nor the Rukmipı̄
episode figure prominently in the classical Sanskrit version attributed to Vyasa.

Thus, for the Rukmipı̄ story, I compare the classical Sanskrit version of

Bhagavata Purana 10.52–3 with the devotional Braj version of Nanddas’s
Rukminı̄ Maxgal and the depiction of the episode in Chopra’s Mahabharat.

There are many subtle differences in these versions, but before turning to

them, I shall enumerate what they have in common in comparison to Sı̄ta’s
Svayamvara. Immediately apparent is the focus on the heroine, Rukmipı̄. She

35. Of course, the focus on the first part of BhP, in particular the Braj episodes of Krishna’s life, reflects a

preference similar to the medieval period under the influence of the Braj renaissance.
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is in no way passive, as Sı̄ta is so increasingly in the three versions we have

studied. It is refreshing now to turn to a woman heroine who is keen to act and

make decisions of great impact. In the Rukmipı̄ story, the subjectivity of the

heroine is much more important than that of the hero. The episode is mainly

shown from her point of view; even though politics matter, she is no mere

puppet in the political games of the men but an agent with her own agenda of

personal happiness.

Male Politics versus Female Subjectivity

Notwithstanding these common traits, there are major differences in tone

between Bhagavata Purapa, Nanddas, and the televised version. While the

emphasis remains on the heroine, in Bhagavata-Purapa the story is strongly

embedded in politics. Just before it comes the episode about Krishna’s enmity

with Jarasandha of Magadha, whose daughters were married to Kamsa. After

Krishna kills Kamsa, Jarasandha attacks and fights Krishna and Balarama,

eventually causing them to take flight (10.50–2; with the interesting inter-

vening story of a Yavana attack on Mathura). Right after this story (from

10.52.15 onwards), the narrator shifts to how Krishna took Rukmipı̄ for his

bride when she had been promised to the Cedi king Sisupala, of whom Jara-
sandha was an ally. It is indeed Jarasandha who leads the party pursuing

Krishna (10.53.57), whereas Sisupala remains rather passive throughout the

affair. This stress on politics is even stronger in the televised version, where the

cosmic commentator-narrator at the beginning of the episode situates it within

the political buildup of the enmity between the Kauravas and Papdavas, re-
ducing the marriage to a tactical alliance proposed by Jarasandha as a move

in the political dice game he is playing to overcome Krishna. He hopes to

gain in one move the alliance of the Cedi king and his sons, as well as to

win Bhı̄qmaka’s son Rukmı̄ for his cause. Indeed, the story of Rukmipı̄ starts
with a scene where Jarasandha comes to suggest the match to his old friend

Bhı̄qmaka, a proposal that is accepted wholeheartedly by both Bhı̄qmaka

and Rukmı̄ but not by the younger son Rukma (TVK vol. 5, second half of

episode 27).

In contrast, Nanddas’s story stands on its own with hardly any reference to

the main story. Nanddas takes little interest in politics. The title of his work,

Rukminı̄ Maxgal, has totally different connotations: it evokes the joyous and

auspicious wedding celebrations of the women rather than the heroic-political

world of the men. The word maxgala also occurs several times in the con-

cluding verses:
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Whoever sings this auspicious song, attentively listens or makes

others listen,

He will obtain all auspiciousness, as it pleases the heart of Hari and

Rukmipı̄.
What pleases Hari and Rukmipı̄’s heart, pleases everyone.

Nanddas sings of the eternal auspiciousness of his Lord (RM 132–3).36

So here the stress is on the auspiciousness of the wedding; such seems

counter to the general understanding of the abduction, which is classified

generally as a Rakqasa-vivaha. In Nanddas’s version, the loving feelings be-

tween the bride and groom ripple into cosmic happiness. This mutual love,

sustaining the devotional love of the devotee, is of course totally in agreement

with Nanddas’s bhakti agenda.

Defying the Arranged Marriage: Defense of Women’s Rights

The Bhagavata Purapa devotes minimal sloka time to set up the story. Bhı̄q-
maka of Vidarbha and his five sons and one daughter are introduced in just two

verses (10.52.21–2). The situation is sketched briefly: Rukmipı̄ wants to marry

Krishna, and he her (10.52.23–4), but her brother Rukmı̄ thwarts these plans

out of enmity for Krishna (10.52.25). This upsets Rukmipı̄, who promptly

dispatches a Brahmin to talk to Krishna (10.52.26). The focus then is mainly on

the delivery of the message to Krishna, shown from the Brahmin’s perspective,

and describing Krishna’s exemplary welcome service (satkara) to Brahmins

(10.52.27–36).

In the televised series, the main focus is again on the political world of the

men. An innovation is a ‘‘good brother, bad brother’’ routine. Rukma is the

good brother, who suggests, out of genuine love for his sister and appreciation

of her being the most unusual woman in the known world (except for Drau-

padı̄), that only someone like God (Narayapa) should marry her, and Krishna is

the one. Rukmı̄ vehemently shuts up his younger brother, on the ground that

this is an insult to their guest, Jarasandha, who has come with an alternate

proposal and is an enemy of Krishna. Rukmı̄ also points out that it is not clear

what Krishna’s lineage is and he would never allow his sister to be married to

such a pedigree-lacking person. One brother is shown to care about his sister’s

marital happiness, the other only about the family honor.

36. jo yaha mamgala gaya, citta dai sunai-sunavai; so saba mamgala pavai, hari-rukamini mana bhavai; hari

rukamini mana bhavai so, saba ke mana bhavai; namdadasa apane prabhu kau, nita mamgala gavai.
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Nanddas seems to assume we know the story already, and he jumps in

right in the middle. One might surmise that some initial material is lost,

because there are only two verses of invocative material, which are incidentally

not in all manuscripts (see Brajratandas [1949] 1957: 175 n.1). Nanddas’s first
story line is:

When Rukmipı̄ heard ‘‘They will give her to Sisupala,’’
She froze like a picture: ‘‘What fortune has now befallen (me)?’’

(RM 3)37

In Nanddas’s version, the focus is on the subjectivity of the heroine,

Rukmipı̄. He has a long, charming description of her state of mind, how

that is reflected in her appearance and behavior, and how she has no one to

confide in (4–17). We are privy to her thoughts (18–23), which inspire her to

make a decision and write a letter to Krishna (24). This look at a woman’s

subjectivity, mediated of course by the male devotional poet, is especially in-

teresting for our purpose because it makes her work through her decision

and look for a justification. Rukmipı̄ is portrayed as justifying her defiance

to patriarchy with reference to the example of none else than the Gopı̄s of

Gokul!

She would turn this around in her mind over and over: ‘‘now what

to do?

My image for the world, observing family honor, to me it’s all

damaged.

A follower of Lord Krishna has to be obstinate and keep it up.

Mother, father, and brother, relatives, may they all burn in

the fire!

This shame wrecks my life: may it catch fire and burn up

(RM 19–21)38

It’s what keeps me separate from handsome Nanda’s prince, the

mountain lifter.

Leaving their husband, worshiping Hari, that’s what did the Gopı̄s

of Gokul.

Even them, he hid in every way, made them shine in the passion of

the highest love.

37. sisupalahi kom deta, rukminı̄ bata sunı̄m jaba; citra likhı̄ sı̄ rahı̄, daı̄ yaha kaha bhaı̄ aba.

38. karata bicara manahi mana, abha dhaum kaisı̄ kı̄jai; loka laja kula kani kiye, mohim sarabasu chı̄jai;

jyom piya hari anusaraum, soı̄ aba jatana karaum hathi; mata tata aru bhrata bandhu,-jana sabai parau bhatha; agi

lagi jari jahum laja, jo kaja bigarai.
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Even today, it’s the dust of their lotus feet to which aspire

Sanaka, Sanandan, Siva, Sarasvatı̄, Narada, ‘‘impassioned.’’

(RM 22–3).39

Rukmipı̄, making her difficult decision to defy patriarchy in the form of

her brother’s matchmaking and family honor, cites the Gopı̄s as an example

and takes heart from their experience. She could easily be quoted as a role

model for women forced to marry against their choice. Nanddas is not judg-
mental about Rukmipı̄’s defiance: he does not comment and seemingly does

not disapprove. From his perspective, the main point is that Rukmipı̄ is acting
out of love for God. Still, in this fine description of the psychology of a young

girl in love, Nanddas betrays that the Gopı̄ model could inspire women to act

against their parents’ wishes, choosing husbands of their own.

In the televised series, Rukmipı̄’s feelings are important, but things are

different. For one, she has a ‘‘real’’ Svayamvara, in which she will be able to

choose her groom and garland him as a sign of her choice. However, before the

event, her brother asks her to cooperate and select Sisupala. Interestingly, he
introduces the request by saying ‘‘Here’s a suggestion that may limit your

rights somewhat.’’40 Rukmipı̄ remains respectful to her brother (bhratasrı̄) but
cautiously inquires about a hypothetical case in which she might not consider

Sisupala worthy, if she were to have her mind set on someone else. Twice her

brother answers that even so, she must obey his and their father’s wishes. This

scene seems to reinforce the power of patriarchy. Rukmipı̄ does not even get to

voice her own choice to her brother; she can only obliquely suggest she might

have an alternative scenario in mind. In this version, the woman’s desires are

crushed before they are even allowed to be articulated.

At the same time, patriarchy is undermined. If Rukmipı̄ is not able to

speak up, the cosmic narrator is. As if in answer to Rukmı̄’s suggestion, and in

an outspoken criticism of it, Time considers the matter from a social point of

view (samajsastra kı̄ drqtibhumi se, TVK vol. 5, episode 28). He points out that

the old Indian practice, now forgotten, was that a woman got to choose her

groom, contrasting the groom-selection (varamala) of old with modern-day

bride-selection (vadhumala). If she does not want to marry Sisupala, it will
not happen, even if Krishna himself has to come to the rescue: ‘‘Society has

39. sumdara namdakumvara, nagadhara som amtara parai; pati parihari hari bhajata, bhaı̄m gokula kı̄ gopı̄;

tinahum sabai bidhi lopi, parama premai rasa opı̄; jinake carana kamala raja, ajahu bamchana lage; sanaka

sanamdana siva, sarada narada anurage.

40. tumhara ek adhikar thorasa sı̄mit karne ka prastav hai.
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no right to snatch this privilege from woman’s hand.’’41 Krishna acts to defend

women’s rights: ‘‘It establishes that in Indian society woman was not depen-

dent, but she had the full privilege to make decisions about her own life.’’42 The

narrator then declares himself totally in favor of Rukmipı̄’s decision: ‘‘For that
reason, I respectfully bow to Rukmipı̄ who through her letter showed the light

on the threshold of society.’’43 This point of view is made more explicit by

the characters within the series themselves, notably Krishna and Baladeva, as

we will see. The television version then explicitly supports Rukmipı̄’s choice

and her agency; however, what it shows from her actions actually suppresses

her voice. She does not admit to choosing Krishna as a groom, not even to her

friends. Instead, her younger brother chooses the deviant option for her. In

her conversation with her older brother, she does not get to express her feel-

ings either. When she tentatively asks her brother about other options, she is

shut up in no uncertain terms. Her protest is silenced even before it is uttered

as a hypothesis. Rukmipı̄ then may be hailed as a path-blazer at the surface

level, but the actions she carries out are hardly an inspiring example. Nand-

das’s Rukmipı̄ is a much stronger agent, even though the fact that she reacts

against patriarchal decisions is downplayed.

Three Ways to Write an Invitation to Elope

Once she has made up her mind, Rukmipı̄ is to communicate her resolve to

Krishna and invite him to elope with her. In the Sanskrit and Braj version, she

chooses a Brahmin to go to Dwaraka and deliver the message (BhP 10.52.26;

RM 25–6). Nanddas dwells lovingly on the marvels and wonders of Dwaraka

(RM 28–39), whereas Bhagavata Purapa spends few words on it (BhP 10.52.27)

and concentrates instead on the warm welcome Krishna extends to the Brah-

min, with exemplary humility and courtesies (10.52.28–35). Nanddas’s Krishna,
too, welcomes the Brahmin warmly (RM 47–51).

In both cases, the Brahmin then proceeds to convey Rukmipı̄’s message,

whose exact contents we get to know. The message is conveyed orally in

Bhagavata Purapa, but Nanddas’s Rukmipı̄ sends a letter written by her own

hand. Krishna receives the letter, which the Brahmin has kept in the hem of

41. narı̄ ke hath se samaj ko yah adhikar cı̄nh lene ka adhikar nahı̄m hai.

42. yah siddh karta hai ki bharatı̄ya samaj mem narı̄ adhı̄n nahı̄m thı̄, use apne jı̄van ke viqay mem nirpay lene

ka pura adhikar tha.

43. is liye maim rukmipı̄ ko sadar prapam karta hum jisne samaj kı̄ dahlı̄j par us patra ka dı̄ya jalaya.
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his coat (RM 52)44 and which has a seal Krishna has to break (53).45 The reason

for introducing the device of a written letter seems to be that it allows for an

opportunity to demonstrate emotional fervor: Krishna presses the letter to his

heart (54),46 and there is a dramatic culmination, an emotional catharsis, when

Krishna gives the letter back to the Brahmin, ‘‘first sprinkled with Rukmipı̄’s
tears, now by those of Krishna’’ (55).47 In the end, excessive love impedes

Krishna from reading the letter himself, and he asks the Brahmin to read it to

him. There is much more suspense with this longish introduction to the

message, facilitating a very bhakti-like reveling in emotions.

Rukmipı̄’s message in Bhagavata Purapa is quite business like: she tells

Krishna why she has chosen him (10.52.37–8), establishes that the king of

Cedis should not get her instead (10.52.39), points out her merits (10.52.40)48

on whose grounds he should really save her, and offers a practical plan to allay

his potential misgivings about the bloodshed involved (10.52.41–2). She fin-

ishes up by declaring she will surely die from austerities if he does not come to

her rescue, but she will keep hoping for him in a next birth (10.52.43). Her tone

is that of someone who knows what she wants, who negotiates as an equal with

Krishna and is in no way self-deprecating.

Nanddas’s Rukmipı̄ writes a much more passionate letter, without any

practical details, and is more self-deprecating. She repeatedly calls herself his

maidservant (anucari, RM 58a; paricarı̄, 61b; dası̄ , 69b). In Bhagavata Purapa,
Rukmipı̄ says Krishna is unique in pedigree, disposition, beauty, wisdom, age,

opulence, and glory.49 Nanddas’s Rukmipı̄’s reasons for selecting Krishna

are more metaphysical: she points out that he alone brings bliss, all others

only sorrow (RM 62b-63). Both Rukmipı̄s compare Sisupala to a jackal about

to touch what is rightfully Krishna’s (BhP 10.52.39; RM 70).50 Nanddas likes
to dwell on that type of imagery: his Rukmipı̄ also calls Sisupala a defiling

crow (RM 67).51

44. taba rukamini kau kagara, nagara neha navı̄nom; basana chori taim chori, bipra srı̄dhara kara dı̄nom.

45. mudra kholi guvindacanda, jaba bamcana amce; parama prema rasa samce, acchara parata na bamce.

46. srı̄ hari hiyo siravata, lavata lai lai chatı̄; likhı̄ viraha ke hatha, supatı̄ ajahum tatı̄.

47. hiya lagaya sacu paya bahuri, dvijabara kaum dı̄nı̄; rukamini amsuvana bhı̄nı̄, puni hari amsuvana

bhı̄nı̄.

48. Her self-stated merits include Brahmin worship: ‘‘If the Lord, the almighty, has been sufficiently

fulfilled by merit, sacrifice, alsmgiving’’ (purteqta-datta-niyama-vrata-devavipragurvarcanadibhir alam bhagavan

paresah).

49. kula-s ı̄la-rupa-vidya-vayo-dravipa-dhamabhir atma tulyam.

50. ma vı̄rabhagam abhimarsatu caidya arad gomayuvan mrgapater balim ambujakqa.

51. hai yah tumaro bhaga, kaga sisupala bidarau. He also makes a comparison with hunter’s imagery:

‘‘When a dove drops from the sky, (can the hunter stand) seeing it in the hand of another?’’ (RM 68): parata

pareva nabha taim, parakara dekhata yakaum.
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In Bhagavata Purapa, Rukmipı̄ assures Krishna that she will die if he does
not help her (10.52.43b).52 Nanddas’s Rukmipı̄ speaks plainly of suicide by fire
if Krishna does not save her (RM 69),53 and she ends her letter cursing with

clever rhyming wordplay that she would rather burn herself than that let that

jackal Sisupala touch her (70).54 Here we get more of a Rajput ethos, remi-

niscent of the satı̄. Although Rukmipı̄ is never called to prove her willingness

to die to stay pure for Krishna, still she declares herself prepared to undergo a

type of Agniparı̄kqa if she is approached by another man.

Things are quite different in the televised series. Rukmipı̄’s letter is sent to
Krishna without intermediary, straight from the heart. Krishna is of course

able to feel the distress of his devotee. For realism’s sake, there is a suggestion

that birds might have transmitted the letter, as they figure prominently in the

picturization of the song:

Listen to my plea, O Lord,

Lord of my heart, Hari, Play-boy,

With peacock crown and yellow sash,

Srı̄ Krishna Murarı̄ will come.

This is a connection of birth after birth,

Its witness is the starry sky.

Counting every breath, hope assures,

Srı̄ Krishna Murarı̄ will come.

Eyes unblinking in continuous waiting

O Bridegroom, Savior from Sorrow!

You are welcome, now give occasion to welcome.

My eyes are like worshipers, you are their refuge.

What else can I say, you dwell within,

You are the Lord of my body and soul, my wealth and life.

Tell me when you arrive, respectfully,

That you agree to my request.55

It is immediately apparent that the tone of this song is subservient. The

refrain, returning again and again, sets up the song as one of humble sup-

52. yarhi ambujakqa na labheya bhavat-prasadam jahyam asun vrata-krsañc catajanmabhih syat.

53. jo nagadhara namdalala, mohi nahim karihau dası̄; to pavaka para jarihaum, barihaum tana tinaka sı̄.

54. jari mari dhari dhari deha, na paihaum sundara hari bara; pai yaha kabahum na hoya, syala sisupala

chuem kara.

55. binatı̄ suniye natha hamarı̄, hrdayesvara hari hrdaya-biharı̄, mora mukuta pı̄tambaradharı̄; janama janama

kı̄ lagı̄ lagana hai, sakqı̄ tara bhara gagana hai, gina gina svasa asa kahtı̄ hai, aemge srı̄ krqpa murarı̄; satata pratı̄kqa

apalaka locana, he bhava bana vipati vimocana, svagata tha abhi avakara dı̄jiye, sarapapata hai nayana pujarı̄; aura

kahum kya antaryamı̄, tana mana dhana prapom ke svamı̄, kara adara akar yah kahiye, svı̄karı̄ binatı̄ svı̄karı̄.
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plication. This is a letter of a devotee to her Lord, not a passionate letter from

a woman in love. Like Nanddas’s, this Rukmipı̄ does not offer any practical

suggestions for how Krishna can go about the abduction; there is no pre-

sumption to tell God what to do, just total trust in his ability. In contrast to

Nanddas, we have no suicide threat, just confident reliance on God’s saving

power. Of course, Rukmipı̄’s trust is not misplaced. The song ends on a reci-

tation of two lines in a form of Old Hindi:

Hari kept reading her letter, listening to her call of love,

Every word showed openly the flow of love.56

The picturization of the song shows both lovers, each in his or her own

house, overcome with emotion—she in her plea for his love, he endeared

by her feelings, supernaturally aware of her agony, even though far away.

We see Krishna dreamily pondering the letter, as his brother Balarama ap-

pears and asks him what is the matter. This is different from both our other

sources, where Krishna acts immediately without bothering to discuss the

matter with Balarama. Clearly, the director of the television series felt that was

a mistake. He feels the need for permission from the elder brother for the

younger to go on his adventure, and stresses their hierarchical relationship

through some banter between the brothers, reminding the audience that

Krishna is the younger one. In any case, Krishna tells his older brother he is

going to Vidarbha because he has received a call for help, and he explains

Rukmipı̄’s situation.
The scriptwriter here could have made the most of the Vidarbhans’ failure

to invite Krishna to the Svayamvara. This would naturally have excited irras-

cible Baladeva to fume and rage about the slight and ensured his support for

Krishna’s cause. However, that issue does not come up here; we will find out

only later that Krishna was not invited. Instead, Baladeva wonders: ‘‘do they not

regard the woman’s permission important in Vidarbha (when they arrange

their marriages)?’’57 Krishna retorts that it’s not a regional peculiarity, simply

an ideosyncracy of the royal family. Naturally, Baladeva comes to the desired

conclusion that they need to teach the Vidarbhans a lesson in how to treat their

women: ‘‘We’re obliged to go to teach the royal family a lesson in Indian

culture and civilization.’’58 Krishna protests that he does not need Baladeva or

the Yadava army, but Baladeva is adamant that he does not want his brother to

56. bamca rahe hari patrika, sunake prema pukara; akqara akqara dekhake, khula prema ka dhara.

57. vidarbha mem narı̄ kı̄ anumati ka mahatva nahı̄m?

58. vidarbh ke raj parivar ko bharatı̄ya sanskrti aur sabhyata kı̄ sikqa dene ke liye calna hı̄ parega.
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face the Vidarbhans on his own. Thus, the television version not only ensures

total approval from his elder for Krishna’s action but also establishes that

Krishna would have been willing to face it alone.

More important for our purpose is how Krishna is shown not to abduct

Rukmipı̄ out of personal interest. Far from being politically motivated to thwart

his enemy, his action is for the greater cause. He is actually disinterested,

simply intent on furthering the noble cause of spreading Indian culture—or

at least one flattering understanding of Indian culture. The abductor here is

shown to be not just the knight on the white horse saving the damsel in dis-

tress but actually a staunch defender of women’s rights avant la lettre!

The Unbearable Tension of Awaiting an Answer

In Bhagavata Purapa, we rush along to Vidarbha, and witness the auspicious

wedding preparations going on in the city, complete with recitations of Vedic

priests to protect the bride (10.53.7–13) and rites welcoming the groom’s pre-

cession (barat) (10.53.14–9). Sisupala’s party is anticipating Krishna’s inten-

tion of abducting Rukmipı̄ and ready to impede him if that were to happen

(10.53.18–9). Balarama, out of love for his younger brother, joins Krishna with

a huge army (10.53.20–1).

Still, the subjectivity of the heroine is foregrounded in Bhagavata Purapa,
which devotes several verses to Rukmipı̄’s state of mind: her anxious awaiting

the return of the Brahmin and her worry that Krishna might have found fault

with her. (10.53. 22–6). She somewhat defiantly blames the gods for not being

on her side: ‘‘Neither the creator, nor Siva is on the side of unlucky me! Or is it

the virtuous [satı̄] goddess Gaurı̄, Siva’s spouse, born of the mountain who is

averse?’’ (10.53.25).59 Nanddas this time does not make us privy to Rukmipı̄’s
thoughts, but he describes her state, how she wanders aimlessly through her

quarters (10.53.76–7), and he adds a quaint comparison: ‘‘like a mosquito in a

drab of water, oppressed by the heat of the sun’’ (10.53.76b).60

In both versions, Rukmipı̄’s limbs start to throb, which is a good omen

(BhP 10.53.27; RM 78), and indeed immediately afterward the Brahmin shows

up. From his face she can tell that he has been successful in his mission (BhP

10.53.28–9; RM 79). Bhagavata Purapa’s Rukmipı̄ has the wherewithal to

speak smilingly with the Brahmin (samaprcchac chucismita, 29), but Nanddas’s
Rukmipı̄ is still tense with doubt (‘‘will he revive her with nectar or will he burn

59. durbhagaya na me dhata nanukula mahesvarah, devı̄ va vimukha gaurı̄ rudrapı̄ girija satı̄.

60. rabi tejahi som dukhitta, machari thore jala jaisem.
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her body with poison?’’ RM 80b)61 and in good emotional bhakti fashion is

unable to speak. In both cases, the Brahmin quickly informs her that Krishna

has come (BhP 10.53.30; RM 81), and Rukmipı̄ is overjoyed. She wishes to

reward the Brahmin for his services, but unable to find anything appropriate,

she simply bows down to him (BhP 10.53.30; RM 82). Nanddas elaborates on
the significance of the moment:

Gods and men keep serving her over and over, but cannot catch her.

That goddess, Lakqmı̄, at his feet, she fell. How to describe his

fortune? (RM 83)

Next, Nanddas describes the reaction of the townspeople, who are all

charmed by Krishna. He gives a long head-to-toe (sikha-nakha) description of

how different people are transfixed by different parts of his physique (RM 84–

93); this corresponds to just one verse in Bhagavata Purapa (10.53.36).

The popular vote on who should be Rukmipı̄’s groom is of course im-

mediately in Krishna’s favor (BhP 10.55.37–8; RM 93–5). Bhagavata Purapa’s
townsmen pun on Krishna’s grace being etymologically linked with the verb

for grabbing the hand of the lady (‘‘may Acyuta have mercy [on us] and grab the

hand of the Vidarbha-princess,’’ 10.55.38).62

Nanddas uses folksy Braj to express popular opinion:

‘‘Some said: ‘That is a hero, worthy of our Rukmipı̄!
That wretch Rukmı̄ is a party-pooper: tying a lovely jewel around a

monkey’s neck!’’ (RM 94)63

Bhagavata Purapa is more interested in the reaction of the bride’s father to

Krishna’s arrival, first describing how Bhı̄qmaka greets the newly arrived

Krishna and Balarama with a special welcome (madhuparka) as if they were the

groom’s party (10.53.32–4). Nanddas leaves this out, but he instead mentions

that the kings were worried about Krishna’s presence (96–7). In his story, it is

the reaction of the man in the street that is foregrounded.

That is totally different from the televised version, where there is of course

no question of a Brahmin returning. We simply see Rukmipı̄ anxiously

awaiting word from Krishna against the romantic background of the full moon.

She wonders out loud whether he will come: ‘‘you will honor my waiting and

61. kai amrta som sı̄mca kidhaum viqa deha dahaigo.

62. anugrhpatu grhpatu vaidarbhyah papim acyutah.

63. kou kahai yaha nayaka rukaminı̄ yake layaka, mani bamdhı̄ kapi kamtha sumahu rukmı̄ dukhadayaka.
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my free partner choice, won’t you?’’ (merı̄ pratı̄kqa, mere varamala ka man
rakhoge, na?). Next, we have a shot of a great army approaching, immediately

followed by one of a lone chariot carrying Krishna. Tension mounts as the

arrival of a guest is announced with a long list of epithets that could apply to

either Krishna or Sisupala, but it is revealed finally that it is Sisupala. He is

received with great pomp and show. Themain focus of the scene is the reaction

of Rukmipı̄’s family, not the people of Vidarbha. The scene ends with a shot of

Jarasandha’s wily smile of pleasure that his self-serving plans are working. In

the television version, then, the political context again eclipses the airtime

given to emotions, whether those of Rukmipı̄ or the people of Vidarbha.

Paradoxically, the version aired in by the democratic state–controlled television

channel is the least democratic in its approach.

Princess Leaving Purdah

We now turn to an interesting parallel with the Sı̄ta story: Rukmipı̄’s prayer to
the goddess. Just like Sı̄ta prayed to Parvatı̄ to get Rama as her husband, here

Rukmipı̄ pays a temple visit to Gaurı̄ and ardently prays for her groom to be

Krishna. In both cases, the women receive nearly instant gratification of their

prayers.

The classical and medieval versions of Rukmipı̄’s story make it clear that

she is well protected with a special escort of bodyguards and other retainers

who accompany her procession to the temple of the goddess with much fan-

fare (BhP 10.53.39–45; RM 98–100).64 The main difference is that Nanddas
does away with the Brahmin women and the ritual details that play an im-

portant role in the orthodoxy-loving Bhagavata Purapa (dvijapatnyah 10.53.42,

viprayoqitah, 10.53.45, viprastriyah, 10.53.48).65 Nanddas simply says that her

worship is ‘‘orthodox’’—(vidhivat), but her prayer to the goddess is presented as

entirely hers; whereas in Bhagavata Purapa it seems to be dictated to her by the

Brahmin women. In Bhagavata Purapa, it is a formulaic one-liner, more of a

mantra:

‘‘I bow to you again and again, o Ambika, auspicious, accompanied

by your offspring.

64. The goddess is named as Ambika in BhP (ambikalayam, BhP 10.53.39) and identified as Siva’s wife

(bhavapatı̄m, 10.53.45). Nanddas also mentions Ambika first (RM 98, 103), but in her prayer Rukmipı̄ will

propitiate her as Gaurı̄ and Īsvarı̄ (103).

65. He also fails to mention the girlfriends and the ‘‘courtesans’’ (BhP calls them varamukhyah, 10.53.42),

and the bards of different types (suta-magadha-vandinah, 10.53.43).
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May my husband be Lord Krishna, please find favor with that’’

(BhP 10.53.46)66

Nanddas gives only a slightly longer prayer:

O Goddess, Ambika, Gaurı̄, Our Lady, Blessed among all,

Great Maya, Bestower of boons, Siva is your hero.

You know every heart’s secret, how can I conceal it from you?

Please let me obtain for a husband the moon of Gokul, Govinda, son

of Nanda (RM 103–4)67

Remarkable here are the resonances with Sı̄ta’s prayer in the Phulvarı̄: the
goddess is explicitly addressed as the wife of Siva, matrimonial and auspicious.

Rukmipı̄, too, mentions that the goddess knows the wish one cherishes in the

heart, just like Sı̄ta, but rather than shyly repressing her desires, she states ex-

plicitly who her beloved is, making sure to give three different epithets to avoid

confusion!

It gets even more Sı̄ta-esque when Nanddas provides immediate gratifi-

cation in the form of a divine response to Rukmipı̄’s prayer:

Pleased, Ambika said: ‘‘Pretty Rukmipı̄,
You’ll get your Govinda-moon imminently, do not despair in your

heart’’ (RM 105).68

None of this has any precedent in Bhagavata Purapa, rather, Nanddas
seems to be inspired by the Sı̄ta-script of Tulsı̄das.

Suspense is building as Rukmipı̄ exits the temple in procession, in full

view of the assembled kings. She eagerly scans the assembled crowd for

Krishna. The spectacle is lovingly described in the classical and medieval

sources.Bhagavata Purapa lingers over her incipient feminine features as voy-

euristically observed by the kings (e.g., her expanding breast, vyañjatstanı̄m,

10.53.51), adds a theological gloss on her beauty’s effect as maya (10.53.51a),69

and ends the description by revealing that this whole spectacle of the pro-

cession has been a ruse to offer a vision of her beauty to Hari (10.53.53b).70

66. namasye tvam ambike ‘bhı̄kqpam svasamtanayutam sivam, bhuyat patir me bhagavan krqpas tad anu-

modatam.

67. aho devi ambike gauri ı̄svari saba layaka, maha maya baradaya su samkara tumare nayaka; tuma saba

jiya kı̄ janati tuma som kaha duraum, gokulacamda gubimda namdanamdana pati paum.

68. hvai prasanna ambika kahata he rukmini sumdari, paiho abahim guvimda camda jiya jina biqada kari.

69. devamayam iva vı̄ramohinı̄m.

70. yatrac chalena haraye ’rpayatı̄m svasobham.
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Nanddas spins this out further and in the process accords agency to

Rukmipı̄ in several ways. First he stresses how she deliberately slows down,

though her retinue urges her to hurry (RM 106–7), how she is fearless under

the gaze of the assembled kings (109), how she even actively opens her veil to

that male gaze (110), but for her own purposes: to distract them and render

them incapable of battle. Nanddas unravels the long Sanskrit string of epithets
for Rukmipı̄ from Bhagavata Purapa, adding a consistently sustained set of

metaphors of his own: he equates different aspects of Rukmipı̄’s beauty with

weapons disarming the kings: her earrings are like the tusks of elephants

piercing them (112), her glances are like arrows aimed at killing them (113).

With no little irony, he describes the desired effect of incapacitating all the

great heroes, to the point that they swoon on the spot (114). Thus, while

Rukmipı̄ opens herself to the male gaze and thus exposes herself to objecti-

fication, she does so purposely, in Nanddas’s version, to render the men im-

potent. An interesting way of returning that gaze.

In the televised version, Rukmipı̄ leaves the palace without an escort, with

only two girlfriends. On the way to the temple, she bumps into her brother,

who asks her where she is going, but she manages to deflect his suspicion by

displaying of devotional sentiment. She tells him she is going to worship God

(prabhu), a nice double entendre, as we know she intends to worship Krishna,

but as her husband, not an image in the temple. She does indeed go out to the

temple, but the image there is that of the goddess, immediately recognizable as

Parvatı̄, as she is portrayed as a mother with her son Gapesa on her lap. This

is reinforced by the invocation in the song, where Ambika is identified as

Gapesa’s mother. The beginning of the song is in Sanskritic Hindi, evoking a

Sanskrit mantra–like invocation:

Hail to the goddess, mother of Gapesa,
Reflection of Siva, the Highest God.

Hail to the moonlight of the moon on Siva’s face.

Hail, hail, Mother of the World,

Give me a boon, Bestower of boons!

Giver of husbands, of the Lord [remover] of obstacles.71

At this point Rukmipı̄ spreads out her sari border in supplication and has a

day dream of putting the varamala around Krishna’s neck, thereby making

him her groom.

71. jaya jaya janani srı̄ gapesa kı̄, pratibha paramesvara paresa kı̄, jaya mahesa mukha candra candrika, jaya

jaya jaya jaya jagata ambika; vara de ma varadana-dayinı̄, barudayika varikesa kı̄.
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Listen to my humble plea:

May Hari come, make me his own, take me away!

May the auspicious blissful time come, Mother,

Of entering his house in blissful wedlock.72

At this point, the goddess responds to Rukmipı̄’s ardent prayers and

grants her the boon:

Listen and know, take the boon:

Take your handsome groom, Pretty Rukmipı̄!
He will be your husband,

The one who creates the world in every age.

He will come and take you

Respectfully to his city.

He’s the enchanter of the world, you a hero’s daughter

You’ll give birth to heroes, Pretty lady.73

What stands out here is the stress Rukmipı̄ puts on not so much a roman-

tic union with Krishna as a matrimonial one. She wishes to ‘‘enter his resi-

dence,’’ and the goddess grants that she will be a ‘‘mother of heroes.’’ The scene

in the temple, then, while superficially at a romantic level, has in fact under-

tones of patriarchy, privileging entrance into the house of the in-laws (sasural)
and procreation over a romantic union. Moreover, the maternity of the goddess

herself is foregrounded, as it is an image of Parvatı̄ with Gapesa that is shown.

The Elopement and Ensuing Battle

Rukmipı̄ then leaves the temple, looking eagerly for her savior, Krishna. In

Bhagavata Purapa, all agency is his. No sooner has she spotted him than he

takes over. He immediately grabs her as she is mounting her own chariot and

installs her on his, before abducting her ‘‘like a lion taking his share from

among jackals’’ (BhP 10.53.55–6).74 Nanddas allows her more agency, and does

so in lovely internal rhyme describing her state of mind (after he has just said it

is impossible to describe, RM 115):

In a flurry, she seemed to be swooning. Nothing could keep this lady

under control.

72. suvinaya vinatı̄ suna, hari ae apnae le jae, subhada sukhada vela ae ma, sarva sumaxgala griha pravesa kı̄.

73. suni jani de varadani le, suvara le varana rukamipı̄, honge vahı̄ tere dhanı̄, juga juga jagat jina karipı̄, vah

aemge le jaemge, adara sahita apnı̄ purı̄, visvamohana vı̄rakanya, vı̄rajaya sundarı̄.

74. srgalamadhyad iva bhagahrddharih.
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Her body did not grow wings, or else she would have flown to her

beloved. (RM 116)75

Nanddas also stresses Rukmipı̄’s slow gait and the drugged-like state of

the kings as a consequence of her seductive behavior, implying that this is what

makes the abduction possible (RM 117–8).

Krishna seizes the opportunity and swiftly grabs his bride, puts her on his

chariot, and speeds off in the direction of Dwaraka. Bhagavata Purapa uses the
epithet Madhava (BhP 10.53.55b), and Nanddas, never one to spurn an op-

portunity for a clever play on words, is inspired to come up with a pun: Madha-
ha, with a double meaning of Killer of Madhu (synonymous with Madhava)
and Honey-Eater.

The clever mountain-lifter ran off with his bride:

Like a honey-eater [bear] (Madhuha) with honey, throwing dust in

the eyes of the bees [in pursuit] (RM 119).76

True to his bhakti agenda, Nanddas offers us a nice opportunity for dar-

sana while Hari runs off with his newly conquered bride:

Together with the handsome dark one, the beauty shone

splendidly,

As if near a fresh cloud the pretty moon is shining forth.

(RM 120)77

In the televised version, neither kings nor bodyguards are on the scene as

Rukmipı̄ exits the temple. She slows down and looks around, searching for

Krishna. Her friends ask her what she is looking for. She answers she’s looking

for her future (apna bhaviqya), and just then of course a chariot approaches, and

it is Krishna arriving.

Thus, in Bhagavata Purapa, the heroine becomes the object of the gaze of

the suitors (and the audience), though her beauty is really a ruse to attract

Krishna, who is the real agent. In Nanddas’s story, she fearlessly returns the

lustful gaze of the kings, and assumes agency in her own abduction. This

works within the context of his bhakti agenda, where the devotee is irresistibly

drawn to God.

75. arabarai murajhaya kachu na basaya tiya paim, pamkha nahim tana bane, nataru udi jaya piya paim.

Note that this line is not in all manuscripts; see Brajratnadas [1949] 1957: 183

76. lai cale nagara nagadhara navala tiya kom aise, mamkhina amkhina duri puri madhuha madhu jaise.

77. lasata samvare sumdara samga sumdari abhası̄, janu nava nı̄rada nikata caru camdrika prakası̄.
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This passage of Rukmipı̄’s procession in the classical and medieval source

shows some parallels with Sı̄ta arriving on the scene of the Dhanuryajña in

Tulsı̄’s version. Here, too, we had a prized bride appearing in public, to be seen

by men. However, Tulsı̄das had treated the scene as one of darsana rather than
voyeurism, calling Sı̄ta ‘‘Mother of the World’’ (Jagadambika). Nanddas instead
turns Rukmipı̄’s sexuality into a weapon, instrumental in bringing about her

plan. Like Nanddas, Tulsı̄das also chooses to focus on Sı̄ta’s subjectivity and

her anxious searching for Rama, which is a nice parallel with Rukmipı̄ scan-
ning the faces of the kings for Krishna. However, Tulsı̄ has his Sı̄ta deferen-

tially lower her eyes out of respect for the elders (gurujana laja). This is in great

contrast with bold Rukmipı̄, who opens her veil to better show off her face and

stun the men, all to facilitate her self-solicited abduction.

By contrast to the two older versions, the television story does not bring the

heroine out of purdrah. She is never seen in public in front of men. Instead,

the elopement is a private affair, witnessed only by women. The director’s

concern is with a question hovering in the background, namely, who is really to

blame for the abduction. Chopra’s Rukmipı̄ has the film heroine routine down,

and as she sees Krishna approaching on his chariot, she acts coy and shy, but

she is also ‘‘irresistibly’’ drawn to him. He welcomes her: ‘‘You are welcome on

my chariot Princess.’’78 She asks, somewhat worried whether he has come

alone, and he says gallantly that if she joins him, he will no longer be alone. He

offers her his hand, in which she puts hers, aware of the gravity of the moment.

He leads her onto his chariot. ‘‘How can I show you my gratitude?’’79 she says,

but he assures her there is no question of her being under any obligation. In

good Gı̄ta-esque fashion he clarifies: ‘‘If anyone truly calls for me then I just

have to come.’’80 He adds that this is his greatest joy. Then Krishna asks her to

give him the command (ajña) to leave, in a seemingly lawyer-conscious act to

transpose the responsibility for the abduction to the lady thus taken. He rubs it

in: ‘‘You were the one who called me. How can I leave from here before you

give me formal permission?’’81 In addition, Krishna makes it a point to blow

his conch, explaining to the worried Rukmipı̄ that though he has come un-

announced, it would be cowardice to leave without notice. He specifies: ‘‘I’m

not abducting you, I’m just taking you with me.’’82 This seems to be in answer

to an implicit objection that Krishna might have acted in a cowardly way by

78. mere rath par tumhara svagat hai, rajkumarı̄.

79. maim apne abhar kaise prakat karum?

80. yadi mujhe koı̄ sacmuc pukarta hai to mujhe ana hı̄ parta hai.

81. mujhe tumne bulaya. jab tak tum ajña na doge maim yaham se kaise cal sakta hum?

82. maim tumhara harap nahı̄m kar raha hum. tumhem le ja raha hum.
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taking Rukmipı̄ away by stealth. As we have seen, the issue does not come up

in the other versions, as he takes her away in the middle of the day, right in

front of her bodyguards and the assembled kings. One wonders why Chopra

avoided such a scenario in his own version. Part of the answer may lie in a

changed environment where elopement has new connotations. This attitude of

the would-be abductor giving his action a twist and calling it by a different

name seems to be a distinctly modern phenomenon. As we will see, it is in

tune with some contemporary attitudes expressed in hit movies, most notably

the 1995 Dilwale dulhaniya le jaenge.

With this, the main story is over for Nanddas; he has just ten verses left to

deal with all the rest of the story, which now gets really action packed. Bha-
gavata Purapa in contrast, is far from done and even starts a whole new chapter

to describe at length the ensuing battles, including Baladeva’s defeat of Jara-
sandha (10.53.57 and 54.1–9; summarized in RM 122–4),83 and the fight with

the enraged Rukmı̄, who feels his honor is at stake (BhP 10.54.18–31, shortened

to a statement with a couple of apt comparisons in RM 127–9). When Krishna

is about to kill her brother, Rukmipı̄ interferes and pleads for his life (BhP

10.54.32–4), and Krishna obliges, merely giving vent to his anger by shaving off

part of Rukmı̄’s hair andmoustache (10.54.35). Still, shaving a man’s facial hair

is considered a serious insult, so Krishna’s action is not all that merciful—for

which Balarama duly chides him (10.54.36–7). Balarama also feels compelled

to ask Rukmipı̄ for forgiveness for this rash act of his brother, but does so in

philosophical terms, pointing out the ultimate irreality of enmity and other

feelings (10.54.38–49). This supposedly appeases Rukmipı̄ (10.54.50). In the

end, Rukmı̄ is released, but he cannot return home because he has sworn not

to do so without bringing his sister back (10.54.51–2).

Nanddas does not give Rukmipı̄ any voice here; Krishna acts out of self-

restraint and leaves even Rukmı̄’s honor intact:

Krishna did not give full vent to the anger in his heart:

He only shaved his head, keeping his honor and hairtuft intact.

Then he let him free. (RM 130)84

With Rukmı̄ out of the way, the stage is clear for the official wedding to be

celebrated. Bhagavata Purapa describes the festivities in Dwaraka at some

length’’ (BhP 10.54. 53–60); in the words of the translator, this part is entitled

83. This is followed by a lengthy philosophical argument intended to comfort Sisupala in BhP (10.54.10–

17), presumably to explain why Jarasandha gave up without fighting. No philosophy is given in RM (125–6).

84. jitika chohu hari hiyaim huto, tetika nahim kı̄ne; mumd mumdi sata-cutiya rakhi, puni chori ju dı̄ne.
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‘‘The Espousal of Rukmipı̄ by Shri Krishna Solemnized’’ (Goswami and Sastrı̄
[1971] 1982: 2.1301). Nanddas simply says the wedding was properly (vidhivat,

also inBhP 10.54.53b) celebrated in Dwaraka. As we have seen, he ends his work

on the happy note of resonating auspicious wedding songs (maybe echoing

BhP 10.54.59).

In the television series, the riveting battle scenes take up quite a bit of

screen time. We have seen that after he installs Rukmipı̄ on his chariot,

Krishna blows his conch to announce his presence. Sisupala hears this as he is
in the middle of a game of dice with Rukmı̄. When they consequently receive

the news of the abduction, Sisupala exclaims: ‘‘Such guts for a cowherd.’’85

Here the caste issue surfaces that is submerged in the other versions. We had

seen that in the television series Rukmı̄ initially objects to Krishna on the

grounds that his pedigree is unclear and hence his caste is in question. Now

Sisupala voices a similar caste prejudice: the insult of the abduction is wors-

ened by the fact that Krishna is not a Kqatriya. In contrast to Bhagavata
Purapa’s, this Sisupala is immediately ready to fight, but Rukmı̄ urges him to

tackle Baladeva and his army and leave Krishna for him.

Rukmı̄ challenges Krishna by saying he cannot just grab a woman as if she

were a plaything. Here Chopra seems to incorporate feminist discourse that

women are not to be treated as material possessions. However, that does not

translate into more agency for Rukmipı̄: she just helplessly stands by as the

men fight it out. Needless to say, Krishna here, too, easily defeats Rukmı̄.

When he asks Krishna to kill him, Krishna does not oblige, nor does Krishna

shave his hair. Instead Krishna acts extremely graciously and fights without

any anger, as if in play. He sets a wonderful example of disinterested action by

a ruler when he grants Rukmı̄ his life, saying he sees no cause for the death

penalty. Rukmı̄ has only done his duty in protecting his sister, and now

Krishna will do his duty and let him live.86 Rukmipı̄ does not need to say a

word; she looks at times apprehensive but generally proud of her new husband.

Krishna rides off with her in the distance, off to a new life.

So there is no need here for Balarama to chide Krishna for unchivalrous

behavior. We see Balarama angry in the next episode, set in Dwaraka, but it is

because of a perceived slight perpretated by others (the Papdavas on their

digvijaya tour neglect to come and visit Dwaraka). In this case, Rukmipı̄ and
Krishna work together to deflect his anger. The televised version then restores

full agency to Krishna. Rukmı̄ is humiliated by admitting his own defeat, so

85. us gvale kı̄ yah himmat!

86. maim tumhem jı̄vandan de raha hum, kyomki yah mera kartavya hai.
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there is no need for Krishna to rub it in, and he can grandly let him off the

hook. Krishna is not chided by his elder brother but instead is shown as the

more mature of the two, deflecting Balarama’s anger about a minor slight.

Rukmipı̄ is not given any personal opinion in the matter. She seems proud of

whatever her new husband does.

In conclusion, Bhagavata Purapa, through Balarama’s chiding, problema-

tizes Krishna’s treatment of Rukmı̄, but leaves it hanging, unsolved. Nanddas
is happy to let Krishna off the hook without fraternal chiding, stressing his

great grace in not killing his foe. The modern version feels the need to clean up

Krishna’s act. Here, Krishna is completely disinterested and does not disfigure

Rukmı̄. At the same time, this version cannot see Rukmipı̄ as having her own

feelings; not even yet properly married, she already totally identifies with her

new husband, even against her own brother.

Aftermath

Nanddas’s work ends here, but Bhagavata Purapa has an interesting, little-

noticed coda in the form of a conversation between Krishna and Rukmipı̄ that
is reported a few chapters later (BhP 10.60). In the intervening chapters,

Rukmipı̄ gives birth to a son, whose story is told (10.55), and meanwhile

Krishna has contracted many more marriages—among others, to Satyabhama
(10.56–7), eight other ladies (10.58), and the thousands of princesses he rescues

from Naraka’s tyranny (10.59). Krishna seems to have grown in stature from a

minor monarch to an important one, and Rukmipı̄ has something of a record

number of cowives.

At the beginning of chapter 60, the scene is one of conjugal bliss, a

moment of intimate togetherness between Rukmipı̄ and her husband. At a

certain point, he queries Rukmipı̄ as to why she chose him, ‘‘a loser,’’ as he

describes himself, someone who because hemade enemies of powerful people,

had to leave his throne and ‘‘hide in the ocean’’ (BhP 10.60.12). He warns her,

somewhat belatedly, that her decision to elope with him will bring her nothing

but sorrow. This is worded in a general way, as a proverb, so the warning is to

all women who might choose unconventional marriage partners: ‘‘O pretty-

browed lady, generally women sink low when they follow the track of men

whose path is not clear and who are aspiring other than the beaten path’’

(10.60.13).87

87. aspaqtavartmanam pumsam alokapatham ı̄yuqam, asthitam padavı̄m subhruh prayah sı̄danti yoqitah.
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He then shifts from self-deprecation to an aggressive mode. Claiming that

marriage should be between equals (BhP 10.15), he encourages her to choose

another husband (10.17) and tops it off by saying he eloped with her not for her

sake but for political reasons, or rather to break the pride of the kings involved

(10.19). After all, he adds, I am self-sufficient and need no women (10.20).

There is an echo of Valmı̄ki’s Rama’s famous ‘‘harsh words’’ to Sı̄ta here,

after he has recovered her from her abductor, Ravapa. Rama, too, offers Sı̄ta
the choice of another husband (VR 6.115.22–3) and claims his actions were not

inspired by love for her but for political reasons (6.115.15–6). The difference is

that Rama does not remember he is a god and needs the intervention of the

Vedic gods to remind him of his divinity (6.117), at which point he immediately

comes around and reveals it was all intended as a test to satisfy his subjects

(6.13–7). Krishna, by contrast, uses his divinity as proof that he did not act out

of love.

In Krishna’s case, his words are explained as a joke, to enhance the joys of

marital bliss (it is given the title ‘‘A Sweet Quarrel’’ in one of the editions (Sastrı̄
1983: xiv). However, it is difficult not to read in some resentment. It sounds

like the scenario of a conjugal conflict where a man has married a woman of

higher rank and consequently climbed up the social ladder, and is embarrassed

by the memories of his earlier inferiority. His high-status first wife has become

a reminder of his earlier lower status, and he wants to hurt her for this per-

ceived slight. In that scenario, Rukmipı̄’s reaction can be read as a model of

how to deal with such a husband without losing his love.

The first thing to do is to burst into tears, which Rukmipı̄ does promptly.

This causes the husband to feel gracious. Indeed, Krishna, in his compassion,

seeing her suffer in the power of love and ‘‘unable to get his mature humor’’

(BhP 10.60.25),88 proceeds to console her. Now he claims that it was just a joke

(kqvelya ‘caritam 10.60.29) and that he wished to see her pretty, angry face and

hear her retort (10.60.29–30).

The second step is to give the schoolbook answer of the devoted wife,

which is not to deny but rather to confirm that of course he is right. Rukmipı̄
says as much: indeed, theirs is an unequal match, but because he is so much

greater than she. After all, he is God, she is only prakrti (10.60.34). She elab-

orates the point and specifically addresses his inferiority feelings in the form of

his self-description as a loser, making the point that he did not at all need to

flee to the ocean given that he defeated all those kings when he abducted her

88. tad drqtva . . . priyayah premabandhanam, hasyapraurhim ajanantyah.
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(10.60.40). She makes it clear that choosing a human mortal husband over

Him, the immortal, is utterly foolish (10.60.45). A woman married to a mortal

husbandmight still take a cue here andmake sure that indirectly the root of the

problem is tackled and his feelings of inferiority are properly allayed.

Finally, Rukmipı̄ declares her total submission to patriarchy by explicitly

supporting male discourse. She is not upset that he might have accused her

indirectly of being unchaste. She says that though he was obviously the best

choice among her suitors, still she does not consider his doubts foolish, be-

cause women might love someone other than the one they are married to and

then do not deserve to be kept by their husbands:89

Even when married, the mind of a nymphomane transgresses to

each new man [she meets].

An alert man should not maintain an unchaste woman, because

maintaining her, both are fallen (BhP 10.60.48).90

This rather misogynistic statement is put into the mouth of a woman

who is herself being tested for the steadfastness of her love. Her strategy to

prove her own chastity seems to be to ensure her accuser that she totally buys

into the patriarchal paradigm that refuses support to women perceived to be

fickle.

Her response pays off. Krishna is quite pleased with her submissive words

and says that was what he wanted to hear (10.60.48). He has tried to test her

love for him and her chastity (patiprema pativratyam ca), but she has not got-

ten disenchanted with him (10.60.51).91 He now compliments her on her

choice of himself above others and lauds her for her initiative in their elope-

ment (10.60.54) as well as her readiness to die for him (10.60.57). He even

makes it a point to say that he has noticed and appreciated her swallowing the

insults he perpetrated on her brother and never reproaching him for it

(10.60.56). He ends his speech: ‘‘We are well pleased in return’’ (10.60.57).92

What more can a woman expect from a husband? They promptly proceed to

love play.

89. Here she gives, interestingly, the example of Amba, who loved someone else (BhP 10.60.47). This

seems a rather complex example, because in contrast to Rukmipı̄, Amba was not abducted on her own initiative

but was carried away by Bhı̄qma for his brother. Notwithstanding the abduction, she remained in fact true to

her first love, but was spurned by him.

90. vyudayas capi pumscalya mano ‘bhyeti navam navam, budho ‘satı̄m na bibhryat tam bibhrad

ubhayacyutah.

91. na dhı̄r mayyi apakarqita.

92. vayam pratinandayamah.
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Needless to say, this little coda distracts quite a bit from the potentially

inspiring example for women of Rukmipı̄’s defiance to patriarchy. Yes, she

actively rejects the marriage her male relative arranges for her, and seeks out

her groom herself, taking the initiative to encourage him to abduct her and

actively working to make it possible. But she pays a price for this choice. For

one, she has to swallow the insults to her brother. Moreover, her husband

seems to harbor some resentment against her, which she has to work hard to

allay. Ultimately, she, too, has to maneuver within the code of submission to

one’s husband to bring him around—not to mention the many cowives. Un-

conventional love clearly has its price. One may be able to defy one kind of

patriarchy but ends up submitting to another.

Such is at least the feeling one comes away with from reading Bhagavata
Purapa’s full version of the Rukmipı̄ elopement story. It seems meaningful

that Nanddas has left out the coda in his version,93 though it may be mostly

a technical matter of restricting his transcreation to one episode only. This

seems in tune with his stronger stress on Rukmipı̄’s agency.

Comparing Elopements

Clearly Bhagavata Purapa and the television Mahabharat focus much more on

politics than Nanddas’s version does. Male agency is central in the oldest as

well as the most recent version; only the medieval version exclusively focuses

on the woman’s subjectivity. At the same time, that version stresses woman’s

agency most and is the most defiant of patriarchy. On the surface, the modern

version may seem to be defiant with its rhetoric that stresses the right of

women to have a say in the choice of their partners, but in fact Rukmipı̄ is not
allowed even to voice her alternative choice to her relatives.

It is not so simple, though, that we can say Nanddas’s version consistently

shows a more assertive Rukmipı̄. In fact, the tone in her letter to Krishna is

much more self-deprecating than in Bhagavata Purapa. Maybe what surfaces

here is something of the coda of Bhagavata Purapa, where Rukmipı̄ acts

submissively and is self-deprecating. And in the letter as drafted by Nanddas,
Rukmipı̄ talks like a Rajput woman, threatening suicide as a satı̄, if Krishna

won’t save her from the disgrace of submitting to Sisupala. Here we detect the

intrusion of a profoundly patriarchal discourse that sees women’s purity as

central to male honor.

93. Of course, the indomitable Surdas tradition includes a version of this episode, aptly entitled

‘‘Rukmipı̄-parı̄kqa’’ (SS 4813/4195).
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table 2.3. Rukmipı̄’s Elopement in Bhagavata Purapa, in Nanddas, and on TV

Element BhP Nanddas TV Mahabharat

General Politics central (Jarasandha) Auspiciousness central Politics elaborated

Defiance of patriarchy Strong defiance of patriarchy No open defiance, but commentator

pro women

Gopı̄s as role model Krisna defends women rights

Focus Brahmin’s message Rukmipı̄’s feelings Rukmipı̄’s feelings
Krishna welcoming Brahmin Beauty of Dwaraka Krishna’s reaction to letter

Rukmipı̄’s letter Brahmin recites message Brahmin reads letter Letter; no intermediary

Krishna can’t read for emotion Krishna emotional

Businesslike, short Passionate, longer Song of longing

Rukmipı̄ speaks as equal Rukmipı̄ speaks as dası̄ Rukmipı̄ humble as pujarı̄
Outrage: Sisupala is jackal Outrage: Sisupala is jackal Outrage: Sisupala is jackal

Rukmipı̄ has elopement plan Rukmipı̄ has no elopement plan No elopement plan

Vague threat of dying Threat of suicide as Sat ı̄ Trusts in eternal connection with Krishna

Krishna’s reaction Checks with Brahmins Immediate departure Receives brother’s permission

Rukmipı̄ waiting for news Extreme anxiety; blames gods Less viraha, excited waiting Viraha, trusting in savior

Upon return of Brahmin

Rukmipı̄ falls at his feet
Upon return of Brahmin

Rukmipı̄ falls at his feet
Tension mounts: Sisupala arrives first

Reaction to Krishna’s arrival King welcomes Krishna King welcomes Krishna King welcomes Sisupala
Subjects delighted Subjects get darsana Unobserved arrival of Krishna

Sisupala’s party worried Sisupala’s party worried Sisupala’s party unaware

The procession to the Devı̄ temple Public procession Public procession Private party visits temple

Brahmin ladies

central in ritual

No Brahmin ladies, less ritual Only friends for simple puja

Short mantra-like prayer Sı̄ta-type prayer Song seeking heroic sons

Detailed ritual ceremonies Goddess grants wish Goddess grants wish

Kings gaze at Rukmipı̄ Her beauty is like weapon No kings present

Woman as object Woman as bold agent Woman as shy agent
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table 2.3. (continued)

Element BhP Nanddas TV Mahabharat

The elopement Krishna has exclusive agency Rukmipı̄ has more agency Krishna denies it is abduction

Krishna scoops her up Rukmipı̄ would fly to him Krishna stresses Rukmipı̄ comes

of her own free will

The battles and

humiliation of Rukmı̄ Krishna fights off others Kings under Rukmipı̄’s spell Krishna and Balarama fight

Fight elaborately described Much less stress on fight Fight elaborately shown

Rukmipı̄ pleads for brother’s life Rukmipı̄ has no voice Rukmipı̄ has no voice

Krishna spares brother’s life

but humiliates him

Krishna has self-constraint Krishna has self-constraint;

Krishna talks dharma

Baladeva chides Krishna No chiding No chiding

Bladeva asks Rukmipı̄ for
forgiveness

No asking for forgiveness No asking for forgiveness

Wedding in Dwaraka Wedding only one verse Wedding not shown

Coda: Krishna tests Rukmipı̄ No coda No coda



The argument of what a disgrace it would be to Krishna if Sisupala got to
marry Rukmipı̄ is left out in the television series. Rukmipı̄ there simply asks

Krishna to make her his, without mentioning the circumstances. Still, her

letter there is close to Nanddas’s, very much that of a devotee asking her Lord to

help her. She does not threaten suicide, though, as the older versions have her

do. Throughout she seems confident that Krishna will save her.

In both Nanddas’s version and the televised one, the visit to the temple is

not just a ruse, providing an occasion for Krishna to abduct her. In both

versions, it also has the function of legitimating Rukmipı̄’s abduction. We

could read in an echo of the Phulvarı̄ in Nanddas’s version, something Chopra

happily takes over. Just like Sı̄ta’s, Rukmipı̄’s prayer is answered by the god-

dess. Thus, while defying patriarchy, Rukmipı̄ is still ensured divine parental

(albeit maternal) endorsement of her actions. That the opinion of the people of

Vidarbha is on her side may also be interpreted as an extra legitimation for her

behavior (this is the case in both older versions). In addition, Bhagavata Purapa
has Rukmipı̄’s parents initially approve of the match. In all cases, it is really the

brother who is the villain, and the role of the parents in the fatal choice of the

unwanted groom is downplayed, so one could argue that Rukmipı̄ is not really
opposing her parents, only her misguided brother.

The television version deviates from the other two in that it makes the

abduction a private affair and goes out of its way to attribute agency to Rukmipı̄.
Care is taken to justify Krishna’s actions and remove any question whether he

might have acted in a cowardly way. The fights receive a lot of airtime.

Nanddas is least interested in the battle scenes. His focus has been on

Rukmipı̄’s feelings, so it is remarkable that he does not let on how she might

feel about the consequences of her actions for her family. This may be ex-

plained with reference to his bhakti agenda, where love for God overshadows

all other sentiments. The determination to attain the ultimate goal sup-

presses everything else. In the joyful harmony of wedding songs, there is no

room for discord. The tension of the young woman’s feelings, torn between

her family and her romantic love, surfaces only in Bhagavata Purapa, where
she interferes to save her brother’s life. Also relevant is the consequent

mediation by Balarama, who anticipates Rukmipı̄’s feelings upon the hu-

miliation of her brother and asks her for forgiveness. His ultraphilosophical

arguments apparently convince her. Krishna himself does not ask for for-

giveness, but he later, in the coda, compliments her on forgoing reproaching

him for that humiliation. He says he appreciates that she has swallowed her

feelings out of love for him, which hints at her efforts to adapt to the cir-

cumstances and a purposeful move on her part to put her husband’s interests

before those of her natal family. Thus in Bhagavata Purapa, while Rukmipı̄’s
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feelings about her brother are taken more seriously, the conflict is still settled

in a conservative way. The woman’s husband’s interests come before those

of her parental family. The television version seems to take that as an un-

problematic given, and Rukmipı̄ does not even seem to be troubled by her

brother’s plight.

Finally, most interesting for our purpose, Nanddas shows his Rukmipı̄
thinking through her decision to defy her arranged marriage and taking

courage from the example of the Gopı̄s of Gokul. This confirms my conjecture

that women, now as in the past, are understood to navigate their own moral

course with reference to mythology, taking for role models the divine lovers of

Krishna, as well as Sı̄ta. The power of the example of the Gopı̄s is illustrated in

Rukmipı̄’s story. In turn, Rukmipı̄’s story can magnify this subversive po-

tential for women who have to cope with the conflicts between arranged and

love marriages. This story may well justify the elopement option in the eyes of

young women.

Sı̄ta and Rukmipı̄ Compared

In contrast to their falling in love, where the heroines’ actions resembled each

other, in getting their marriages arranged, Rama’s and Krishna’s consort are at

the opposite ends of a range of possible approaches. Sı̄ta has the good luck that

her beloved fulfills her parents’ conditions for the groom. She can afford to

remain fairly passive. There is some tension before the qualifications of the

groom become apparent, but on the whole she manages not to let her feelings

get the better of her. Throughout, she is dignified and respectful to her elders.

She is rewarded with a happy ending. What is surprising is that in the tele-

vision version, Sı̄ta has become yet more passive than in the medieval one. The

message to the girls in the audience is to wait, have faith, and be submissive to

the elders’ wishes. Permission is crucial, not only from all parental parties but

also from the family gurus. This fits with the general stress on marriage as an

affair between two families rather than two individuals, as is explicitly stated in

Sagar’s text.

However, what to do when the happy ending is not forthcoming? Rukmipı̄
is a potential role model for those confronted with the nightmare scenario

where the parents have settled on a different groom. She chooses elopement

and takes an active hand in the proceedings, to the point of suggesting the

strategy to carry out her wish, and of course cooperating fully with the abductor

in creating distractions. Significantly, in the devotional and televised version,

she gets divine sanction for her actions from the goddess. The devotional

version also presents the example of the Gopı̄s as a justification of her dharma-
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transgressing initiative. However, it is difficult to speak of a happy ending,

though Nanddas certainly ends on a happy, auspicious note. Though he

may try to suppress it, still it is clear that the sacrifices Rukmipı̄ has to make

are large. Her husband has to fight her parental family and their allies.

Marriage, indeed, cannot fail to become a family affair: if there is no alliance,

then it becomes a point of rupture. Vendetta ensues inevitably. And Rukmipı̄
through her elopement totally allies herself with her groom and his family,

alienating herself from her parental family to the point of giving up even the

right to be concerned about them. Total submission to patriarchy remains a

given; while defying her own family, she will still be submissive to her hus-

band. The words of Baladeva and the coda in Bhagavata Purapa make that

explicit. Nanddas and Chopra choose not to deal with any of this and abbre-

viate significantly or cut out the negative consequences. Chopra is careful to

portray Krishna as acting completely fairly toward Rukmipı̄’s family. For

Nanddas, the overpowering love for God overshadows everything else. Both

these texts are more concerned with absolving Krishna from all blemish, than

pointing out the negative consequences for the women.94 All in all, none of

the versions can be read as an unproblematic endorsement of the elopement

scenario for women caught in a bind. How far does that fit or contradict what

we see in the movies?

Arranging a Love Marriage in Popular Movies

If any of our themes are prevalent in popular culture, it certainly is the one of

how to arrange a love marriage. It is pretty much the major theme of the Hindi

popular film: boy and girl have met and fallen in love. After a celebratory song

and dance, the real action starts: they encounter obstacles, and the rest of the

movie is devoted to their struggle to see things through to the happy ending of

their marriage. One of the most common obstacles is parental disapproval of

the match from one side or another, usually the richer and higher-caste one.

Matrimony must ensue; the question is just how. One of the problems is the

young lovers’ inhibitions about talking with their parents about their prefer-

ences. Subtle hints don’t get understood, other matches are made, the parents

find out and disapprove. Will the lovers then conform to the Sı̄ta scenario—

94. Indeed, Bhagavata Purapa was also engaged in such a clean-up project; unlike the straightforward

robbery of a bride in Harivamsa Purapa, it introduces the motif of Rukmipı̄’s invitation. (See a forthcoming

work by Tracy Coleman; I am grateful to Peter Scharf for alerting me to this work.)
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wait and trust that their parents will somehow arrange for them the marriage

they want? Or will they, in their despair, elope?

‘‘Hum aap ke hain koun . . . !’’: Duty before Love

We find Sagar’s concerns about establishing the legitimacy of a love match

echoed in this popular movie. As noted, this romance of two rich, orphaned

brothers with two sisters has many Ramayapa references. The explicitly Rama-
Sı̄ta-style engagement is that of the older brother, Rajesh to the older sister

Pooja, while that of the younger brother, Prem, and the younger sister, Nisha,

incorporates more of the Radha-Krishna romance.

Conforming to Bollywood conventions, the brothers have been raised by

their bachelor uncle (kaka), Kailasnath, their late father’s younger brother. He

has the responsibility of arranging Rajesh’s wedding, and does so in an en-

lightened way. He has prospected a match that suits the family best, without

concern for dowry, and found a suitable bride in the form of Pooja, the de-

lightful daughter of his old school friend, who is an impoverished (relatively

speaking) professor. In order to ensure Rajesh’s personal happiness, he seeks

to arrange for him a premarital meeting with his bride-to-be so that the two can

get to know each other before the big step. Rajesh is not aware of the plan being

arranged for him, and is lured along on the pretext of a pilgrimage to Ramtek,
where Pooja happens to be holidaying with her family. Like Rama and Sı̄ta’s,
Rajesh and Pooja’s premarital meeting is in no way engineered by the young

people themselves.

It is significant that the setting of the first meeting between Rajesh and

Pooja is Ramtek, a shrine devoted to Rama. In the movie, it is a beautiful

modern Hindu temple complex (much too clean to be real, according to many

viewers); in the main shrine is the familiar marble filmı̄ murti of Rama flanked

by Lakshmana and Sı̄ta. When the camera catches its first glimpse of the

temple complex,Manas recitation is heard in the background, to set the proper

devotional atmosphere.95 Several other explicit references to Ram Carit Manas
ensue, suggesting that the filmmaker deliberately framed his story within a

traditional context, guided by models from the Ramayapa, and in particular

Tulsı̄das’s version of the story.

95. The verses recited are 7.90, doha k: ‘‘Without faith there is no devotion, without it Rama does not

melt, without Rama’s grace, even in a dream, a human soul cannot reach peace’’ (binu bisvasa bhagati nahı̄m tehi

binu dravahi na ramu, rama krpa binu sapanehu jı̄va na laha bisramu), and 1.112, caupaı̄ 4: ‘‘Abode of auspi-

ciousness, remover of inauspiciousness, playful child in Dasaratha’s courtyard, have mercy on me’’ (mamgala

bhavana amamgala harı̄, dravaü so dasaratha ajira biharı̄).
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As could be expected, given the essential love story content of this movie, it

is in particular the model of Rama and Sı̄ta falling in love that looms large in

the background. The love story of Rajesh and Pooja gets off to a good start. The

match for Rajesh is an arranged one, but during the holiday, both parties

actually fall in love. They get acquainted very much in accordance with mar-

yada, with lots of scope for sweetly shy bashfulness on the part of Pooja and

controlled yet growing interest on the part of Rajesh. Several elements of the

scene where the couple meets the first time are reminiscent of Rama and Sı̄ta’s
first meeting as shown in the televised version. Pooja and her sister look at the

brothers from behind the kitchen doors, like Sı̄ta and her girlfriends from

behind the bushes. When called on to appear before her future fiancé, Pooja

first hesitates, and has to be pushed forward by her sister. Rajesh is equally

modest. The scene immediately following the first meeting is reminiscent of

the one with the moon-gazing brothers in the televised Ramayan. Prem is

massaging his elder brother’s legs, an ideal moment for confidences. He has to

ask Rajesh quite explictly whether he liked the girl he met or not, and Rajesh

does not even answer; he just smiles, upon which Prem draws his own con-

clusions, congratulates his astonished brother, and spreads the news. Clearly,

the protagonists act just as inhibited as Sı̄ta and Rama, and it is their brother

and sister confidantes who actively promote their moments of togetherness

and encourage and voice their feelings. There are major differences, too, of

course, especially in the form of the presence of the elders. However, that

confirms only the similarity of the major message: love flourishes within

maryada boundaries. This fits well with what popular women’s magazines

advocate: ‘‘In no case is courtship and marriage an affair between two souls:

they are merely units within the wider family to which they belong, and their

desire must be subordinated to their responsibility to the family collectivity’’

(Uberoi 2001b: 183).

This message is well epitomized in the song ‘‘Vah vah Ramjı̄’’ (‘‘Congrat-

ulations, Lord Rama’’), which accompanies the engagement celebrations. Just

the first few lines, part of which also function as refrain, say it all:

Well-done, Lord Rama! What a match have you made [in heaven]!

To my brother and sister-in-law, congratulations, congratulations.

The best of all ceremonies, is the one in which hearts get

engaged.96

96. vah vah ramjı̄, jor ı̄ kya banaı̄! bhaiyya aur bhabhı̄ ko, badhaı̄ ho badhaı̄. sab rasmom se bar ı̄ hai jismem

dil se dil kı̄ sagaı̄.
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It could hardly be put more explicitly: marryng traditional values (mar-

yada) with love is the theme the filmmaker wants to promote with the movie.

At the same time, these categories seem to be connected to tradition and

modernity, and to some extent with East and West. I will explore this further in

the next chapter.

For the second, more Radha-Krishna-like couple, mutual love arises before

there is a question of marriage. Yet, as noted, even the love story of Prem and

Nisha is marked by divine sanction and explicit references to the Phulvarı̄. How

do they manage to have their love sanctified in matrimony? While the younger

siblings have been falling in love, Pooja has given birth to a baby boy. Family

happiness is nearly complete, and now it is time to raise the issue of Prem’s

marriage. Pooja herself brings up the matter when she and her baby are about

to get into Prem’s car, on their way to her maternal home (maika). The head

of the family, Prem’s paternal uncle, says he will feel very lonely without them,

which prompts her to say that he needs another daughter-in-law.97 Prem

jumps up and down, hardly able to contain his happiness, exclaiming in Hindi

and English: ‘‘Kya bat hai bhabhı̄! Well said!’’ Uncle sighs that the times have

changed, meaning the old ways of elders’ strict control in those matters, and he

puts the matter entirely in young Pooja’s hands. Pooja does not suspect Prem

is in love with her sister, but Prem is delighted with this development.

Once alone in the car, Pooja probes Prem privately about his preferences.

She wonders whether he prefers ‘‘love marriage’’ or ‘‘arranged marriage.’’ His

reply is: ‘‘A love marriage that has been set up to be arranged for you.’’98 Again,

the language is a mix of Hindi and English, mirroring the answer proposed,

which is a hip blend of tradition and modernity. None of the youngsters in

the audience is going to miss the point: these matters are not to be discussed

openly with elders, but some initiative is fine. Enlisting siblings’ help is per-

mitted. Needless to say, Pooja is delighted when she finds out that Prem’s

chosen bride is her very own sister, Nisha. She promptly sanctions their love in

song and dance (with ‘‘Lo calı̄ maim apne devar kı̄ barat leke,’’ ‘‘Look, I’m
heading my younger brother-in-law’s wedding procession’’), and gives her own

necklace to her sister as a token of her approval. If the movie ended there,

already the message would be clear. The filmmaker’s solution for premarital

love is sanctification by the elders’ approval. Love-within-maryada is writ large

all over the place, if not actually on Prem’s car, which proclaims the only

allowed public face of love: ‘‘I love my family.’’

97. ab hamare liye devranı̄ le aiye, na!

98. bhabhı̄, ‘‘love marriage’’ [sic] jo ap ko arranged kara dı̄ hai.
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Nonetheless, the love of Prem and Nisha will be seriously tested. Disaster

strikes: Pooja dies suddenly in an accident before she can tell anyone of Prem

and Nisha’s love. The elders decide that the baby needs a mother, so Rajesh

should remarry. And who could care better for the baby than his Aunt Nisha?

So Nisha is betrothed to the widower, Rajesh, the brother of the man she loves.

Both lovers suffer silently but are willing to forsake their love in a grand

sacrifice for their family’s sake. The climax comes when the wedding of Rajesh

and Nisha is about to take place.

At this point, whenmaryada is threatening to smother love, none else than

Srı̄ Krishna is the one to be invoked. This is not Krishna’s first appearance in

the movie. As the preferred deity (iqtadevata) of the sister’s parental home, he

has figured importantly at the time of Pooja’s wedding, when Prem and his

party successfully prayed to the large Gopal-Krishna image in the bride’s house

in order to win the playful tug-of-war about the groom’s shoes. Naturally, a

prankster like Krishna prevails in the shoe-wars (or wars of the sexes). How-

ever, this time, playfulness is not the main mood; maryada prevails again.

Lalloo, the trusted servant and confidant of Prem, is the only one who is aware

of Prem’s agony. In despair, he again seeks refuge with Krishna. He prays to

the Krishna image, complaining that Prem has bound him with a vow of

silence, so he cannot speak out. But he continues: ‘‘He made me helpless, but

you aren’t helpless! Work such a miracle that people’s belief in you will grow

even stronger in this world.’’99 At this point, a devotional song (bhajan) re-

sounds: ‘‘Radhe Krishna, Gopala Krishna,’’ reminding the audience amply how

Krishna is the god of happy fulfillment in romantic love.

The camera lingers on the smiling image with its flute, then shows shots

of the family dog, Toffee, and again shots of the image of Krishna. This sug-

gests divine inspiration for the dog’s next action. Toffee sets off in a hurry on a

mission to Nisha’s room. The bride is getting ready, melancholically sitting

amid her jewelry, but Toffee looks for a necklace that is in one of the drawers.

Nisha watches on with disbelieving eyes as Toffee picks up the very necklace

Pooja gave her as sanction for her and Prem’s love. She takes the necklace,

looks at her sister’s picture, and on an impulse writes a note to Prem: ‘‘Prem,

This is the necklace with which my sister adorned our love. She wanted for her

sister-in-law to wear it. I am returning it to you. Nisha.’’100

99. majbur kiya hai, lekin ap to majbur nahı̄m hai. aise camatkar kı̄jiye ki samsar mem logom ka ap ke prati

visvas aur barh jae

100. prem, hamare pyar ke bandhan ko jı̄jı̄ ne is har se sajaya tha. caha tha ki har unkı̄ devranı̄ pahane. ise

lauta rahı̄ hum. Nisa.
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Toffee is to deliver the necklace and the letter, tied in a handkerchief, to

Prem. The dog sees Prem, but hesitates. Prem is playing with his little nephew,

laughing hard to cover up his pain. Shot of dog hesitating. Shot of Prem

laughing. Shot of Rajesh, who is being invited to take the groom’s place near

the sacred fire. The wedding is impending now. Back to the dog, Prem, Rajesh.

Tension is mounting. Suddenly Toffee changes direction and walks up to

Rajesh, delivering the message to him. Oof, it’s saved. Rajesh reads the letter

and confronts Nisha and Prem with it. Of course he would not want Prem to

hide such an important matter and to make such a big sacrifice. He says to

Nisha, ‘‘You crazy girl, you were on your way to give up your whole life, all your

happiness.’’101 His is a voice that privileges love over sacrifice, so it seems.

The rest of the family now comes in to witness this spectacle. One of

Rajesh’s uncles feels compelled to stress the nobility of the way the lovers have

suppressed their own feelings: ‘‘you should be proud of them. Whatever they

did, they thought was their duty, son.’’102 Rajesh then says he has a duty to

carry out, too—to realize his late wife’s dream.103 Love prevails, but it comes to

be cast in terms of duty! Dharma does not suffer. After all, as an aunt, Nisha

will love the little baby just as much as she would as a mother. All is well, and

the wedding of the true lovers is celebrated with song and dance, of course. The

song allows Lalloo to thank Krishna for the happy resolution: ‘‘Today We Have

All Come to Respect You,’’104 but—wink of the director—he decorates not the

image with the garland but Toffee. That is a little lı̄ la Krishna might enjoy

indeed. In the last shot, the riddle of the movie’s title is finally resolved: the title

appears on the screen—Hum aap ke hain koun (‘‘What am I to you?’’)—and the

last word flashes, until it is dropped and only the phrase Hum aap ke hain! (‘‘I

am yours!’’) remains. Finally, the problem of premarital love has been settled

with sacred matrimony. Willingness to sacrifice and placing duty first is what

purifies love and eventually sanctifies the wedlock.

If we were to summarize this dramatic turn of events, we could say that

Krishna stopped the lı̄ la—not quite in character—and duly responded to

prayer by resolving the emotional tangle. True to character, though, Krishna

does it in a whimsical manner by selecting the dog Toffee as the instrument of

catharsis as well as comic relief. Thus, Krishna himself is needed to solve the

conflict between dharma and love. He does so effortlessly and playfully, in

101. are paglı̄, sara jı̄van, sarı̄ khusiyom tyag karne calı̄ thı̄.

102. tum ko in par naz hona cahiye. inhomne jo kuch bhı̄ kiya apna farz samajha, beta.

103. mujhe ek farz pura karna hai, mamajı̄. puja ka adhura svapna.

104. aj tumhem ham sab ne mana.
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characteristic lı̄ la style. It is important to note that his devotee is the servant

Lalloo, and the worship is semiserious. Moreover, Krishna is the preferred

deity (kul devata) of the bridal family and, by association, of lower status than

the groom’s family deity, Rama. Subtly, then, the movie exalts Rama over

Krishna. Order prevails over chaos; maryada has to be in place before love can

blossom. And, appropriately, all women fall into the Sı̄ta mold, giving up

whatever Radha-like spunk they might have possessed. The path to love leads

always through sacrifice.

Most interesting for our purpose is how explict references to the mytho-

logical model get linked up with contemporary concerns. The message to

young people is that the ideal that renders a maximum amount of happiness is

a love marriage that receives the parents’ blessing and preferably even coin-

cides with the match arranged by them. Modernity and Hindu tradition do not

need to be in conflict. Compromise is just around the corner. If the love is true,

that is, the lovers are willing to sacrifice for the family’s sake, not expecting any

selfish happiness in love, then it will be sanctioned by the elders in the end.

That is, with a bit of patience, obedience, faith, and clever helping out of fate.

A Groom Is Tested: ‘‘Maine Pyar Kiya’’

Another possible scenario of arranging a marriage that has close Sı̄ta reso-

nances involves the test of the prospective groom. In this type of scenario, the

families of the groom and bride are inimical. The boy of the girl’s choice

somehow falls short of expectations. The parents reject him, and he is deter-

mined to prove his mettle and measure up to their expectations, showing he is

a suitable boy after all.

An interesting, prolonged test of a prospective groom occurs in the second

half of another film directed by Sooraj R. Barjatya, his 1989 hitMaine pyar kiya

(I have fallen in love).105 Prem (Salman Khan) and Suman (Bhagyashree), the

son and daughter of two estranged friends, have fallen in love. The main

problem is the class difference between the former friends: Prem’s father (Ajit

Vacchani) is a rich industrialist, and Suman’s father (Alok Nath) is a car

mechanic. When his father objects to the match, Prem runs away from home

and sues for Suman’s hand on his own behalf. He has the blessing of his

105. In the first half of the movie Dil there is an interesting reversal of the Sı̄ta-Bhavanı̄ temple scenario:

the fathers of the hero and heroine vist a Durga temple and pray for a proper match for their children.

Interestingly, in this movie it is the men who visit the temple, and the tone is only ostensibly humble prayer to

God but in fact exploitation of this occasion for display of wealth.
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mother Reema Lagoo, who is of course named Kaushalya after Rama’s mother,

in the material form of auspicious bangles and a red shawl. When he arrives in

the mountain village where Suman lives, she is delighted, but it is now her

father’s turn to throw obstacles in the way of matrimony. He cannot forget the

insults he had to swallow, dealt by his former friend, and is not willing to

accept Prem in his house.

At this point, the song sequence ‘‘Dil divana’’ (‘‘The heart is crazy’’) in-

terrupts the action. Toward the middle of the song, we see Prem go to a local

temple, followed by Suman. At first this seems to be a shrine to Siva, as
suggested by close-ups of a Nataraja (Lord of the Dance) image. The reference

to Siva’s destructive dance (tapdava) fits with the image of out-of-control lover

evoked in the refrain of the song:

My heart is crazed: without my beloved, it does not listen!

It is mad, even if lectured, it refuses to see reason!106

However, the Siva temple seems to be a minor shrine; the major temple

in the complex is a Rama temple. While the images (presumably Sı̄ta and

Rama) never come clearly into focus, the walls of this temple are inscribed with

the mantra Srı̄ Rama and with verses from Ram Carit Manas. While Suman

lingers in the background, Prem is shown first rolling in front of the temple,

then dancing and praying in front of the images, to the song lines

In love, I’ve lost everything, but not my courage.

Tell the world that it should not stop the way of the heart.107

Interestingly, the shot of Prem joining his hands in a gesture of prayer is

taken from just behind the images of the deities. This suggests his love receives

divine blessings. Only after that does Suman join Prem in a dance suggesting

ecstasy with balletic apotheosis. The music stops, and threatening musical

notes announce a change of tone. The next shot of the couple is taken from

between the legs of an onlooker in a threatening posture: Suman’s father has

caught them red-handed. He slaps his daughter and is about to give Prem a

sound thrashing, when Prem falls to his knees and begs for mercy. In flash-

back, we see how this scene reminds the father of the child Prem he knew long

ago, before he fell out with Prem’s father. His heart melts. The thrashing is

106. dil divana bin sajana ke mane na, yah pagla hai samajhane se samjhe na. Interestingly, this song’s tune

with a Sı̄ta text ‘‘sone ke mrgeya le kar raghuvı̄ro ao ne’’ (catch the golden deer and come to me Raghuvı̄r) was

promoted on cassette during the Ayodhya crisis (Basu et al. 1993: 98).

107. pyar mem sab kuch har diya par himmat kaise hare, kah do duniya dil ka rasta roke na.
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thus avoided. Prem gets a chance to articulate that he wants to live indepen-

dently from his father. In front of the Rama and Sı̄ta images, he spreads out the

red shawl and adds the golden bangles, formally suing for Suman’s hand. The

Sı̄ta-Rama resonances are again visually explicit.

However, Suman’s father points out that Prem is destitute without his

father’s financial backing. In order to marry Suman, he must prove he can earn

enough to support her, even if it is as ‘‘modest’’ a living as the father himself

makes. He says to Suman: ‘‘If his love is true then let him prove it.’’108 The goal

of earning 2,000 rupees in one month is set and becomes the preoccupation of

the hero for the next thirty days.

Thus our hero, like Rama, is being tested. We get an interesting socialist

twist to the Rama scenario, as pampered Prem, previously keen on riding

motorbikes in a leather jacket and boxing in his private gym, now seeks to

make a living, first as a lorry driver, then as a laborer (mazdur) in a stone

quarry. He starts to sport an artfully disheveled, rough and tough appearance,

with ample scope for showing off his muscles. A notable line in one of the

song-and-dance sequences that illustrate this process is ‘‘Lovers are not afraid

of labor, those who are don’t love.’’109 All along, long-suffering Prem is of

course lovingly adored by his bride-to-be.

At the end of the month, Prem has succeeded in accumulating the desired

sum of money, through sweat and hardship, and he sets out on his way to

wedlock. However, an evil uncle intrigues to have his Westernized evil son kill

Prem and to transfer the blame to Suman’s father. A group of goondas waylays

the hero on his way to the heroine’s house. ‘‘Look we’ve all come for your

wedding as guests to join the groom’s procession. Come, friends, adorn our

groom, tie a groom’s headgear on his head.’’110 They beat him up and leave

him for dead after he falls into the nearby waterfall. But Prem of course

survives and succeeds in bringing his soaking-wet wad of rupees to his father-

in-law-to-be. In the denouement, Prem’s father comes to realize that Suman’s

father is a true friend, and after their embrace, we are immediately shown the

bride and groom finally united in marital bliss.

In this film, the test of the groom is explicitly framed in mythological Sı̄ta-
Rama references. Prem’s test is arguably quite a bit harder than Rama’s: rather

than simply lifting a bow, he has to swallow humiliations by his father-in-law-

108. agar iska pyar sacca hai to use yah sabit karne de.

109. dilvale mehnat se darte nahı̄m haim, darte haim ve pyar karte nahı̄m haim; in the song ‘‘Maimne pyar

kiya.’’

110. dekho ham sab ae tumharı̄ sadı̄ par baratı̄ bankar. calo baratiyo, dulhe ko sajao iske sir par sehra bandho.
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to-be, sweat and toil to make money, survive through hardship, suffer a beating

from villains, and survive a fall in a waterfall before he can take his prized bride.

Love may take some convincing of one’s in-laws before it can be transformed

into happy matrimony. In conformity with the message of the televised epics,

the ultimate consummation of love can only take place in a patriarchal context.

Only when the inimical families, in this case the fathers, have been reconciled is

sanctification possible. No doubt about it, in the end, dharma has to prevail.

Elopement in Bollywood

There is no dearth of cases of elopement in Bollywood hit movies. One of the

most famous is in Raj Kapoor’s 1973 cult film Bobby, where the minor boy and

girl elope on a motorcycle.111 Their immature attempt to strike out on their

own quickly leads to disaster, as the hero is incapable of defending the heroine

against villains, though the ending is happy. It is significant that this movie is

characterized by a remarkably strong defiance of parental authority. The hero

openly and publicly challenges his father about the match that has been ar-

ranged for him. We should hasten to add that the parents are of a type branded

‘‘modern’’ and ‘‘Westernized.’’ The defiance is justified by portrayal of the par-

ents as selfish and unloving. To make this abundantly clear, the match they

arrange for their only son is obviously inspired by greed, to the extent that it is

with a mentally retarded girl. These rich, Westernized parents of the hero are

contrasted to the lower-class and uncouth but loving father of the heroine and

her very Indian (though Christian) white sari–donning grandmother, also the

hero’s governess, who is the true Indian mother. The happy ending in this

movie then involves, significantly, a change of heart on the part of the rich

parents in the face of the real possibility of losing their child. The final images of

the movie show not the embrace of the couple but that of the fathers with their

future son and daughter-in-law. Not only is romantic love reconciled with pa-

rental authority, the latter is transformed into Indian-style parental benevolence.

In the 1980s, elopement scenarios tend to lead to disastrous endings, as in

the aptly titled and highly successful 1988 Qayamat se qayamat tak (From

doomsday to doomsday), directed by Mansoor Khan. This movie is a Romeo

and Juliet story wherein the main obstacle between the star-crossed lovers

is the enmity between their families. The young people are portrayed as

Westernized, living in the surreal enclave of coed colleges, complete with camps

111. For a brief discussion of this movie, see Virdi 2003: 179–81.
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where the sexes freely mix without parent supervision. This world, where love

is about individuals and physical attraction, clashes dramatically with the feu-

dal viewpoints and caste interests of the parents (in this case Rajputs), for

whom marriage is about family loyalties and tactical alliances. The hero and

heroine are inarticulate about communicating their love to their parents. Still,

they persist in it to the point of dramatic death. Here the hero’s initiative to

abduct is thwarted at first; it ends up being the girl herself who takes the ini-

tiative. She manages to escape, disguised as one of the singers at her own

engagement party, and arrives at the hero’s house. These lovers elope on a mo-

torcycle, too, and they run into some of the same problems as Bobby and her

beloved, notably goondas who are after the girl. However, in this case, the lovers

succeed for a while in leading an independent life. They establish an idyllic

household in bucolic environs, reminiscent of Rama and Sı̄ta’s forest hut

(Pañcavatı̄). The ending here is unhappy, as the title warns. There is a false hint

of a possibility of reconciliation with the estranged parents, but the feudal mach-

inations they set in motion run their course and lead to the death of the couple.

By the end of the eighties, it seems, elopement in the movies spelled disaster

to the point that conventional happy endings were turned into tragic ones.

One Must Not Abduct the Bride: ‘‘Dilwale dulhania le jayenge’’

By the mid-1990s, we see a remarkable twist in and strong comment on the

elopement scenarios. For more detailed comparison with the Rukmipı̄ story,
I have selected Aditya Chopra’s widely popular 1995 Dilwale dulhania le

jayenge.112 The very title suggests elopement: it literally means ‘‘the one she

loves will carry off the bride’’ (official English translation: The brave-heart will

take the bride). This immediately sets the love marriage against the arranged

marriage, while suggesting a happy resolution. Significantly, though, the ex-

pectation of an elopement scenario raised by the title is not fulfilled.

It is not till the second half of the movie that the elopement theme comes

to the fore.113 Simran (Kajol) has been promised by her father to the son of her

father’s friend, whereas she has given her heart to a nonresident Indian (NRI),

Raj (Shah Rukh Khan). She is at first not sure whether Raj loves her, and she

reluctantly agrees to the arranged match out of love for her father. Confiding

112. For a brief discussion of this movie, see Virdi 2003: 197–9; see also Chopra 2002.

113. The movie has the extra complication of being a ‘‘diaspora movie,’’ discussed at length by Patricia

Uberoi (1998). I concentrate here on the second part (after the intermission), so far as it is relevant for its take

on the Rukmipı̄ trope.
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in her mother, she affirms patriarchal discourse: ‘‘If Dad is my father, he has

always considered my happiness. Can I now for the sake of his happiness not

make one little sacrifice?’’114 With her permission, then, her father takes the

whole family to Punjab, where the wedding is to take place imminently. Thus,

this heroine abides by her father’s decision and seems prepared to forsake her

love to submit to patriarchy.

However, Raj arrives on the scene and calls her—in good Krishna

fashion—to a secret moonlight tryst by playing his characteristic melody on the

mandoline. They meet and confess their enduring love. Simran now turns into

a Rukmipı̄ character. She asks Raj to arrange for an elopement. Since her

father will never go back on his promise to his friend to have his son marry his

daughter, she says there is no other way: ‘‘We’ll just have to flee from here!’’115

However, this Krishna character refuses to do the deed by force, arguing: ‘‘No

Simran, I have not come to take you away by fleeing or stealing, I have come to

make you my bride and will take you from here only when your dad himself

will place your hand in mine.’’116 When she argues her father never will and

persists in her request to elope, he calms her down and pateronizingly says she

needs to trust him and pretend she does not know him and he will take care of

everything.

In order to make his bid for the approval of the bride’s family, Raj enters

Simran’s house under disguise and works hard to endear himself to everyone.

He succeeds first with the bride’s mother. She even unsuspectingly blesses

him, saying that he will get the wife of his dreams. This can be read as a nice

reversal of the more usual situation where the girl receives blessings from the

mother-goddess, as in the Sı̄ta and Rukmipı̄ myths. By the time Simran’s

mother finds out what is really going on, she has come to appreciate Raj. She

encourages the couple to elope, even assembling a bundle of jewelry for their

expenses. However, Raj again refuses, stating: ‘‘I do not wish to snatch Simran

away but to nurture her, not to steal her but to look [you] in the eye when taking

her away.’’117 He quotes his deceased mother who always encouraged him to

seek the difficult but right path, and Simran and her mother acquiesce.

114. agar bau jı̄ mere pita haim, unhom ne hamesa merı̄ khusı̄ ke bare mem soca haim. kya maim unkı̄ khusı̄

ke liye ek chotı̄ sı̄ kurbanı̄ nahı̄m kar saktı̄ hum?

115. hamem yaham se bhagna hı̄ hoga!

116. nahı̄m simran maim tumhem yaham se bhagakar ya curakar le jane nahı̄m aya hum. maim yaham

tumhem apne dulhan banane ke liye aya hum aur tumhem yaham se le jaumga tabhı̄, jab tumhare baujı̄ khud

tumhara hath mere hath mem demge.

117. maim simran ko cı̄nna nahı̄m, palna cahta hum. maim usko cudakar nahı̄m, amkh milakar le jana cahta

hum.
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Raj seems to be sailing toward success, winning over almost everyone, but

not Simran’s father. Raj has clearly proven his mettle by now. While he has not

had to break a sacred bow, he has passed extensive testing. In everyone’s eyes

(including the audience’s) he is the more worthy suitor, compared to Simran’s

fiancé, who cannot be trusted, having declared already in an off-guard mo-

ment his intention to cheat his future wife. Raj is understood to be morally

far superior. It is interesting that the question of the morality of carrying

out a secret affair with a girl by abusing her family’s hospitality does not seem

to be an issue. Raj’s morality is exclusively focused on achieving a proper

marriage.

Nonetheless, the wedding day is fast approaching, and Simran’s father

has not come around. The situation is hopeless. Even Raj’s father (who has

meanwhile arrived on the scene) suggests elopement, but Raj steadfastly re-

fuses. The whole matter comes to a climax when Simran’s father finds a photo

of Simran and Raj together and confronts Raj. Accusing Raj of having played

with his honor, he gives Raj a sound beating. Raj does not fight back and takes

it like an obedient son. In effect, he turns it into a demonstration of his Indian

respect for authority.

At this point Simran appears, runs to Raj, and begs him again to elope

with her, right in front of her father’s (and future in-laws’) eyes. You would

think this would force the situation, since such a public demonstration leaves

her no way back into the marriage planned for her. Yet Raj does not oblige. He

gives her a lecture in parental obedience that is actually aimed at her father, in

a last bid to convince him that Raj is the truly worthy groom: ‘‘These are our

elders, our father and mother. They nurture and raise us all our life. They give

us immeasurable love. They can make the decisions of our life better than we.

We have no right whatsoever to fulfill our own happiness by hurting them.’’118

With this, he gives her back to her father, thus returning the daughter to the

parental authority. Of course he can do that easily and walk out to get on with

the rest of his life. All she can do is fall at her father’s feet and forever be spoiled

goods in his eyes and everyone else’s. Her life is ruined. Raj’s sense of duty has

destroyed the woman he claims to love.

Raj has undoubtedly established himself as a champion of respect for

elders. Still, that does not mean he gets the girl yet. It is not until he has proven

total disinterest in the outcome of his actions that this can happen. Raj

118. ye hamare buzurg haim, hamare mata-pita haim. ye purı̄ zindagı̄ hamem palte haim, poste haim, ham ko

desaha pyar dete haim. ye hamare zindagı̄ ke faisle ham se bahtar kar sakte haim. ham ko koı̄ hak nahı̄m pahuncta ki

ham unko dukh pahuncakar apnı̄ khusiyom ke mehat khare karem.
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despondently has boarded the train back home and is about to leave. Simran,

on the station platform, begs her father to let her go. Only then will her father

acquiesce, in a very passive way: he lets go of her hand. Were it not for his

words, we might not believe he has actually let go, but he indeed encour-

ages her to join Raj, somehow finally convinced that the young man loves his

daugher truly. She has to run to catch up and nearly misses the train, but

finally Raj manages to pull her aboard (a nice replay of their first meeting).

All this is an interesting permutation of the Rukmipı̄ elopement scenario.

Finding herself in the plight of having to marry the man she does not love, the

heroine takes agency, but her agency is complicated by several factors. At first,

when she is unsure of Raj’s feelings for her, she acquiesces in her marriage.

When Raj shows up, she encourages him to elope with her, but when he

refuses she simply waits, leaving the initiative to him, as he asks her to. On two

counts, then, she delegates action to those she perceives to be her male pro-

tectors. However, when push comes to shove and her father finds out the truth,

she takes action and publicly chooses Raj. Her male protector, Raj, lets her

down, though, again refusing to take her with him. In the end she just barely

secures parental consent. Her lover is already on his way out, and she has to

run to catch up with him. Thus, far from being abducted in a passive sense,

actually she has a kind of do-it-yourself abduction with a minor helping hand

from the reluctant lover, just enough to pull her onto the departing train. It is

in sharp contrast to Krishna’s eloping with Rukmipı̄, but maybe not that out of

tune with the television version, where Rukmipı̄ in the end is asked to shoulder

the responsibility for her abduction.

We certainly have a very reluctant abductor here. Raj does not spare an

occasion to preach against abduction, which he casts as an impatient act

by someone unwilling to wait. Instead he advocates the longer, slower way of

winning parental approval. The feasibility of this path is hardly supported by

the fact that the ending is so unbelievable. The outcome of patient waiting

when the bride is engaged to another cannot be happy because once the ritual

transfer of the bride has taken place it is irrevocable. Still, the film’s message is

loud and clear: elopement is a big no-no.

This was explicitly acknowledged by the director, who also wrote the story

and at least part of the screenplay (Uberoi 1998: 311 n. 13). He articulated his

reasons for making this movie as follows:

I’d been quite troubled by watching those love stories in which the

boy and the girl elope. I’d wonder how can they just cut them-

selves off from their parents who’ve done so much for them? How

can they be so callous. They have no right to break the hearts of
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their parents. I wanted to say that if your love is strong enough, your

parents will be convinced about your love ultimately. (Filmfare,

April 1996, quoted in Uberoi 1998: 312).

This sentiment was echoed by Shah Rukh Khan, the actor who played the

hero and who in an interview alluded to the difficulties he faced in ‘‘arranging’’

his real-life intercommunal love marriage. He managed to push through with

the permission of the girl’s parents. When the interviewer asked him whether

he had ever thought of eloping, Shah Rukh Khan answered:

No, like Raj and Simran we never wanted to go against the wishes of

our parents. The thought of running away from home never crossed

our minds. But we knew we’d get married for sure. When I met

Gauri’s parents, I just couldn’t get myself to say that I loved their

daughter. That, I thought, was a stupid thing to say . . . because I

could never love their daughter as much as they loved her. They had

given birth to and brought up Gauri. . . .My love would never be a

substitute for their love. (Filmfare, April 1996, quoted in Uberoi

1998: 321)

Similar ideas were in the air in the nineties. Other movie directors fol-

lowed this lead of letting parental sanction prevail. Hrishikesh Mukherjee, for

example, in an interview about his film Jhooth bole kauwa kaate, voiced a

similar sentiment:

It is a very simple story. It’s about this man who is very simple and

very down to earth. . . . He brings up his daughter like he would a son.

He imparts all his love and values to her. He gives her complete

freedom to do what she wants. Even sends her to the city for higher

education. But he lays only two conditions. That she should never lie

to him and she would marry a boy of his choice.

But the girl falls in love. Now the dilemma is how to convince her

father and she doesn’t want to hurt him. So she asks the boy to come

to the hill station and convince her father of his good intentions. She

tells him that in our society marriage doesn’t happen between two

individuals, but between two families. Though the boy suggests they

elope and marry, she refuses. So the boy comes to the hill station and

tries to win over the father. . . .

The father is a hard nut to crack and the boy keeps bungling all

the time. The boy keeps telling the girl that her father is a very old

fashioned man and that since she is educated, she should be more

sensible. The girl is not convinced since she loves her father and
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believes in the values that her father gives her. (www.rediff.com/

entertai/1998/dec/04hrish1.htm)

In this case, of course, it is the girl who puts her foot down and refuses to

elope. It supports again the thesis, that the elopement scenario as a vehicle for

voicing defiance of parental authority has fallen out of favor. Movie directors of

the nineties119 seem to have been on a crusade to discourage young people

from going against parental wishes. It was considered all right to work to gain

parental approval for a love match, but this is portrayed as a difficult path and

inferior to the arranged marriage. The preferred option seems still to be to get

married first, then fall in love.

Conclusions: Family Comes First

What are the lessons learned from mythology about how love marriages get

‘‘arranged’’? We have traced through our sources the Sı̄ta-Rama wedding sce-

nario and contrasted it with the elopement of Rukmipı̄. First we found that

Sı̄ta’s so-called self-choice was not really a choice—her father set the breaking

of Siva’s bow as a condition for her marriage. In Valmı̄ki Ramayapa she does

not even witness Rama’s feat. In the later versions, she is present and prays

that Rama may win, but she tries hard to keep her cool out of respect for her

elders. Tulsı̄das allows the princess some rebellious thoughts, but not Sagar.

The televised Ramayan stresses most strongly of all versions that young peo-

ple’s amorous feelings are not and should not be a deciding factor as far as

matrimony is concerned. Family comes first. Parental sanction is absolutely

vital, and sanction of the family gurus is a sine qua non. This scenario is

prominent in popular movies, which often revolve around exactly this plot.

Young lovers might get their way if and only if they are prepared to put family

before their individual needs, duty before love. Only when tested and found

prepared to deny love, is love obtained. Miracles may be needed, though, to

resolve the family complications. The deity who resolves all problems in the

end may be Krishna, but even he is subservient to the higher order of family

values. Even with Krishna’s intervention, love can only be victorious to the

greater glory of the family.

119. Movie directors of the twenty-first century seem to have a different outlook. There is a penchant for

Hollywood remakes with ‘‘bad girl’’ heroines. Interestingly, actresses seem to have a hard time playing such

roles, which compel them to abandon the Sı̄ta mold (Chopra 2005).
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The elopement scenario of Rukmipı̄ represents, one could say, the

emergency option for brides engaged to someone other than the person they

are in love with. It is an inferior solution, as it pits the family of the bride

against that of the groom and thereby violates the very raison d’êetre of mar-

riage, alliance between families. Still, if not preferable, it is a valid option in the

classical source, and in Nanddas’s work Rukmipı̄’s course of action acquires

even divine sanction. In Bhagavata Purapa and the televised Mahabharat, the

story is embedded in politics, Krishna is the main agent, and things are looked

at predominantly from a male perspective. In Rukminı̄ Maxgal, the subjectivity
and agency of the bride are stressed from a more female perspective. In all

cases, the woman’s agency is severely limited by a voluntary submission to

patriarchal values be they of a husband of her own choice. Elopement, for

the bride, entails forsaking her own family. Such a marriage comes at a sub-

stantial cost. Nanddas, concentrating on the glory of love for God, conveni-

ently leaves out the negative sides. The television version makes sure to keep

Krishna’s actions impeccable, even turning him into a champion of women’s

rights, a defender of women’s independent choice. Rukmipı̄ is given full res-

ponsibility for the elopement. The echoes of the elopement scenario we find

in popular Hindi movies are by and large not happy ones. The movie directors

of the nineties judged elopement negatively, truly as a demonic option. The

heroes of this type of movie do all they can to seek parental blessing and

steadfastly oppose the elopement scenario against all odds. Somehow a happy

ending is forced. The didactic intent of these movies is marred by the unbe-

lievable last-minute turns of the story. We could conclude that in the Bollywood

of the nineties, the elopement is a truly rakqasa situation and even Rukmipı̄s
are compelled to act like Sı̄tas.

In sum, in the movies, we see multiple ways of making sense of Sı̄ta’s
Svayamvara and Rukmipı̄’s elopement. The first seems to have shifted into a

test of the mettle of the groom, sometimes of the bride, too. They have to prove

to their future in-laws their worthiness to be included in the family. Merely

professing love for the girl is not enough. Modern movie heroes regularly

outdo Rama’s lifting of the bow in that respect. But the main point they have to

establish is their loyalty to family dharma. The elopement scenario on the other

hand is not even a measure of last recourse. It seems that under no circum-

stances should lovers even think about going against their parents’ wishes.

True love will prevail to be properly sanctioned.

Again, in order to avoid the trap of homogenizing the wonderfully diverse

world of Bollywood, I would like to bring in some counterpoints to the Sı̄ta-
Svayamvara model. In Raj Kapoor’s Ram teri Ganga maili (Rama, your Ganges
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is dirty, 1985),120 the mountain village heroine Ganga (Mandakini) invites the

visiting city-boy hero Naren (Rajiv Kapoor) to attend a full-moon Svayamvara

rite, during which young girls can choose their grooms.121 Naren happily

obliges, though his friend warns him that those village rites will not be rec-

ognized by his rich industrial father back in Calcutta. The rite is depicted as a

public affair in which the whole village, including the elders, participate,

though of course the young women take center stage in the famous song-and-

dance number ‘‘Sun sahiba sun’’ (‘‘Listen, sir, listen’’). At the end of the song,

Ganga, decked out with bridal veil, garlands Naren with the victory-wedding

garland (mala).
There is a rival suitor, a distant relative, to whom Ganga’s deceased father

promised her. Ganga’s brother (Tom Alter) is keen that she should choose

this fellow, but when she does otherwise, while displeased, he still endorses

his sister’s choice and personally sanctifies the wedding by accompanying the

couple to a ruined temple decked out as a bridal chamber. In a remark-

able reversal of the Rukmipı̄ scenario, the brother then single-handedly fights

the gang of the spurned suitor, who have set out to turn his sister’s night of

love (suhag kı̄ rat) into a bloodbath (maut kı̄ rat). Kapoor intersperses the racy

(especially for Hindi film standards at the time) love scenes with the violent

fight, during which Ganga’s brother dies. Amazingly, Ganga’s reaction to his

death is not registered. Like Rukmipı̄ in the television version, she seems to

have totally transferred her loyalty to her husband, to the point where her

brother’s fate becomes insignificant.

This movie presents an interesting variation on the Svayamvara scenario,

here interpreted as truly a self-choice, and there is no test or condition for the

hero to fulfil during the ritual itself. Though the male relative of the girl does

not agree with her choice, he feels duty bound to abide by it, in this case even by

fighting off contestants till he is killed. The potentially Rukmı̄-like brother here

has turned into a brother who defends his sister’s choice against his own

interests. The televised Mahabharat had a similar Svayamvara scenario for

Rukmipı̄’s wedding, but there the brother did not even allow the sister to

express a choice. Chopra had Time, the commentator, explicitly reject this as

disrespectful to women, and presented Krishna as the defender of women’s

120. The reference is in fact not to the god Rama but to the modern Hindu saint Ramakrishna, after

whom the protagonist is also named; see Bakhshi 1998: 114–5. An overview of this movie’s mythological

references is available in Derné 1995b: 203–7.

121. She specifies that this rite is customary among the mountain people (paharı̄). It’s a great move on

the filmmaker’s part to make this unusual procedure believable to a modern audience by casting it as a quaint

folk rite.
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choice. Yet in the end, Rukmipı̄ was not in fact allowed much of a voice.

Kapoor is more liberal than Chopra, notwithstanding Chopra’s rhetoric. In

both cases, however, the woman’s reaction to her brother’s defeat is bypassed.

There can be no remorse or regret for women once they have made their

choice. They simply abide by the patriarchy of a different man.

More recently, Hindi movies have included some whimsical persiflages of

the Svayamvara theme. One spoof is found in the 2000 comedy Dulhan hum le

jayenge (I’ll take the bride), directed by David Dhawan, wherein the hero Raja

(Salman Khan), to realize his ideal match, first has to impress the heroine

Sapna (Karisma Kapoor) and then not less than three maternal uncles who

have brought her up. Each uncle requires a special test. One of the uncles is, in

the film’s parlance, a puja-path freak, or religious zealot, but Raja effortlessly

brings him around by singing a one-line bhajan about Krishna’s Rasa-lı̄la with
the Gopı̄s122 and by mouthing the appropriately devout Sanskritic register of

the Hindi language. For the other two uncles, Raja manages the appropriate

amount of disco dancing and wrestling, respectively. There is only one rival on

the scene, who is, however easily outsmarted.123

The point of the film is its intertextual references to other movies, in-

cluding Dilwale dulhania le jayenge. Interestingly this hero’s inclination resem-

bles that of the hero in DDLJ. In the denouement, the uncles find out that their

niece’s suitor has been fooling them, and they reject him. However, the hero

refuses to elope with her, saying in good DDLJ style that each uncle is like a

mother and father to her and knows best. He goes even further: later, when his

parents regret that the match has fallen through, Raja comforts them, stating

explicitly that he loves his parents more than Sapna. In a reversal of the usual

Hindi film scenario, he even encourages his parents to arrange his marriage

with someone else. In fact, Raja set out on his quest to win Sapna’s love at the

behest of his parents: his mother was longing for a daughter-in-law, and his

father preapproved the match with Sapna, even attempted to arrange for it with

the uncles. Of course, everything is solved in a happy ending, and the two who

are ‘‘made for each other’’ get to marry after all. Again, the hero’s quest for love

is safely bracketed within paternal authority.124

122. muralı̄ manohara radhika kanha jamuna kinare gayau, nandalala rasa race brija ka gopala.

123. Part of the comedic appeal of the movie is that the party of the bride—i.e. the uncles—are so haughty

as to reject splendid marriage offers for the girl and require the groom to undergo several tests. Another comical

irreal aspect is that there is no mention whatsoever of dowry (see also chapter 3 on this).

124. Note also that the happy ending does not come to pass till after the party of the girl has been

profoundly humiliated and made amends in front of the party of the groom. The status quo is emphatically

reestablished. See also chapter 3 on this.
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The ‘‘test of the groom’’ theme is whimsically taken up, with explicit

Ramayapa references, in Subhash Ghai’s Pardes (Foreign land; winner of best

screenplay and best actress Filmfare award of 1997).125 Yet another Ganga

(Mahima Chaudhary) is wooed by two parties, one local and one ‘‘foreign,’’

(pardesi) in this case a Non Resident Indian. When the parties of the two

suitors start fighting it is decided that a formalized competition between the

two is needed to settle matters: the winner will get the girl. This is called a

Svayamvara, with explicit references to the mythology of Sı̄ta’s Svayamvara.

The village head says: ‘‘Well, to get Sı̄ta, even Ramcandra had to lift a bow.’’126

The NRI father responds: ‘‘My son is ready to lift any bow for the sake of

Ganga.’’127 The local (desı̄) candidate gets to choose the medium of the fight

and settles, cleverly, on the Indian game of kabaddı̄ .128 The NRI team is thus at

a disadvantage, as—much to the hilarity of the audience—some of them do not

even understand whether they are winning or losing.129 This combination of

humor and suspense is similar to that in Sı̄ta’s Svayamvara in the television

series, with the difference that it is the good guy who is made fun of. Tension

mounts. Unlike Sı̄ta, Ganga is shown to be openly rooting for Rajiv. No divine

intervention is forthcoming, but Ganga appeals to Rajiv’s friend and adopted

brother, Arjun (Shah Rukh Khan), who is closely associated with Krishna in

this movie.130 After the necessary setbacks, of course, Arjun succeeds, and the

NRI team wins.

125. From the beginning of the movie, there are references to mythology. The setting at the beginning is

the riverbank (presumably of the Ganges) near Ganga’s home, where a group of women is engaged in a ritual of

setting oil lamps afloat on the river. For the first time we glimpse the face of the heroine, in the mirror, as she is

combing her hair and dreaming of a groom. As the lines become audible, we hear the women sing: ‘‘A bride

approaches her father, who’s going to ask [a groom’s] hand [for her]? Father, choose such a groom, look all over,

like for Radha there was Syama and for Sı̄ta, Rama’’ (bannı̄ babajı̄ ke pas jo hath mamge jae bannı̄ babajı̄ ke pas;

baba aisau vara dhumrh jı̄ hazarı̄ bar dhumrh lo, jaise radha jı̄ ko syam, jaise sı̄ta jı̄ ko ram).

126. are sı̄ta jı̄ ko pane ke liye ramcandrajı̄ ko bhı̄ dhanuq uthana para tha.

127. mera beta gaxga ke liye har dhanuq uthane ko taiyar hai.

128. This is interestingly reversed in Ashutosh Gowarikar’s Oscar-nominated Lagaan (2001), where the

game chosen for the central competition is the British game of cricket and thus the Indian team is at a

disadvantage.

129. As in Dilwale, care is taken all along, to affirm that the foreign (pardesı̄) candidate and in particular

his best friend, who in the end will get the girl, are not really foreigners firaxgı̄ as the other party contends but

Indian at heart. The rival is shown to be a superficially Westernized fellow. Still, at this point the confrontation

remains in terms of East versus West.

130. Arjun is associated with Krishna throughout the movie. We first get acquainted with him as a pop

star who is interviewed in the movie. When asked where he is from, he says that he was born and raised in

Mathura. The interviewer links him with Krishna, but Arjun points out that his name is not a reference to

Krishna but to, Krishna’s advisee in the great war of the Mahabharata. Implicitly, he says he does not have

anything to do with the playboy reputation of Krishna but rather with the more high-minded Krishna who

teaches the Bhagavad Gı̄ta’s lofty philosophy, a reconciliation of bhakti and dharma. This is silently reinforced
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This irreverent approach to the Sı̄ta Svayamvara theme has a nationalistic

twist to boot, yet gadgets that are Western imports abound also in this film. The

same hip blend of East and West noted in HAKHK becomes apparent in the

images accompanying the ensuing engagement ceremony song. The focus is

on joy and celebration of the occasion, with much display of abundance and

imported luxury goods. Brahminical rites do not figure at all; instead, play-

fulness, especially on the part of the bride-to-be, is central, until of course the

final, tearful farewell (bidaı̄) scene. At the airport, where the father of the bride
and groom say their goodbyes, the father of the groom says, in a spoof of filmı̄

dialogue: ‘‘Now you’ll say I should take good care of Ganga. And I’ll say that

Ganga is my daughter now, so what right do you have?’’131 This is intended to

show the exemplary total identification of the groom’s father with the plight of

the bride and his desire to allay all possible misgivings, with an indirect

promise to treat the newly gained daughter-in-law (bahu) as a daughter in his

own house. This depicts an ideal, in sharp contrast to the the real-life anxieties

of the bride’s situation in her in-laws’ house. Such exemplary behavior on the

part of the groom’s father echoes the noble sentiments of Dasaratha at Sı̄ta’s
wedding, as depicted by Sagar—the topic of the next chapter.

by images of the chariot on which Krishna and Arjun sit, which are interspersed throughout the movie. Not-

withstanding his best efforts, the identification of Arjun with Krishna’s lover aspect sticks. When he first arrives

at Ganga’s house, ahead of Rajiv, the children announce him as ‘‘not Rama but Syama.’’ Moreover, as a musi-

cian, he is seen on occasion playing the flute. In the end, though, Arjun sticks to principles of dharma, in the

form of unswerving loyalty to his adoptive father, who has asked him to actively promote the match between

Ganga and Rajiv. If anyone, it is Rajiv who incorporates Krishna’s playboy character, flirting with Western girls

and with many girlfriends in his past, while Arjun aspires to a monogamous wedding as well as a Rama-like

loyalty to his father and remains firm to his principles.

131. ab tu kahega ki gaxga ka khyal rakhna aur maim kahumga ki gaxga ab to merı̄ betı̄ hai tera kya haq hai?
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3

Wedding Promises

Sı̄ ta’s Wedding and Radha’s Mock Wedding

How to Wed in Style

In this chapter we will concentrate on the construction of ideal

love and gender relationships as expressed in the wedding ceremony

itself. Whether a love marriage or an arranged one, this rite of pas-

sage is unquestionably a major event in the lives of South Asian men

and women individually as well as for the communities in which

they live. The wedding ceremony is of particular interest, in that it is a

public ritual in which values are articulated and tradition is con-

structed in a way meaningful for the participants. For one, it encap-

sulates what is understood to constitute love and its relationship

to the matrimonial bond. In close connection with that, it reflects

gender ideologies. It illustrates the process of the transfer of au-

thority over women. It raises the question of who transfers her to

whom and how.

It is important to note that a wedding ceremony consists of

different layers. A Brahminical ritual layer is at the heart of the cer-

emony, with a Vedic fire, chanting of Sanskrit mantras, and an

officiating Brahmin priest. However, regional folk elements

figure importantly throughout, especially in the preparatory and

concluding rites. One could in fact easily miss the Brahminical cen-

ter in the cacophony of folk rites surrounding it. Significantly,

the folk rites involve the participation of women (i.e., auspiciously

married women). The ceremony then provides an occasion to



articulate gender relationships from different angles. While the Brahminical

formulae tend to be quite unabashedly patriarchal, the women’s voices are

multiple and ambivalent (see Raheja 2003: 182–205, Raheja and Gold 1994:

73–148).

Ceremonies function in a wider social world of hierarchical relationships

that are affirmed (or constructed) in the course of the ceremony. Center stage

goes to the relationship between the families of the bride and groom, which is

what I will concentrate on, but also of importance are the intercaste relation-

ships of the community, e.g., the traditional roles of barbers, potters, and other

lower caste members in the ritual exchanges. Wedding ceremonies are the

major occasion for a family to establish its respectability within the community

(izzat), and the families have a lot at stake to maintain or enhance their

prestige. One important way this is done is through an elaborate exchange of

gifts (for which see e.g. Raheja and Gold 1994: 82–6).

In the mythological descriptions of Sı̄ta and Radha’s weddings, some as-

pects of the real-life wedding are missing, but others are there. Unques-

tionably, the wedding of Sı̄ta and Rama is of prime importance as a paradigm.

In many areas, the enacting of the wedding as ‘‘Sı̄ta Kalyapam’’ is celebrated

as an auspicious event (for example in Chennai; see Singer 1966: 100).1 It is no

coincidence that an extremely popular mythological movie on the early ex-

ploits of Rama is called not Rama’s Childhood (‘‘Bal kapd’’ or some such) as one

might expect but, synecdochically, Seeta’s Wedding (Seeta svayamvar, d. Bapu

1976).2 This movie has immense popularity including in the diaspora.3 That

the exemplary nature of this divine wedding ceremony is to be taken quite

literally is suggested by anecdotal evidence that shortly after the episode on the

wedding of Sı̄ta and Rama was aired on televsion, actual wedding ceremonies

were modeled after it. At least in the Delhi region, it became fashionable to

hire wedding consultants who advertised a designer wedding called Sita-Ram

Vivah.4 As a first step in investigating what makes this lavish style of public

1. I am grateful to Indira Peterson of Mount Holyoke College for drawing my attention to the phe-

nomenon of enactment of mythological weddings in South India.

2. I am grateful to William Smith for first drawing my attention to this movie, which seems to be a

remake of the Telugu Sita Kalyanam, and has been dubbed in several Indian languages (see www.imdb.com/

name/nm0052677/). Sattiraju Lakshminarayana, ‘‘Bapu,’’ has done several mythological movies and, according

to the afore mentioned website, is currently working on a television series for ETV called Bhagavatham. Even

the ‘‘socials’’ of this director are replete with references to mythological names and situations. His films merit

in-depth study, as is shown by Philip Lutgendorf ’s analysis of Bapu’s Hum paanch (1980), which has many

Mahabharata references (2007).

3. For an ethnographic description of its viewing in a Southall family in Britain, see Gillespie 1995: 355–8.

4. I am grateful to Julie Mehta for personal communication during the conference entitled ‘‘Mediating

Culture,’’ University of British Columbia, Vancouver, June 26 2000.
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ritual so attractive today, I will analyze how exactly the televised version of the

wedding of Sı̄ta and Rama differs from its classical and bhakti counterparts.

A counter-example to the Sı̄ta-Rama wedding is the mythological non-

wedding, or mock wedding, of Radha and Krishna. According to most inter-

pretations, they are the archetypal lovers who never marry.5 The fervor of their

passion is often felt to be antithetical to the social institution of marriage. Thus,

there is no hint of a wedding between them in the Bhagavata Purapa, or in the

televised Shri Krishna. However, the medieval bhakti traditions have filled in

the blank. Some poets imagine a straightforward marriage in local Braj style,

celebrated with much verve, lots of emotion, and little attention to ritual cor-

rectness. Others are even less conventional but delve deeper into the secret

meanings of Radha and Krishna’s play. Their poetic vision detects secret wed-

ding rites in the Rasa-lı̄la or other song-and-dance exploits of the divine pair.

These interpretations can be read as subtle subversions of social conventions.

Doubts about the conjugal nature of Radha and Krishna’s love have in any case

not stopped the popular staging of their wedding as ‘‘Radha Kalyapam,’’ un-

derstood as an occasion as auspicious as the ‘‘Sı̄ta Kalyapam’’ (e.g., in Chennai,

see Singer 1966: 97).

The bulk of this chapter is devoted to the wedding ceremonies of Rama

and Sı̄ta, as they figure so prominently and are described at length in most

versions. My reference point will be the televised version, in which the wedding

is shown with all its minutiae in three episodes (vol. 3–4, episodes 9–11). At

first glance, the television version follows the older accounts closely for all

episodes. There is some dialogue, but mostly the wedding is enacted against

the backdrop of songs and recitation, often from Tulsı̄’s text, with occasionally

also quotations from Valmı̄ki’s. For that reason, I stick to those two texts in my

analysis, though I could also have taken into account other fascinating ver-

nacular descriptions of Sı̄ta and Rama’s wedding, such as Janakı̄ Maxgal and
Ram Nahchu, also ascribed to Tulsı̄das (analyzed by Stasik 1995, 1999).

Though the televised version seems very derivative of its Sanskrit and

vernacular sources, it is important to keep in mind that the contemporary

retelling of these traditional episodes takes place against a changed backdrop of

modernity. As I stressed in the introduction, the medium on which the tele-

vision Ramayan is broadcast puts it in the context of current debates about

issues of dowry and ‘‘bride burning,’’ which are discussed in the media all the

time. Whereas the traditional subject of the series does not leave much room to

5. On the issue of the debates about Radha’s status as ‘‘wedded wife’’ (svakı̄ya) or ‘‘adulterous lover’’

(parakı̄ya), see Brown 1974: 201–2, De 1961: 348–51.
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explicitly discuss these issues, they still loom large in the background. It is

helpful to keep this in mind to understand some of the emphases of the tele-

vision version.

In a second, shorter section, I will contrast these orthodox proceedings

with the secret wedding vows of Radha and Krishna. Since the Bhagavata
Purapa does not contain such an episode, we have to turn to another Sanskrit

text, the much later Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, and its chapter on Krishna’s

incarnation (Krqpajanma Kapda 15).6 There are other sources I could have

chosen—most prominently the Sanskrit narratives of the Gaudı̄ya Sampra-

daya, including Rupa Gosvamı̄’s drama Lalita-madhava and Jı̄va Gosvamı̄’s

Gopalacampu. I have chosen the Brahma Vaivarta Purapa because it is men-

tioned explicitly as one of the major sources on which Sagar based his Shri

Krishna. This source also falls within the same Puranic paradigm as Bhagavata
Purapa, my classical reference in the other chapters of this book. As for the

vernacular poetry, again, out of many choices, to be consistent with the other

chapters, I have concentrated on the poems ascribed to Nanddas (Padavalı̄
58–60) and Surdas (Sur Sagar, 1:498–502).7 Other possible sources would

have been from the so-called rasika tradition of Vrindaban, a strand of Krishna

worship that pays special attention to the wedding rites, to the point that

even today the wedding festival (vyahulau utsava) is celebrated, particularly in

Radhavallabha temples.8 The poetry produced within that context is substan-

tially similar to that translated here.

Finally, I will look at how these mythological marriage ceremonies spill

over in popular culture. There are many interesting wedding and mock-

wedding episodes in popular movies, and since the mid-1990s we can speak of

something of a wedding wave: many popular movies have weddings as their

frame stories. I have analyzed only the ones most pertinent to my subject. For

the private (mock) wedding, I analyze Shakti Samanta’s Aradhana (1979) and

Indra Kumar’s Dil (1990). For a public, societal wedding, I focus in particular

6. Elsewhere in the same text, Radha is said to have been married to a man named Rayapa, who is

Krishna’s maternal uncle (brother of Yasoda). However, the text immediately disqualifies this by stating on the

one hand that it is only a shadow (chaya) of Radha that is married to him, and on the other that he is really a

part (amsa) of Krishna (see Brown 1974: 22 and 202, see BVP 15.40.32–8). Moreover, Brahma himself officiated

at Krishna and Radha’s lawful wedding (BVP 15.40.39).

7. It should be specified that none of these poems from Sur Sagar occur in the oldest sixteenth-century

manuscripts. I am grateful to Jack Hawley for sending me a correspondence list of the poems in SS with the

poems from the forthcoming edition by Kenneth Bryant.

8. For a discussion of the wedding poems by Hariram Vyas, see Pauwels 1996a: 39–41. Hit Harivams

frequently uses the terms dulaha (groom) and dulahin (bride) for Krishna and Radha. Svamı̄ Haridas, too, uses

the terms on occasion. For a translation of Radhavallabhan Vyahulau utsava ke pada, by Dhruvdas, see Beck

2005: 86–90.
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on Kumar Santoshini’s subversive Lajja (1999), a film that is self-consciously

modeledafter theRamayapa,9andcompare itwithsomeweddingwavefilms like

Hum aap ke hain koun . . . ! and Isshaan Trivedi’s recent spoof 7 1/2 Phere (2005).

The Wedding of Sı̄ta and Rama

This is undoubtedly one of the most important and popular scenes in the Sı̄ta-
Rama mythology. Sagar seems to have been very pleased with his depiction of

it, spread over no less than three episodes. We can tell, because he recycles the

material in his other series; for example, he incorporates highlights of it in his

Shri Krishna series. This scene then warrants close attention. Like the televi-

sion version, the classical and medieval sources, too, provide a lengthy depic-

tion, which is all the more reason to take the event seriously.

In terms of sequence, the nuptials of Sı̄ta and Rama, like any marriage,

include first the groom’s procession (barat), and preparatory ceremonies, then

the wedding ceremony (samskara) proper, the leave-taking at the bride’s house

(bidaı̄), and finally the arrival of the new bride in the groom’s house (vivaha, in
the etymological sense). Elsewhere, I have given a full comparison of the epic,

medieval and television version in chronological sequence and provided a

comparative chart (Pauwels 2004). Here, I will organize the analysis the-

matically and foreground elements that are of interest for the comparison to

the Radha-Krishna mock wedding.

The discussion in this section first looks at the construction of the hier-

archical relationship between the bride-givers (kanyapakqa) and bride-takers

(varapakqa), which can be read as a dramatic enactment of what constitutes

matrimony. Then I study the nature of the rituals and the interaction between

Brahminical and women’s rites which is instructive for the message sent about

gender ideologies. Next, I raise the issue of the adjustment of new brides

(bahus) in the joint family of their in-laws (sasural). Finally, I look at what exactly
the wedding vows are, those publicly declared as well as those made in private.

This is revelatory in regard to gender equality between the marriage partners.

Relationships between the Bride’s and Groom’s Parties

In general, what is striking about the depiction of the wedding in Sagar’s

Television version is its overwhelming concern with balancing the relative

9. I am grateful to Vidyut Aklujkar for alerting me to this fascinating movie.
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status of the groom’s party and the bride’s party. Care is taken that the bride’s

party is not treated as inferior and the groom’s party is shown as sympathizing

with its difficulties. This preoccupation implies that this is exceptional and

opposite to what normally would be the case. Indeed, in real-life weddings,

everything is structured such that the family of the girl is on the spot to

perform. They take great pains to show their love for their daughter (and

demonstrate the family’s prestige) by taking care that every detail of the hos-

pitality shown to the guests is lavish and perfect. The other party is in the role

of inspector, ready to judge the quality of the hospitality extended and, sad to

say, often bent on fault-finding and criticism.

Sagar seems to have an educational agenda in affirming the equality be-

tween both parties. His groom’s party behaves humbly and shows respect for

the bride’s party. Sagar is keen to set a good example for real-life families of

brides and grooms. One might consequentially wonder whether he is working

to put men and women on a more equal footing. We will investigate the

question whether Sagar is actually carrying out a reformist agenda in these

series, which is usually understood as heralding a return to ultraconservative

Hinduism.

sı̄tā’s ‘‘lapse’’ and a new interpretation of the bāla kān.d. a ceremo-

nies. If we study the episode carefully, we find, surprisingly, that a concern

with putting bride’s and groom’s parties on a more equal footing is not new,

and can be traced back all the way to Valmı̄ki Ramayapa. For our source on this

episode, we usually go back to Valmı̄ki Ramayapa’s. Bala Kapda, where the

actual happenings are related. However, as we have seen, there is a different

version of the story in the flashback when Sı̄ta tells her story to Anasuya in the

Ayodhya Kapda.10 One of the most striking aspects of her story is that Sı̄ta
lovingly portrays Janaka’s worries when she comes of age, and sympathizes

with his fears of losing prestige in having to look for a groom. Apparently it was

already then a well-known truth that ‘‘in the world, the father of a girl expe-

riences ill-treatment from equals and inferiors, be he similar to Indra on earth’’

(VR 2.118.35).11 We heard nothing of the kind in the Bala Kapda, where indeed
we were following the events from the point of view of the party of Visvamitra

and Rama. The focus there was mainly on the history of Siva’s bow, and no

10. For a full analysis of this episode, see Pauwels 2001. The retelling of the wedding is not part of the

earliest textual core.

11. sadrsac capakrqtac ca loke kanyapita janat, pradharsapam avapnoti sakrepapi samo bhuvi.
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reason for Janaka’s decision to make it a prerequisite for Sı̄ta’s marriage was

given. In Ayodhya Kapda, we hear the story instead from Sı̄ta’s perspective.
We could read this as a small ‘‘lapse’’ that affords us a look behind the

scenes. It sheds new light on the more public story related in Bala Kapda. Not
only do we find out about the reasons behind the condition of bow-lifting but

also we learn about the underlying dynamics of the wedding ceremony itself. If

we read the whole ceremony against the background of this new information,

the way Valmı̄ki relates it seems polemical. We now have an inkling that there

is an unarticulated criticism the author seeks to address by telling his episode a

certain way. Sı̄ta gave us the purvapakqa, or problematization: the inequality of

bride-givers and bride-takers. The way the wedding is portrayed in Bala Kapda
lays the problem to rest. The stress there on Dasaratha’s generosity in treating

Janaka as an equal can be read as a solution to this implicit problem. Thus,

Valmı̄ki already foreshadows Sagar’s reformist agenda.

The concern for equalizing the two parties is apparent in the exchange

between Janaka and Dasaratha on first meeting one another, when the groom’s

procession (barat) arrives in Mithila. The episode corresponds to the traditional
lavish reception of the bride-groom’s party at the bride’s house (madhuparka)

(Kane 1974: 532). As behooves the father of a bride, Janaka goes out of his way

to welcome Dasaratha respectfully to his hometown. What is surprising is that

Dasaratha reciprocates in kind. He humbly responds with a proverb, ‘‘Who

receives is obliged to the giver’’ (VR 1.69.14),12 specifying ‘‘we shall do as you

will say, o wise man’’ (1.69.15).13 Though the proverb is a polite formula,

meaning that one does not refuse a gift (Goldman 1984: 387), still the answer

is considered surprisingly humble for the father of the groom. The text itself

calls this answer surprising (vismayam, 1.69.1).

The proverb, interestingly, is one of the few literal quotations from Valmı̄ki

Ramayapa in Sagar’s version of the episode (TVR 116). The quotation occurs in

a longer passage of niceties exchanged by the two rulers on their first meeting.

Janaka welcomes Dasaratha humbly, and expresses his joy at this match with

the prestigious Raghu family. Dasaratha says that he is tied by the strings of

love.14 His guru, Vasiqtha, specifies that the match and alliance between Mi-

thila and Ayodhya is all God’s wish (paramesvar kı̄ iccha). When he calls this

connection one of equals (barabar ke sambamdhı̄), Janaka feels compelled to

12. pratigraho datrvasah, literally ‘‘The receiving [party] is in the power of the granter.’’

13. yatha vakqyasi dharmajña tat kariqyamahe.

14. prem kı̄ dor mem bamdhe.
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protest that he, as father of the bride, is the subordinate (das) of Dasaratha.
Dasaratha then turns the tables and insists that he is like a beggar who has

come to Janaka’s door to ask for alms.15 He quotes the Sanskrit proverb from

Valmı̄ki Ramayapa (pratigraho datrvasah) to prove the point that it is the giver

who is in charge, and he humbly offers to carry out Janaka’s wishes.16

Tulsı̄, too, is preoccupied with the exceptional situation where the in-laws

(samadhı̄) are treating each other as equals. He expresses this clearest of all

three versions. In Tulsı̄’s account of the proceedings, the barat sing the praise

of their host (RCM 1.307.1). This is a striking difference with current prac-

tice, where the groom’s party often feels justified in belittling and criticizing

the hospitality extended by the bride’s family. Small wonder, then, that even the

gods comment: ‘‘Since the creation of the world, we have seen many weddings;

but such preparations and attendance, equal in all ways, such balance of in-law

parties, we’ve seen only today’’ (1.320.3).17 It appears that even the gods are

surprised when the girl’s party is treated on equal terms.18

Sagar does not miss any chances to drive that point home extradiegetically.

He makes another ‘‘editorial appearance’’ at the end of episode 9 and com-

ments on this anomaly of equity between the two parties. He explicitly sets it

up as an example for the audience. Here, he quotes the full s loka from Valmı̄ki

wherein Dasaratha expresses his eagerness to carry out Janaka’s command.

Sagar singles out Dasaratha’s forgoing the prerogatives of the vara-pakqa as

exemplary for today’s society, and reflects on how, if that behavior found im-

itators nowadays, many tensions would disappear from Indian society. An

environment of love would come about, and the Ramayapa story would come

true.19 Interestingly, the verbal form he uses (ho jatı̄) is the ‘‘irreal’’ or coun-

15. ek yacak, ek bhikharı̄—jo apke dvar par apkı̄ kanya ka dan mamgne aya hai.

16. ap jo ajña karemge, vah hamem sirodharya hogı̄. This stress on the relative status of bride-givers and

bride-takers in this episode of the television epic has also been noticed by Lutgendorf, who translated this

passage (1990: 150).

17. jagu biramci upajava jaba tem, dekhe sune byaha bahu taba tem; sakala bhamti sama saju samaju, sama

samadhı̄ dekhe hama aju.

18. This theme returns at the beginning of the actual nuptial ritual. In VR, Vasiqtha goes to see Janaka

and announces very humbly and politely that the groom’s party is ready, again using a variant of the afore-

mentioned politeness formula stressing the equivalence of donor and receiver (datrpratigrahı̄trbhyam sarvarthah

sambhavanti hi, VR 1.73.12a). Janaka, well aware of the courtesy thus extended by the other party, answers

equally humbly that his kingdom is theirs, and leaves up to them the decision of the moment to start. In Tulsı̄’s

version, it is the bride’s party that takes the initiative, or more precisely, the Brahmins exhort Janaka to fetch the

barat from its quarters (janavasa). Tulsı̄ keeps the girl’s party in a more humble position than does Valmı̄ki.

Sagar does not follow either version here: at the beginning of the wedding proper, the groom’s party is shown to

arrive and enter the palace, it is not clear on whose initiative (TVR episode 10). Sagar, then, misses another

chance to stress his reformist agenda at the diegetic level.

19. ramayap kı̄ katha sarthik ho jatı̄.
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terfactual, implying the impossibility of the condition being fulfilled. One

could conclude that the mythological example implicit in Valmı̄ki’s text is

articulated more clearly in the television series, yet without much hope that

after millennia, there is a chance for change.

the meaning of matrimony: private and public perspectives. In other

respects, Sagar is fundamentally different from the other texts. He introduces

several innovations in his depiction of the preparation to the wedding, in-

cluding a private and a public commentary on what a wedding is all about. For

the private commentary, he introduces Rama himself confiding to his brothers

what matrimony means to him. The scene starts with Lakshmana passionately

reporting to Bharat and Satrughna about Rama’s state of mind after the first

meeting with Sı̄ta whom he refers to as ‘‘sister-in-law’’ (bhabhı̄) (TVR 119–20).

Rama arrives unexpectedly, and Lakshmana sheepishly admits what he was

talking about.20 Satrughna teasingly asks Rama where he got this love-edu-

cation (prem kı̄ sikqa), since gurus don’t teach prem-sastra. Rama’s answer is

dead serious. He lectures about ‘‘primordial love’’ that cannot be forced by

man.21 Rama insists that his love for Sı̄ta came about in the same way that

nature (prakrti) teaches mothers to love children, brothers to love brothers, and

the waves of the ocean to be attracted by the moon. Love for a spouse is

preordained by God (vidhata). So when man meets his mate, all he has to do is

to put full trust and love in her, so that afterward even his attention will not

turn elsewhere.22

In this scene, Sagar is working hard to come to terms with a possible

objection (purvapakqa) raised in the Flower Garden scene (discussed in chap-

ter 1): that the marriage of Rama and Sı̄ta is really a love marriage, albeit one

sanctioned by the elders. By giving Rama’s private perspective, Sagar manages

to stress that the match was ‘‘made in heaven,’’ that it was not a matter of the

girl’s or the boy’s initiative. Even this divine wedding is an arranged, or rather

preordained, one. Rama thus voices a perspective on marriage as a union

between parties predestined to be spouses, at once natural and primordial.

Free choice does not figure at all here; it is not a matter of individuals choosing

partners.

20. bhabhı̄ ke pahle darsan kaise hue.

21. pahle se hı̄ nirdharit . . . jo manuqya ke banane se nahı̄m banta.

22. manuqya ko cahie ki jab us se bhemt ho to apna sampurpa visvas, sampurpa prem use saump de jis se uske

pascat j ı̄van mem kisı̄ dusrı̄ or dhyan hı̄ na jae.
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The public angle is highlighted in the next scene, showing a full court

meeting of Janaka and Dasaratha with their councilors (TVR 120–1). Vasiqtha
takes the floor for a longish lecture on the meaning of marriage. He starts out

by saying that a wedding is not a personal affair, but a social sacrament. It is

not just a matter of a man and a woman tying the knot; joined with them are

their societies, their families, their religions.23 One could say that, according to

Vasiqtha, rather than a meeting of hearts, it is a meeting of families (do kulom
ka . . . samgam).

Both innovations serve the same intent: to transmit the message to the

younger generation that this is no love marriage, but, as Janaka’s guru, Sata-
nanda, has put it, a ‘‘gift of a bride’’ according to custom and religion (vidhi-

purvak aur dharmpurvak kanyadan). In case anyone would miss this point,

Sagar in his editorial appearance repeats that a wedding is not a personal affair

but a societal and familial tie.

If marriage is a contract between families, an important part of the cere-

mony has to be the recitation of the lineages of the parties. In the classical

source, the better part of two chapters (VR 1.70.19–45, 71.1–15) is devoted to each

family guru doing so. It sounds like an oral legal contract, a model document

for kings who wish to intermarry their offspring. Janaka adds to his family

history a ‘‘disclosure’’ about the particular geopolitical situation of his kingdom

(1.71.16–19).

Sagar, too, accommodates some recitation of the ancient genealogy of the

Raghu family in his version. It fits in well after Vasiqtha’s sermon on marriage

being in essence a union of two families. Naturally, then, the family tree of

Rama is relevant. This stands in contrast to Tulsı̄, who cuts out such dry parts

to make room for more bhakti moments. Tulsı̄ prefers to focus on different

auspicious moments of high emotional content, which he underlines by

switching to a different meter (chand). Much later, in the midst of the actual

nuptial rituals, Tulsı̄ simply remarks in passing that the gurus recite the lin-

eages (RCM 1.324, chand 3.a).24

What we see is an unself-conscious assumption that wedlock is mainly a

genealogical family affair, according to Valmı̄ki, which is downplayed by Tulsı̄

in emphasizing love and devotion. Sagar revisits the issue, but he is operating

within a different context. He is concerned to counter the alternative ideology

of the love marriage. Thus, Sagar feels compelled to elaborate on the traditional

23. vivah vyaktigat karya nahı̄m hai, yah ek samajik samskar hai . . . keval ek strı̄ aur ek puruq ke gath-bamdhan ko

hı̄ vivah nahı̄m kah sakte, kyomki un donom vyaktiyom ke sath, unka samaj, unka kul, unka dharm jura hota hai.

24. sakhocaru dou kulagura karaim.
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versions and rearticulate their implicit ideology. His innovative scenes confirm

what was once taken for granted, namely that marriage is not a matter of

individuals choosing a partner but is preordained and mainly about the

meeting of families, not the meeting of hearts.

The Ceremony: Balancing Bhakti and Dharma,

Traditions Great and Little

The foregoing observations bring us to the issue of the technicality of the rites

and the tone that pervades the ceremonies. Often TVR has been described as a

feast of darsana and a paradigmatical bhakti Ramayapa. To what extent does

that hold when we compare it with the other versions? Is the wedding cere-

mony overwhelmingly a joyous celebration of love or does it partake more of

the solemnity of dharma? Related to that, what is the role of male gurus in the

legalities of the events? Are the rites mainly Vedic and patriarchal or is there

room for women’s rites that may voice a different perspective? Where does

Sagar come out in the balance, when all is said and done?

who outdoes whom in loving devotion? In Valmı̄ki’s and Sagar’s ver-

sions, as already suggested by the welcoming ceremonies, a solemn tone

prevails during the wedding ceremony. This is strikingly different from Tulsı̄’s

version, where spontaneous joy is the order of the day. Tulsı̄ stresses emotion

rather than Brahminical exchanges of civilities. For example, when the two

parties catch a glance of one another, they are overjoyed and run into each

other’s arms (RCM 1.305.4-doha). All this abundance of emotions fits well with

Tulsı̄’s bhakti agenda and contrasts with Sagar’s stress on recitation of gene-

alogies.

Tulsı̄ and Sagar (episode 10) have in common that they have turned the

whole wedding event into an occasion of mega-darsana. Whereas Valmı̄ki

Ramayapa is short about the actual wedding ceremony, Tulsı̄ and Sagar don’t

miss a nuance of the ritual that can be exploited for darsana. In Ram Carit

Manas, this is underscored by a plethora of lyrical meters (chand) that interrupt

the more action-oriented caupaı̄-doha rhythm. The TVR happily does the

equivalent in its visual medium, alternating action with extended moments of

darsana, deriving from the tableau (jhaxkı̄) tradition. Significantly, Sagar uses
Tulsı̄’s lyrical meters as background music.

Both Tulsı̄ and Sagar exploit several occasions to halt the action and pro-

vide darsana. For example, Tulsı̄ lovingly dwells on how Sı̄ta’s parents wash the

feet of the groom (RCM 1.324.4b–chand 2), using the occasion for a hymn of

praise to Rama. Sagar also dwells lovingly and at extraordinary length on the
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feet-washing episode.25 While parts from Tulsı̄’s chands play in the back-

ground, Sagar’s camera underscores their words. Accompanying a recitation

about Janaka washing the lotus feet whose pollen ‘‘sages and yogı̄s served, their

minds turning into bees, to attain the salvation they desired’’ (TVR 133),26

Sagar’s camera registers the beatically smiling faces of the gurus of Ayodhya.
The climax, the actual nuptial rituals, are a feast of darsana in the tele-

vised series. Sagar shows the ceremonies of ‘‘taking the hand’’ (panigahanu),
‘‘walking around the fire’’ (bhavamrı̄m), and ‘‘filling the parting of the hair’’

(semdura), with much recitation from Tulsı̄ (RCM 1.324, chand 3–325.5). Sagar

also singles out for recitation Tulsı̄’s verses comparing the wedding to those of

the goddesses Parvatı̄ and Srı̄ (1.324, chand 4a–b). However, Sagar then turns

to Sanskrit recitation, while showing Sı̄ta’s hands being daubed with paste by

her mother. This is surprising, as such women’s rites are typically accompa-

nied by folk songs in the vernacular. The Sanskrit text used is a hymn in praise

of Narayapı̄ from the Durgasaptasatı̄ (TVR 134). The inclusion here seems

calculated to stress Sı̄ta’s divinity and to interpret this occasion as a wonderful

darsana of the goddess incarnate.

Finally, Tulsı̄ says that on Vasiqtha’s bidding, the newlyweds sit next to one
another, which provides yet another wonderful occasion for darsana, this time

by Dasaratha, who rejoices at the sight (RCM 1.325, chand 1). Sagar shows Sı̄ta
and Rama paying obeisance to the gurus and their parents before sitting down

again to give darsana.27

Notwithstanding this common stress on darsana, there is a difference

between the medieval and television versions. This is apparent the moment we

first get a glimpse of Sı̄ta’s procession approaching the wedding pavilion

(mapdapa) and of the rites she carries out on arriving (RCM 1.322–3). Tulsı̄

describes how Sı̄ta and Rama behold one another (1.323, chand 2c).28 This may

be seen as a reference to the rite wherein bride and groom gaze at each other

for the first time, the parasparasamı̄kqapa (Kane 1974: 533). Significantly, Sagar
does not quote this verse, and with the exception of one brief glance Sı̄ta casts

25. This episode is reportedly very popular with the audience of the Ram-lı̄la as performed in Ramnagar

(see Kapur 1990: 72).

26. kari madhupa mana muni jogijana je sei abhimata gati lahaim.

27. Another example of darsana is the groom’s procession. Valmı̄ki uses only a few slokas on the topic of

the barat (VR I 69.1–6). Tulsı̄ provides a wealth of physical details about horses, chariots, and even amphibious

cars that can traverse water and land (RCM 1.298–302). It is as if we witness the event. Interestingly, Sagar does

not portray the barat with horses and chariots but shows the grooms and their party only when they arrive in the

palace halls on foot. Budget limitations may have played a part here. Still, in general, TVR shows lavish—

though by Bollywood standards low-budget—sets for the wedding scenes.

28. siya rama avalokani parasapara premu kahum na lakhi parai.
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on her groom-to-be on arrival, the two do not behold each other at any point

during the whole ceremony.29 There are, though, many close-ups, suggesting

that everyone else is beholding the couple with much tender love.

Similarly, at the end of the ceremonies in Mithila, the newlyweds pay a

visit to the site of the divinity presiding over the wedding (kohabara). Tulsı̄ does

not care for the formalities of the occasion. Instead, he concentrates on Sı̄ta’s
feelings. In a beautiful verse he hints at her being torn between decorum and

love. She acts shy, but feels eager: ‘‘Looking at Rama again and again, Sı̄ta
withdraws, but her heart does not withdraw. Her eyes, thirsty for love, surpass

the beauty of pretty fishes’’ (RCM 1.326, doha).30 Pointedly, Tulsı̄ does not

describe the deity they are worshiping. Instead, we could say that he gives a

full description of the deity Sı̄ta worships, her new husband. Tulsı̄ merrily

inserts a top-to-toe (nakha-sikha) description of Rama (1.327.1–chand 1a). This

might be interpreted as a view from Sı̄ta’s shy perspective, but at the end Tulsı̄

broadens it into a public view, with a description of the joy of all witnesses at

the event. Tulsı̄ has again managed to get maximal benefit from the oppor-

tunity to sing a hymn of praise to Rama and to provide a reverential darsana
for the devotee.31

Sagar treats this scene quite differently. He shows the procession, with the

couples striding forward solemnly, restrainedly smiling, but not looking at

each other. In the background, a rather pedestrian folk song is sung, which

ends by quoting only one doha from RCM (1.327, doha). Sagar passes up the

chance to quote Tulsı̄’s beautiful description of Sı̄ta’s feelings. Instead, the

focus is on decorum. The folk song says that the clan goddess (kuladevı̄) con-

firmed all ritual activity that had been going on (sare karaja siddha bhae, TVR

137), and we have a shot of everyone bowing to her image. The focus is on the

29. Elsewhere, Tulsı̄’s text says: ‘‘Hearing the melodious singing, holy men abandoned their asceticism,

and Cupid and cuckoos were ashamed’’ (kalagana suni muni dhyana tyagahim kama kokila lajahim, RCM 1.322,

chand). While this verse is sung in TVR, the presiding gurus are shown with their backs to the women, and do

not even so much as glance in their direction (TVR 132). This illustrates well the amount of hypercorrection

Sagar has applied to RCM.

30. puni puni ramahi citava siya, sakucati manu; sakucai na; harata manohara mı̄na chabi, prema piase naina.

31. Tulsı̄ does not stop with the conclusion of the wedding ceremonies. When the newlyweds arrive in

Ayodhya, there is yet more scope for darsana. Valmı̄ki simply mentions that the queens carry out the ritual

reception of the new daughters-in-law (vadhus) (VR 1.77.10–13). Tulsı̄ elaborates, weaving in as much gift-

giving, devotion, and love as will fit in verse. He stresses the jubulant joy of the queens who are anticipating

Rama’s darsana (RCM 1.346) and that of the citizens of Ayodhya when enjoying darsana of Rama (1.347–8). The

climax in RCM is the queens’ auspicious welcome ceremony (parachani) (1.349). Sagar has concentrated on this

scene, quoting two dohas from RCM, and suggesting the happiness of everyone in the city in the accompanying

song ‘‘Ayodhya nagarı̄ dhanya bhaı̄’’ (TVR 146). The queens of Ayodhya, too, get their chance to wash the feet of

brides and grooms (tinha para kumvari kumvara baithare, sadara paya punı̄ta pakhare, RCM 1.350.1b) and

continue puja in great joy.
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gods worshiping according to the rules, and it comes at the cost of our darsana
of Rama. Sagar has cut out Tulsı̄’s hymn of praise to Rama.

Thus, while Sagar is fond of halting the action for darsana, he does not

always incorporate Tulsı̄’s hymns of praise for Rama. Another significant

difference is that he follows Tulsı̄ in presenting Rama to the audience’s gaze,

but does not allow Sı̄ta to gaze at her groom. The cultural code that a bride is to

be shy and does not glance at her groom outweighs religio-aesthetic concerns.

Sagar seems to judge that this propriety must be preserved even at the cost of

the loss of some beautiful poetry. There can be no doubt that Sagar allows us to

feast our eyes on multiple darsanas; however, Tulsı̄ gets the prize for loving

devotion.

divine sanction. Tulsı̄ further enhances his moments of darsana by having

the gods participate in the occasion. Valmı̄ki is much more restrained in that

respect, allowing only once for the gods to shower flowers over the bride and

groom;32 Tulsı̄ intersperses the events at regular intervals with vistas of the

gods in heaven showering flowers. The density grows during the actual nuptial

rites.33 The gods thus are shown to overwhelmingly approve of the match.

They don’t restrict themselves to throwing flowers on stage from the balcony,

either. They become active participants in ensuring that the rites are carried

out properly.

In Ram Carit Manas, when Sı̄ta arrives at the altar, the gurus have her do a
puja of Gaurı̄, Gapapati, and the Brahmins. The gods reward her by bestowing

blessing in person (1.323, chand).34 The sun god, Ravi, who is the dynastic

patron of Rama’s family, instructs the ritual agents at the ceremony about what

to do (1.323, chand). At the time of the libations in the fire, the god of fire

becomes manifest, and the Vedas take the form of Brahmins to give correct

ritual advice (1.323, doha). Sagar, somewhat surprisingly, does not follow Tulsı̄.

The closest parallel is when the newlyweds go to pay their respects to the clan-

divinity (kuladevata), when the accompanying song stipulates that everything

was approved (siddha) by her (TVR 137).

Significantly, it is not only the divine patriarchs that show their approval.

In Tulsı̄’s version, the gods’ wives actually participate in the wedding cere-

32. Only during the actual circumabulation of the fire are the heavenly flowers said to rain down (VR

1.73.37). For text-critical remarks, see Goldman 1984: 391.

33. The gods are described as showering flowers on Sı̄ta’s arrival (RCM 1.323.3a), on Sı̄ta’s mother’s

arrival (1.324.4a), when Rama’s feet are washed (1.324, chand 1b), on the cermony of the circumambulation

(bhavamrı̄) (1.324 doha), and when the barat leaves the altar (1.326, chand 4).

34. sura pragati puja lehim ehim ası̄sa ati sukhu pavahı̄m.
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monies. They are disguised as married mortal women (RCM 1.318.3a–chand)

who participate in the singing for Sı̄ta on her wedding day (1.322.3–4). The

gods follow their wives to the party and join the barat disguised as Brahmins

(1.321.3b–4). Neither party is recognized in the general joy, except by Rama,

who honors the gods with a seat in his heart (1.321, chand c).35 Sagar follows

Tulsı̄’s lead in having divine guests for the wedding, but he has Siva and

Brahma descend before the ladies do. Rama nods smilingly to the gods dis-

guised as Brahmins, while they make their obeisance with folded hands.

The gods have a sanctifying function as participants in the rites, but there

is also a humorous element: they act like self-important VIP wedding guests.

Tulsı̄ portrays them as country bumpkins arriving in the big city from their

own regions (lokas). Brahma himself does not recognize his creation (RCM

1.314.4b). Siva is described as something of a rural tour guide, who exhorts his

ox to move on, after he has explained to his bewildered covillagers that this

society wedding is a major cosmic event (1.314 doha--315.2a). In tune with the

bhakti agenda, Siva’s speech is really a hymn glorifying Rama.

Sagar’s gods, too, are portrayed as somewhat rustic. That is clear from

their speech, which is remarkably different from the atisuddhaHindi the noble

human characters speak. When the gods perceive that preparations for the

wedding are taking place, Siva comments, rather colloquially, ‘‘I’ve been keen

on seeing it for ages. So, goddess, let’s go?’’ (not transcribed in Mizokami’s

transcription).36 The contrast is all the more remarkable because this scene

is preceded by the lofty Sanskrit recitation of the Yajurveda by Janaka’s Brah-

mins. So in both Ram Carit Manas and the television version, by making the

gods actors in the rites, two purposes are accomplished. Divine sanction is

ensured, and the superiority of Rama is affirmed, as he effortlessly upstages

the other gods.

a balancing act between brahminical and women’s rites. Whereas

Valmı̄ki Ramayapa focuses naturally on Vedic ceremonies, a striking innova-

tion of Tulsı̄ is that he makes room for folksy ones. The incorporation of folk

elements is an important aspect of the bhakti tradition, as is well exemplified

by the projection of folk rites onto the Krishna mythology (Entwistle 1987: 46).

One wonders whether this inclusion of folk, in particular women’s, rites might

undercut patriarchy. Is there an element of critique here? Can we see evidence

of a power struggle?

35. sura lakhe rama sujana puje manasika asana die.

36. ham to kab se utavale ho rahe haim, kyom devı̄, calem?

wedding promises 177



Close study reveals that Tulsı̄ is very concerned to be evenhanded and to

balance both Brahminical and folk ritual; he stresses that everything is carried

out according to both great and little tradition. Frequently he uses a variant of

the phrase ‘‘Everything was done according to Veda and popular rites.’’37

A good example is the preparation of the wedding site. Valmı̄ki Ramayapa
describes the wedding altar or vedi, which is brimming with Vedic sacrifical

references (VR 1.73.20–4, not retained in the critical edition). Tulsı̄, on the

other hand, has an elaborate description of the mapdapa’s beauty that has

little to do with sacrifical sites (RCM 1.287.2–89, 320 chand). Interestingly,

Sagar first shows the mapdapa while the priests are busy purifying the site,

engaged in sacrificial preperatory activities, and reciting Sanskrit mantras

from the Yajurveda (TVR 130). Immediately afterward, the camera turns to

women’s rites. Sagar thus harks back to Valmı̄ki’s emphasis on Vedic sacrifice

but incorporates some of Tulsı̄’s interest in women’s rites. This illustrates

how Tulsı̄’s championing of folk rites is somewhat reluctantly followed by

Sagar.

The main agents of the folk rites are women. Tulsı̄ lovingly describes

the rituals the women of the bride’s family conduct, including the puja of the

groom (parachani) (RCM 1.318–9.2), the singing of maxgala gı̄ta at the

mapdapa (1.323.4), and so on.38He seems to consider these female participants

just as crucial as the male Brahmins. Often hementions both in one breath; for

example; ‘‘Auspiciously married women sing their songs, holy Brahmins recite

the Vedas’’ (1.313.2b).39 Sagar also balances the two by showing closeups of

sacrificial activity by Brahmins as well as women’s rites. The sound track of the

wedding ceremony also is an attempt to balance the Sanskritic and the ver-

nacular. Sagar certainly does his best to work in a lot of Sanskrit recitation.40

Brahmins recite from the Yajurveda during the tying of the knot, from the

Viqpu Sahasranama Stotra while Sı̄ta adorns Rama with the mala and from

Durgasaptasatı̄ when he reciprocates.41 The wedding ceremony is presented

with shots of Brahmins reciting, performing sacrifices in the fire, and blessing

37. Some examples are: kari kula rı̄ti beda bidhi rau (RCM 1.302.1), beda bihita aru kula acara, kı̄nha bhalı̄

bidhi saba byavaharu (1.319.1b), kari baidika laukika saba rı̄tim (RCM 1.320.1a).

38. To some extent, one could argue that Tulsı̄ strives for a popularization of the wedding with full

participation not only of women but also of low castes. In one line, the presence of naı̄s, barı̄s, bhats, and nats is

mentioned as recipients of money distributed by Rama; see RCM 1.319, doha.

39. subhaga suasini gavahim gı̄ta, karahim beda dhuni bipra punı̄ta.

40. Reportedly, the wedding ceremonies of the Ramnagar Ram-lı̄la too are conducted in Sanskrit, as

exemplified in the performance of September 10, 1979 (see Kapur 1990: 70).

41. Surprisingly, the exchange of the malas is not mentioned by Tulsı̄, and indeed seems not to be part of

the classical wedding ceremony descriptions (not in Kane 1974: 533–4).
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the couple. On the other hand, the actual agniparipayana or phera (circling of

the fire) and mamg bharna (adorning of the parting of the woman’s hair) is

performed by young women and accompanied by a folk song that describes the

general joy (TVR 135).42

Most real-life weddings include a lot of folk rituals after the ceremony

proper. Valmı̄ki has little to say on this topic. Tulsı̄ again brings folk rites to the

forefront by stating that folk rituals (laukika rı̄ti) are carried out (RCM 1.327,

chand 2b-4). He describes a big feast (jevanara), to which Janaka invites the

barat. This gourmet meal is served swiftly on exquisite dishes and described in

much culinary detail (1.328–9). While they have dinner, the guests are en-

tertained with the traditional ‘‘insult songs’’ (gari, 1.329.1a, 3b–4a), which they

much relish.43 Tulsı̄ even specifies that these songs are ‘‘personalized’’

(1.329.3b).44 This practice (both the meal and the galı̄ performance) is depicted,

and relished by the audience, at the Ram-lı̄la of Ramnagar (Kapur 1990: 72).

Similarly, when describing the happiness in Ayodhya on the return of the

barat, Tulsı̄das mentions the women of the city singing auspicious garı̄
(1.358.1b). While the television version also gives much airtime to women’s

songs, they are neatly sanitized. Sagar does not feature any of the galı̄ type of

songs. Hemay be catering to the sensitivities of ‘‘reformed’’ Hindu tastes of the

more prudish middle classes.45

On returning to Ayodhya, there are more rites, nearly exclusively carried

out by women. There is a welcome ceremony for the new brides (parachani)

(RCM 1.349). Sagar dwells lovingly on this scene, suggesting the happiness of

everyone in the city in the accompanying song, ‘‘Ayodhya nagarı̄ dhanya bhaı̄’’
(TVR 146). Tulsı̄ stresses that the rites follow both great and little traditions

(nigama nı̄ti kula rı̄ti, RCM 1.349, doha), but he clearly relished the women’s

rites. Sagar quotes two doha s from RamCarit Manas, one of which stresses the

ultraorthodoxy of the rites.

Valmı̄ki says that the new brides worshiped in local temples, and Sagar

follows suit, showing Sı̄ta and her sisters joining a puja of Ayodhya’s royal

family’s kuladevata, the sun god. This is a patriarchal affair, affirming the

lineage of the groom’s family. Sagar throws in some more Sanskrit mantras

recited by Vasiqtha, who blesses all present.

42. ‘‘Siya raghuvara jı̄ ke samga parana lagı̄m.’’

43. For examples of galı̄s from Rajasthan, see Raheja and Gold 1994: 45–7 and 49–50, 57–62.

44. jevamta dehim madhura dhuni garı̄, lai lai nama puruqa aru narı̄.

45. An explicit rejection of the practice can be found in the Radhesyam Ramayapa (Kathavacak 1971:

1.4.19–20). For the general context of such cleaning up of folk practices in colonial India and its communal

anti-Muslim overtones, see Gupta 2001.
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Tulsı̄ first focuses on playful activity: the royal women engage the newly-

weds in games designed to break the ice between bride and groom and to

determine who will be the dominant one in the relationship (this is usually

called jua khel). He reports that all the young people act shyly but that Rama

smiles secretly (1.350, doha 2).46Only after these rites does Tulsı̄ briefly mention

worship of the gods and ancestors, which is instantly rewarded (1.351.1–2a).

Sagar reserves the icebreakers (jua khel) for after the formal worship (TVR

146–7). Perhaps following Tulsı̄’s hint, the shyness of the participants is

highlighted, but the voluptuous images in the background evoke an atmo-

sphere of srxgara, suggesting auspicious fecundity. Kausalya and Kaikeyı̄

preside over a ceremony, called here dudh-bhat, wherein bride and groom feed

each other. It is only at this point that Sı̄ta and Rama look at each other shyly.

Kaikeyı̄ whispers something in Sı̄ta’s ear, which is instantly understood by

Bharata, who warns his brother that his new bride may well use the occasion to

bite his finger. Sı̄ta, though, just smiles away blissfully and does not do any

such thing. Sagar may well have been inspired here by an earlier passage in

Tulsı̄ featuring lahakaura. Right after the nuptial ceremonies, Tulsı̄ describes

how the newlyweds go to the kohabara for folk ceremonies and how Parvatı̄
instructed Rama, and Sarasvatı̄ took Sı̄ta’s side (RCM 1.327, chand 2c). The

most significant difference, though, is that Tulsı̄ reports a lot of merrymaking

and joking on the occasion (hasa vilasa, 1.327, chand 2d; vinoda pramoda, 1.327,

chand 3c). In contrast, Sagar features a rather solemn and serene atmosphere.

This may be a consequence of his having chosen to concentrate on the games

played at the groom’s house rather than at the bride’s paternal home.

In the television version, a contest follows involving finding an object in a

bowl of liquid. This object looks like a ring but is called kamgana. Again, the
participants smile beatifically, this time without looking at one another, while

their hands search in the liquid. Sagar passes up the chance to quote Tulsı̄,

who says that Sı̄ta is so eager to behold Rama that she remains transfixed by

her rings, which reflect Rama’s face (RCM 1.327, chand 3a–b). In Sagar’s ver-

sion, neither of the two is engaged in the competitive element; they both have

to be encouraged to start the game. Sı̄ta wins, smiling shyly. Lakshmana, of

course, true to character, blurts out that Rama has let her win, but Bharata

counters that it is not bad that at least at some point Rama loses. Everyone

savors the irony of Sı̄ta winning over Rama. Sagar may well be drawing his

inspiration here from the myriad folk songs for wedding rituals that often

46. loka rı̄ti jananı̄m karahim, bara dulahini sakucahim; modu binodu biloki bara, ramu manahim

musukahim.
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feature Rama and Sı̄ta as the bride and groom (see, e.g., Archer 1985: 90, 101–

5, 114). Some of these songs irreverently make fun of the exemplary Rama as a

clumsy groom who is unable to untie the wedding knot, whereas breaking

Siva’s bow was easy for him. Sagar has transformed the situations sketched in

such songs so that they portray more solemn occasions, while still allowing for

some role reversal. His scene is not irreverent but merely reinforcing of the

irony of the incarnation.

However, something else is also going on in this episode of the television

version. Throughout, the emphasis is on women’s solidarity. The mothers-in-

law take the side of the new brides against their sons. This is made explicit by

the encouragements they give during the test of finding an object in liquid

(kamgana dhumrna), and is commented on by Lakshmana, who says ‘‘Now the

daughters-in-law are counting for more than the sons’’ (TVR 147). To this the

reply is ‘‘What’s that label ‘daughter-in-law’? Rather, they are our daughters!’’

(147).47 Clearly, Sagar is taking up the earlier message of the gracious behavior

of the girl’s in-laws toward her. The mother-in-law, her traditional enemy, is

here transformed into an ally. This women’s solidarity, however, is well en-

trenched within the patriarchal frame.

Anxieties about the Welfare of Daughters in Their Sasurals

This brings us to the next element prevailing in Sagar’s depiction of the

wedding. At several points, he voices an outspoken anxiety about the plight of a

young bride in her new home. In real life, the wedding ceremonies at the

bride’s house end with the tearful leave-taking ceremony (bidaı̄), which an-

ticipates these anxieties.48 The new bahu will often find herself at the bottom of

the food chain in her new home. She is watched carefully and critically, is put

to work hard as a Cinderella, and basically has to prove her character. Unless

other women she knows have married into the same village, she finds herself

far away from family and friends in a strange environment that might be

hostile. There may also be pressure for her to seek financial assistance from

her parents for her husband’s family. In short, the young woman does not have

an easy time.

Foremost on everyone’s mind is of course the vexed issue of the dowry.

While officially illegal inmodern India, still, the bride’s party often ‘‘volunteers’’

47. ‘‘ab betom se barhkar bahuem ho rahı̄ haim bhayya!’’ ‘‘kya bahu-bahu laga rakha hai? are, hamarı̄

betiyam haim!’’

48. For some examples of folk songs from Rajasthan, see Raheja and Gold 1994: 99–103.
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to give gifts. The dowry is seen as a compensation for the new family’s expense

of caring for the girl (no matter how hard she will work to ‘‘earn’’ her living, the

perception remains that she is a ‘‘burden’’). Against that background, the dowry

functions as a kind of insurance for the good treatment of the girl by her in-

laws. Similarly, the bidaı̄ ceremony is sometimes interpreted as a chance for

the bride’s family to show how much they care for her, so as to send a message

to her in-laws that they should treat her well.

Sagar is at pains to show the exemplary behavior of Sı̄ta’s in-laws in

making things easier for her. This may be regarded as an attempt to reform the

tradition. At the same time, he works within the traditional means of the

bride’s family in ensuring her welfare by suggesting that a large dowry has

been given, stressing the presence of ‘‘sisters’’ married into the same family,

and portraying a display of sadness at her departure to demonstrate how much

her family cares for her. An important element that provides us a glimpse in

Sagar’s agenda is the advice that the bride receives from her parents when

leaving for her sasural. I will take up each of these points in turn.

allies for the new bride and a big dowry. First, Sı̄ta is not going alone

to her new sasural. At the same time she married Rama, her sister and two

cousins also married Rama’s brothers.49 Thus, four ‘‘sisters’’ will go to the

same house, a welcome situation for most brides, as they will have natural

allies in their new home.50 The match is arranged by the elders, all men, of

course, and strictly to address patriarchal concerns.51 Sagar’s camera registers

the surprise and happiness of the other parties at learning this good news.

Kusadvaja and Lakshmana are shown to be happy with the proposals in a

dignified way. More abundant is the joy of the women, first Sunayana and

Kusadvaja’s wife, then the girls themselves. There is much joy on hearing that

the four ‘‘sisters’’ will go to the same sasural. Interestingly, in Tulsı̄’s version,

the suggestion of the fourfold wedding comes first from the women of Mithila,

49. This is not an innovation of Sagar, though the situation is somewhat ambiguous in VR, may be due

to the multiple layers of the text. Whereas officially there is only mention of Rama marrying Sı̄ta, at a certain

point Janaka does preparatory rituals for both his daughters (1.69.19), which indicates that Lakshmana is

to marry Janaka’s other daughter, Urmila. However, it is not till the public meeting in Mithila that Vasiqtha

sues for both Janaka’s daughters (1.70.45), and Visvamitra then proposes a fourfold wedding, in which also

Bharata and Satrughna are to marry the daughters of Kusadvaja (1.72.1–8).

50. For an an anthropological description about the role such considerations play in arranging marriages

among Khalapur Rajputs, see Minturn and Kapoor 1993: 47–8.

51. The reasons given for the fourfold wedding are slightly different in TVR. In VR, Visvamitra seeks to

strengthen the alliance between the two houses, whereas in TVR, Visvamitra judges that it is not proper that

two of the four brothers should remain bachelors. Concern for the welfare of Sı̄ta is not acknowledged to play

a role.

182 getting a love marriage arranged



when they behold the arrival of the barat (RCM 1.311, chand). One could say that

in Ram Carit Manas, the wedding parties are expanded on popular demand.

Tulsı̄ has a more democratic sensibility; he gives much attention to the people

of Mithila, stressing their comments approving of the match (1.309.4–311).

How do the versions differ regarding the issue of dowry (dahej), which

figures so importantly in the bride’s plight? There is reference to a lot of gift-

giving in all the versions, but there are interesting twists.52 In Valmı̄ki, Janaka

sends the groom’s party back with a huge gift for his daughters. This is referred

to by the technical term ‘‘girl’s wealth’’ (kanyadhana). This seems to be part of

the woman’s property, or strı̄dhana: ‘‘what a woman receives at the nuptial fire,

what she receives when she is taken away’’ (as defined inManavadharmasastra
9.194; see Olivelle 2005: 169). Valmı̄ki then describes the contents in detail.

Tulsı̄, too, describes the gifts of Janaka in detail (RCM 1.326.1b–3), but he

speaks of a dowry (daija, 1.326.1b, 1.333 doha) instead of kanyadhana. This is a
significant change, as the focus now is not on what is given to the bride as her

personal property but on what is given to her in-laws. The issue comes up

twice, once just after the wedding ceremony proper and again at the time of

leaving. The first time, Dasaratha is said to accept everything but promptly

divide it among the beggars (1.326.4). This illustrates well that the gift is meant

for the in-laws, not for the bride. Tulsı̄’s intention is probably to illustrate how

Dasaratha was generous beyond bounds and how there is no concern with

personal enrichment. One can say that this sets an example that the groom’s

party should accept dahej without any greed. On the other hand, in a modern

context, the father-in-law’s passing on the gifts might be misunderstood, as the

groom’s party might thus try to make a point that the gifts are defective or

inferior. In that context, giving away what is received from the bride’s party to

beggars might be intended to be offensive and illustrate once again the su-

periority of the groom’s party. Needless to say, that is far from Tulsı̄’s inten-

tion, but Sagar does not show this, maybe to avoid the misunderstanding.

Sagar skillfully dodges the dowry issue, not even mentioning the word

dahej. He makes only one reference to gifts by the bride’s family in passing.

52. In RCM, the whole ceremony is replete with descriptions of gift-giving. After the wedding, when the

barat leaves for Ayodhya, Tulsı̄ describes elaborate gift-giving by Dasaratha (RCM 1.339.4). Later, when Ayodhya

is preparing for the newly wedded couples, Tulsı̄ adds more gift-giving to Brahmins (1.345, doha). After the

barat is dismissed with proper gift-giving, Vasiqtha orders that the Brahmins be honored and fed (1.352.1–2).

After that, finally, it is time for paying the fee to the guru. The king offers great wealth to Visvamitra and

Vasiqtha. Significantly, though, they only take their traditional fee (nega) (1.352.3–353.2a). What is meaningful is

that Tulsı̄ adds that the joy of all this is too much to describe (1.355.1–3). Sagar, somewhat surprisingly, shows

none of the dismissal of the gurus, maybe to avoid the delicate issue of how much payment gurus should accept

and how much decline.
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This occurs in episode 11 where Sunayana gives her final advice to her daugh-

ters. It is worth looking in detail at this passage. Sunayana refers only obli-

quely to a dowry, carefully avoiding the word dahej. She says that while a father

may give a lot of material wealth, which engenders surprise in the three worlds

(may be a reference to RCM 1.333, doha), all a mother has to offer is advice on

how a woman should behave (TVR 142).53

It seems to me that Sagar has masterfully dealt, or rather avoided dealing,

with the issue. Sunayana’s passing remark intimates that there must have

been a big dahej, without saying so explicitly or calling it by name. Placed in

the context of the leave-taking ceremonies (vida), it gets conflated with themore

acceptable practice of sending away visitors with a gift. At the same time, Sagar

downplays the importance of the material dowry, privileging instead the

mother’s gift of ‘‘spiritual’’ advice. Given all the controversy about dowry—its

condemnation in the media (and the law) and abiding (even expanding) prev-

alence in practice—it is not surprising that Sagar avoids the issue. It is sur-

prising rather that he manages to let this much slip by without condemning

the practice, all the more on an official government channel of communica-

tion. One has to remember that some of the soap series aired on Doordarshan

at the time were working to counter this ‘‘social evil.’’ In any case, dowry is not

tackled head-on, but the message that is sent confirms a common-sense un-

derstanding that surely loving parents will give their daughter a generous

dowry, as well as sound advice to the bride on how to behave with her in-laws.

tearful parental farewell. In Valmı̄ki, the leave-taking ceremony is dealt

with rather swiftly, in just eight slokas. Dasaratha asks permission to leave,

Janaka sends him with the gift for his daughters, and there’s nothing more to

it. The other versions, however, go literally through a whole song-and-dance at

this point. Tulsı̄’s Janaka is reluctant to let the groom’s party leave. Affectio-

nately, he makes Dasaratha stay (RCM 1.333.1b).54 It seems that a strong liking

for the in-laws is at the root of his reluctance. This impression is reinforced

during the actual leave-taking, where the majority of the verses are devoted to

Janaka’s saying goodbye to Rama and his brothers (1.341.1b–342), and Visva-
mitra (1.343.1–3). In his eagerness to make the groom’s party stay just a bit

longer, Tulsı̄’s king is acting by popular consent (1.333.2b).55 It is not until

53. pita ne tumhem itna diya hai ki tı̄nom lok mem uskı̄ sobha ho rahı̄ hai, par maim to tumhem narı̄-dharm

ka jñan hı̄ de saktı̄ hum, jo jı̄van ke har mor par tumhem kartavya aur dharm ka rasta dikhaega.

54. dina uthi bida avadhapati maga, rakhahi janaku sahita anuraga.

55. nita nava nagara anamda uchahu, dasaratha gavanu sohai na kahu.
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Visvamitra and Satananda intercede that the barat finally gets the go-ahead.

The royal women, too, share the king’s feelings and are unhappy when they are

informed that the barat is about to leave. They entrust the girls to their hus-

bands, taking the opportunity to praise Rama (with a chand, 1.336.4–337.1).

Sagar follows Tulsı̄’s main lead and elaborates further in episode 10. His

Janaka pleads very politely with Dasaratha that the barat should stay on for

some time. Sagar’s Janaka does not act so much out of a liking for the groom’s

party as out of love for his beloved daughter, and he says as much. The groom’s

father understands the bride’s father’s plight and promises to wait till Janaka

tells him to go, and the two kings embrace (TVR 138–9).56 Sagar thus dwells

on the chivalries of the two parties and takes up again the issue of the ex-

amplary gallantry of the groom’s party (varapakqa) toward the bride’s party

(kanyapakqa). To drive his point home, he adds a new scene. At the beginning

of episode 11, he shows the queens in Ayodhya getting impatient when the

barat does not return (140). While Kausalya is the voice of reason and un-

derstanding, the impatient Kaikeyı̄ argues that after all, the bride’s party

should respect the wishes of the groom’s party (140),57 and she sends a mes-

sage to that effect to Dasaratha. However, he reacts very negatively to such

reasoning and refuses to force the bride’s party to do anything against their

wishes. Nevertheless, it is clear that he must return home at some point. The

scene ends with a Realpolitik argument by his councilor that carries more

weight: a king should not stay away from his responsibilities too long.

On the other side, Janaka is finally convinced to let the barat go by Vis-
vamitra and Satananda, just as in Ram Carit Manas. But in Sagar’s version, we

get the full argumentation. Visvamitra points out that Janaka is setting a bad

example by giving in to his emotions so much, and should pull himself to-

gether and help protect the ways of proper conduct (nı̄ti kı̄ rakqa, TVR 142).

Satananda tells Janaka that once the girl is given away, she belongs to someone

else (paraı̄). This finally prompts Janaka into action.

Why does Sagar dwell on these protracted leave-takings? As in Ram Carit

Manas, there is definitely a bhakti sensibility; loving devotion seeks to linger in

the proximity of the beloved. It is significant, though, that Sagar’s Janaka is

portrayed as acting less out of love for Rama than for his daughter. Sagar taps a

universal (at least within this culture) sentiment when he has us wallow in the

emotional state of the father who has to bid farewell to his beloved daughter.

56. Dasaratha says emphatically that this is ‘‘Dasaratha’s promise,’’ an element of foreshadowing of later

more dramatic happenings having to do with Dasaratha being held to keep his promise to Kaikeyı̄.

57. ham var-pakq vale haim, ham jaisa cahemge kanya-pakq valom ko vaisa hı̄ karna parega.
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This is well illustrated in the next scene, where Sagar follows Tulsı̄ in giving

airtime to the view of the people of Mithila. Tulsı̄’s public, like its king, has

relished the presence of the barat. Sagar’s focus is different. He has some

people sympathize with Janaka’s state of mind on the general human principle

that it is difficult to send one’s daughter away to her in-laws. The dolı̄-makers,

while preparing the palanquin in which the brides are to be taken away, phrase

quite poignantly the dilemma a girl’s parents face: ‘‘Any father and mother

wish not to send her, and yet, they cannot keep her’’ (TVR 141).58 Following

the tradition of the classical drama (and the Hindi film), the ‘‘people’’ speak a

rustic language, not Modern Standard Hindi, although the latter is used for

a more philosophical remark by one of the workers: ‘‘A daughter is the true

manifestation of what they call illusion’’ (141).59 They add that even a king like

Janaka will forget all his asceticism, which may be an echo of Ram Carit Manas
(1.338.3a).60 While the people’s words capture well the king’s emotional state,

and for that matter that of every parent, they consitute a different type of

popular endorsement of the king’s actions than in Ram Carit Manas.
There is so much stress on the sincerity and depth of the emotion that

one might start wondering whether all this might be an elaborate show put on

to make the in-laws understand how dear the bride is to her parents. That

would miss the point. The pathos of the situation is real and deeply felt. Its

elaboration is perhaps better understood in reference to themelodramaticmode

of the whole series, which indulges in closeup, zooming in on every shade of

emotion portrayed.

The plight of the parents of a bride is not exhaustively treated with ref-

erence to Janaka’s sorrow alone. It comes to its full climax with the description

of the farewell in the women’s quarters, which gives Tulsı̄ the opportunity to

fully exploit the emotional depths of the sentiment of tragedy, or karupa rasa,

as he himself puts it: ‘‘All men and women, the queens and the ladies-in-

waiting, were overwhelmed with love. They seemed to have turned the city of

Videha into a dwelling for pathos and farewell’’ (RCM 1.337, doha).61 Tulsı̄

touchingly describes the goodbyes of the women: ‘‘Again and again, they em-

braced Sı̄ta, blessed her and gave her advice’’ (1.334.2a).62 The parting words

of the queen-mothers are first of all a blessing: ‘‘May you always remain your

58. kauno bap-mahtarı̄ ka na bheje ko jı̄ karat hai aur na rakh sakat haim.

59. vah jise maya kahte haim na, uska asalı̄ rup hı̄ bitiya hai.

60. sı̄ya biloki dhı̄rata bhagı̄ rahe kahavata parama biragı̄.

61. premabibasa nara nari saba, sakhinha sahita ranivasu; manahum kı̄nha bidehapura, karunam biraham

nivasu.

62. puni puni sı̄ya goda kari lehı̄m, dei ası̄sa sikhavanu dehı̄m.
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husband’s darling, we bless you to live a long, happily married life’’ (1.334.2b).63

The advice proper is very short: ‘‘You should look after the needs of your

mother- and father-in-law, and the guru. By just looking at your husband’s

facial expression, carry out his command’’ (1.334.3a).64 Tulsı̄ further describes

the goodbye of the girlfriends: ‘‘Overwhelmed with extreme love, the clever

girlfriends whisper instruction on women’s duty’’ (1.344.3b).65 The next verse

again returns to the goodbye of the mothers, who cannot get enough of em-

bracing the girls. Interestingly, they curse the fate of women: ‘‘They said: ‘why

did the creator create women?’ ’’ (1.344.4b).66 Following the kavya tradition,

even the birds raised by Sı̄ta share in the general outburst of tears: ‘‘The parrot

and mynah that Sı̄ta had helped hatch, kept in a golden cage, and taught [to

speak], desperately cried out: ‘Where’s Sı̄ta?’ When they heard this, no

one could remain dry-eyed’’ (1.338.1).67

Sagar, too, exploits the dramatic possibilities of the scene and its karupa
rasa. He adds an episode wherein Sunayana confides in the wife of the royal

guru about her sadness at losing a daughter (TVR 137–8). She does not quite

curse the fate of women, but her words are bitter nevertheless: ‘‘It is as if

someone is getting away with wounding someone, and then plundering their

all’’ (137).68 She despairs at the charade a mother has to go through in blessing

the groom, the very one who is taking away her dearest (137).69 This sentiment

seems quite counter to anything Tulsı̄ would say with reference to his beloved

Rama. Sagar seems to be carried away from the bhakti agenda here in his

sympathy for the mother’s plight.

After having given full airtime to the mother’s poignant feelings, Sagar

feels compelled to temper this with the voice of reason, here the guru’s wife.

First, she says that this is just the way of the world (TVR 137).70 Sunayana
protests ‘‘What a way is that? That a mother and father have to bring up a

daughter lovingly for so many years, and then send her off to a strange house,

by their own doing?’’ (137–8).71 The guru’s wife then reminds Sunayana that

63. hoehu samtata piyahi piarı̄, ciru ahibata ası̄sa hamarı̄.

64. sasu sasura gura seva karehu, pati rukha lakhi ayasu anusarehu.

65. ati saneha basa sakhı̄m sayanı̄, nari dharama sikhavahim mrdu banı̄.

66. kahahim viramci racı̄m kata narı̄m.

67. suka sarika janakı̄ jyae, kanaka pimjaranhi rakhi parhae; byakula kahahim kaham baidehı̄, suni dhı̄raju

pariharai na kehı̄.

68. jaise kisı̄ ko ghayal karke koı̄ sab kuch lut karke ja raha hai.

69. mam ke hrday kı̄ kaisı̄ vidambana hai, jo uska sab kuch chı̄n kar le ja raha hai, use ası̄rvad de rahı̄ hai.

70. samsar kı̄ yahı̄ rı̄ti hai.

71. kaisı̄ hai yah rı̄ti ki mata-pita itne baras pal-pos kar betı̄ ko bara karte haim aur phir ek din use apne

hathom parae ghar bhej dete haim?
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things won’t be that bad, and that Sı̄ta, after all, will have her husband to

confide in, just like Sunayana herself now has Janaka. Still, Sunayana finds it
hard as a mother to let go of her daughter: ‘‘A mother’s heart does not un-

derstand the language of reason, it knows only the delusion of intense love’’

(ma ka hrday jñan kı̄ bhaqa nahı̄m samajhta, keval mamata ka moh janta hai,

138). The guru’s wife, then, points out that such concern with matters of the

world is not fitting for a queen, especially the consort of the king of Videha.

Here she is punning on the literal meaning of vi-deha, ‘‘detached from the

body.’’ ’72 Sunayana confesses that the king of Videha himself is caught in this

web of affection, he, too, feels mamata that is so strong that he cannot let go of

his daughter. To be sure, Sunayana gets the last word, but still, in comparison

with Tulsı̄’s version, the atmosphere of karupa is tempered by words of wis-

dom. While giving full range to the shades of pathos, Sagar seems eager to

warn his public against the excesses of emotion. Nothing seems to work better

to exorcise this demon than to let it run its full course.

balancing ideal brides and ideal in-laws. Notwithstanding all Sunaya-

na’s pathos in the scene with the guru’s wife, her farewell to the young brides is

remarkably restrained in comparison to Tulsı̄’s version. Whereas Tulsı̄’s

queen-mothers embrace the girls over and over again, blessing them, and

sending them off with just one line of instruction, Sagar’s Sunayana gives a

long Sanskritic sermon to instruct the girls. Throughout, she acts like a stern

schoolteacher, and the young brides listen deferentially, with bowed heads. She

has prepared her speech well, and it is worthwhile to take a close look at how

she instructs the girls about the duties of married women.

First, a woman’s husband is her god, equal to no other. A woman does

not need to worship (puja) anyone but him. A woman’s first duty is to give

up her own self-interest (svarth) and to be concerned only with what fosters her

husband’s welfare (kalyap). That is the only self-denial (tapasya) required of a

woman. A woman who is fully, in thought, word, and deed, devoted to her

husband (pativrata) does not need anyone else’s blessing; even God himself is

compelled to carry out her wishes (uskı̄ ajña ke adhı̄n). A woman should be her

husband’s moral partner (sahadharmipı̄) in carrying out his duty. Her highest

duty (uttama dharma) is to honor her husband’s parents. She should only

speak after having checked her husband’s facial reactions, because even if her

72. Sagar may well have been inspired by Tulsı̄’s pun to that effect in the context of the panigahanu

ceremony of Rama: ‘‘How could Videha’s king pay his respects, when the image of the dark one [Rama] had taken

him beyond his body [bidehu]’’ (kyom karai binaya bidehu kiyo bidehu murati savamrı̄m, RCM 1.324, chand 3c).
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words would be true, she may be speaking at the wrong moment, with dire

results. Finally, she should consider her in-laws’ house (sasural) to be her home,

she should never even hint that her own paternal home (maika) is better, and
she should even try to forget it altogether (TVR 142–3).

This is a remarkably conservative view of women’s duty for a popular

series on contemporary television. One can hardly imagine a more explicitly

patriarchal statement, and that in the mouth of a woman, the bride’s mother.

It is apparent that Sagar is keen to explicitly send a conservative message to

mothers and young brides, especially if one considers that at this point, there is

nothing equivalent in the other source texts discussed here. This stern speech

is strikingly different from Tulsı̄’s emotional farewells, and Valmı̄ki does not

mention anything of the kind. Sagar incorporates the one line of advice from

theManas, explaining the suggestion that a woman should read her husband’s

facial expression and obey his command. For the expansion of the advice,

Sagar can claim sanction from a later passage in the Manas, after the exile,

where Sı̄ta meets the venerable female ascetic Anasuya. Much of Sagar’s Su-

nayana’s sermon is reminiscent of Anusuya’s words to Sı̄ta (in RCM 3.5).73 In

any case, Sagar works to bring some Manas credentials to the sermon, and

throws in a quotation from another later passage, the scene where Rama tries

to dissuade Sı̄ta from following him into exile and says her duty is to serve her

mother- and father-in-law (2.61.3a; quoted in TVR 143).

In short, my comparison reveals an important fact. Sunayana’s conser-

vative sermon in Sagar’s version is deliberately constructed to look as though it

was lifted straight out of the medieval text. Actually, it is based on a single line

in Tulsı̄’s corresponding version, which is expanded to the effect that it has

become an innovation. Paradoxically, the most modern version here is the

most conservative one.

If women are urged to completely subordinate themselves to husband and

in-laws, Sagar does not forget to address the other side of the issue, and to

stress that in-laws should treat young brides well, even with respect. The scene

of Janaka’s farewell makes that clear. Janaka pleads with Dasaratha to be

patient with the girls, who are after all very young and will need to adjust to

the ways of their new environment. Sagar may well be following Tulsı̄’s lead

73. There are some different emphases in Anasuya’s speech. Appropriately for the occasion, she stresses

also that a woman should never leave her husband in bad days. She also colorfully describes the dire conse-

quences of any trespasses, including becoming a child widow in one’s next birth (vidhva hoi pai tarunaı̄). She

even gives a classification of the different types of wives, and she also stresses that though a woman may be

impure (apavani), she still can reach the highest good (subh gati) via service of the husband.

wedding promises 189



here again, because Tulsı̄ has a similar scene at the end of the nuptial cere-

monies proper.

Janaka asks Dasaratha to treat the new brides generously, and to give these

‘‘servants’’ a place ‘‘at his feet’’ (TVR 144).74 Dasaratha counters that his new

daughters-in-law are goddesses of good luck (ghar kı̄ lakqmı̄) and that as such

their place is rather at the head (114).75 He promises to treat them as the future

queens of Ayodhya. Janaka lauds this great generosity of the groom’s father. As

earlier, the stress here is on the graciousness of the groom’s party and its lack

of display of superiority. That was apparent already at the beginning of the

scene when Janaka wanted to touch Dasaratha’s feet in subservience and he

chided him gently for doing so.

Notwithstanding the plea to treat young brides well, the scene ends again

on a note of female subjugation. Tulsı̄’s Janaka simply ‘‘instructed his daughter

manifold, taught her about women’s duty and family ways’’ (RCM 1.339.1a).76

Sagar’s paternal farewell to Sı̄ta is much shorter than Sunayana’s but high-

lights again the ultimate subordination to a patriarchal system: the bride’s

conduct must never bring disgrace to the father’s or in-laws’ good name (TVR

144).77 Though Janaka has shown concern for his daughters’ wellfare, the fear

of female sexuality binging dishonor to the family surfaces in these last mo-

ments of farewell. After her father’s words, a closeup of Sı̄ta’s face suggests to
the audience all that is to come, and how indeed Sı̄ta will be accused of

breaking these rules and be seen as a disgrace to the family.

Finally, Sagar returns to the sentiment of karupa, or pathos. A proverb is

quoted that sets the tone, and is followed by a wedding song of the farewell type

called Babula. In this song, the line ‘‘Ruthless creator, explain just this: why did

you create daughters?’’ (TVR 145)78 echoes Tulsı̄’s queens’ poignant lament of

women’s plight (RCM 1.344.4b).79 Paradoxically, by narrowing the lament

down to the fate of daughters rather than women in general, the bitter state-

ment in the song is actually opened up to incorporate not only the perspective

of the women but also that of the father, as is traditional in the North Indian

wedding songs. This is reinforced by the camera showing at this moment

Janaka addressing Dasaratha, the latter empathizing with Janaka’s plight, and

the two embracing.

74. apke carapom mem sthan dı̄jiega.

75. lakqmı̄ ka sthan carapom mem nahı̄m, sir-mathe par hı̄ hota hai.

76. bahubidhi bhupa suta samujhaı̄m, naridharmu kuları̄ti sikhaı̄m.

77. tumhare kisı̄ bhı̄ acarap se tumhare pita kı̄ laj aur sasural kı̄ kı̄rti ko dhakka na lage.

78. nithura vidhata itna bata de kahe ko bitiya kı̄ jata banaı̄.

79. kahahim viramci racı̄m kata narı̄m.
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While the voices that sing are female, the camera widens the perspective.

During this song, the camera registers the pathos on the faces of all partici-

pants, in particular a dignified type of sadness on the part of Janaka, who alone

follows the palanquins just a few steps further and then returns despondently,

to retreat to the inner quarters of the palace, followed by Sunayana. Meanwhile,

a verse is quoted that voices the sorrow of all participants, but stresses Janaka’s:

all his happiness, it is said, now belongs to another (TVR 145–6).

In Ram Carit Manas, too, Janaka has followed the barat on its way home

for a while, and the exemplary samadhı̄ relations and extreme courtesy of both

parties has been highlighted. Dasaratha sends Janaka back repeatedly, before

he finally returns. The difference is that Tulsı̄ shows Janaka’s sadness to be

about taking leave of Rama. When Janaka says goodbye to Rama, Tulsı̄ turns

the farewell into a hymn of praise to Rama (RCM 1.340.4b–342.3a). Clearly, the

spirit of bhakti prevailed.

Thus, there are significant differences between Tulsı̄’s and Sagar’s texts.

Both are drenched in the sentiment of pathos. However, in Tulsı̄’s text, the

main concern is an expression of bhakti for Rama. Sagar is more focused on

drawing the audience in by capturing the feelings of a bride’s parents, yet at the

same time reining in excessive emotion with reference to duty. Even more so

than his ancient and medieval sources, Sagar inserts moralizing sermons that

seek to reinforce unapologetically a patriarchal normativity. While superficially

similar to the older source texts, this version makes a significant shift toward a

conservative view of gender relationships.

Sagar, to his credit, also emphasizes the other side of the coin. If bahus are
expected to be totally submissive, their in-laws have a responsibility, too, which

is to treat them well. This aspect is elaborated in several scenes.

In Ram Carit Manas, King Dasaratha urges his queens to take good care of

their new daughters-in-law: ‘‘The brides are just girls arrived in a strange

house. Take care of them the way eyelids protect the eyes’’ (1.355.4b).80 Sagar

transforms the scene into a private conversation between Dasaratha and

Kausalya (who is engaged in sewing) (TVR 148–9). Dasaratha muses about

Janaka’s worry over sending off his daughters. Kausalya points out that the

mother must feel even worse. Dasaratha confirms that ‘‘only a woman can

understand a woman’s pain’’ (148).81 This nod to the women’s perspective is

typical for Sagar, and is in line with the scene where Sunayana talks about her
plight to the guru’s wife—an innovation, compared to Ram Carit Manas.

80. badhu larikanı̄m para ghara aı̄m, rakhehu nayana palaka kı̄ naı̄m.

81. strı̄ kı̄ vedana strı̄ hı̄ samajh saktı̄ hai.
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Sagar’s Dasaratha then tells Kausalya that he has promised Janaka that the

girls will never be uncomfortable at their in-laws’ household. It is, he says,

Kausalya’s task to help him keep his word (TVR 148). Kausalya, sincerely hurt,
asks whether he seriously fears anything less than good treatment. Dasaratha
hastens to say that that is not the case, but that they need special care, having

arrived in a new environment, and that they need to be loved even more than

when they were at home. So mere lack of bad treatment is not enough; special

care is required. He echoes Tulsı̄: ‘‘Just like the pupil of the eye is protected

between the eyelids, take these four girls under your wings of love’’ (148).82

Kausalya assures him that this will be done and that within a few days the girls

will have forgotten their old home.

In this way, we have come full circle: Sı̄ta’s mother instructed her that it is

a woman’s duty to forget her parental home. In the ideal scenario, this might

conceivably be the case, because of the extra love and care of the women in the

husband’s home. Sagar’s point is clearly that if all play their parts the way they

are supposed to, a woman’s position is enviable indeed. He stresses that wo-

men should submit to patriarchy, but he also urges the representatives of

patriarchy to reciprocate. If everyone holds up his or her end of dharma, this

world will be truly a better place. While feminists may not like Sagar’s ultra-

patriarchal advice to the women, one has to admit that he balances it with a

good example for in-laws.

Promises: Public and Private

Finally, we turn to the issue of gender equality between bride and groom.

A significant innovation in the television version is an episode featuring Sı̄ta
and Rama’s wedding night as the setting for Rama’s vow of monogamy (eka-

patnı̄vrata). There is no exact equivalent for this scene in any of the other

Ramayapas I consider. Here, surely, Sagar seems to be progressive. Or is he?

I will contrast this scene of a private vow with the formal vows taken at the

nuptial ceremony itself in earlier versions.

the public wedding vow. Before looking at Rama’s private wedding vow,

I shall revisit the actual nuptial ceremony and analyze the public wedding vow

taken there. In Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, Janaka gives Sı̄ta away with the words:

82. jaise palakom ke bı̄c amkh kı̄ putalı̄ ko sambhala jata hai, usı̄ tarah in carom ko apne pyar ke amcal mem

lapet ke rakhna.
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‘‘This, my daughter Sı̄ta, is your partner in dharma [sahadharmacarı̄]. Accept

her. Take her hand in yours. She has great fortune, is devoted to her husband,

and will always follow you like a shadow’’ (1.73.26b–27b).83 This formula is

spoken just before the ceremony of the groom taking the hand of the bride

(papigraha) and the circumambulation of the sacred fire. There does not seem

to be any corresponding promise from the groom or his father.

The papigraha ceremony is one of the rare occasions when Sagar quotes

directly from Valmı̄ki: his Janaka solemnly and theatrically recites the same

Sanskrit slokas. In choosing to quote Valmı̄ki, Sagar is conservative. He does

not even use the classical formula that is used even today in wedding cere-

monies. In that formula, the father of the bride urges the groom, not to be false

to her in dharma, artha, and kama (dharme carthe ca kame ca naticaritavya,
Kane 1974: 519 n. 1209), and the groom has to respond that he will not

transgress (naticarami, 533).

Whereas Valmı̄ki and Sagar give the actual wedding formula, Tulsı̄ is

silent on that matter. He is instead preoccupied with the feelings of the fathers

during this exchange, in particular Dasaratha (RCM 1.325, doha). Janaka’s
touching paternal love and his humility are made explicit as, concerned for the

welfare of his daughters in the new house, he addresses Dasaratha: ‘‘Make

these girls your servants, and cherish them with ever-new forgiveness’’ (1.326,

chand 3a).84 He also asks for forgiveness for his own insistence on establishing

the match (1.326, chand 2b).85 Dasaratha returns the civilities. Sagar, too, has

Janaka apologize for possible mistakes (TVR 136). As we have seen, he also

takes this paternal concern up in the leave-taking rituals. The scene ends with

an embrace of the in-laws. Tulsı̄’s wedding ceremony is more a transfer be-

tween the fathers of the parties and involves an exchange between them only.

Sagar, as we have seen, is elsewhere concerned about the welfare of the new

bahus, but he does not make that part of the wedding vows. Instead, he follows

the ultratraditional formula of Valmı̄ki. The woman is promised as a partner in

ritual, yet she is self-effacing to the point of becoming his shadow. The groom

is not expected to promise anything in return in public.

83. iyam sı̄ta mama suta sahadharmacarı̄ tava; pratı̄ccha cainam bhadram te papı̄m grhı̄qva papina, pa-

tivrata mahabhaga chayevanugata sada. The same formula is repeated for the other couples. The grooms then

take the hands of the brides, and with them circumambulate the fire, the altar, and Janaka and the sages (VR I

73.37–39). Incidentally, this formula is foregrounded in the replay of Rama’s wedding in Sagar’s Shri Krishna

Series (vol. II, episode 83).

84. e darika paricarika kari palibı̄m karuna naı̄.

85. aparadhu chamibo boli pathae bahuta haum dı̄tyo kaı̄.
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the private wedding vow. As if to redress this imbalance, Sagar comple-

ments the public wedding vow with a private one, spoken by Rama voluntarily,

though only overheard by the audience. We get to voyeuristically view the

beginning of the divine couple’s first wedding night. As he arrives in the room,

his bride is decked out and waiting for him. Rama tells her that he sees her as

an equal, and he promises to be monogamous. There is no precedent for this in

either of the other versions. Let us first look at how Valmı̄ki and Tulsı̄ deal with

the wedding night.

In contrast to some other versions,86 Valmı̄ki does not report on the

wedding night but simply states that after they fulfilled all their obligations, the

new brides got to enjoy themselves in private with their husbands (VR I 77.13–

4). Tulsı̄’s version is surprisingly different. After Dasaratha retires, the queens
spread out a wonderful bed, described in loving detail (RCM 1.356.1–2), on

which they invite Rama to sleep. Rama has to repeatedly insist that all the

brothers retire for the night, for they are keen to massage his feet. However, if

we expect to witness the first wedding night (suhag kı̄ rat) once he enjoys pri-

vacy, we are disappointed. Instead, Tulsı̄ foregrounds the queens’ emotions,

which are convincingly those of all mothers. We nearly hear them whisper,

while they glance at Rama dozing off, that they cannot quite fathom how their

tender boy could have accomplished all the feats they have heard tonight he

did, such as killing the terrible demons and breaking the bow (356.4–357.4).87

Surely this must be the guru’s grace. The mothers stay with Rama till he falls

asleep, and Tulsı̄ adds a loving description: ‘‘In his sleep too his very handsome

face looks like a golden lotus at dusk’’ (1.358.1a).88 In the background, we hear

songs coming from every house in Ayodhya (1.358.1b). Finally, the queens go to
bed themselves, taking their bahus with them.

What is going on? Tulsı̄ avoids any hint of erotics (srxgara rasa) in favor of

vivid motherly feelings (vatsalya rasa). The contrast with Krishna bhakti is too

obvious to miss. It seems that Tulsı̄ quite consciously seeks to distance himself

from the eroticism of the Braj poets. Still, he makes sure bhakti is central. The

queens’ motherly words form yet another hymn of praise to Rama.

In the television series, Sagar chooses to ignore Tulsı̄’s vatsalya angle,

perhaps because there such a portrayal could evoke a hint of child marriage

86. I have in mind the Mahanataka, the entire second act of which is devoted to the love play of Sı̄ta and

Rama.

87. This is also the scenario depicted in the Ram-lı̄la of Ramnagar; see Kapur 1990: 74–5.

88. nı̄daum badana soha suthi lona, manahum samjha sarası̄ruha sona.
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(a much-debated issue with regard to VR; for references, see Brockington

1998: 432). Next to dowry, this is another much-debated problem and is an

embarrassment to ‘‘reformed’’ Hindus. Middle-class opinion holds that the

practice is pretty much confined to unenlightened villagers, so it would not be

fitting at all for a leading Kqatriya family. That is likely why, instead of fol-

lowing Tulsı̄, Sagar shows the beginning of Rama and Sı̄ta’s wedding night

(147–8).

We see Sı̄ta, decked out in all her jewelry, seated on the flower-decorated

wedding bed (phul-sej), waiting for her groom to arrive. A doha from Ram Carit

Manas is recited that contains Dasaratha’s command before he retires: ‘‘ ‘The

boys are tired, and overpowered by sleep, go and put them to bed.’ Saying thus,

the king retired to his bedroom, meditating on Rama’s feet’’ (RCM 1.355,

doha).89 That is totally out of context in the bridal chamber, but Sagar seems to

be betting in this case that his audience will get just enough of the doha, thus
taken out of context, to think that the meditation on Rama’s feet refers to Sı̄ta.
While the reference to Rama’s feet is made, Sı̄ta’s meditative face lights up,

as she apparently hears his footsteps.

When Rama enters, they look at each other and smile. She gets up and

ever so slowly walks to him and stoops to touch his feet. He stops her, and

asks why she does so. Now Sı̄ta gets to speak her very first words in his com-

pany. She speaks very emphatically, like a child eager to pronounce clearly.

She says that her mother told her that he is her lord (paramesvar, TVR 147).

Rama then teases her mildly: ‘‘Okay, so you have taken your mother’s in-

struction to heart. Will you also listen to one of my instructions?’’ (148).90 Sı̄ta
demurely answers, bowing her head: ‘‘Please command me, because I am your

slave-girl’’ (148).91

The rest of the scene consists of a long sermon by Rama. First, he rede-

fines the meaning of what a wife should be: not a slave but a partner. He says:

‘‘In that case, my first command is that you should not remain my slave (dası̄).
Be my better half (arddhamginı̄), my friend (mitra), my mate (sakha), my

companion (sathı̄), walking by my side’’ (TVR 148). Rama’s word choice is

interesting, in that except for the first, all these epithets are masculine. One

might speculate that equalization entails a desexualization of the wife. Rama

goes on to explain what the woman’s companionship involves: ‘‘Take part in

every good work I carry out, and if you ever see me lose track of the right path,

89. larika sramita unı̄da basa, sayana karavahu jai; asa kahi ge bisrama grha, rama carana citu lai.

90. mam ka upades to sun liya, ab mera ek upades sunogı̄?

91. ajña kı̄jiye, maim to apkı̄ dası̄ hum.
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keep me from getting astray. That is the duty of a true friend, of a real com-

panion’’ (148). There is some irony in Sagar putting these words in Rama’s

mouth. After all, he is maryadapuruqa, a paragon of virtue, himself. Since

Sagar’s Rama is set up as an example, we should also consider the real-life

implications of this statement. In effect, he is saying that women are to keep

their men on the right track. This transfers the burden of responsibility for the

man’s moral character to the woman’s care!

Rama continues with a promise: ‘‘Mother Kaikeyı̄ told me that I should

make sure to give you a present to keep the memory of the first meeting alife.

I have brought a gift. It is not one of pearls or diamonds. By way of gift, I give

you today a promise. [You know that] kings have the custom to take many

queens, but in Rama’s life there will never be anyone but you. This is Rama’s

oath. Do you know when I first took this oath? When I saw you for the first time

in the flower garden, just this way!’’ (TVK 148). Sı̄ta does not receive any spec-
tacular diamond ring or set of pearls. Instead, she gets the most valuable thing

for a woman, namely a vow of fidelity from her husband.

Sagar’s Rama is quite in character here with his earlier statement of

marital faithfulness in the company of his brothers. Of course, Rama is pop-

ularly considered to have taken just one wife, as is expressed by the epithet

‘‘monogamous by vow’’ (ekapatnı̄vratadhara). Valmı̄ki does not describe a

scene where Rama takes such a vow, though in his story Rama does not take

another wife after banishing Sı̄ta, and of course, throughout the epic Rama and

Sı̄ta are very devoted to one another (Brockington 1998: 433). Still, there is

some debate about whether there are hints at other wives of Rama in Valmı̄ki

Ramayapa (Brockington 1984: 173). Tulsı̄ never uses the term with reference to

Rama, which is surprising. He must have been aware of it, since it was current

at least since the ninth century: it occurs in Bhagavata Purapa (9.10.55). One

may infer that Tulsı̄ did consider Rama monogamous, because he says later

that all males in Rama’s kingdom (Ramrajya) took a vow of monogamy (eka

narı̄ vrata; he hastens to add that the women, too, were devoted to their hus-

bands in deed, word, and thought, RCM 7.22.4). Still, it seems that nowhere in

Ram Carit Manas is it described how Rama took that vow, certainly not during

the wedding night. In short, Sagar manages to make his scene look traditional,

but again, this is an innovation.

At first sight, the scene sends a positive message. Certainly, Rama’s ten-

derness and wonderful tact on the first wedding night set a great example. And

all what he says is politically correct. Woman is explicitly lifted in status from

subordinate to equal to man. Marriage is a bond between companions, not

a subordinating relationship. To top it off, there is Rama’s promise of if not
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quite explicitly fidelity at least monogamy. Women might rejoice over Sagar’s

portrayal of this excellent example for mortal men.92

However, there is a catch; the linking of woman’s partnership and her

custody of the man’s morality with the man’s faithfulness is in itself a tricky

proposition. Does the former become a condition to be fulfilled before the latter

is imperative? If the final responsibility for the husband’s morality is in the

woman’s, not the man’s, hands, does that mean that he cannot be blamed? In

other words, does she first have to deserve his fidelity before it can be granted,

and is she then, too, the one who has to wakefully secure it? And has she only

to blame herself if he goes astray?

It is also significant that the promise is prefaced very emphatically by Sı̄ta’s
own attitude of self-subjugation. Implicitly, it seems, this is set up as a sine qua

non. Deserving women, that is, women who are prepared to play the subor-

dinate role, are promised a monogamous relationship. It does not take much

imagination to see the other side of the coin: women who are not subordinate

do not deserve such consideration. The way the episode is portrayed seems to

reinforce the old stereotype after all.

Finally, it is striking that Rama lifting Sı̄ta from a state of dası̄ to that of

arddhamginı̄ explicitly takes the form of a command (ajña). Is it not a contra-

diction in terms that a man commands his wife to be his equal? Rama’s tone is

patronizing: he knows what is best (for them, if not for her). Sı̄ta does not get to
answer; she merely smiles, presumably overcome with happiness about every-

thing he says. Obviously, it is not expected that she will reciprocate his promise.

That would be totally superfluous. If his monogamy is a gift, hers is a given.

Comparing Sı̄ta’s Wedding Ceremonies

What can we conclude from the detailed analysis of the wedding ceremonies of

Sı̄ta and Rama? How does the television version follow and differ from its

sources? Sagar is well in tune with Tulsı̄ in the main. Tulsı̄’s version of the

wedding is itself an attempt to wed dharma and bhakti. Hymns of praise and

expressions of deep emotion are interspersed with references to obeisance to

elders and gurus, zeal for ritual precision, and strict observation of caste

92. Moving beyond gender issues, one could say that the scene also has an apologetical ring to it. Sagar’s

linking of these issues is typical for a discourse of modernity: ‘‘In the old days, when women were regarded as

slaves, polygamy was the norm. Now, women can become full partners, so monogamy prevails.’’ At the same

time, it enforces a Hindu chauvinist discourse—that even in those unenlightened days, when other civilizations

still practiced polygamy, Rama got it right.
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dharma. Sagar, too, tries to have it both ways. Many have remarked on Sagar’s

bhakti agenda and the way he exploits the medium of television to provide

multiple occasions for darsana. However, what is less commonly realized is

that in comparison to Tulsı̄’s medieval version, the balance has shifted away

from emotional bhakti and toward strong endorsement of dharma.

Sagar’s privileging of dharma over bhakti is clear from the many occasions

where he turns down Tulsı̄’s emotional pitch and gives more airtime to

preaching dharma. Darsana is balanced with sravana, moral instruction. This

becomes very apparent if we add up how many of Tulsı̄’s hymns in praise of

Rama have been dropped and replaced with moralizing sermons. On several

occasions, Sagar suppresses Tulsı̄’s darsana verses in favor of reinforcing

dharma. One example is the adoration of the kuladevı̄ after the wedding cer-

emonies are over, where Sagar substitutes Tulsı̄’s nakha-sikha description of

Rama with a pedestrian song stressing the dharmika nature of the event.

Sagar’s bhakti, in other words, is suffused with dharma. Sagar’s message

is that emotional devotion needs to be restrained and disciplined, and emo-

tional excess strongly discouraged. This is perhaps most striking on the oc-

table 3.1. Versions of Sı̄ta’s Wedding Ceremony Compared

Element VR RCM TVR

Relation between

bride’s and

groom’s party

Equality stressed Amazement at

equality

Amazement at equality,

stressed in editorial

comment

Nature of

matrimony

Lineage recitation Lineage mentioned

only in passing

Family matter;

preordained love

Mood of ceremony Solemn Loving informality Solemn

Devotional tone Little Darsana; praise of Rama Darsana, but not for Sı̄ta

Divine sanction Gods shower

flowers 1x

Many flower showers

Gods present Gods present

Nature of rites Vedic/Brahminical Vedic and folk/women mixture; sanitized

Dowry Kanyadhana Daheja described Gifts mentioned, not shown

Farewell Matter of fact Tearful, emotional Restrained, didactic

Advice to bride No advice One line of advice Long sermons for bride;

balanced with in-law

assurance

Vows Stress on bride’s

obedience

Vow not stated VR quoted

Monogamy Not mentioned Not mentioned Rama’s wedding gift

Wedding night srxgara in private Vatsalya of queens Sı̄ta’s shyness and humility;

Rama’s uplifting sermon
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casion of the leave-taking of the barat, where Tulsı̄’s scenes are drenched in

pathos, or karupa rasa, and he indulges in a description of all Sı̄ta’s relatives
crying their full. Sagar instead uses the occasion to warn against excessive

emotions. One example of now he innovates to make this point is the scene

where Sunayana confesses her trepidations about her daughter to the guru’s

wife and gets chided for not restraining her emotions better. Another example

is the scene of her farewell sermon to Sı̄ta. Hardly any emotion is allowed to

surface till after a long lecture on women’s dharma.

Of all the classical types of bhakti, it seems, Sagar has worked deliberately

to stay safely away from the srxgara mode. Instead, he favors modes like

serenity (santi) and servitude (dasya). The latter comes to the fore most

strongly in the wedding scene where Janaka washes Rama’s feet. Sagar dwells

on the scene for a comparatively long time, which seems significant in as-

sessing his bhakti preferences.

Sagar’s privileging of dharma over bhakti is most apparent with regard to

Sı̄ta, and has also its repercussions for the way she functions as a role model.

Everything she does is always with due respect for elders, and her attitude

toward Rama is one of unquestioning subordination. She gets to consider

herself to be his partner rather than his slave, but it is only by his command

that she consents to do so. As in Krishna bhakti, the ideal loving devotee is

God’s beloved, yet Sı̄ta’s conjugal love seems light years away from Radha’s
srxgara, and shows more affinity with dasya bhakti.

Comparing Sagar to Valmı̄ki, it is apparent how much more the latter

focuses on women’s rites and women’s perspective. Again, he has this in

common with Tulsı̄, but one should also refer to the context. Sagar’s series was

shown on Doordarshan, where several previous serials had women-oriented

narratives (Mankekar 1999: 104). These serials were set in a joint-family

context (110), and Sagar’s ‘‘soap opera of the gods’’ turns out also to be family

focused. This perspective, one we do not find in Tulsı̄, seems to have inspired

many of Sagar’s innovations. It seems to be in response to the new ideological

push towards forgrounding individuality that he repeatedly stresses that the

wedding is a family and not an individual affair.

Sagar’s picture of the joint family is very rosy. In his ideal epic world, there

is no tension between the bride’s party and the groom’s party or between

mother-in-law and daughter-in-law (or, for that matter, between cowives). In-

terestingly, stress on unusual harmony of these traditional dyads is not new

and is already present in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa. What is new is that in his edi-

torial comments, Sagar explicitly recommends following the epic example.

The message sent to the groom’s family is to treat the bride’s family with re-

spect and the new brides, once they arrive, with loving understanding. In his
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editorial comments, Sagar says that if people followed this example a lot of

tensions would disappear from ‘‘our society’’ and the Ramayapa story would

come true. Is he suggesting that the tensions are later accretions, whereas the

pure Hindu ideal does not insist on the inequalities? In fact, my analysis of

Valmı̄ki Ramayapa has shown that already in the earliest text there is a hint of

those tensions between the givers and takers of brides.

When Sagar asks his audience to follow the royal house of Ayodhya’s
example, he chooses to tacitly pass over one of the key problems in contem-

porary weddings, the issue of dowry. By mentioning Sı̄ta’s dowry obliquely, in
passing, he seems to condone the practice, or at least he does not condemn it,

and he classifies it in the category of auspicious elements that constitute a

successful wedding. This unwillingness to confront the issue directly is all the

more suspect because Sagar does show the problem of the plight of the father

of the bride, by dwelling on Janaka’s despair. He does so without ever touching

on the issue of dowry, which remains a specter hovering in the background.

Probably he considered it too hot to touch. Certainly it would be hard to please

all parties: the issue is not welcomed in Hindutva discourse, and it would be

difficult to appease feminist misgivings, too.

As Sagar portrays it, the secret of the happy joint family is obedience to

elders and male dominance. At every step, Sagar is keen to highlight the sub-

missive attitude of his characters, even of Rama himself, toward paternal and el-

der male authority. To some extent, this was already the case in Valmı̄ki

Ramayapa, and more so in Ram Carit Manas. However, Sagar definitely goes

furthest. His characters show impeccably respectful behavior and obedience to

elders in thought, word, and deed. During the whole wedding ceremony, Sagar’s

Rama and Sı̄ta are shown not to look at each other out of respect for decorum,

whereas Tulsı̄ explicitly added a verse to describe their beholding of each other.

So what kind of role model has Sagar set up? First, his message to the

young stresses the priority of the family over the individual. This is clear in

several of his innovations, most explicitly in Vasiqtha’s lecture about the social
importance of a wedding. Sagar is very explicit: a wedding is a meeting of

families, not of hearts.

Further, the message to young women about their marital duties is re-

markably conservative. Notwithstanding all the stress on women’s perspectives

and the airtime given to women’s rituals, which creates the illusion of em-

powerment of women, Sagar’s characters endorse unabashedly patriarchal

values. Sunayana’s instruction (upadesa) to the young brides and Janaka’s

parting words to Sı̄ta are quite explicit statements to that effect. Sagar’s em-

phasis is all the more remarkable because, contrary to what one might suspect,

he does not base these passages directly on his sources.
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Another example of Sagar being more conservative than Tulsı̄ is the wed-

ding vow scene. Sagar follows Valmı̄ki and solely refers to the bride’s duties,

without adding the groom’s corresponding promise, as prescribed in the clas-

sical sources, not to transgress against his wife in dharma, artha, and kama.

Sagar seems concerned to stress women’s duties rather than women’s rights.

One could argue that Sagar makes up for this in the wedding night scene,

where Rama makes his promise of monogamy. However, the husband’s ex-

clusive commitment to the woman is not presented as her right but as a favor.

More than Valmı̄ki or Tulsı̄, Sagar seems to promise that if (and only if )

a young bride is ready to subjugate herself to her husband’s family, she will

encounter love and understanding. Ditto for the relationship between husband

and wife. If she is prepared to unconditionally obey him, his command will

be that she should be his equal, his partner, rather than a dası̄. He may even

promise to return her exclusive devotion. In both cases, the outcome for

women seems liberating, but in both cases it is actually predicated on the con-

dition of a woman’s subjugation. A woman’s subjugation is always a given,

whereas anything she receives in return is portrayed as a gift. In Sagar’s world

there is lots of scope for women’s rites, but not women’s rights.

The Love-Marriage Rites of Radha and Krishna

If Sı̄ta and Rama’s wedding is the ultimate parentally sanctioned society

wedding, the secret love marriage of Radha and Krishna can be seen as its

opposite. The problem here is that not all sources depict their nuptials, because

the tradition overwhelmingly understands Radha and Krishna’s love as illicit,

exemplary in the fervor of its passion, which is exactly heightened by its lack of

societal sanction. Thus, neither Bhagavata Purapa nor the television series Shri

Krishna has a comparable episode. Nevertheless, the tradition is not un-

equivocal, and some sources read wedding ceremonies into the relationship of

Radha and Krishna in some way.

One Sanskrit source, Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, describes the wedding in

unusual terms. The Braj Bhaqa poems are of two types, those that speak of a

secret or even subversive wedding and those that describe an actual wedding

ceremony, which comes closest to Sı̄ta and Rama’s nuptials. In several Sur
Sagar poems, the poet reads secret wedding vows into the Rasa-lı̄la. Others
(including all Nanddas’s poems on the topic) have a more straightforward

description of a wedding celebrated by the whole community.

In Sur Sagar, the wedding poems are all collected under the rubric ‘‘Srı̄
Krqpa Vivaha Varpana,’’ a subsection of poems in the midst of the Rasa-lı̄la
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section. This title is a bit of a misnomer: there are not many poems explicitly

about the ceremony, and some of them merely have an isolated reference to

Radha and Krishna as bride and groom. And most of the marriage poems are

not found in the earliest manuscripts we have for Surdas (Hawley 1984: 86–8).

Since the sources dealing with Radha and Krishna’s marriage are so di-

verse, it seems most appropriate to deal with them one by one, instead of with

an item-by-item comparison as for the Sı̄ta-Rama wedding. I will first discuss

the absence of reference to a wedding in Sagar’s Shri Krishna, then describe the

wedding episode from the Sanskrit Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, and finally an-

alyze the lovely vernacular versions attributed to Surdas and Nanddas.

Sagar’s ‘‘Shri Krishna’’: Lovers Do Not Marry

The first point to establish regarding the marriage of Radha and Krishna is that
it is a contradiction in terms. Radha and Krishna are nearly by definition

unwed sweethearts. They are usually imagined as eternally young and pu-

bescent, at the tender age of first love and its sweet, passionate fervor. Radha’s
love is supposedly unmarred by considerations of matrimony, in fact height-

ened by the tension between the role of ‘‘adorable daughter’’ (larilı̄) at home

and secret lover during trysts. Interestingly, that is the way Sagar portrays

Radha in his Shri Krishna.

Three episodes (TVK vol. 7, episodes 53–55) deal with the blossoming love

between Radha and Krishna. We see them grow up, in the course of a song

(halfway episode 53), from childhood to adolescent sweethearts. After the song

we witness the rather chaste conversation of the now adolescent pair by the

river, where they have a tryst. They are—by contemporary film norms—quite

innocently sitting together holding hands. Even so, Radha is concerned about

propriety. This comes to the fore as they are interrupted by Radha’s mother

calling out to her. When asked where she was, Radha’s friends cover for her

(episode 54). They say that they were all playing near the river and Radha nearly
fell in when a cowherd from Gokul grabbed her hand just in time. This faint

hint at Radha’s romance is luckily not understood by the mother, who is

preoccupied with a meeting the elders are having about the upcoming festival

of Holı̄.

Next we see the celebration of this festival of color and passion, which

provides the occasion for Radha and Krishna to publicly display their newly

aroused feelings for each other. To some extent, this can be seen as a substitute

for the wedding ceremony, in that it constitutes a public ritual introducing the

intimacy between the two lovers. While the images remain fairly chaste, the

song vocalizes some of the sexual desires beneath the surface, and indeed, this
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scene is followed immediately by Radha and Krishna’s first ‘‘night’’ together.

That scene, too, is chaste; we are merely witnessing a reluctant Radha being

urged by her friends to join Krishna, who walks her to a bower while a song

vocalizes what is going to happen. We do not get to witness any of the love-

making; we just see the couple after the fact, engaged in playful, presumably

postcoital, banter (beginning episode 55).

In the light of Sagar’s elaborate legitimations of the couple’s first love, it

might be surprising that he does not attempt to sanctify their union with the

propriety of a marriage, especially because he cites the Brahma Vaivarta

Purapa in his list of credits at the beginning of each episode, and that Purapa
does make room for a wedding ceremony. Instead of a Radha-Krishna wed-

ding, Sagar provides in his later episodes a repetition of the wedding of Rama

and Sı̄ta. As noted, this occurs in the context of Krishna’s education, where

Krishna’s guru relates summaries of the other classical avatars of Vishnu,

especiallty Rama. Sagar could for the purpose recycle material from his Ra-

mayan, and one can see this as his selection of ‘‘greatest hits’’ from it. Sig-

nificantly, the retake excludes Sı̄ta’s fire ordeal but dwells lovingly on the

wedding ceremony (TVK vol. 11, end of episode 88).

The lack of marital sanction for the Radha-Krishna romance is compen-

sated for by the fact that the whole romance takes place as a flashback, or rather

is witnessed as it occurs by the divine couple in heaven. Thus, while the earthly

Radha and Krishna are allowed to be unwedded secret lovers, as tradition

overwhelmingly demands, a measure of legitimacy and sanction is ensured by

the presence of the divine eternal couple fondly witnessing their own play on

earth. This stratagem may well be inspired by the Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, as
will become clear in the next section. The episode of the wedding there,

though, takes a totally different line of interpretation, whichmerits some closer

study.

An Unusual Wedding in ‘‘Brahma Vaivarta Purapa’’

the child groom and the mature bride: vātsalya and sr.n
.
gāra. In

Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, the story of the wedding occurs in the midst of

Krishna’s childhood exploits. At the outset, he is portrayed as a child, while

Radha is a young woman. The point of departure is the same as in Jayadeva’s

famous twelfth-century Gı̄tagovinda, though the scene is evoked much less

poetically and less ambiguously. While Jayadeva masterfully condensed much

information into his first verse, here the situation is sketched in several

rather pedestrian verses. Krishna’s father, Nanda, is taking his little boy out

to the woods to let the cows graze (BVP 15.40.1–2), but a storm is brewing
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(15.40.3–5).93 As little Krishna acts frightened, Nanda wonders what to do.

Should he leave the cows and take Krishna home for safety (15.40.6–7)? The

solution is the same as in Gı̄tagovinda: Radha will take Krishna home, and it is

on the way home that their love blossoms. This depiction of Radha as older

than Krishna has elicited much comment (on the first verse ofGı̄tagovinda, see

Miller 1977: 16–7 and ns.). Of course, the issue can be explained away by the

fact that Krishna and Radha are eternal and their ages during their lı̄la on earth

do not matter against that background. However, in a post-Freudian world, the

issue seems fraught with controversy. Though some early movies follow the

convention of portraying an older Radha (notably Homi Wadia’s Shri Krishna

leela), most contemporary versions shy away from this potentially controversial

portrayal. Still, the age difference is culturally not an unfamiliar phenomenon.

One can think of folk songs about women married to child grooms—for ex-

ample, in cases where widows are remarried to their husband’s younger bro-

ther (Chowdhry 2005: 118–21).

In Brahma Vaivarta Purapa already we sense some uneasiness with the

issue of an affair between a child and an adult woman. This manifests itself in

many ways. First, after the initial situation is established, with the description

of Krishna afraid in a storm, the tone changes to the miraculous and deviates

markedly from Gı̄tagovinda (though the words may be chosen to allude to that

famous first verse). Radha appears in all her luster, a timeless goddess rather

than an adult cowherdess. Nanda immediately recognizes her as the Great

Goddess, mother of the universe, and he addresses her as such, specifying that

he knows, thanks to the sage Garga, that she is Lakqmı̄, the darling of Hari

(BVP 15.40.8–10).94 One could see in this recognition of Radha as Vishnu’s

darling an attempt to justify the unusual erotic desires of the adult woman for

the young child.

Further justification follows. Nanda is fully aware of what will happen

once Radha and Krishna are alone: he makes it clear that he also knows the

identity of little Krishna as Vishnu (BVP 15.40.10b), and he asks her not to take

little Krishna home but instead to fulfill her desire, and give him back to him

after that (15.40.11).95 Radha accepts the baby (15.40.12) and addresses Nanda:

he is to guard this secret (rahasyakam) that he knows as the result of his good

93. In this Purapa’s didactic style, nothing is left to the devotee’s interpretation; the storm is explicitly

said to have been caused by Krishna’s maya (15.40.3).

94. janami tvam gargamukhat padmadhikapriyam hareh.

95. pascad dasyasi matputram krtva purpam manoratham.
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luck in previous births (15.40.13). Though preordained by Garga, this secret

(gopya) course of action of Radha and Krishna should not be put into words

(akathya). Somewhat at odds with the story line, she adds that he should return

to Gokul, and she gives him a boon (15.40.14–5). Nanda asks to be eternally

near her and Krishna, and she grants his wish (15.40.16–20). Thus, there is no

question of Radha abusing Nanda’s trust by becoming erotically involved with

the child entrusted to her care. Rather, at the story level, all parties recognize

the divinity of the pair. Moreover, the sage Garga foretold what would happen.

Care is thus taken to keep Radha blameless. At the same time, there is an acute

awareness that the noninitiated might find a hint of scandal. Thus the pre-

caution is taken of articulating this as a secret (rahasya).

With all doubts removed, Radha can be portrayed as taking Krishna far

away, to Vrindaban, as it turns out, holding him at her breast, kissing him

again and again, which is said to remind her of the Rasa-lı̄la (BVP 15.40.21–2),

which, of course, is yet to come in the story. But as Radha is divine, one can say

that ordinary linear time does not apply. Next Radha has an elaborate vision of

the youthful (kisora) Krishna in a pavilion (mapdapa, 15.40.23–9). It is not clear
whether this is merely a vision (whether of the future or a memory of the past)

or involves an actual transformation of Krishna, but the latter seems to be the

case. At this point, Krishna addresses her for the first time:

Radha, do you remember what happened in Goloka, in the midst of

the gods?

Today I will fulfill what I agreed to before, omy love. (BVP 14.40.30)96

As in the television series, this evokes the same image of the eternal pair

seated in Goloka hovering over the two lovers. However, the roles are reversed:

here the couple on earth remembers divine incidents rather than the other way

around. Actually, instead of fondly remembering, Krishna turns theological,

stressing his ontological connection with Radha. He elaborates on the identity

of the two of them with a long set of comparisons (BVP 15.40.31–3) and calls

her his sakti, prakrti, and so on (15.40.34–6). Radha confirms this, and—in

rather humble terms for a Great Goddess—asks him to bring her sorrow of

separation from him (viraha) to an end (15.40.37–41). Krishna asks her to be

patient, arguing that they have to wait for the right moment that the creator has

preordained (15.40.43–5), a rather deterministic argument. This whole con-

versation is perfectly in accord, though, with the tone of the divine pair’s

96. radhe smarasi golokavrttantam surasamsadi, adya purpam kariqyami svı̄krtam yat pura priye.
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conversations in Sagar’s televised series, where Krishna has a definite pen-

chant for theological monologues and Radha is mostly humble in her rejoin-

ders. Radha often complains about the pangs of separation she suffers, and

Krishna keeps reminding her of her divine duty and not to act before the time

is right.

the most orthodox officiant: brahmā himself. She does not have to

wait long. Hardly has Krishna mentioned predestination before the creator

god, Brahma, appears on the scene, wedding garland (mala) and vessel with

sacred water (kamapdalu) in hand (BVP 15.40.46–7). The implication clearly is

that he is ready to perform a wedding ceremony, although that is not com-

mented on. Radha has only asked for an end to suffering viraha, but it is

obviously interpreted as a desire for wedlock.

In Brahma’s presence, things turn very formal. Several verses describe

his proper obeisance: he respectfully bows to Krishna first, then to Radha (BVP
15.40.48–50). However, he sings a hymn of praise for Radha alone, whose vi-

sion, he relates, he has obtained, thanks to a boon of Krishna after many cen-

turies of tapas, or penance (15.40.51–9). Radha in turn now grants him a boon,

and he asks for bhakti for both of them, which is granted (15.40.60–2).

Brahma’s is a careful balancing act of cosmological precedence: yes, he bows

to Krishna first, but yes, he states that Radha’s vision was the hardest to get,

and he has Krishna to thank for it. He also wisely asks for bhakti of both

together.

At that point, without Radha being asked whether she wants to marry

Krishna, the marriage ceremony starts: Brahma lights a Vedic fire (BVP

15.40.63–5), makes Radha and Krishna go around it (15.40.66), arranges for

the papigrahapa, or ceremonial taking of the hand of the bride, reciting the

appropriate mantras (15.40.67–9), and has them put the garlands around each

other’s necks (15.40.70–1); finally he seats Radha to Krishna’s left, reciting

further from the Veda (15.40.72–3). A comparison follows: that Brahma turns
towards Krishna like the bride’s father (15.40.74).97 The gods then appear on

the scene celebrating the occasion with much fanfare, playing instruments

(dundubhi, anaka, and muraja) and showering flowers (15.40.74–5). Celestial

beings sing and dance (15.40.76). Brahma asks for his sacrificial fee (dakqipa)
and once again wants bhakti for the divine pair, which is granted again, and

then he departs (15.40.77–80).

97. kanyakañca yatha tato bhaktya tasthau haraih purah.
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What tomake of this unusual ceremony? For one, Brahma Vaivarta Purapa
has come up with a wonderful legitimizing stroke for Radha and Krishna’s love
making—not only by arranging their wedding ceremony but also by making

none other than Brahma himself preside over it, consequently allaying all

doubts of its legitimacy. If Brahma presides, it must be a superorthodox

wedding ceremony. We see echoes here of Sı̄ta and Rama’s wedding, where the

Vedic gods were also said to help in performing the rituals. The gods are ever-

ready to celebrate the event with flowers showering from heaven, as they are in

Tulsı̄’s description of the Sı̄ta-Ramawedding and, as we shall see, in vernacular

traditions of the Radha-Krishna wedding. Interestingly, Brahma shows the

same lack of greed about the fee he receives as the gurus in Tulsı̄’s version of

Sı̄ta’s wedding. An interesting difference from Tulsı̄, though, is that all the

rites are Vedic; there is no mention of women’s rites.

In Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, Brahma has a double role to play: he acts

both as officiant of the marriage ceremony and as the father, giving away the

bride. In its wording, the text evokes the ceremony of kanyadana rather than

Gandharva-vivaha. Thus full legitimacy is ensured for any forthcoming love-

making between the lovers. That is indeed the main concern, and Brahma is

dismissed immediately after he has received due payment for the wedding.

the wedding night: an anticlimax. Once Brahma is gone, we expect the
lovemaking to proceed. Radha certainly seems to do so, too, as she gets excited

and shy and prepares the bed for lovemaking (BVP 15.40.81–3). However, there

is an unexpected turn of events again, because Krishna abruptly turns into a

crying child (15.40.84–5). Disappointed, Radha also bursts out in tears and asks

How come, O lord of illusion, that you delude a maid-servant like

me? (15.40.87)98

This reversal to a child at the moment of the consummation of the wed-

ding invites psychoanalytical analysis with reference to male anxieties it may

bespeak. And Radha’s reaction is telling. In contrast to earlier, now the mood of

erotics (srxgara rasa) is considered incongruent with that of motherly feelings

(vatsalya bhava). Whereas earlier Radha had kissed the child Krishna and been

reminded of their erotic union, now the crying child spoils the fun, so to speak.

Only a divine voice can save the situation, and thus happens. A voice in

the sky reprimands Radha: she should stop crying and meditate instead on

Krishna’s lotus feet. Basically she is asked to behave in an enlightened way and

98. mayam karoqi mayesa kimkar ı̄m katham ı̄drsı̄m?
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return home (that is to say: place her body double (chaya) in her home). She

is promised she will sport with Krishna at the night of the Rasa (BVP 15.40.

88–90). As a token of things to come, the stage all set for the Rasa appears.

When Radha sees this, she picks up the baby without further ado (15.40.91–2),

leaving Vrindaban for Gokul, where she gives the child back to Yasoda and

hurries on home (15.40.93–7). Yasoda promptly puts the crying baby at her

breast, while Radha gets back to work (15.40.98). The chapter ends with a

formulaic verse (15.40.99).

At the end of the Brahma Vaivarta Purapa episode then, there is a strong

split between the lover and mother figures. Once Krishna turns into a crying

baby, Radha hurriedly delivers him to Yasoda, who is the one who will comfort

him by laying him at her breast. In this text, the role of lover seems to preclude

that of mother and taking care of the infant’s needs. All of these problems are

avoided by having the lovers be of similar age in the televised version as well as

in the medieval ones.

At this point, one is reminded of the portrayal of the wedding night of Sı̄ta
and Rama in Tulsı̄das’s epic. There, too, the tone shifted to one of maternal

love (vatsalya bhava), with the mothers marveling of how their little Rama has

grown. The contrast with the erotic mood (srxgara rasa) there is not as abrupt,

though. The role of mother and lover is not confused. And there is no question

of an incongruence in age, as there is between Radha and Krishna in the

Brahma Vaivarta Purapa episode. Tulsı̄’s main point was the promotion of

bhakti. In Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, rather, the intent is didactic. Delayed

gratification seems to be the important lesson taught here. That is indeed also

the case in Sagar’s Shri Krishna. Though Radha is portrayed as reluctant about

the first rendezvous, at other meetings she takes the initiative to see Krishna

and is reprimanded by him for her impatience to be with him.

In conclusion, even in Brahma Vaivarta Purapa we detect an uneasiness

about incorporating the consummation of the wedding while Krishna is still a

child. One wonders whether this, and the disturbing factor of the age differ-

ence between Radha and Krishna, might be the reason the passage lacks

popularity and indeed Sagar chose not to include it. In any case, it is a sig-

nificant difference with the vernacular sources, in which, at the time of his

wedding, Krishna is more mature, an adolescent boy (kisora), and Radha is of
similar age (kisorı̄).

Secret and Folk Wedding Ceremonies: The Bhakti Songs

gāndharva-vivāha: subtly undermining brahminical rites. The me-

dieval bhakti traditions are quite different, yet pick up the faint connection with
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the Rasa-lı̄la, also made in Brahma Vaivarta Purapa. That fits the bill well for

the compilers of Sur Sagar, who had to decide where to include the wedding

episode, as of course it does not fit their scheme of following Bhagavata
Purapa’s sequence for ordering the poems. Since the scripture does not in-

clude the episode, the compilers had to resort to some ingenuity and ended up

including the poems in the midst of the Rasa-lı̄la.99

In doing so, the compilers may be following hints in the poetry itself, or

the other way around—the very first poem may well have been created for the

purpose of making Sur Sagar fit the Bhagavata Purapa straitjacket:

What Vyas describes as the Rasa
Is a Gandharva Wedding, if one pays attention. Listen to the

different sports. (SS 1689/1071)100

The ritual of the wedding is superimposed on the Rasa-lı̄la itself. The

suggestion is that the discerning eye (‘‘if one pays attention’’) will find un-

derlying all the elements of the Rasa, aspects of a secret wedding ceremony.

Thus, there is more to the Rasa-lı̄la than meets the eye. Luckily we have a good

guide, who has a discerning eye. Though he may have been blind to the

physical world, Surdas was attuned to the nuances of Radha and Krishna’s love

play. Significantly, he signs off at the end of the first poem with the epithet

rasika, or connoisseur:101

Taking in the passion of that passionate Rasa, is the connoisseur

Surajdas. (SS 1689/1071)102

This signature has to be understood against the view that the interpreta-

tion of Rasa-lı̄la as a Gandharva wedding rite is for those who pay attention, for
‘‘connoisseurs’’ only. Our rasika poet is able to identify for us the different parts

of the secret wedding ceremonies, and he does so in detail in this and the

following poems. I quote here selectively, following the chronology of the

wedding ceremonies.

99. If we look closely at the poems included under the heading of vivaha (SS 1:498–502), we find that

only the first five are unambiguous wedding songs, and those are the ones I will discuss here. The others are

actually just poems on Rasa themes, describing the couple, but not explicitly referring to a wedding in any way.

Some include references to symbols of married status (SS 1694/1076 contains a reference to sindur), but most

(SS 1077–80) are generic song-and-dance poems (poems 1081–4 are more erotic, and thus seem unlikely

candidates to be included under the ‘‘wedding ceremony’’ rubric).

100. jakaum byasa baranata rasa; hai gamdharba bibaha cita dai, sunau bibidha bilasa.

101. In calling himself rasika, the poet places himself in the Rasika tradition of Vrindaban, which

produced a substantial amount of poetry on the topic for the festival celebrating Radha and Krishna’s wedding.

102. leta ya rasa-rasa kau rasa, rasika surajadasa.
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The first and obligatory stage has to do with the astrological calculations to

determine the correct moment to perform weddings. So, the auspicious date of

the wedding is stressed, which is of course the full moon of autumn:

They established the marriage for the night of autumn. After due

determination,103 the guru performed the Rasa. (SS 1689/1071)104

Then follows a difficult task: we need to read into the Rasa-lı̄la evidence of
the groom’s procession (barat). Luckily, Sur fills us in on that:

Cupid’s soldiers were in the groom’s party, the trees in the forest

rejoiced in unprecedented ways;

Gods, like bards, got together to sing praise; the Thunder god [Indra]

drummed blissfully away. (SS 1690/1072) 105

Surdas is quite clever in his interpretation with fancy wordplay. He finds

evidence of the rite of welcome extended to the groom, involving oblation of

honey (madhuparka), in the way the Gopı̄s offer the honey from their lips

(adhara-madhu):

They receive the groom with honey (madhuparka): the oblation is the

nectar from their lips; their faces smile. (SS 1689/1071)106

Of course a wedding requires a bridal pavillion (mapdapa) and an altar, but

not to worry, Radha’s girlfriends, the sakhı̄ s took care of that:

They spread with flowers the bower-pavillion, and made an altar on

the riverbanks. (SS 1690/1072)107

In case anyone would worry about Vedic hymns, no problem, in fact the

women’s ritual singing upstages the chanting of the Vedas:

They sang sacred songs of many kinds, a beautiful sound agreeable

to the Vedas. (SS 1690/1072)108

Finally, no wedding is complete without the seven turns around the fire,

or sat phera, and the poet helps us see this in the pirouettes of the round

103. The verb sodh- can mean in Braj ‘‘to determine an auspicious date’’ (OHED).

104. dharı̄ lagna ju sarada nisi kı̄, sodhi kari guru rasa.

105. manamatha sainika bhae baratı̄, druma phule bana anupama bhamtı̄; sura bamdı̄jana mili jasa gae,

maghava bajana anamda bajae. This is one of the few wedding poems that can be found in an old manuscript,

dated 1641, from Bikaner, but Hawley conjectures that it might have been an addition by a manuscript compiler

in need of an introductory verse for the section on Radha and Krishna’s srxgara (1984: 87 n. 28)

106. adhara-madhu madhuparaka kari kai, karata anana hasa.

107. chae ju phulani kumja mamdapa, pulina maim bedı̄ racı̄.

108. gae ju gı̄ta punı̄ta bahu bidha, beda ruci sumdara dhvanı̄.
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dance: with the flashing of their jewelry, it looks like they are whirling around

a sacred fire:

They are pirouetting as if around the fire which is provided by the

splendor of their jewelry. (SS 1689/1071)109

Striking is the prominence of the role of women in the wedding pro-

ceedings. They take over the Sanskritic rituals. We have already seen that in

real-life weddings, and indeed in the Ram Carit Manas and television por-

trayals of Sı̄ta’s wedding, auspiciously married women play an important role.

So do the bride’s girlfriends. In order to make that work for the Rasa-lı̄la, it
requires that the round dance is not interpreted as an orgiastic feast of love in

which all the women of Braj are Krishna’s lovers, but rather as a rite of love of

the divine pair Radha and Krishna, assisted by sakhı̄s, or girlfriends. Their role

is limited to assisting the pair. It is parallel to that of the bride’s girlfriends

during the wedding. One can, of course, consider this reading of Rasa-lı̄la far-
fetched, but that is missing out on the fun and playfulness of discovering the

clues. After all, picking up on divine clues is what rasika bhakti is about.

divine sanction for a secret wedding. Sur says explicitly that the wed-

ding rites are of the Gandharva variety, not involving parental presence. What is

central is the ‘‘bond of the heart,’’ as expressed in another line of the same poem:

‘‘When the knot of souls is made, who would give that up, no mother- or sister-

in-law nearby,’’ (SS 1689/1071).110 This is of course in stark contrast to the stress

on the tie of the families in the descriptions of Sı̄ta’s wedding. There is no need
to balance the status of the parties of the bride and groom, which so preoccupied

the poets describing the latter, as here there are indeed no relatives present.

Still, Gandharva-vivaha or not, Sur does not leave the divine couple with-

out official sanction. He makes a link with the Vastraharapa episode, fore-

grounding the vow to the goddess that Radha/the Gopı̄s undertook to secure

Krishna for a groom.

First they kept the vrata of the virgins, and trusted him in their hearts.

‘‘Give Nanda’s son for a husband, O goddess, fulfill our heart’s desire.’’

Then she [the goddess] bestowed her grace (prasada) to all, to their

heart’s delight. . . . (SS 1689/1071)111

109. phirata bhamvari karata bhuqana, agni manau ujasa.

110. jiya perı̄ gramthi kauna chorai, nikata nanada na sase.

111. kiyau prathama kumarikani brata, dhari hrdaya bisvasa; namdasuta pati dehu debı̄, puji mana kı̄ asa;

diyau taba parasada saba kaum, bhayau sabani hulasa.
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The union of Radha and Krishna is thus a direct result of the goddess’s

wish-fulfillment. This is also expressed in the next poem:

With that vow in mind they worshiped the goddess, no other desire

was in their hearts:

‘‘Make Nanda’s son my husband, if your grace is with me.’’

She [the goddess] then gracefully granted the desired groom, when

the maidens had done penance for a year:

The most handsome man in the three worlds, unequaled in beauty

and qualities.

Here, the friends massaged her,112 adorned her with a forehead

mark and brought the princess to the altar.

The Creator granted the moment as she had kept her vows

according to the rules. . . . 113

When he heard this, Surdas too was delighted and worshiped the

goddess who fulfills the heart’s wish. (SS 1690/1072)114

For Sı̄ta’s wedding, we have seen that divine sanction from the goddess

played an important role. We see the same for Radha. Moreover, as for Sı̄ta, the
gods in heaven also bestow their blessings:

The women from heaven came to this marvel, giving up the

company of husbands and sons. (SS 1689/1071)115

This is a clever reversal, or an echo, of the Rasa-lı̄la, where the Gopı̄s are

said to have come to Krishna after leaving their families, husbands, and chil-

dren. Still, the goddesses may have left behind their families, but the gods are

not far behind:

The gods showered flowers from their hands, watching on from the

thirteen heavens. (SS 1689/1071)116

Resounding instruments and all gods in the sky rained down

flowers with their hands.

112. Note here a nearly imperceptible shift from a group of Gopı̄s to Radha alone as the bride, which is

possible in the Braj text, where pronouns can remain indetermined.

113. I am interpreting baniyau as a rhyming variant for the fem. ppp. of ban- (‘‘to fix,’’ BBSK).

114. yaha brata hiya dhari devı̄ pujı̄, hai kachu mana abhilaqa na dujı̄; dı̄jai namda-suvana pati meraim, jau

pai hoi anugraha teraim; taba kari anugraha bara diyau, jaba baraqa juvatini tapa kiyau, trailaukya-bhuqana puruqa

sumdara, rupa-guna nahimna biyau; ita ubatı́ khori simgari sakhiyani, kumvari caurı̄ aniyau; ja hita kiyau brata

nema-samjama, so dhari bidhi baniyau . . . suni suradasahim bhayau anamda, pujı̄ mana kı̄ sadhika.

115. nari-divi kautukahim aı̄m, chamdi suta-pati-pasa.

116. varaqi surapati kusuma amjuli, nirakhi tridasa akasa.
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Their chariots stopped in the sky, and sages rejoiced, shouting

‘‘hurray.’’ (1690/1072)117

Thus, goddesses and gods are all present, lending their legitimizing

prestige to the ceremony. This resounding approval from the gods substitutes

for the absent family. Music making and social commentary, normally per-

formed by the bride’s and groom’s family members and friends are here taken

over by divine andmythological beings. The community celebrating here is not

the village community but that of heavenly beings.

celebration of love, not solemn pomp. So far I have discussed only one

set of poems, which read secret wedding vows into the Rasa-lı̄la. There is

another set of poems in which we get a more straightforward interpretation of

the divine wedding. All of Nanddas’s poems on the topic fall under this rubric

and some from Sur Sagar. These poems depict a local wedding between the son

of Nanda of Gokul and the daughter of Vrqabhanu of Barsana. Thus, the
couple’s relatives are involved, but even so the tone is very informal, in contrast

to Sı̄ta’s wedding (at least in the Valmı̄ki and television versions; Tulsı̄ is closer

in this respect). If we look at real-life parallels, we might reason that such

informality is inspired by the proximity of the villages of the bride and the

groom. They know each other well, as do their parents. Another factor may be

the relatively lower status of the families. This is no high-society event that

signals the alliance between two royal houses but rather a rural affair, cele-

brated with local verve.

In any case, the mood is not solemn. The main focus is abundant cele-

bration, manifest in many joyous vignettes. The description is not driven by a

narrative of ritual action; instead, everything is focused on emotion. The

honors of seating arrangements and presents for the guests are foregone for

the bliss of beholding the pair.

When they meet and give their hearts, they seat everyone on thrones

of joy, everyone surrenders their eyes as presents. (SS 1690/

1072)118

In these poems (in contrast to the previous set), the poet’s function is not

to delve for deeper meaning behind the surface description. Rather, he creates

snapshots of the events for us to behold and cherish in our hearts. In the

117. bajahim ju bajana sakala, sura nabha puhupa-amjali baraqahı̄m; thaki rahe byoma-bimana, muni-jana

jaya-sabada kari haraqahı̄m.

118. mili mana dai sukha asana baise, citavani vari kiye saba taise.
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following poem from Nanddas’s Padabali, we get an elaborate description of

Krishna as he arrives on his horse, and then little vignettes of the main mo-

ments of the celebration:

The groom is splendid darling Mountain-lifter, the bride is fair

Radha.
Spectators’ hearts are overcome with awe, such a wonderful couple!

His groom’s turban is studded with jewels, he has a pearl garland on

his neck.

Seeing the face of handsome Syama, the women of Braj are

enchanted.

Madanamohana regally rides his horse, accompanied by the rest of

the procession.

Drums of all shapes and sounds resound everywhere.119

Together they arrive at Vrqabhanu’s door where all are gathered.

He receives his forehead mark, is worshiped with artı̄, and seated in

the pavilion.

Brahmins from all over are reciting the Vedas, everyone is pleased.

When Hari takes Radha’s hand, beautiful auspicious songs are

sung.

After the wedding, Yasoda congratulates Mohana:

‘‘Long live this pair on this earth.’’ Nanddas can only bow his

head.120 (Padabalı̄ 60)121

Interestingly, the poem ends on a moment of mother love (vatsalya). The
climax is reached when Yasoda congratulates her own son as now as a mother

she tastes the bliss of seeing her son’s wedding day. That is the perspective we

saw in Sı̄ta’s wedding in a more restrained manner at the moment of the

welcoming ceremony in Ayodhya. At this point, the poet holds up the action

and invites us to participate and rejoice from the perspective of the new

mother-in-law of Radha. He reports Yasoda’s words as if he were an eyewit-

ness, present at the scene in Gokul.

119. Particular instruments are mentioned: damama and upamga.

120. Literally: ‘‘Nanddas surrenders.’’

121. dulaha giridhara lala chabı̄o, dulahina radha gorı̄; jina dekhı̄ mana mem ati lajı̄, aisı̄ banı̄ yaha jorı̄;

ratana jatita kom banyo seharo, ura motina kı̄ mala; dekhata badana syama sumdara kaum, mohi rahı̄m braja-bala;

madanamohana rajata ghorapai, auru baratı̄ samga; bajata dhola damama cahum-disi, tala mrdamga upamga; jaya

jure brqabhanu su paurı̄, utahu sabamili ae; tı̄ko kari aratı̄ utarı̄, mamdapa maim padharae; parhata beda cahum-

disi tai vipra-jana, bhae sabana mana bhae; hathaleva kari hari-radha som, mamgala-cara gavae; byaha bhayom

mohana kom jabahı̄m, jasumati deti badhaı̄; cirajı̄vo bhutala ihi jorı̄, namdadasa bali jaı̄.
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Another noteworthy element in these poems is the celebration of the dis-

play of wealth involved in the proceedings. It is not called dowry, or explicitly

said to enhance the prestige of Vrqabhanu’s family. Nor is there a question

of the formal ‘‘giving of cows’’ (godana). Rather, the wealth, mainly herds of

cows, is a sign of auspiciousness and an indicator of spontaneous joy and

amazement that accompanies the divine wedding. Another example:

‘‘Friend, I can’t contain my joy!

Vrqabhanu in Barsana has fixed the wedding time and sent the letter

to Nanda’s village.

Everywhere are resplendent cows of every color: white (dhaura) and
grey-red (dhumara).

Of jewelry and precious stones there is no end, I’m stunned to

witness this wealth.

The bride has enthralled the cowherd gathering, I’m immersed in

singing her praise.’’

Nanddas says: ‘‘I’m in the thrall of darling Giridhara’s bride.’’

(Padabalı̄ 58)122

Thus we get another eye witness report from the events, which bring us

along, too, to witness the abundant joy. This time the focus is on the beautiful

bride. We feel as though we are right there. In this case, we witness the en-

gagement rituals. Elsewhere, it is as if the wedding procession passes by right

here and now, as Nanddas shows it in another poem:

‘‘Friend, let’s go and see the groom!

Behold handsomeSyama, charm incarnate, our eyeswill be gratified.’’

The young women of Braj came all together, smiling in Mohana’s

direction

A peacock feather tied on his head, earrings in his ears, his

decorated face all happy smiles.123

He’s wearing a brocade outfit. Jewels on every limb, attracting all

eyes.

Splendid is the groom’s procession. Excitement spreads wherever it

goes.

122. sajanı̄ anamda ura na samaum; barasanaim vrqabhanu lagana likhi, pathaı̄ hai namda-gaum; dhaurı̄

dhumari dhainu bibidha ramga, sobhita thaum-thaum; bhuqana mani-gana paru nahimnai, so dhana dekhi lubhaum;

gopa-sabhakari lagana ju lı̄nı̄, magana hoi guna gaum; namdadasa lala-giridhara kı̄, dulahina pai bali jaum.

123. The word used is maravat, which refers to painting the face of bride with rolı̄ (OHED). Here the

description seems to be of the groom, though.
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Nanddas’s Gopı̄s have eyes like bees: they ride the waves in the lake

of cowherd-faces,

Keen to land on this exquisite, blossoming lotus. (Padabalı̄ 59)124

We are among the women witnessing the procession coming by. This is

not an exclusive wedding behind closed palace doors but one open to all. And

we happily peek in and revel in the joy. We can all be part of it, and find a way to

join the guests. In fact, Krishna has invited us with meaningful glances as he

has passed by in his procession, and Surdas has taken the hint and encourages

us to do so, too:

‘‘I’ll go to see the groom!

On the road, his hints registered.125 Under what pretense will I get

to see him?’’

‘‘I’ll braid flowers into a garland, and will go as a flower girl.’’

‘‘I’ll take a betel leaf for Nanda’s dear son.’’

‘‘As a whisker girl,126 I’ll go and look at him to my heart’s

content.’’

‘‘To the Moon of Vrindaban, I’ll take jewelry I’ve crafted myself:

As a goldsmith lady I’ll go and look at him to my heart’s content.’’

‘‘For my very own Gopala, I’ll design an outfit:127

As a tailor lady, I’ll go and look at him to my heart’s content.’’

Sur will take sandalwood, aloe, and saffron:

‘‘As a perfume lady, I’ll go and look at him to my heart’s content.’’

(SS 1693/1075)128

Who is speaking in this poem? It is ambiguous, but we seem to hear the

voices of the women of Braj, all eager to go and look at Krishna to their hearts’

content. They all find some excuse to get close to him. Sur himself takes on the

124. arı̄ cali dulaha dekhani jamya; sumdara-syama madhurı̄ murati, amkhiyam nirakhi siramya; juri aı̄m

braja-nari navelı̄, mohana disi musikyamya; maura bamdhyom sira kanana kumdala maruvata mukhahi subhamya;

paharaim jarakasi pata abhuqana, amga amga naini rijhamya; taisı̄ya banı̄ barata chabı̄lı̄, jaga-maga ramga

cucamya; gopa-sabha saravara mem phule, kamala parama jhapatamya; namdadasa gopina ke drga-ali, lapatani ko

akulamya.

125. The verb utarna can mean ‘‘to be registered [for mental impression]’’ (OHED).

126. I am interpreting colini as camar þ inı̄, but have not found this attested.

127. Baga is a wedding garment for the groom and his party (OHED).

128. dulaha dekhaumgı̄ jai, utare samketa batahim, kihim misa lakhi paum; phula gumthi mala lai, malini

hvai jaum; namda namdana pyare kaum, bı̄ra kari leum; colini hvai jaum nirakhi, nainani sukha deum; brmdabana

camda kaum maim, bhuqana garhi leum; hvai sunari jaum nirakhi, nainani sukha deum; apane gopala ke maim,

bage raci leum; darajini hvai jaum nirakhi, nainini sukha deum; camdana aragaja sura, kesari dhari leum; gamdhani

hvai jaum nirakhi, nainani sukha deum.
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role of one of these women. He participates by taking on a double disguise: first

that of one of the women of Braj, then in a ritual role appropriate for the

circumstances. This song clearly takes its inspiration from traditional wedding

songs that articulate the participation of different castes in wedding ceremo-

nies. However, here the point is not so much expressing village solidarity of

all castes, as expressing the formation of a bhakti community around Krishna.

In his presence, it is suggested, we are all women and of the service castes to

boot. But it does not matter, because all such distinctions get dissolved in the

simple act of beholding, in the bliss of darsana. Sur invites us to participate in

this bhakti community over and over again in the refrain.

folk rites and women’s ceremonies. The wedding is informal, also in that

the Brahminical ceremonies do not receive as much attention as do the more

folksy rites. That is so even when the reporters are the gods themselves:

They know: the sage Narada, Sanaka and his brothers, the gods Siva
and Brahma.

The gods announce with kettle drum and drum the choice news:

‘‘Hari was anxious to break the suspended doorgates.’’129

According to all the customs of Braj, the wedding has taken place in

Barsana
All women have come running to see the ceremony of disentangling

the bracelets.

The girlfriends run to and fro, chests extended, unable to contain

their joy.

The groom sways down the path, like an elephant placing his feet on

the earth,

Peacock feathers dangling, naturally turning his turban130 into a

groom’s headdress (sehra),
Beautiful with his bride at his side. A splendid spectacle!

Elephant and horse chariot adorned, gorgeous whisks and

umbrellas.

The bride, Vrqabhanu’s daughter is beautiful in every respect,

129. I am interpreting torana as a verb and barana as the plural of bara, ‘‘door.’’ One could also read

torana as ‘‘garland’’ and barana as ‘‘elephant,’’ but that does not render much meaning. The reference seems to

be to the custom where the arriving groom breaks the doorway decoration that has been put up for this purpose

at the bride’s house (torapa).

130. Literally: ‘‘peacock feathers dangling naturally from his head like a sehra,’’ taking bhau as svabhav

(BBSK).
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And look, Surdas, at the splendor of the groom: the king of Braj.131

(SS 1692/1974)132

The gods explicitly state that the divine pair got married according to Braj

folk tradition. We get a vignette of Krishna breaking the doorway decoration

(torapa), and then immediately afterward of one of the ice-breaker women’s

rites, kaxkapa (discussed at more length later). We hear nothing about the altar

and fire or recitation of the Vedas. Even though the folk rites are mentioned,

the focus of the poem is again a darsana, a glimpse of the divine pair, as seen

through the eyes of the female wedding guests.

Among the rites that are mentioned is the singing of galı̄, or customary

teasing jokes that are sung by the women at the expense of the groom’s party,

which can get rather risqué. We will remember that Tulsı̄ did mention them,

but the television version leaves out all reference to these juicy songs. Surdas
includes them:

Up there the cuckoos created an uproar, here gathered all the

women of Braj,

As wedding guests from both parties, joyfully sang the galı̄s. (SS
1690/1072)133

A lot of attention is paid to the informal rites that take place after the

ceremony proper and are meant as ice-breakers between the newlyweds. One

such rite involves the kaxkapa, a bracelet consisting of a thread with mustard

seeds, iron rings, and so on, which is tied around the wrists of bride and

groom.134 To be sure, there are references to kaxkapa during the wedding of

Sı̄ta and Rama, but there it is the ceremony of ‘‘tying the knot,’’ before the

marriage proper (in the Sanskrit epic, see VR 1. 73.7–9, 15b; see the notes by

Goldman 1984: 391). The focus in the Radha-Krishnamaterial is instead on the

131. The word translated as ‘‘splendor’’ is srı̄. There might be a reference here to Radha as an incarnation

of Srı̄, Vishnu’s consort.

132. sanakadika narada muni, siva biramci jana; deva-dumdubhı̄ mrdamga, baje bara nisana; barana torana

bamdhai, hari kı̄nha uchaha; braja kı̄ saba rı̄ti bhaı̄, barasanaim byaha; dorani kara chorana kaum, aı̄m sakala

dhai; phulı̄ phiraim sahacari ura, anamda na samai; gaja bara gati avana maga, dharani dharata pau; latakata sira

seharo manu, sikhi sikhamda bhau; sobhita samga nari amga, sabai chabi biraji; gaja ratha bajı̄ banai, camvara

chatra saji; dulahini brqabhanu-suta, amga amga bhraja; suradasa dekhau srı̄, dulaha brajaraja.

133. uta kokila-gana karaim kulahala, ita sakala braja-nariyam; aı̄m ju nevate duhum taim, detim anamda

gariyam.

134. That is the definition given in BBSK. A description for Khalapur Rajputs is found in Minturn 1993:

51. It seems to be a variant of the ceremony (also known as kautuka-bandhana), described by Kane which is

subsumed under the set of rites called ardrakqataropapa (mutual showering of bride and groom with wet,

unbroken rice grains). This ceremony involves the bride and groom tying (rather than undoing) a thread with

turmeric on each other’s hands (Kane 1974: 536).
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more informal follow-up ceremony, where bride and groom have to undo each

other’s bracelet after the marriage ceremony. There is a playful atmosphere

here and a competitive element, in that onlookers will comment on the skill

with which the groom is able to untie the bride’s kaxkapa and vice versa.

Apparently, this is an occasion for the women of the bride’s party to make

fun of the groom, by tying the bride’s kaxkapa in ingenious ways so he has a

hard time loosening the knots. Surdas devotes a whole poem to this marvelous

little lı̄la:

First the wedding takes place according to the rules. Now think

about nice kaxkapas!
With much cleverness and effort they braided them, the clever

young women of Braj.

‘‘When you are big, you can disentangle them, king of the whole

cowherd settlement!

You might have to plead with folded hands, or touch Radhika’s feet.
This is not like lifting the mountain, listen, prince, Lord of Braj!

You call yourself big, but your hands start to tremble.’’

All the Braj women stick closely together and stare intently at the

knots:

‘‘Give up quickly or call your mother Yasoda and bring her here.’’

With his cool tender hands, Hari carefully disentangled it effort-

lessly.

All Syama’s friends burst out laughing: ‘‘Now you disentangle his,

pretty princess.’’

She was defeated, so how come she did not give up, tied in the knot

of love?

Looking at the ways of these two, the girlfriends smiled, averting

their faces.

‘‘Now don’t help her, friends, stop that cleverness.

The bride is to disentangle the groom’s kaxkapa,’’ said Vrqabhanu.
Describing her lotus hand, and the lotus hand of our friend’s

darling,

Now how about this simile:135 their hairs on end are like thorns on a

lotus stalk!

The secret of the play of darling Gopala is the rasa the connoisseur

utters.

135. Literally: ‘‘the lineage of poets finds its true calling.’’
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‘‘May that couple remain for ever tied up, I’d bow my head over and

over,’’136 says clever Sur. (SS 1691/1073)137

This charming poem makes the most of the irony of the incarnation.

Radha’s girlfriends try to one-up the god of the universe, who once lifted the

mountain. But the task he is presented with now, the untying of Radha’s
kaxkapa, they say, is a totally different game. What they are implying is that

great heroes may not always be adept in love. Interestingly, we have an echo of

Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, when they belittle him, treat him as Yasoda’s little

baby, insisting he might need Mom’s help to do the trick. However, Krishna

succeeds with flying colors, and it is Radha who bungles, much to the delight

of Krishna’s party. Or does she really have trouble untying the knots? Isn’t

some secret ‘‘under the table’’ thing going on there? The poet cleverly puns that

she is tied in the knot of love. She cherishes the excuse to touch Krishna’s

hand, and so does Krishna. And Vrqabhanu does not get it, he just sees the

competition element and does not want to be seen to favor his daughter. Only

the girlfriends see through it. They have to turn away their smiling faces. Now

what can a poor human do? This is beyond the poet’s bag of tricks, similes can

only be absurd, and all Surdas can do is surrender. Such lı̄la can only be savored

by a few who are initiated; no wonder Sur here uses the epithet ‘‘connoisseur’’
(rasika) for himself.

Comparing Radha’s Wedding Ceremonies

The wedding of Radha and Krishna is difficult to fathom, for ‘‘connoisseurs’’

only. At the surface level, there may be no wedding at all, as is the case literally

with the televised Shri Krishna. Both medieval vernacular poets and Brahma

Vaivarta Purapa indicate that the wedding of Radha and Krishna is a secret, not
intended for the ordinary observer. In the Purapa, it takes place in absolute

isolation, deep in the forest. There are no mortal witnesses, and Radha declares
it to be a secret herself. In the Braj poems one has to become a rasika and read

136. Literally: ‘‘I surrender to them again and again.’’

137. prathama byaha bidhi hoi rahyau, ho kamkana-cara bicari; raci raci paci paci gumthi banayau, navala

nipuna brajanari; bade hohu tau chori lehu jau, sakal aghoqa ke rai; kai kara jori karau binatı̄, kai chuvau radhika-

pai; yaha na hoi giri kau dharibau ho, sunahu kumvara-brajanatha; apuna kaum tuma bare kahavata, kampana lage

hatha; bahuri simiti braja-sumdari saba mili, dı̄nho gamthi ghurai; chorahu begi ki anahu apanı̄, jasumati mai bulai;

sahaja sithila pallava taim hari ju, lı̄nhau chori samvari; kilaki uthı̄m taba sakhı̄ syama kı̄, tuma chorau sukumari;

paciharı̄ kaisaimhu nahim chutata, bamdhı̄ prema kı̄ dori; dekhi sakhı̄ yaha rı̄ti duhuni kı̄, mudita hamsı̄ mukha

mori; aba jini karahu sahai sakhı̄ rı̄, chamdahu sakala sayana; dulahini chori dulaha kau kamkana, boli baba

brqabhana; kamala kamala kari baranata haim ho, pani priya ke lala; aba kabi kula samce se lagata, roma kamtı̄le

nala; lı̄la-rahasa gupala lala kı̄, jo rasa rasika bakhana; sada rahai yaha abicala jorı̄, bali bali sura sujana.
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between the lines of Rasa-lı̄la, or one has to be transformed in a Gopı̄ to be able

to witness. Interestingly, it is through the eyes of women that the ceremony

becomes manifest.

One reason for all this secrecy may lie in the potential scandal ensuing

from the fact that Krishna is portrayed as a child. The overwhelmingly erotic

feelings connected with the wedding somehow are in competion with the

chaste ones of motherly love. Counter to expectation, this is most problemat-

ically the case in the pre-Freudian Brahma Vaivarta Purapa. Here the line

between the mother and the lover is blurred, and apparently this is felt to be

problematic. To resolve the tension, Radha is denied her wedding night, and

Krishna returns to Yasoda’s exclusively maternal love. In the medieval songs,

there is only a vague hint of this issue, when Krishna is taunted by Radha’s
party with the name ‘‘Mommy’s boy.’’ Surprisingly, in some modern (post-

Freudian) film versions, notably the movie Shri Krishna leela, there is not felt to

be a problem, and the age difference between the two is unself-consciously

upheld. If we look for comparisons with the Sı̄ta-Rama wedding, we notice a

similar switching of sentiments from erotic to motherly just before the wed-

ding night, though only in Tulsı̄’s Ram Carit Manas. There the mode had

switched to vatsalya of the mothers, but there was no blurring between

mothers and lovers. Maybe we should not worry too much about all this; after

all, whether erotic or maternal, what counts is the strength of the emotion

toward God. Bhakti has room for love of all kinds.

table 3.2. Versions of Radha’s Wedding Ceremony/First Night Compared

Element BVP SS and NP TVK

Context Bala-lı̄la Rasa-lı̄la Childhood sweethearts

adolescent first night

Age difference Krishna child;

Radha goddess Both kisor ı̄ Both kisorı̄
Accessibility Secret (rahasya) For connoisseurs

only (rasika)

Offscreen

Legitimization Radha goddess Boon from vrata Divine pair witnesses

Predicted by sage Goddess’s permission own kisorı̄ lı̄la
Brahma presides Sakhı̄s preside Sakhı̄s arrange for tryst

Astrology Brahma preordained Full moon night Not mentioned

Role of families Brahma as father

of bride

Family in Braj,

wedding songs

Not mentioned

Role of gods Play music Play music Not mentioned

Mood ceremony Solemn Loving informality Morning after Holı̄

Nature rites Purely Vedic Mostly folk/women No rites strictly speaking

Vatsalya Tension with srxgara For mother only Not mentioned

Wedding night Delayed Celebrated offscreen
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To return to the wedding ceremonies of Krishna and Radha, while we find
that divine sanction for the wedding is stressed in the Sanskrit as well as in

the vernacular sources, the prevalence of women in the medieval sources is

intriguing. Does this subtly undermine Brahminical authority? Do the secret

rites subvert the official wedding rites? Certainly the vernacular Rasa-lı̄la
songs seem to make a mockery of priests and Vedic chanting. Even the more

straightforward folksy wedding celebrations don’t attend much to the Brah-

minical aspect of things. Women are in the foreground, as are their songs and

playful rites. We have already noticed the same phenomenon in the vernacular

versions depicting the Sı̄ta-Rama wedding. It is tempting to speculate that the

foregrounding of women is connected with the bhakti discourse, where indeed

women are valued as role models for the devotee. In that respect, it is impor-

tant to note that the Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, which is roughly contemporary

to the vernacular sources, has none of that and features only ultraorthodox

rites presided over by Brahma. It certainly reinforces doubts about the alleged
connection of this text with the bhakti sampradayas of North India (Brown

1974: 201–5).

If we compare the scenarios of Sı̄ta’s public and Radha’s secret wedding,
we find that the descriptions of both have in common over time an increasing

prominence of folk rites and women’s songs, as well as a strong interest in

legitimization through reference to gurus and divine intervention. In both cases,

the bhakti versions display more loving devotion than the televised ones, which

revert to the Sanskrit sources and add a level of sermonizing and preoccupation

with dharma. The major difference between Sı̄ta’s and Radha’s weddings is

obviously the stress on family concerns in the former, with all the anxieties that

entails about the two parties’ relative status and the bride’s plight in her new

home. The lovemarriage obliterates all these concerns, or maybe it is safer to say

that it ignores them, as common sense and consensus has it that problems will

occur with a vengance. A look at popular cinema will abundantly illustrate this.

Love and Society Weddings in Popular Film

Many popular films have at least one wedding episode. This may be the case

partly because a wedding is auspicious, and the Indian film business loves to

frontload its movies with signs of auspiciousness.138 It may also be partly for

138. This includes the rituals surrounding the making and release of the movies, with ground-breaking

ceremonies, as well as careful calculations of auspiciousness in the title, and the convention of framing the

movie with an invocation to God, a device, taken over straight from the textual tradition, called maxgalacarapa.
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commercial reasons, because the sound track associated with a wedding epi-

sode can become a bestseller, used for background music and played by bands

at actual wedding ceremonies. In the nineties, this phenomenon became even

more common, and one can speak of a new trend that framed movies explicitly

as wedding movies. Hum aap ke hain koun . . . ! was a trendsetter of the genre,

closely followed by Dilwale dulhania le jayenge. I have already discussed certain

scenes from these movies; here I will look at the nuptial ceremonies proper in

HAKHK.

I will contrast this with a look at filmic representations of secret ceremo-

nies. The Gandharva weddings in two movies, Shakti Samanta’s Aradhana

(1969) and Indra Kumar’s Dil (1990). The latter is particularly interesting

because it involves a critique of the dowry system. Finally, I will also look at a

movie that problematizes the ‘‘traditional wedding’’ and the dowry system, and

does so in the context of explicit Ramayapa references: Rajkumar Santoshi’s

Lajja (2001).

The Filmı̄ Gandharva Wedding: ‘‘Aradhana’’ and ‘‘Dil’’

Whether the Gandharva-vivaha, or marriage by mutual consent only, fully

sanctioned by the scriptures, is acceptable in real life in modern times or not, it

plays a significant role in the imagination as evidenced by popular culture.

Before filmı̄ lovers can celebrate their first night together, they have to make

their inevitable stop at the village temple to perform the sanctifying rites.139

The problem with such secret rites is that there are no or few witnesses (who

anyway have an unfortunate tendency to die or be otherwise unavailable when

push comes to shove). Thus, notwithstanding the sanctity of the witness of the

sacred fire or the images of the god (often, appropriately, a Siva lixgam), the

validity of the rite is questionable. Mostly, in the rest of the film, the protag-

onists struggle with this problem, ending up suffering heroically through the

ensuing misunderstandings and complications. The message inevitably is that

the lovers, in particular the women, end up paying dearly for the transgression.

The classic filmı̄ Gandharva wedding episode is undoubtedly the one in

Shakti Samanta’s Aradhana (1969).140 The mountain village belle Vandana

139. An interesting exception is the Raj Kapoor film Bobby, where the ‘‘first night’’ of the couple takes

place without any such reference. However, even there, in a later scene, just before they elope, they take a

pseudo-Christian wedding vow in which Raju, the Hindu boy (Rishi Kapoor) asks Bobby, the Christian girl

(Dimple Kapadia): ‘‘Will you be at my side? In happiness and sorrow? In good times and bad times? In living

and dying? For always? (tum mere sath dogı̄? dukh sukh mem? acche bure vaqt mem? jı̄ne marne mem? hamesa?).

140. For a brief discussion of this movie, see also Virdi 2003: 147–51.
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(Sharmila Tagore) and her pilot beau Arun (Rajesh Khanna) are properly en-

gaged, yet they succumb to the temptation to consummate their love before

their wedding day. Still, the (mostly offscreen) lovemaking is preceded by a

Gandharva wedding. The episodes have been insightfully and delightfully

summarized by Philip Lutgendorf:

Arun and Vandana pay a visit to a Shiva temple where, at the

prompting of a cheerful priest, they impulsively exchange garlands

and ‘‘marry before God.’’ A sudden storm then forces the lovers into a

nearby bungalow where they doff their wet clothes—she substitut-

ing an artfully wrapped blanket for her soaked sari, and he building a

fire. The blanket is red, and the firepit resembles a Vedic altar;

eyeing each other hungrily, they circle the blaze while (substituting

for a mantra-chanting priest) an amorous young man in an adja-

cent room sings the sultry Roop tera mastana (‘‘Your beauty in-

toxicates me’’). The film’s most erotic song picturization thus

simultaneously manages to encode the key elements of a perfectly

dharmic Hindu marriage ritual, although it necessarily remains

a scandalous secret, unsanctioned by family and ‘‘society.’’ (www

.uiowa.edu/�incinema/Aradhana.html)

This description, especially with its clever reading of allusions to cere-

monial elements, immediately evokes Radha and Krishna’s Rasa-lı̄la inter-

preted as wedding (discussed earlier). The improvised fire to stay warm

becomes a sacred fire, the red towel stands for the red wedding sari, the song

stands for for Vedic chanting. Like Radha and Krishna’s, Vandana and Arun’s

‘‘Rasa-lı̄la’’ is coded to be read as a secret wedding ceremony.

In addition, this has been preceded by a more explicit mock wedding. The

exchange of malas in the Siva temple, sanctioned by a Brahmin priest, is

complemented by other wedding-like elements: a ‘‘wedding photo’’ taken by

the local photographer, who is addressed by the family term caca. Finally, a vow
is shouted out in the mountains, echoing over the vale: he says: ‘‘Vandana, you

are mine’’ (Vandana, tum merı̄ ho); she replies: ‘‘I’m yours’’ (maim tumharı̄
hum). Plus, there is a keen, legitimizing desire for offspring: he insists they

will have a boy as their firstborn. All these elements constitute a conscious

playacting of a mock marriage.

While the sacred fire scene gained a lot of notoriety and was probably for

many the highlight of the movie, the film is really about the tragic conse-

quences of this premarital encounter. In contrast to Radha and Krishna’s

secret ceremony, which is not regretted or regrettable, the Gandharva wedding
in the movie leads to ruin for Vandana. For one, she gets pregnant (never an
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issue for the divine pair), and moreover Arun dies before the ‘‘real’’ wedding

ceremony can take place. She is forced to abandon her illegitimate child—a son

of course—and is doomed to lead the stark ascetic life of a widow, without ever

having enjoyed marital happiness. As a widow, she is always sexually suspect

and vulnerable to unwanted male attention, which leads to many humiliations.

As a mother, she will sacrifice everything for her son who has been adopted

and she manages to get hired as his nanny. She will even go to jail for him. Yet

while suffering the sacrifices of motherhood, she cannot taste its joys, unable

as she is to publicly recognize her son, who does not know she is his mother.141

A tough curse indeed. While the movie has a happy ending, and her years of

sacrifice bear fruit,142 the message is clear. Those who venture to subvert the

traditional wedding ceremony will come to no good. This example, while de-

lightfully subverting the traditional ceremony, in the end squarely comes down

on the side of affirming the ultimate legitimizing value of the patriarchal

society wedding.

A counterexample is another impromptu wedding ceremony, in Indra

Kumar’s Dil (1990). This wedding is improvised just before the star-crossed

lovers elope. This film combines the Gandharva scenario with the elopement

one, which is fitting in a movie that portrays (in contrast to many other movies

of the nineties) a defiance of parental authority, reminiscent of the Bobby

scenario.143

The ironic plot of this movie itself turns conventions upside down. Madhu

(Madhuri Dixit) and Raj (Aamir Khan) are sworn enemies, but their rich fa-

thers have settled their marriage. First they defy their fathers and flatly refuse

the match, insulting their would-be in-laws. However, afterward they fall in

love, of course, just when their fathers fall out. The mock wedding occurs at the

point that the movie reverts to a Romeo-and-Juliet scenario.

When Raj hears that Madhu’s father plans to take her abroad, he is pro-

pelled into drastic action. He enters Madhu’s bedroom and locks the door. Her

father (Syed Jaffrey) cannot enter the room, but he observes the goings-on

through the open window. In front of her abhorred father, Madhu and Raj

141. In connection with the alternation between srxgara and vatsalya I have noted for some Sı̄ta as well as

Radha versions, it is interesting that after her release from prison, Vandana meets her now grown son, who is of

course the spitting image of his father, and played by the same actor. He is a pilot, too, and when his plane is

lost in war, she prays to none other than Krishna, stressing that she has never asked him for anything, but if he

takes her son’s life, she will not consider him God but a stone. Of course, under such threat, Krishna has to

make sure that everything comes out all right in the end.

142. barasom kı̄ aradhna saphal ho gaı̄—this explains the movie’s title.

143. For a discussion of this movie and reports on interviews to fathom audience reaction, see also Virdi

2003: 184–92.
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‘‘commit’’ a marriage. The soundtrack features the tolling of bells while Raj

breaks a wooden stool for firewood and sets it aflame. He ties Madhu’s shawl to

his outfit, and they circumambulate the ‘‘Vedic’’ fire. Appropriate chanting is

played on the sound track, which drowns out Madhu’s father screaming bloody

murder (as he literally does audibly just seconds before the bells start to toll).

Madhu happens to be wearing a red outfit, which fits the occasion, Raj happens

to have a maxgalsutra handy, and for sindoor, he just cuts his finger and uses

the blood, a romantic gesture, staple of many a Hindi movie. They have just

enough time to perform the ceremony before father finally bursts into the

room with a gun, followed by the paternal grandmother (dadı̄ma), who strug-

gles to prevent disaster. Madhu protects her new husband with her body, and

her father cannot bring himself to shoot her. Apparently the marriage is now

recognized by all as fait accompli. The father cannot prevent them anymore,

and the lovers escape. When they arrive at Raj’s house, his mother is sympa-

thetic to their decision. Her rite-savvy reflexes lead her promptly to ask the

servant to bring a tray for worship (artı̄), ready to perform the welcoming cer-

emony. In this scenario, though, the ritual cannot be carried through as Dad

arrives and gives the newlyweds a welcome of a different kind. He promptly

disinherits his son and sends the couple out of the house.

Significant in this movie is the centrality of the dowry issue, from the point

of view not of the bride’s family but of the groom’s greedy father. At the surface

level, the film critiques the practice of ‘‘selling grooms.’’ Raj’s father (Anupam

Kher) is portrayed as a miser, thinking only about money. He is determined to

arrange his son’s marriage to the daughter of the highest bidder, looking well

beyond his status. We could politely say he is in the recycling business, but

the Hindi word for his profession is pejorative: raddı̄vala or kabar ı̄ (scrap-

merchant). Right from the start, we find he is not only a cheapskate but also a

cheater, and sure enough, once he sights the prospective party of his dreams,

in the form of a millionaire’s only daughter, he resorts to all kinds of tricks to

arrange the match. When things turn sour, he tries another wealthy party, this

time settling for a daughter-in-law who is mentally disturbed. We have en-

countered this twist in the scenario earlier. As was the case in the earlier movie

Bobby, here, too, the son’s rebellion against his father is justified because the

father is not the benign father who has his children’s interest at heart, but

rather a mean man who is only interested in money.

In the Hindi movie, it seems a son can rebel only against a father who is

willing to blatantly sacrifice his child’s happiness for financial gain. Dowry is

bad when it becomes an obsession at the expense of the happiness of the

parties to be married. This is the avowed didactic message in the movie. It

comes to the fore most poignantly when, at the engagement ceremony with the
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mentally disturbed girl, Raj does not show up. Instead, the police bring in a

corpse that is presumed to be his. Everyone suspects suicide. The shock is too

great for Raj’s mother (not incidentally named Savitri), who bursts out in front

of everyone with an accusation to her husband of killing her son. She gets a few

good lines: ‘‘Now you guys can take his corpse to the market and put it up

for sale. Perhaps you’ll get some money from it.’’144 But of course the corpse is

not really Raj’s. He has been waiting in the wings and has overheard every-

thing. Now he can confront his father: ‘‘What am I to you? Just a saleable

commodity?’’145 He disowns his father and runs off to get his true love back,

and of course a happy ending is forthcoming, in which everyone is reconciled

with everyone.

Fathers of grooms, then, should not see their children as saleable com-

modities, lest they lose their love. Excessive greed is bad. However, there is an

interesting twist. The hero’s father inDil is not a Westernized character, as was

the father in Bobby. So the point is not to blame rampant Westernization and

the evils of Western-style materialism. By the time Dil comes around, the

zeitgeist has changed. Rather, the hero’s father is a comic character. His ex-

cessive greed is portrayed as a caricature and is coded as comic right from the

start, where he is dreaming about a downpour of rupees and wakes up to find

it’s only the cotton from his mattress he has been inundated with. This helps

quite a bit to take the sting out of the message; it is difficult to take it seriously

in the face of repeated comic twists. Still, one might say the point is made, and

it may linger on in people’s minds. Arguably this romantic comedy may be

engaged in its own kind of awareness raising.

Subversion and Affirmation of the Traditional Wedding: ‘‘Lajja’’

I have looked at some mock weddings that seemingly undermine traditional

Hindu wedlock. However, we can find also the opposite scenario: a portrayal of

a societal wedding that is used to question tradition, in particular the dowry

system. The example for analysis here is from Rajkumar Santoshi’s Lajja

(2001), a film self -consciously construed such that the frame story as well as

the stories within it are all variants of what we could term a Sı̄ta scenario turned
sour.146

144. ab ap log is las ko bhı̄ bazar mem jakar bec dalo. sayad iske bhı̄ kuch paise mil jae.

145. maim kya hum ap ke liye? sirf ek bikau cı̄z.

146. A short summary with illustrations can be found at Philip Lutgendorf ’s home page, www.uio-

wa.edu/~incinema/Lajja.html.
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The main character in this movie is Vaidehi (Manisha Koirala), who was

married to an NRI in New York, but the marriage has turned sour. Now

pregnant, she is fleeing an abusive husband all across India. During her flight,

she gets involved in the life of three women consecutively, all of whom are

multiforms of Sı̄ta, as is indeed Vaidehi herself, which is clear from their

names, which are all epithets of Sı̄ta. I concentrate here on the first episode,

which features the wedding of Maithili (Mahima Choudhry).

In her flight, Vaidehi has narrowly escaped her husband’s flunkies with

the help of a crook (Anil Kapoor). To escape her pursuers, she then seeks

refuge in the crowd at Maithili’s wedding in a nearby reception hall and finds

her ajnabı̄ (unknown) savior doing the same thing. They team up, pretending

to be in the bride’s party. Soon he finds out Vaidehi is pregnant, which causes

him to comment on cultural praxes of boy preference and obsession with

complexion of the skin. Encouraging her to eat more coconut for a fair com-

plexion of the child, he says: ‘‘In this nation, no matter how black the groom, he

still wants a fair bride.’’147

Their noncommittal observation of the wedding scene gives much further

scope for criticism. There are a lot of comments on the abuses of the arranged

wedding system, in particular the dowry and the skewed relationships between

bride-givers and bride-takers. Upon her wonder at his ability to tell who be-

longs to the groom’s and who to the bride’s party, the crook reveals that ‘‘those

who move around with bowed head and folded hands are in the girl’s party,

those whomove around arrogantly, chest swollen with pride, are in the groom’s

party.’’148 Meanwhile, we witness vignettes of the groom’s party criticizing the

arrangements made for the wedding, as well as the costly gifts the bride’s party

distributes, which are promptly passed on to others, an insult the other party

silently swallows.

As Vaidehi and her savior bluff their way into the reception hall, they get

more and more involved with the bride’s story. Vaidehi gets to chat with

Maithili and finds out that the wedding is half a love marriage (adha adha).
That is to say, bride and groom had fallen in love in college, and luckily their

parents have agreed to the match. However, everything is not happy. The

dowry demand is excessive. As it turns out, the father of the bride is 5,000

rupees short of the required cash. Throughout the episode, there is a fear of the

deal being canceled at the last minute and the father-in-law ‘‘getting up’’ (uth
jana) from the arrangement. The despair of the father of the bride, who is

147. is mulk mem larka bhale kala bhut kyom na ho, dulhan use gorı̄ hı̄ cahiye.

148. jo log hath jore jhuke cal rahe haim ve larkı̄vale, jo log sı̄na tane akar cal rahe heim ve larkevale.

228 getting a love marriage arranged



trying to arrange for last-minute loans, is palpable. When all fails, he breaks

down and admits his utter defeat, the defeat of a lifetime’s work: ‘‘Each father,

as soon as his daughter is born, gets absorbed in the preparation for this

day.’’149

Vaidehi suggests that Maithili talk to her groom-to-be and ask him to talk

to his father about the dowry, but he turns out to be a ‘‘yes-Daddy guy,’’

unwilling to stand up for their love. Meanwhile, the crook who saved Vaidehi

has been hiding in Maithili’s room and has overheard her plight. He has a

change of heart and decides to donate the money he has stolen. The reason for

this unusual generosity is relevant, too. He has shortly before witnessed a row

in a brothel in which a woman confessed to working there only to collect a

dowry for her sister. Convinced now of the evil of the dowry system, which is

humiliating to women, he decides to lend a helping hand.

Unfortunately, the ploy turns against the crook turned savior. The groom’s

party finds out that the money is stolen and accuses the bride’s father of the

theft. The thief tries to save the day by heroically revealing himself as the

culprit, but that, too, backfires. Now it is found that he spent some time in

Maithili’s room, which compromises her and causes a big scandal. The father

of the groom now bigheartedly agrees to go through with the wedding not-

withstanding, but of course under the understanding that the dowry now will

have to go up yet higher.

The spectator’s outrage now has reached levels of unbearability, and the

film director provides a beautiful catharsis. So far, the bride has been seated,

veiled and quiet, near the sacred fire. All at once she speaks out. Maithili tells

her father to accept the new proposal of her father-in-law-to-be. Sarcastically

she says that if one man can leave 5,000 rupees after spending an hour in her

room, they’ll have two come tomorrow and get the extra 10,000 rupees re-

quired by her future in-laws.

The bridegroom’s father is scandalized, and her groom stands up and

commands her to keep her mouth shut, but she adds oil to the flames: ‘‘Better

become a satı̄ than get a husband like you.’’150 And that is only the beginning.

Maithili demands that the groom’s party give back all the much-criticized

presents they have received. With the glow of the fire on her red sari, she

shouts all the good lines the audience has been burning to speak out in great

outrage. Her love for her parents is what causes her most consternation: ‘‘As if

149. har bap bet ı̄ ke paida hote hı̄ isı̄ din kı̄ taiyarı̄ mem to lag jata hai. This concern (and consequentially

the undesirability of the female child) is also uttered in folk songs (Archer 1985: 96–7).

150. tere jaise pati hone se satı̄ banna accha hai.
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by giving birth to a girl, they had committed a great sin!’’151 While the wedding

guests leave in disarray, some comment approvingly, including our crook,

before going to jail: ‘‘Today a girl became free of all of society’s burdens of

custom.’’152 And her paternal aunt (cacı̄) lauds her: ‘‘It may be you had to suffer

trouble, but girls everywhere will find courage, great courage. Well done,

daughter, well done.’’153

Maybe it was the director’s intent to have us chime in with this aunt, but

there is a contradictory message: at the end of the scene, Maithili is left alone,

totally ruined. We all know she is now thoroughly ‘‘spoiled goods’’ and her

future is bleak. Women who speak out forgo their own personal happiness;

this is surely the message we come away with. The director may have tried to

counter that: at the end of the movie, Maithili’s story is resolved happily.

Vaidehi, by now reunited with her husband and back in New York, has a

chance encounter with the former crook, now turned taxi driver in New York.

He turns out to have married Maithili. So there is a happy ending, and Maithili

has found someone prepared to marry her even after her disastrous nonwed-

ding. Not only that, the man she has married has made his way to the United

States and can provide some relative prosperity. Still, this scene is short and

comes long after we are left hanging with an utterly devastated Maithili in our

minds. It does not do enough to contradict the impression that a woman who

speaks up will come to no good.

Several elements here are in stark contrast to the mythological Sı̄ta’s
wedding. Most notable is the imbalance between the bride’s and groom’s

parties. This is foregrounded in many ways in the movie, from the comments

of the crook on how easy it is to tell the two parties apart by their body language

to the poignant scenes where the groom’s family insults the bride’s by spurn-

ing the costly gifts they receive and passing them on to their servants. It seems

that Sagar was quite right to put his wishful thinking about equity between the

two parties in the counterfactual mood.

Further, in contrast to Sı̄ta’s wedding, here the dowry issue is openly dealt
with and the abuses of the system are laid bare. The problems with the dowry

follow from the imbalance between the two parties. The bride’s people are

nervous that the deal may be called off at the last minute, which would bring a

stigma to the girl, but not to the boy. The groom’s father even boasts that he has

several times ‘‘gotten up’’ frommarriages of his other sons. He feels entitled to

151. jaise larkı̄ ko paida karke unhom ne bara pap kiya ho.

152. aj ek larkı̄ samaj ke sare garevale rı̄ti rivaz ke bandhan se azad ho gayı̄.

153. ho sakta hai ki tujhe taklı̄f sahnı̄ par ı̄ lekin larkı̄jat ko himmat milegı̄, bar ı̄ himmat milegı̄, sabas betı̄, sabas.

230 getting a love marriage arranged



demand his price, even at the cost of much anxiety for his relatives-to-be. When

actions compromising the bride are found out, he uses this as blackmail to

raise his demand even higher.

We never get to the bidaı̄ ceremony, but the sorrow and anxiety of the

parents of a daughter is palpable throughout. Maithili’s worry about her father

and his ordeal is a beautiful reminder of Sı̄ta’s way of telling her wedding’s

story to Anasuya, with her loving sympathy for her father’s plight. There is a

difference, though. In the movie, the worry is mostly financial. Parental love

here is compromised by the burden of having to raise a dowry. The focus is

exclusively on how, from the moment of a girl’s birth, her parents are schem-

ing about how to raise enough money to ensure a good groom. This seems to

crowd out love, and it may be significant that the film does not address the

worry about the welfare of the daughter at her sasural. We can easily imagine

how her greedy father-in-law would pressure Maithili into bringing in more

money afterward, but there is only a hint that they might mistreat her.

Another marked difference with Sı̄ta’s wedding is the fall from grace of the

groom. We started out with the knowledge that he was Maithili’s choice, but

we end up being as disappointed in him as she is. Maithili flatly refuses her

love match now, saying somewhat incongruously that it’s better to become a

satı̄ than to marry a weak man like him. Why does the scriptwriter have her

say that? Obviously, she cannot become a satı̄ without marrying. The implicit

threat is that she would burn herself, committing suicide by jumping in the

wedding fire. By evoking the image of the woman burning in flames, the di-

rector raises the specter of dowry deaths in the audience’s mind, and thus

the potential ill-treatment of a woman in her sasural is hinted at implicitly.

All in all, this episode in Lajja seems like the other side of the coin of Sı̄ta’s
wedding. Here we have explicitly the problematization (purvapakqa) unspoken
in Sagar’s television version. The film brings to the fore a feminist agenda,

indicting the dowry system and the inequality of bride-takers and -givers. Sagar

tried hard to address the latter especially, by giving a positive example. Lajja

shows the consequences of less-than-noble behavior, but ironically, it is the

courageous bride who comes out on the losing end. She does not commit

suicide, but we wonder what will become of her. Some may commend her

action, and the public is certainly made to feel good because she speaks up. But

the bottom line is that we know her future marriage chances are utterly ruined.

She ends up being rather the opposite of a role model.

One wonders what is accomplished by this elaborate mise-en-scène and by

framing this as Sı̄ta’s wedding turned sour. On one level, the director seems to

wish to raise the issue of hypocrisy underlying so-called holy wedlock in Hindu

society. On another, he seems to indicate that the root of the problem is
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Hinduism itself, in particular the Ramayapa, which is portrayed as an inher-

ently patriarchal text. The first intent, that of demasking hypocrisy, is a com-

mendable one. As long as greed can pose as righteousness, things cannot

improve. The root problem, as shown so bitterly-comically in Dil, is of course

human greed. This is unfortunately difficult to change. One may well argue

that the rhetorics by which such greed can be allowed to take its course can be

more easily remedied by deflating it. The perception that the groom’s party has

a right to feel superior over and to make demands of the bride-givers enables

recurrence of the problem.

However, if the director wishes to suggest that this is a problem created by

religion, or the Ramayapa story in particular, he is misleading us. Rather, as we

have seen, it is one whose inequity even Valmı̄ki’s text seeks to address in its

efforts to show the parties’ exemplary behavior. The root of the problem does

not lie with religious texts but rather with the concept of honor (izzat), which is

what prompts the urgency to find a suitable groom, lest the bride remain

unmarried, and what informs the dowry and gift-giving. The problem is not

Sı̄ta, or Valmı̄ki, or the Ramayapa tradition, or for that matter Hinduism. I has-

ten to add that the problem was there well before the birth of Islam and the

arrival of the British so should not be blamed on either of those either. The

problem lies in a culture that turns a marriage into a public display of some-

thing other than a promise of mutual love and affection between bride and

groom and their families.

The Wedding Wave of the Nineties

This wedding scene in Lajja remains an exciting instance of traditional un-

stated privileges being tackled head-on. However, this movie, though much

hyped, turned out to be a flop. The cash grossers are instead the feel-good

movies of the 1990s, such as HAKHK and DDLJ. I will here focus on the

wedding ceremonies proper in the former and put them in the larger per-

spective of gender relations. I will also bring to bear a recent offbeat film that

reflects and comments on the trend, 71/2 Phere, by Isshaan Trivedi.

The feel-good movies of the nineties often are framed completely as tra-

ditional wedding movies. Even the NRI directors Mira Nair and Gurinder

Chadha cashed in on the trend with Monsoon Wedding (2001) and Bride and

Prejudice (2004), explicitly indicating in their titles that they were getting on

the bridal bandwagon or, if you want, surfing the wedding wave.

What makes these films so attractive? For one, they are good fun. Stan-

dards of production are high; everything is suffused with song and dance,

beauty and wealth. Weddings are also, on the screen, great occasions for
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showing off, and they make for great entertainment. All this can be watched

without embarrassment in the company of little children. Thus they are family

films in the true sense of the word.

There is more. The films quite explicitly state they are family value ori-

ented. They are proud to be celebrations of joint family living. All or nearly all

members are loving and committed to their families first and foremost. In

contrast to the ‘‘reflexively rebellious youth’’ films of the Amitabh Bachchan

period, these films feature not confrontation but reconciliation.154 Children are

respectful to their parents, parents love their children. Individual choice is

allowed, but individuals always choose for the family. One could say we find

the psychological equivalent of free market theory in the vein of the Economist’s

dictum: leave it up to the free market (here choice), and everything will be for

the greater good in the end. Consequently, in these movies there are hardly any

villains—free agents choose well. There are only misunderstandings and un-

fortunate circumstances.

Of course it helps that the joint families in the movies are rich, with no lack

of space or resources. They have at their disposal plenty of consumer goods;

everyone is aware of Western lifestyle niceties; but all this is effortlessly inte-

grated in an Indian lifestyle, which is coded as basic. No matter how fancy the

cars they drive and the houses they live in, all characters are supposed to be

Indian at heart and proud of it, too. Everyone feels good in his or her own skin

and exudes self -confidence. No more lingering postcolonial angst. No more

hangovers from India’s engagement with communism or leftover guilt about

excessive consumption while the poor masses starve. The movies show a

guiltless Westernization and consumerist lifestyle. A good example of con-

fluence of Western elements and Indian traditions in a wealthy setting is the

engagement ceremony of Pooja and Rajesh in Hum aap ke hain koun . . . !

We have already seen that though their marriage is arranged the tradi-

tional way, the enlightened family patriarch wishes the couple to meet before

anything is finalized so they can have their say, too. This trendy mix of ‘‘Indian-

style arranged’’ and ‘‘Western-style love’’ marriage is reinforced in the rites that

take place during the engagement ceremony. Mostly they are traditional:

feeding the groom-to-be, lighting of a diya and setting it afloat in the temple

tank, and other puja rituals recognizable to the middle-class audience, yet

celebrated with great luxuriousness. At the same time, there is an easy, elegant

incorporation of Western influence, in the form of the rings that are

154. One could argue that Amitabh Bachchan, now in the role of the family patriarch, remains the

troublemaker, but now it is in his insistence on maintaining family traditions.
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exchanged. Of course, all this takes place in the temple at Ramtek, so the

surroundings are safely Indian dharma, Rama-sanctioned, as the song repeats

over and over (‘‘Vah vah Ramjı̄’’).

The wedding wave movies’ effortless integration of Western and Indian

style is particularly apparent in the way these movies portray women. The

heroines featured are traditional Hindu women with a modicum of spunk and

a veneer of modernity. They are equally comfortable in jeans as in a sari, but

prefer the latter. They may be computer engineers, yet at the same time, they

are firmly rooted in dharma. They are playful, but they always choose sub-

mission. They are allowed a measure of freedom and can be endearingly strong

in their opinions, yet they are basically deeply committed to their joint families,

who reciprocate. These women are shown to be deeply loved by their men and

in-laws. The joint family is portrayed as a happy, harmonious group. There is

no conflict for the women in their sasural. In HAKHK, the father of Pooja and

Rajesh’s caca are old friends. The potentially divisive issue of dowry is cleverly

bypassed by having a greedy aunt raise the issue, only to be put down by the

enlightened patriarch (Kazmi 1999: 145). The niceties the friends exchange are

reminiscent of the bride-takers and -givers of Sagar’s version of Sı̄ta’s wedding.
Ramesh’s uncle never makes his old friend feel he is inferior because he is the

father of the bride. After the birth of Pooja’s son, her family comes to visit their

daughter. After a few happy days, they feel that they have stayed too long, but

her in-laws firmly deny this and insist on them canceling their tickets back

home.

During Pooja and Rajesh’s wedding ceremony at her house, all the tension

between the party of the bride and that of the groom is transferred to playful in-

teraction between the young men who came in the barat and the young women

who are ‘‘sisters’’ of the bride. The focus is the teasing by hiding the groom’s

shoes and demanding a fee for revealing where they are hidden. In this movie,

the whole issue of the families’ rivalry is transformed to a war of the sexes,

famously dealt with in the song ‘‘Jute de do paise le lo’’ (‘‘Give the shoes and take
the money’’). The whole weighty issue of the party of the groom’s superiority to

that of the bride is here made light of and playfully turned into a hit song.

Finally, the portrayal of the wedding ceremony itself is significant. As in

Sagar’s version of Sı̄ta’s wedding, there is a marked foregrounding of women’s

rituals. Of course, in the movie industry, that gives the opportunity for many a

song-and-dance sequence, and in the interest of providing masala, the sexy

scenes are not edited out. While we do not witness the singing of saucy galı̄s,
we do have some risqué all-women ceremonies (of the type called khoriya; see
Raheja and Gold 1994: 94), for example, the celebrated song-and-dance se-
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quence of ‘‘Dı̄dı̄ tera devar divana’’ (‘‘Sister, your brother-in-law is crazy’’;

more on this scene later).

The Brahminical ceremonies are shown on the screen, but they are made

light of. While they are the ritual heart of the wedding, certainly the real in-

terest of the protagonists as well as the audience lies elsewhere. During

Pooja and Rajesh’s sat phere, for instance, the brother-in-law is preoccupied

with preventing the party of the bride from stealing the groom’s shoes. Just

before the auspicious occasion (muhurt), he and his friend discover they’ve

been cheated. While throwing flowers on the newlyweds who are circumam-

bulating the fire, they chime in with the Sanskrit mantra chanting, but instead

chantHam ullu ban gaye (‘‘We’ve been made fools of ’’). The Brahminical heart

of the ceremony is thus not taken very seriously in these movies, but that does

not undermine the importance of the traditional marriage. Rather, it can be

taken as a hip positioning, more of a fashion statement than a profound

rejection.

This wedding wave has now matured to the point that it has spawned its

own spoofs. One example is the comedy 7½ Phere (2005). The (anti)heroine of

the movie is Asmi (Juhi Chawla), a dedicated but somewhat clueless young

aspiring television director who gets a chance to get ahead by directing a reality

television show. The topic is to be ‘‘wedding’’ (sadı̄), and it has to be the

traditional joint-family-style wedding. Unfortunately, the show is planned for a

time outside of the astrologically auspicious season, and in all of Bombay there

is only one family that is planning a wedding that can be broadcast live.

Another obstacle is that the family of the bride refuses to be filmed. Asmi and

her team then manage to install secret cameras with the connivance of one

family member, caca Manoj (Irfan Khan). Manoj is in love with her, and Asmi

exploits him mercilessly, though somewhat clumsily.

The reality show provides lots of occasions to show wedding rites, nearly

all of which are of non-Brahminical nature and are carried out by the women.

In fact, the men are markedly absent from the center of the action. After having

settled the match, it seems, they withdraw. The patriarchs of the family are not

portrayed in a flattering way—they are unmasked as oversexed and hypocrit-

ical. But their wives are no sweethearts either. Everyone is more interested in

watching television, and the melodrama on the screen drowns out that of

reality. Ironically, it is the melodrama in their own family, which they are not

interested in, that will be the material for the next television series. This joint

family is not an ideal one, and some tensions are hinted at. However, this is not

elaborated on, and whatever criticism there is in the first few scenes soon gets

drowned in the plot of Asmi’s efforts to get the show going.
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Still, throughout, there is occasion to reflect on the nature of wedlock. The

bride is encouraged to be Sı̄ta-like. The impending wedding tends to bring out

memories of others, missed love marriages and non-religious court marriages

that brought strife and estrangement to the family. Neither love nor arranged

marriages are advocated. Everyone is shown to have ended up in a loveless

situation.

Things get complicated when it turns out that the ‘‘reality’’ bride is plan-

ning an elopement. Now the Rukmipı̄ scenario comes into play. When the

uncle, Manoj, finds out about the elopement through the hidden camera, he

immediately rushes off to try to persuade the reluctant bride to go through with

the wedding. His impromptu advice for his niece nicely summarizes a com-

mon-sense piece of advice: ‘‘What’s all that love-shove. Look, look at the other

people. After a year of marriage everything is over, they’ve all become

alike. . . .Whether it’s a love marriage or not, they all start with love and af-

terwards it’s all over, kids and the lot, household, all that.’’155

Of course his niece denies that her love will be of that type, but the uncle

wisely says: ‘‘Is your love so special? Everyone says something like that.’’156 The

tone of the perspective offered is one of experience and world-weariness, which

is incongruent for this clumsy, unmarried uncle. Still, this line is singled out as

profound, repeatedly replayed by the television directors and repeated in other

situations. No doubt the repetition is meant to rob it of its sting, to reveal it as

commonplace—seemingly profound yet banal.

In the same conversation, we find an interesting reference to another

movie. Manoj tries to cheer up his niece by saying that the groom she does not

want looks a lot like Aamir Khan inQayamat se qayamat tak (1988) and she will

look like the heroine, Juhi Chawla, next to him. She points out that in that film,

the lovers’ families did not let them marry either and they died for their love.

This is an interesting use of another film as a kind of justification for a ‘‘real-

life’’ scenario. We are reminded of Nanddas’s Rukmipı̄, who was following the
example of the Gopı̄s when she planned her elopement with Krishna. In any

case, the incident confirms that film perceptions of true love and the legitimacy

of elopement are part of the discourse about marriage, but not everyone gets

the film’s message straight. Uncle is quoting the other movie to justify what he

sees as the right action, but he conveniently neglects its main message. It is a

155. kya hota hai yah pyar-var. dekh, baqı̄ ke logom ko dekh. sadı̄ ke ek sal bad sab khatm ho jata hai sab ekse ho

jate hai . . . love marriage ho na ho sab pyar se suru karte haim bad mem sab khatm ho jata hai bacce-kacce ghar-bar

sab.

156. ‘‘mera pyar vaisa nahı̄m hai.’’ ‘‘tera pyar koı̄ anokha hai? sab aise hı̄ bolte haim.’’
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timely reminder for our study of messages sent by popular media: they are not

necessarily received as we might think. Movies with subversive messages may

still be read to support the status quo.

The possibility of elopement initially excites Asmi and her team. However,

dramatic as it may be, it ruins the plan of a ‘‘traditional wedding show.’’ Asmi’s

producers (two impossibly caricaturized Westernized women) are adamant

that without a wedding, there can be no show. The television team then be-

comes involved in construing its own reality and does all it can to discourage

the elopement, resorting to all kinds of illegal and immoral means.

This disgusts Manoj. When he finds out what tricks are being played on

his family, he refuses to cooperate any longer. He cleverly turns the tables on

Asmi to make her understand that she’s playing with a woman’s life. Asmi

remains committed to the cause that the show must go on, but he seems to

have gotten through, as her interference now is limited to watching the action

unfold. On the day of her wedding, the bride still manages to elope, with the

help of caca Manoj, but this lover is no Krishna ready to save the damsel in

distress. He stands her up, and she is promptly shuttled back just in time for

the arranged ceremony. This is an interesting variant on the DDLJ scenario:

willing bride but groom with cold feet. Here the lovers do not get to marry, but

the bride is allowed to return within the magic circle of arranged matrimony.

When the bride arrives back at her wedding, unbeknownst to most, there

is a moment of comic relief. We see the pundit in front of the sacred fire

muttering complaints about the quality of the firewood and the ghee to be

poured on it. In the whole movie, this is the sole glimpse of the Brahminical

aspect of the wedding, and it is not a flattering one. The bride’s party puts the

officiant in place, reminding him that they are the ones who will pay him his

fee, so he should not criticize them as if he belonged to the groom’s party. This

hints at the inequality between the bride and groom parties. Although we don’t

get to see any direct evidence of such behavior, still it is understood to be there

in the background. Yet the bride’s family feels confident enough to joke about

its inferior status, which may be a sign of some societal change.

Next, we get to listen to the Sanskrit formulae uttered by the pundit, but

suspense rises as the bride keeps crying throughout the ceremony and the

groom halts the action for a private talk with her. After the proper confession,

he is—to everyone’s relief—ready to go through with the ceremony. The action

now goes in fast-forwarded to the farewell ceremony. Pathos is prominent, as it

should be, but this is contrasted comically with Asmi’s great relief that her

show did come through as a wedding show. She succeeds in selling the show to

her bosses, but has a last-minute change of heart and cuts up the tapes. No

more compromised reality for Asmi.
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The film is highly self-reflexive, with lots of inside jokes and references to

the lead actress’, Juhi Chawla, role in Qayamat se qayamat tak and to the movie

Kabhi khushi kabhie gham. This intertextuality brings to the fore how life im-

itates the movies and the movies in turn imitate life.

In any case, we have come full circle here, from television back to televi-

sion: from Ramayan’s society wedding of Rama and Sı̄ta, which aimed to

change societal praxis, to a movie about a television reality show about a real

wedding failing to conform to society’s demands for entertainment. In the

process, several levels of reflexivity, irony and self-criticism are added. It seems

that after the trendsetting Sı̄ta-Rama-vivaha came a decade of wedding films of

the rosy HAKHK type, which happily fulfilled, at least on celluloid, the

prophecy of the happy joint family that Sagar predicted in the counterfactual

mood. Now, after the serious soul-searching and self-criticism of the

Ramayapa tradition in Lajja, finally things are balanced out, and we see actual

weddings as reality shows, replaying the drama of movies and mythology alike,

but coming out on the side of the status quo nevertheless.

Conclusions: A Warm Welcome for the Submissive Bride

The gender ideology expressed in mythological and filmı̄ marriage ceremonies

has remained remarkably constant over time. The examples of the secret love

marriage do not truly challenge that status quo. The ideal of the traditional

wedding is still the norm. There may be more participation of women in

the modern depictions and even some lip service to selected feminist ideas,

in particular a critique of the excesses of dowry; however, at the core, the tele-

vision and most film versions turn out to be even more patriarchal than the

older ones.

This is best illustrated by the example of Sı̄ta’s wedding as portrayed in the

television version. Often, it is taken for granted that the television version is a

bhakti text, just like Ram Carit Manas, the main difference being that it is

electronically mediated. The wedding ceremony would be an excellent exam-

ple, as there is plenty of darsana going on with recitation of Ram Carit Manas
on the soundtrack. It is undeniable that Sagar has exploited the medium of

television very well for the sake of providing maximum darsana. However, my

comparison shows that he also leaves out crucial bhakti elements. Generally,

he disregards loving devotion in favor of moralizing sermons. Notwithstanding

some innovations that seem progressive at first sight, such as the eka-

patnı̄vrata, on the whole, Sagar’s version seeks unapologetically to reinforce a

patriarchal normativity, more even than his ancient and medieval sources. In
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comparison to its sources, Sagar’s text, then, is didactic, more dharma- than

bhakti-oriented, and more explicit in subjugating women to patriarchy.

This is very similar to the message of quite a few Hindi movies. Parentally

sanctioned matrimony remains the sine qua non. The Radha-Krishna scenario
is present in the form of secret wedding vows of the Gandharva-vivaha type, but
they do not constitute the full sanctity of wedlock, and women who engage in

them typically fare badly. Only prolongued, self-sacrificing suffering can re-

deem them in the eyes of society. In the end, parental approval is the deter-

mining factor of the couple’s ultimate happiness, both morally and materially,

as these tend to go hand in hand.

The abiding popularity of both television Ramayapa and wedding wave

movies—as opposed tomore feminist movies like Lajja—seems to indicate that

their formula hits a nerve. There is a strong desire among women to carve out

an identity for themselves that allows for both a measure of Western-style

emancipation that entails some freedom and the safety net of a strong family

basis. Maybe we should also look at it from the other side, and say that men like

to be seen as acting enlightened toward their womenfolk, yet at the same time

also be assured of their subservience? Clearly, these series andmovies put their

finger right on a need. There is a strong yearning to overcome the dichotomy

between modernity and tradition and to find a symbiosis of both in a hybrid

identity to be proud of. Not incidentally, against the backdrop of commercial

television stations on which all this is broadcast, this allows for uninhibited,

seemingly boundless consumption of consumer goods (this aspect has been

much commented on; see e.g., Uberoi 2001b onHAKHK). In other words, like

the television version, the movies show how you can, so to speak, have your

wedding cake and eat your laddu too.
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4

In Good Days and Bad Days

Sı̄ta and Radha Leave Purdah to Follow Their Men

Leaving Purdah for the Forest

I have traced the culmination of romantic love in matrimony. But after

the wedding, what? For our goddesses, the story was not ‘‘They lived

happily together ever after,’’ nor of course is such the case for ordinary

women. In the following chapters, I will explore some of the diffi-

culties the goddesses face. How do they respond to challenges in their

marriages? What can ordinary women learn from this?

In this chapter, I look at the first test of the marriage. What

happens when the going gets tough? How do women react when

their men fall on hard times? The wedding promise was for good days

and bad days. What happens when the hardships arrive? The story

of Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s include comparable situations when women

abandon home and hearth to join their men in times of sorrow.

For Sı̄ta, we look at her resolve to follow her husband into

the hardship of his exile to the forest (vanavasa, or Hindi banvas). After
the wedding, a ‘‘happily ever after’’ seems quite possible. Sı̄ta and

Rama are joined in conjugal bliss, living in the royal palace in Ayo-

dhya. Rama has a bright future ahead, set up to be the next king.

However, fate decides differently. On the eve of his coronation, Ra-
ma’s stepmother, Kaikeyı̄, becomes worried and schemes to get her

own son, Bharata, on the throne. She manages to seduce her husband,

Dasaratha, into promising her that whatever she asks will be fulfilled.

She asks that Bharata may be crowned in Rama’s stead, and that Rama



will be exiled for twelve years. Dasaratha is appalled but finds himself trapped,

unable to take back his promise. Rama, paragon of filial piety, takes this turn of

fate with remarkable equanimity. He declares himself prepared to help his

father keep his promise and voluntarily makes preparations to leave. After

comforting his father, he first says goodbye to his mother, and then breaks the

news to Sı̄ta. I will examine in detail her reaction. What is important is her

instinctive, courageous decision to take the big step out of purdah and follow

her husband into a life of penance in the woods. The episode takes several

chapters in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa (VR 2.26–30) and is also treated elaborately by

Tulsı̄das (RCM 2.57–68). Sagar dispenses with it rather swiftly, spending only

part of one episode on its retelling (vol. 5, episode 15, TVR 201–3).

This episode of the Ramayapa story has attracted little scholarly attention,1

but it is arguably a moment of great intensity and significance for the rest of

the story. Moreover, it may well bear a more direct relevance to ordinary

women’s lives than the rather exceptional ‘‘proof of purity’’ situation, because it

portrays a woman’s moral quandary and independent decision making to re-

solve it. Sı̄ta’s action could potentially function as a positive, empowering

example. Her decision to leave behind the comfort of the palace shows a will-

ingness to step out of confinement ‘‘within four walls’’ (car-divarı̄). It can be

seen as a guiding light for stepping out of purdah and courageously braving the

public gaze for a cause. Such an interpretation can have empowering effect.

One major example of such a liberating application of Sı̄ta’s example would be

Mahatma Gandhi, who used it to encourage Indian women to come out of the

house and fight for indepencence (Kishwar 1985).

Sı̄ta’s eagerness to join her husband in his forest exile has an interesting

parallel in the mythology of the Gopı̄s. I have in mind the episode of Krishna’s

round dance, or Rasa-lı̄la, his sporting with the Gopı̄s on the full-moon night in

the autumn month of Karttik. A parallel with Sı̄ta’s resolve is the decision of

Radha and the other Gopı̄s of Braj to join the village charmer, young Krishna,

in the forest. The description of the Rasa-lı̄la takes five chapters in Bhagavata
Purapa (10.27–32), and the medieval transcreations are hence called Ras
Pañcadhyayı̄ (The five chapters of the Rasa). We will look at the earliest ver-

nacular reworking—by the rasika bhakta Hariram Vyas. In Sagar’s Shri

Krishna, the scenes are split: the Rasa-lı̄la proper (vol. 7, episode 59) is preceded
by a preparation or rehearsal (vol. 7, episode 56).

1. There are two important exceptions, though: Sutherland (1989, 1992) and the rhetorical analysis by

Renate Söhnen-Thieme (1980: 47–96).
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The comparison may seem flawed at first sight. Indeed, the stories of Sı̄ta
and the Gopı̄s are different in more than a superficial way. Most prominently,

their motives are radically different. Sı̄ta, being a loyal wife, feels that it is her

duty to follow her husband into the forest, and she argues dharma. The Gopı̄s,

being adulterous lovers, forsake their duty toward their husbands to follow

Krishna in the forest. He will invoke dharma to send them back, but of course

they do not listen.

Notwithstanding these fundamental differences, the similarities make for

a fruitful comparison. In each case, women make an independent decision on

a moral issue pertaining to their lives. It is for each a courageous decision, in

that it involves, in a sense, a coming out of purdah, leaving a relatively com-

fortable and protected environment for the unknown forest ‘‘out there.’’ In

each case, too, the women face opposition. The males are initially unwilling to

let them carry out their intent and argue on the grounds of dharma that they

should stay home or go back home: that is where their heaven lies, and fol-

lowing the men will be hell. The women react strongly, threatening suicide in

more or less outspoken ways, but they also show that the men’s arguments of

dharma do not apply. They show courage in their willingness to defy con-

ventional norms. In the end, the women prevail, by showing that love, or

prema, is stronger than dharma.

Their resistance to the men’s suggestion they stay home makes it clear

that the women leave the world of convention and traditional roles prescribed

for them by their own choice. Their main motivation to do so is their love

for their men, which they value more highly than conventional duty. This

choice fits well in the context of bhakti, where love for God takes prece-

dence over everything else, even the worldly concerns of conventional morality.

I will investigate whether in the televised versions love is still valued over

dharma.

This chapter is organized differently from the previous ones. Instead of

first treating the Sı̄ta story and then that of Radha, or following the sources

chronologically, the discussion proceeds thematically. I discuss both goddesses

together with respect to different narrative moments. I will discuss first the

setting of the women’s decision, then the initial reaction of the males to the

women’s resolve, then the way the women push through their intents, and

finally the outcome of their decisions. These differences need to be seen

against the general background of bhakti, especially the differences between

Tulsı̄das’s Rama bhakti and Hariram Vyas’s Krishna bhakti.

Finally, I compare these versions with some popular Hindi movie evoca-

tions of the Rasa-lı̄la and of Sı̄ta’s decision to accompany Rama to the forest.

For the latter, I will look at K. S. Sethumadhavan’s 1977 Yahi hai zindagi, and
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for the former again at HAKHK, as well as K. Ravishankar’s 1992 Meera ka

Mohan and Ashutosh Gowarikar’s 2001 Lagaan.

Sı̄ta and Radha Go to the Forest

Setting the Stage

In both stories, the women choose to move from the world of civilization and

conventional morality (maryada) to the uncivilized habitat of the forest. Their

decision involves a transformation from a comfortable, well-established role-

pattern into a totally new persona. It is a move into unfamiliar domain, a jump

into the unknown. What is different for Radha and Sı̄ta is he background of

this transformation, as well as its relation to dharma. The authors of the me-

dieval and contemporary texts have taken care to define the tone of the episode

by setting the stage carefully.

background: joyous union or tearful exile. The most significant dif-

ferences between the two stories lie in the background against which the wo-

menmake their decisions. For Sı̄ta, the trip to the forest is not a happy occasion.
Her husband Rama, the erstwhile crown prince, has been exiled, a reversal of

fortune, brought about by palace intrigues. In Valmı̄ki’s version, Rama comes

to Sı̄ta to break the news to her ‘‘on the way to the forest,’’ as Rama puts it (VR

2.26.19–24). When she sees him come in, she is as yet ignorant about the

situation. Seeing her husband’s drop of spirits, she worries and charmingly

tries to cheer him up (2.26.6–18). Remarkably, her reaction to the news of the

exile per se is never registered. Instead the focus is on her forceful reaction

table 4.1. Overview of Similarities between Sı̄ta’s and the Gopı̄s’ Resolves

General intent Moral quandary

Leaving comfort for forest

Out of purdah

Decision goes against elders

Opposition Initial rejection by beloved

Men argue in terms of dharma

Men promise heaven, threaten hell

Women’s arguments Love is stronger than dharma

Defying maryada: courageous
Suicide threat

Result Women get their way, men yield

Interpretation Love prevails over dharma

Model for bhakti
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against his assumption that she will stay home. In the Manas, too, Sı̄ta reacts
only to Rama’s intent to leave her behind. This overwhelms all other thoughts,

and she does not comment on the injustice of Kaikeyı̄.2 In this reversal of

circumstances, Sı̄ta is faced with a Hobson’s choice: either staying comfortably

home yet missing Rama, or accompanying her husband on his exile to the

threatening forest. In that context only, the forest has some attraction. In the

words of Kausalya, the forest has become auspicious now that Rama is going

there, and Ayodhya will be inauspicious without him (RCM 2.56.3a).3 The

pathos of the occasion is brought out well in Tulsı̄’s story: when Sı̄ta appears on
the scene, her mother-in-law is lamenting her loss.4 Sagar’s television version,

too, features a lot of wailing on the part of the women in the palace, in Kau-

salya’s words: ‘‘How come the hour of doom has arrived?’’ (TVR 201).5

The Gopı̄s’ excursion to the woods, on the other hand, is a happy and

auspicious occasion. Its purpose is a rendezvous with Krishna, the long-

awaited fulfilment of their dreams, as the Braj poet puts it (mamna cimtyo payo
baru nahu, RP 2.1b). For the Gopı̄s, the forest is right from the start a romantic

place. The tone is set immediately in the first lines of Vyas’s work:

The bright night of autumn came.

All over the forest lotuses bloomed open. . . .

The banks of the Yamuna with moonbeams adorned.

Trees dripping with nectar from flowers and fruit.

The breeze, thrice pleasant, burnt sorrow away (RP 1.1a–b)6

This conforms with his source text, Bhagavata Purapa (10.29.1–3), and

follows the conventions of Sanskrit literary theory. The desired sentiment is to

be created by an appropriate setting, the technical term for which is uddı̄pana

vibhava. In the case of romantic emotion (srxgara rasa), a romantic portrayal of

the forest forms an appropriate background. In Sagar’s television version of

the Rasa-lı̄la too, the romantic mood is emphasized. The episode has been

introduced previously (vol.7, episode 58) with shots of Gopı̄s suffering from

2. This is left up to the people of Ayodhya. Their reaction to the news is described at length (RCM

2.46.4–51.3): ‘‘Some put blame on Fate, who shows nectar, but serves poison’’ (eka bidhatahi duqanu dehı̄m, sudha

dekhai dı̄nha biqu jehı̄m, 2.49.1a). One metaphor, interestingly, uses the image of the forest: ‘‘Hearing the news

all men and women became upset, like trees and creepers seeing a forest fire’’ (suni bhae bikala sakala nara narı̄,

beli bitapa jimi dekhi davarı̄, 2.46.4a).

3. barabhagı̄ banu avadha abhagı̄, jo raghubamsatilaka tumha tyagı̄.

4. daruna dusaha dahu ura vyapa, barani na jahim bilapa kalapa.

5. kaisı̄ pralay kı̄ ghar ı̄ a gaı̄ hai?

6. sarada suhaı̄ aı̄ rati, dasum disa phuli rahı̄ banajati . . . sasi gomamdita yamuna kula, bariqita bitapa sudha

phala phula, tribidhi pavana dauduqa bhayo.
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separation (viraha) from Krishna. The women are sighing in eager anticipation

of the rendezvous, they are tossing and turning at night, and they frequently

gaze longingly at the phases of the moon in the sky. With the romantic mood

thus set up, episode 59 of the Rasa-lı̄la proper starts out with shots of the

appropriate uddı̄pana vibhava (enhancing characteristics of a particular mood),

such as the full moon, in which Krishna appears as in a medallion. The camera

plays with the reflection of the moon on the river, and adds some romantic

stars. The effect of Krishna’s flute playing on the Gopı̄s comes next (classical

anubhava), and the women are shown setting out on their trip to the forest, in

full dress, flowers in their hair, and making their way through the park-like

forest with pretty flowers in bloom. Throughout the song that follows, the

women are depicted as classical abhisarikas, or ‘‘women sneaking off to a secret

tryst.’’ According to classical literary theories, this erotic mood can be sup-

ported with the right dosis of suspense (bhaya) as a supporting emotion

(vyabhicari-bhava). For the abhisarika nayika, there are several potential dan-

gers lurking in the forest. Interestingly, Sagar shows only Radha overcoming

dangers on her way, in the form of a cobra on her path. She brushes breezily

past the snake, which is depicted in vismaya bhava—forgetting to attack her, as

it were, and just turning to stare at the disappearing girl.

Thus, in all versions, Sı̄ta’s choice is portrayed as one made in a difficult

and sad situation, with the predominant bhava of sorrow (soka). For the Gopı̄s,

on the other hand, the choice is a welcome opportunity, an occasion of great

joy. They are operating within a romantic context, with the predominant bhava
of erotic love (srxgara).

sı̄tā is svakı̄yā, but how parakı̄yā are the gopı̄s? The status of the

heroines is also quite different. Sı̄ta is, of course, married to Rama; she is his

legal wife (svakı̄ya). The Gopı̄s, on the other hand, do not have any such legal

bond with Krishna, rather the opposite; he is their paramour, and they leave

their legal husbands behind to meet him (parakı̄ya). The choice to leave the

world of maryada for the forest is thus a much more drastic choice for the

Gopı̄s than for Sı̄ta. Their departure involves a radical reversal: from dutiful

wives they are transformed into adulterous lovers. They put the salvation of

their souls at stake.

In comparison with Sı̄ta, it is even before they get a voice that the Gopı̄s

have irrevocably made their choice. The medieval version stresses this strongly,

as a significant part of Vyas’s work is devoted to the description of the Gopı̄s

rushing off, emphasizing all they leave behind (tripadı̄ 1–5, which is one-sixth

of the work). Giving up maryada means, for one, transcending the world of

village gossip:

248 the challenges of married life



In their growing excitement, they forgot the honor of the family

(RP 2.1a).7

From the outside world, Vyas moves to the Gopı̄s’ more immediate en-

vironment. He stresses that they give up all material aspirations, and, more

important, all family ties, even the strongest for a woman: that with husband

and children:

They gave up their interest in kine and in kin, causing frustration to

husband and cattle (RP 2.1b).8

First, they forget to care for themselves. This is described in Bhagavata
Purapa (10.29.6–7), and the Braj poet follows suit:

Unconcerned with food and drink, or bodily [needs] (RP 2.3a)

Application of collyrium and makeup,

Garments, jewelry, and coiffure disheveled. (RP 2.3a–4b)9

The lack of concern with sustenance of the body could be seen as as-

ceticism, which is nicely parallel with Sı̄ta’s giving up the comforts of pal-

ace life for an ascetic life in the forest. The giving up of garments, jewelry, and

makeup also is reminiscent of Sı̄ta forgoing the lavish costume she is used

to. However, whereas Sı̄ta trades such for the simple outfit of the ascetic,

the Gopı̄s do not don birch-bark garments, their lack of concern with at-

tire serves another function. It is a convention of kavya that women in love

lose all awareness of what they look like. That becomes clear in the following

lines:

One forgot to apply kohl to her eyes,

Another put her bodice on her hips, her skirt around her chest,

Another wound her necklace around her feet.

Earrings worn upside-down in their ears,

Amulets adorning the string of their skirt. (RP 4.1–2b)10

The image of the woman rushing off to a tryst in disarray is a cliché in

kavya. What is meaningful here is that the Gopı̄s are depicted as forgetting

about all the traditional signs of being a happily married woman (sumaxgalı̄),

7. ghara daru bisaryo barhyo uchahu.

8. dudha puta kı̄ chadı̄ asa, godhana bharata kiye nirasa.

9. qana pana tana kı̄ na sambhara . . . amjana mamjana amga simgara, pata bhuqana sira chute bara.

10. amjata eka nayana bisaryo, kati kamcukı̄ ura lahamga dharyo, hara lapetyo carana su; sravanani pahire

ulate tara, tiranı̄ para caukı̄ sinagara.
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so important in ordinary women’s day-to-day concerns. Yet they are explicitly

called auspicious in precisely this context, and this apparent contradiction

(virodhabhasa) is explained by their having found something more basic in life

than even fulfilling a woman’s dharma:

Forgotten their oil-massages and toilet.

Yet fortunate women they were: they had found the essence of life.

(RP 3.4a–b)11

It is exactly in this respect that Sagar’s television version differs. Here the

Gopı̄s are all decked out carefully when they set out on their tryst. True, the

accompanying song mentions that they lose all awareness and good sense and

are in disarray:

Their hair open, not tied up, they did not care about their clothes.12

At this point the camera focuses on one Gopı̄ with her hair streaming

down on her shoulders, and another one plucking at her clothes as if she is too

hot. However, after this lip service to the classical scene of disarray, the women

we get to see are all impeccably dressed. Maybe the actresses were not too keen

to leave their toilets incomplete, or maybe Sagar felt it would break the mood if

he showed them in disarray, as it might inadvertently insert a comic element

(hasya rasa), which would be out of place here. Whatever the case may be,

modern sensibilities do not seem to favor this classical image.

There is another, most important difference with the televised version.

The medieval text stresses that the women next give up all aspects of domestic

dharma. It contrasts their choice of Krishna with the choice of home and

hearth:

This frenzy freed them from domestic chores. (RP 2.3b)13

The next verse, Tripadı̄ 3 seems to be a mapping out all traditional tasks

of women, only to stress how the Gopı̄s dropped them. The women give up

their task of looking after the cattle14 (RP 3.1a) and of cooking and feeding the

family (RP 3.2).15 Vyas stresses this strong reversal of a woman’s dharma by

specifying:

11. tela ubatanu nhaibo bhulı̄, bhaganı̄ paı̄ jı̄vamna mulı̄.

12. kesa khule bandha nahim basana sambhala nahı̄.

13. hilaga chudaı̄ grha vyauhara.

14. eka duhanum chadem calı̄.

15. uphanata dudha na dharyau utari, sı̄jhı̄ thulı̄ culhaim dari, puruqa tajyo jemvata huto.
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They left, putting down the child they were breastfeeding

Care for the husband was totally neglected (RP 3.3a–b)16

Again, the Braj poet is following Bhagavata Purapa, where the women

leave while serving food and feeding milk to their babies (BhP 10.26.6a).17 The

point is clear: rejection of conventional norms (maryada) is the sine qua non

for the Gopı̄s’ forest excursion.

This is quite different in Sagar’s television version. Amazingly, he man-

ages to avoid a sense of conflict. True, the song that accompanies the Gopı̄s

setting out on the tryst duly mentions that they give up conventional morality:

When they heard the flute, the Gopı̄s lost their awareness and good

sense.

They set out, leaving their domestic chores and concern for worldly

conventions.18

And, further on, the song specifies:

One gave up milking the cow, one gave up her food,

one left her bed, and came, singing bhajanas they came19

Nevertheless, it is notable that even this song avoids any hint that the

Gopı̄s might be leaving their husbands or children. Furthermore, the images

that accompany the song do not show any conflict between the Gopı̄s’ tasks at

home and their leaving for their tryst. The audience is given the impression

that all this happens late at night, when the Gopı̄s have finished their house-

work anyway. One of the women is shown eating in the kitchen, which

strengthens the impression that everyone has already been fed, if we project

onto ancient times the social habit that women always take their meal last. In

that case, the Rasa-lı̄la can be seen as a simple late-night pastime for the Gopı̄s,

not something that interferes with their household duties.

Sagar is here manipulating the technique of discrepancy between word

and image. Something similar has been noted as a strategy to circumvent

difficult issues for the Amar Chitra Katha comic strips (Hawley 1995: 115–8,

126, 128). The narrator of Bhagavata Purapa resorted to a different device. He

could explicitly allay doubts (sanka-samadhana) by having the interlocutors of

the story, sage Suka and king Parı̄kqit, moralize about the issue of how it can be

16. cuci pyavata balaka dhari calı̄, pati seva kachu karı̄ na bhalı̄.

17. pariveqayantyas taddhitva payayantyah sisun payah.

18. bamsurı̄ suni to gaı̄ sudha budha gopina kı̄, calı̄ gaı̄ griha-kaja loka-laja tajake.

19. gau kalhoana chora kisı̄ ne bhojana chora, kisı̄ ne sayana chora, aı̄ bhaja bhaja ke.
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that adulteresses, mired in the sensual world, can be liberated by God (BhP

10.29.12–6). Sagar uses that technique elsewhere (on Sagar’s role as expounder

of scripture, or kathavacaka, see Lutgendorf 1995).

To be sure, Sagar in fact has already shown a bit more of the conflict in a

previous episode. He has introduced a kind of rehearsal, or pre-Rasa-lı̄la,
earlier (vol. 7, episode 56).20 The context is that Radha, in a fit of jealousy,

challenges Krishna to prove his claim that other women love him as much as

she does. She claims that she is special because she has flaunted all conven-

tional morality for his sake. Krishna accepts the challenge. Before the test

begins, Radha draws a line around Krishna, stipulating that no woman can

come closer to him than this line, unless she would love Krishna as much as

she does. This is reminiscent of the line Lakshmana drew around Sı̄ta to

protect her, the so-called Lakshmana Rekha (more on this in chapter 6), but the

roles here are reversed: it is the woman who draws the line around the man,

and the goal is protecting not him but her claim on him (adhikara) from other

women.

Now Krishna calls the other Gopı̄s by playing his flute. Next we see the

effect of the sound of his flute on the Gopı̄s. The women here are shown to be

at work: one is churning butter, another is pounding grain, a third is mas-

saging the feet of an elderly man (suggesting he might be her father-in-law

rather than husband), a fourth stands near the cowshed with a pot in her hand,

a fifth is shown to be about to leave the kitchen with a plate of food in her hand,

presumably to serve to her family. Interestingly, the women are not shown to

run off but to split up: while their bodily form remains on the spot of duty, their

‘‘soul’’ sails off, flying in the air, straight to Krishna.

What Sagar has managed to do here is avoid any hint of women really

quitting their household tasks, by splitting the Rasa-lı̄la in two: one ‘‘illusory’’

rehearsal and one ‘‘real’’ Rasa-lı̄la. The first is only a meeting of ‘‘souls’’ and

does not really involve any conflict with a woman’s duties, since the Gopı̄s’

bodies stay behind to carry out the tasks they were engaged in. The second and

‘‘real’’ Rasa-lı̄la, it is suggested, takes place at night, after the Gopı̄s have carried

out their duties anyway. Clearly there is a concern here to avoid giving the

women in the audience ideas! Sagar’s Gopı̄s thus have come to ressemble Sı̄ta,
and the inversion of the Lakshmana Rekha only serves to underline that re-

ssemblance.

20. A pre-Rasa-lı̄la scene in which Krishna tests the depths of the Gopı̄s’ feelings occurs also in Jı̄va

Gosvamı̄’s Gopala-campu (Brzezinski 2000), which may have inspired Sagar; however, the resonances of Sı̄ta’s

Agniparı̄kqa are totally absent in the older text.
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Sagar adds yet another reference to the Sı̄ta story, when he makes the

Gopı̄s undergo a kind of trial by fire (Agniparı̄kqa). When the Gopı̄s appear and

approach the line Radha has drawn, it becomes enflamed, presumably by

Radha’s jealousy. The women slowly draw closer to Krishna, and although they

remain at a little distance and do not really interact with him, they are able to

withstand the fire unharmed. This proof of purity is highly reminiscent of

Sı̄ta’s Agniparı̄kqa, although it is Radha, not Krishna, who puts the women

through this ordeal, whereas in the Rama story usually Rama himself is un-

derstood to command the trial.21

Another parallel with Sı̄ta’s fire ordeal is that the women who undergo the

test are perhaps not real. It is only the spiritual forms of the Gopı̄s, their body

doubles, that have approached Krishna and stepped across the line. In Tulsı̄’s

version of the Sı̄ta Agniparı̄kqa, the woman who undergoes the test—and

indeed the one who was abducted—is not really Sı̄ta but a mere body-double

(chaya) Sı̄ta (RCM 6. 108–9; I will revisit this issue in chapter 6). Tulsı̄ had

taken his cue from another scripture, Adhyatma Ramayapa (Vaudeville 1955:

191). In Sagar’s Shri Krishna, too, the burning Gopı̄s are not real, only shadow

forms. And Sagar, too, has sound theological precedent. The Gaudı̄ya theolo-

gian Jı̄va Gosvamı̄ elaborates in his Krishna-sandarbha on this matter, in con-

nection with nothing less than the weighty issue of the theory that the Gopı̄s

were really Krishna’s wives (svakı̄yavada). In order to support the claim of his

uncle, Rupa Gosvamı̄, that the Gopı̄s were all properly married to Krishna, Jı̄va

came up with the theological safety valve of maya: illusory forms of the Gopı̄s

were married to the Gopas, illusory Gopı̄s were engaged in housework (De

1961: 348–51).22 One could argue that Sagar has reversed the roles: it seems to

be the real forms of the women that continue doing the chores; while their

spiritual forms fly off to Krishna and succeed in passing the fire ordeal set by

Radha. None of these body doubles, though, gets to dance with Krishna: their

function is merely to illustrate his philosophical discourse, which follows. After

that, at a mere gesture of his hands, they disappear. Sagar’s Gopı̄s thus have

become less parakı̄ya than their predecessors and they have come to ressemble

Sı̄ta.

a chance to speak one’s mind. With Sı̄ta, there is no issue of her going

against dharma as she decides to leave for the forest. Unlike the Gopı̄s, she

21. In fact, in several versions, among them Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, it is not really Rama’s idea that Sı̄ta

undergo a trial by fire. Sı̄ta herself offers to as proof of her purity.

22. I am grateful to Carol Salomon, University of Washington, for reminding me of this point.
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does not flaunt defiance of social norms. Her speech is set in the palace, and

she is shown in her well-defined role of young queen-to-be, conscious of ob-

serving family and court decorum. Tulsı̄das stresses her obedience and com-

pliance with the rules in placing her squarely in the midst of maryada: the
setting is Kausalya’s quarters. Sagar has followed suit, and throughout the ep-

isode the presence of Sı̄ta’s mother-in-law looms large. Sı̄ta does not get to be

alone with Rama to talk matters through. Instead, she has to remain within the

bounds of her role as a humble daughter-in-law while speaking her heart.

By contrast, in Valmı̄ki’s Sanskrit Ramayapa, the conversation with Rama

takes place in the privacy of their own appartments (svavesma, VR 2.26.5). Sı̄ta
can afford to be confrontational, and she roundly rejects his advice to stay at

home (‘‘Why do you say such words, which I should ridicule on hearing, best

husband among men?’’ 2.27.2).23 She as much as says that what he has said is

not worth listening to and unworthy of a true man (2.27.3).

In the television version, Sı̄ta remains completely within maryada: she
turns to her mother-in-law before even addressing her husband and first seeks

her blessing. Initially, Kausalya misunderstands Sı̄ta, assuming that her

daughter-in-law proposes to return to her parental home (maika or pı̄har). She

affectionately asks her not to leave her alone in these tough times. However,

when Sı̄ta explains that she proposes to leave with Rama instead, Kausalya
immediately changes tracks and lends her active support to the decision, even

using maternal authority to urge Rama to take Sı̄ta along on his trip.

Why this misunderstanding that has no base in the older Ramayapas? It
allows for reflection on where a woman’s loyalties should lie. Sı̄ta makes it

clear—with the family-in-law. She stresses that on marrying, her mother in-

structed her that all ties (nata) with her natal kin had now been severed. ‘‘When

I was saying goodbye in my bridal palanquin, my mother told me that I had no

affiliation anymore with Janakpur’’ (TVR 201).24 Sagar may be working here

from Sı̄ta’s words according to Valmı̄ki, where she speaks to Rama about the

exclusive love of a women for her husband: ‘‘Neither father, nor son, or soul,

nor mother or girlfriends: here and in the herebeyond, women have only their

husband for refuge’’ (VR 2.27.6).25 However, Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta made that a re-

ciprocal relationship when she pointed out that for men, too, relatives ulti-

mately are not as close as the wife. They do not share a man’s reversal in

fortune, only she does: ‘‘Noble Lord, father, mother, brother, son, daughter-in-

23. kim idam bhaqase rama vakyam . . . yad apahasyam me sruta naravarottama.

24. jab maim dolı̄ mem baithkar vida ho rahı̄ thı̄ to mam ne kaha tha, janakpur se tera koı̄ nata nahı̄m raha.

25. na pita natmajo vatma na mata na sakhı̄janah, iha pretya ca narı̄pam patir eko gatih sada.
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law, each serve their own destiny according to their own merits. Only a woman

shares her husband’s fate, bull among men’’ (VR 2.27.4–5a).26

Sagar’s script differs from both other versions of the story, in that it does

not concentrate on Sı̄ta’s choice to stay in the palace or leave. Instead he sets up

a contrast between a woman’s reflex to return to the safe haven of the parental

home when there is trouble at her in-laws’, and her loyalty to the husband even

in difficult circumstances.27 Sı̄ta’s choice, then, for the modern audience, has

been transformed into one between parental and in-law kin.

In theManas, on the other hand, Sı̄ta not only has to make her case in the

restraining presence of her mother-in-law but also has to contradict her hus-

band’s mother openly. The passage starts out with Kausalya speaking for Sı̄ta
and, though loving and well-intentioned, she says exactly what the girl does not

want to hear. Kausalya here understands perfectly what Sı̄ta wants (‘‘That

[delicate] Sı̄ta wishes to go with you to the forest,’’ 2.59.4a).28 However, she

recommends that Sı̄ta stay home because she is so dear to her in-laws (2.58.4b–

doha and 59.1–2), to whom she will also be a support (2.60.4a). Kausalya also
worries that Sı̄ta’s delicacy may not withstand the dangers and discomforts of

the forest (2.59.3–doha and 60.1–3).

The art of Tulsı̄das in this passage is that he manages to make Sı̄ta’s
concerns resonate through Kausalya’s speech. One instance is when Kausalya
asserts that Sı̄ta will be unable to suffer the hardships of the forest, comparing

her delicate daughter-in-law to the partridge (cakora), which is unable to suffer

contact with the sun, because of its being a connoisseur (rasika) of the moon

(RCM 2.59.4b).29 The partridge is a traditional symbol of unswerving love,

since it cannot stand to be separated from its beloved moon for even a moment.

This image, then, also hints at how impossible it will be for Sı̄ta to survive

Rama’s departure, suffering love in separation (viraha). What is going on?

Tulsı̄das is basically working at several levels at once here: on the most obvious

level, Kausalya’s words give the mother-in-law’s rationale for keeping Sı̄ta back
in Ayodhya. Her speech is drenched in tenderly motherly feelings (vatsalya),
which is in keeping with the preceding scene in which Kausalya uttered her

feelings for her son Rama. At the same time, the poet has weighed the words so

26. aryaputra pita mata bhrata putras tatha snuqa, svani pupyani bhuñjanah svam svam bhagyam upasate;

bhartur bhagyam tu naryeka prapnoti puruqarqabha.

27. Sagar may also have been inspired by Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta’s line when she asserts: ‘‘I’ll live as comfortably

in the forest, as in the house of my father’’ (sukham vane nivatsyami yathaiva bhavane pituh, VR 2.27.12 and

similarly in 2.27.22).

28. soi siya calana cahati bana satha.

29. camda kirana rasa rasika cakorı̄, rabi rukha nayana sakai kimi jorı̄.
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as to undermine Kausalya’s discourse by evoking images from another kind of

love, this time erotic love in separation (viraha). Notwithstanding Sı̄ta’s silence,
the poet manages to conjure up for the audience a suggestion of what Sı̄ta’s
plight must be while listening to her mother-in-law’s words.30

Elsewhere, too, Tulsı̄das undermines the mother-in-laws’ speech. Kausa-
lyamakes the point that Sı̄ta is so delicate and pampered that her feet have not

even touched the earth (RCM 2.59.3a).31 Tulsı̄das’s audience is well aware of

the story of Sı̄ta’s birth from the Earth (and her eventual reabsorption into the

womb of her mother), so these words must sound ironic. That irony is even

more enhanced because Kausalya uses the poetic and unusual avani, which is

frequently part of one of the titles of Sı̄ta, namely Daughter of the Earth, or

Avanikumarı̄ (used by her husband Rama just a bit later in 2.64.2b). It seems

as if the audience can read Sı̄ta’s mind through the poet’s subversion of her

mother-in-law’s words!

Thus, we can read in an undercurrent of silent protest by Sı̄ta. However,

we should not lose track of the fact that while the poet is at pains to show the

plight of the heroine, at the same time he keeps stressing her exemplary

obedience. Sı̄ta’s body language throughout the episode testifies to her defer-

ence: throughout Kausalya’s speech, she sits with head hanging down:

At that moment, Sı̄ta, who had heard the news, had become

apprehensive.

She went to her mother-in-law, paid obeisance to her lotus-feet, and

sat down with head bowed.

Her mother-in-law blessed her tenderly, and observing the exceed-

ingly young girl, she became distressed.

Sı̄ta sat with bowed head, worried, an image of beauty and pure love

for her husband. (RCM 2.57, doha–58.1)32

Sı̄ta is dumbstruck by decorum—she cannot speak in front of her mother-

in-law. The only sound she produces is the tinkling of her anklets as she

shuffles her feet. Interestingly, the poet accords her at least that much of a

30. On yet another level, there is ironic foreshadowing of later events in Kausalya’s words. The all-

knowing audience will easily recognize references to the demon Ravapa, who will kidnap Sı̄ta (RCM 2.59, doha:

nisicara carahim duqta jamtu bana bhuri), to the ascetics that Rama and Sı̄ta will visit on their trip (2.60.2a), and

to Hanuman (2.60.2b: citralikhita kapi dekhi deratı̄, ‘‘She is afraid of even a monkey drawing’’).

31. palamga pı̄tha taji goda himdora, siyam na dı̄nha pagu avani kathora.

32. samacara tehi samaya suni sı̄ya uthı̄ akulai, jai sasu pada kamala juga bamdi baithi siru nai. dı̄nhi ası̄sa

sasu mrdu banı̄, ati sukumari dekhi akulanı̄, baithi namitamukha socati sı̄ta, rupa rasi pati prema punı̄ta.
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voice in explicitly interpreting this as a plaintive sound, with a hint of despair

that leads to suicide.

With the nails of her pretty feet she draws circles on the floor, the

sweet sound of her anklets is described by the poets:

As if, in the power of love, they are begging: ‘‘Let Sı̄ta’s feet not leave
us behind.’’ (RCM 2.58.3)33

The Gopı̄s, too, circle their toes in the dust in despair in Bhagavata Purapa
(10.29.29). However, their situation is quite the opposite from that of Tulsı̄’s

Sı̄ta. In the first place, the Gopı̄s can freely speak for themselves. They get rid of

their family members long before they address their beloved. Vyas’s Gopı̄s,

even more emboldened than their Bhagavata Purapa counterparts, curse their

entire families:

Mother, father, and husband stood in their way,

They could not bear this bar to meeting their lover

And insulted each and every one of them. (RP 5.1)34

In terms of body language, too, the Gopı̄s do not conform to paradigms of

deference and respect. They are portrayed as openly displaying amorous be-

havior:

The ladies of Vraja approached their beloved

With meaningful glances and eyebrow-play (RP 6.2a–b).35

Vyas does not hesitate to have his Gopı̄s show a frank erotic interest

(‘‘Support our gourd-like breasts,’’ RP 9.2c)36 . . . and lack of interest in moral

issues (‘‘We’re all weak women, not knowing dharma,’’ 11.1c).37 Thus, in the

medieval sources, we find a strong contrast between Sı̄ta, who is restrained in

speaking out by the presence of her mother-in-law, and the Gopı̄s, free to speak

their minds, unhesitatingly privileging love over dharma.

However, when we compare the television version Gopı̄s with Sı̄ta, we find
that things have changed. Sagar has managed to make even such erotic her-

oines as the Gopı̄s remain withinmaryada.While the Gopı̄ story does not allow

for any in-laws, Sagar manages to include divine parental sanction for their

33. caru carana nakha lekhati dharanı̄, nupura mukhara madhura kabi baranı̄; manahum prema basa binatı̄

karahı̄m, hamahi sı̄ya pada jani pariharahı̄m.

34. mata pita pati rokı̄ ana, sahatı̄ na piya darasana kı̄ hana, sabahim ko apimana kiyo.

35. brija banita aı̄ piya pasa, citavati sainani bhrikuti bilasa.

36. kuca tumbani avalamba de.

37. hama abala nahi janai dharma.
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play with Krishna. It is not the mother-in-law but none other than the Divine

Mother who is the larger-than-life role model of the devoted wife, Siva’s con-
sort, Gaurı̄. She does not figure in the Rasa-lı̄la itself but in the episode im-

mediately preceding it (vol. 7, episode 57), where the Gopı̄s are shown to

perform Gaurı̄ Puja in order to obtain Krishna as a husband (described in

detail in chapter 1).

To sum up, in the episodes as related by medieval poets, Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s

are on opposing ends of dharma. Sı̄ta, the svakı̄ya heroine, makes her bid for

personal happiness from within maryada, whereas the Gopı̄s, parakı̄yas, can
only make theirs after having squarely forsaken all conventional morality.

Regarding attitude, the Gopı̄s are portrayed as active agents, quickly finding

their own voices when challenged. Sı̄ta, on the other hand, remains quite

passive in demeanor. Though in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa she gets to speak in private

with Rama, in Tulsı̄’s work, she is silenced by her mother-in-law’s presence.

Notwithstanding the poet’s best efforts to let her voice resound in her mother-

in-law’s words, her protest initially remains a silent one.

In the televised Ramayan, on the other hand, Sı̄ta gets to speak for herself

immediately, but in a sense her voice is then taken over by her mother-in-law.

Her plea is supported by Kausalya, but her decision to accompany Rama is

portrayed as woman’s loyalty to her in-laws rather than parental kin. Sagar has

turned the scene into a reflection on women’s duties toward her husband’s

family. Here Sı̄ta’s voice has been hijacked in a subtle way for a patriarchal

agenda.

The Gopı̄s in the television version are more like Sı̄ta than Vyas’s Gopı̄s.

Sagar succeeds in downplaying their flaunting of maryada in the Rasa-lı̄la
scene. He allows for only a symbolic quitting of houshold tasks in the spiritual

rehearsal of the Rasa-lı̄la. Moreover, he gives the Gopı̄s’ love for Krishna a

svakı̄ya aura by elaborating on the vrata they take for Gaurı̄, which is compared

with Parvatı̄’s performance of ascetic activities to obtain Siva for a husband.

Sagar even has them go through a test, a trial by fire of sorts.

The Initial Rejection by the Males

In the medieval versions, Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s both have to face an initial re-

jection by the males they are about to sacrifice so much for. Even before they

get a chance to speak, their men are already bent on discouraging them from

carrying through with their intent. Male intuitionmay be responsible for Rama

and Krishna’s immediate and correct assessment of their women’s intent, but

the males do not seem to have such great hunches when it comes to finding

good reasons to keep the women home. Their arguments, which revolve

258 the challenges of married life



around women’s dharma and the dangers of the forest, wind up not being very

convincing.

serious rāma and ambiguous krishna. Tulsı̄’s Rama and Vyas’s Krishna
differ most in terms of their tone, their treatment of dharma, and their ways of

presenting the dangers of the forest. In the Ram Carit Manas, Rama’s tone is

all grave and earnest. In tune with the maryada atmosphere sketched earlier,

Rama first agonizes about the propriety of speaking to one’s wife in front of

one’s mother. However, invoking basically a case of emergency (Skt. apat),
he proceeds anyway: ‘‘hesitating to talk in the presence of his mother, he spoke

anyway, silently thinking it to be a proper occasion’’ (2.61.1a).38 This sim-

ple introduction helps sustain the tone of gravity and seriousness pervading

the passage.

Rama is quite clear about his advice, and does not leave his Sı̄ta much

choice: ‘‘Princess, listen to my advice, and don’t count anything else in your

heart’’ (RCM 2.61.1b).39 Yet he uses inclusive language to introduce his com-

mand: ‘‘If you wish both your own and my good, take my word for it and stay

home’’ (2.61.2a).40 Tulsı̄ is basically in agreement with Rama’s words in

Valmı̄ki Ramayapa,41 although there, Rama has started out with the assump-

tion that Sı̄ta would stay home, and had already proceeded with advising her

on how to behave in his absence so as to survive under the sway of his brother

(VR 2.26.29–38). In all versions, Rama is quite clear about his intentions.

In contrast, Krishna’s reaction to the Gopı̄s’ initiative is ambiguous, both

in Bhagavata Purapa and in the Braj poet’s text. On the one hand, Krishna

seems to encourage the women: ‘‘You have done well, coming along the way’’

(RP 6.3a);42 but in the same breath, he reproaches them: ‘‘Ladies of good family

shouldn’t go out after dark’’ (6.3b).43 The Gopı̄s are left to interpret this either

as reproach or as a subtle congratulatory remark on their difficult task of giving

up worldly honor and negotiating the dark forest to come near him.

However, Krishna is just set on confusing them: he seems encouraging

when he obligingly asks ‘‘What can I do for you, who are worthy?’’ (RP 6.3c),

38. matu samı̄pa kahata sakucahı̄m, bole samau samujhi mana mahı̄.

39. rajakumari sikhavanu sunahu, ana bhamti jiyam jani kachu gunahu.

40. apana mora nı̄ka jaum cahahu, bacanu hamara mani grha rahahu.

41. ‘‘Act here according to dharma, so that my mind will find peace’’ (ihacarasva dharmam tvam yatha me

manasah sukham, VR 2.28.3b), ‘‘Sı̄ta, you should act as I will tell you, weak woman’’ (sı̄te yatha tvam vakqyami tatha

karyam tvayabale, 2.28.4a), and ‘‘Please understand I’m saying this with [your] welfare in mind’’ (hitabuddhya

khalu vaco mayaitad abhidhı̄yate, 2.28.6a).

42. nı̄kem aı̄ maraga majha; corresponding to svagatam, BhP 10.29.18.

43. kula kı̄ nari na nikasai samjha; corresponding to rajanı̄ neha stheyam strı̄bhih, BhP 10.29.19.
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but the same phrase may also be read as ‘‘What can I do [about it]? You are

capable [of doing anything].’’44 Then he again goes on to ask them about the

family they have just left behind (‘‘Tell me, fortunate wives, how Vraja is far-

ing,’’ 6.4a) and the motive of their coming (‘‘Why have you come, happily

married ladies?’’),45 as if making small talk at a tea party. All the while, he keeps

interspersing his speech with references to their married state (barabhaga,
subhaga, suhaga, in both texts), which they have just thrown overboard for his

sake. And then he apparently unambiguously advises them: ‘‘You’d better

return to your homes at once’’ (7.1a).46 Is Krishna testing the women? Do they

have to read double entendres in all he says, as some philosophical com-

mentators suggest?47 What is clear in the midst of all this confusion is that the

tone of Krishna’s speech is whimsical and lighthearted, not at all like Rama’s

serious straightforwardness.

men arguing dharma. Both heroes take the trouble to explain the advice

they give, and do so with reference to dharma. They slip relatively easily into

the role of the pundit providing instruction in Dharmasastra. In the Manas,
Rama says to Sı̄ta: ‘‘There is no other higher dharma than this: respectfully

worship the feet of your father- and mother-in-law’’ (2.61.3a).48 He takes a

carrot-and-stick approach, promising Sı̄ta excellent karma as a result of fol-

lowing the short-cut dharma he has pointed out, and predicting terrible trouble

otherwise, invoking mythological examples.49 Rama ends his speech on a

threatening note: ‘‘who does not do respectfully what spontaneous well-wish-

ers as guru and husband advise, will regret with heavy heart, because for sure

44. kaha karo tuma jogu ho. In Bhagavata Purapa, Krishna is somewhat less inviting and more formal:

‘‘What can I do to please you?’’ (priyam kim karavapi vah, BhP 10.29.18a).

45. brija kı̄ kusala kaho barabhaga, keu aı̄ tuma subhaga suhaga; corresponding to brutagamanakarapam

BhP 10.29.18.

46. ajahum tuma apanem gharu jahu; corresponding to pratiyata vrajam, BhP 10.29.19b.

47. See the commentary by Vallabha for this passage, i.e., BhP 10.29.18–27, as translated in Redington

1983.

48. ehi te adhika dharamu nahim duja, sadara sasu sasura pada puja. Here the Manas deviates from

Valmı̄ki’s Ramayapa, where Rama is mainly concerned with pointing out the dangers of the forest (2.28.4–25).

He refers to dharma only in the beginning, pointing out that she should fulfill her dharma at home so that he

may have peace of mind (2.28.3).

49. ‘‘The fruit of dharma, conform to the guru and sacred scriptures, is obtained without any problem’’

(sruti sammata dharama phalu, paia binahim kalesa); ‘‘When possessed by obstinacy, many hardships were

endured by Galava and King Nahuqa’’ (hatha basa saba samkata sahe galava nahuqa naresa, RCM 2.61 doha; see

also 2.62.2). Interestingly, only one of the examples from mythology he quotes is considered evil: Nahuqa, who

usurped Indra’s throne and tried also to borrow his wife. One could argue that Galava endured hardship for a

worthy cause, namely in service to his guru, as he fulfilled the guru’s command with much forebearance and

single-mindedness (see Citrav 1964: 190). Tulsı̄’s examples may indicate that Sı̄ta’s wish is not necessarily

illegitimate, at the same time stressing the primary importance of obedience.
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their well-being will be damaged’’ (2.63, doha).50 Clearly Rama has two points

in mind: a woman needs to serve her in-laws, and she should obey her husband

instead of obstinately following her own advice.

Krishna, too, assumes the role of pundit, a rather ill-fitting one for him,

and holds forth about woman’s dharma both in Bhagavata Purapa and in the

Braj text. He stresses her responsibility to home, husband, and children: ‘‘Only

a young lady can grace the house with virtue, without her husband and son are

all sad, this is what the Creator ordained’’ (RP 7.3a–c).51 The carrot Krishna

offers is nothing less than a promise ofmokqa: ‘‘Attending one’s husband is the

key to happiness, by shunning deceit, samsara falls away’’ (74.a–b).52 Ironically,
Krishna makes it a point to condemn adultery, describing types of husbands

one should not leave (8.1; See BhP 10.29.26). To make sure the women abide

by such rules, he comes up with the stick, the threat of hell:

If she abandons her husband and indulges in a lover,

such a woman cannot be noble.

Without a shred of honor, she falls into hell. (RP 8.2)53

All this punditic sermonizing seems terribly out of place in the mouth of

Krishna, to the point of raising suspicion of a charade. Indeed, the whole

speech is undermined by one clever admonition at its beginning: ‘‘Consider

your husband to be the supreme Lord’’ (RP 7.1c).54 Taken at face value, it

validates the whole sermon and admonishes the Gopı̄s to go back home and

worship their husbands instead of Krishna. But this statement has a double

meaning: ‘‘Krishna as the Supreme Lord is to be known as the true husband.’’

In that case, it is to be taken as an admonition to stay with Krishna, who is each

human soul’s true Lord. Hariram Vyas has set up his audience for such a

reading by stressing earlier that the Gopı̄s ‘‘obtained their heart’s desire: the

Lord for a husband’’ (2.1b).55 Krishna’s appeal to dharma, then, is not sincere.

His speech may be read as a test for the Gopı̄s. Or the whole sermon may be an

inside joke for connoisseurs (rasikas) only. The sermon is full of irony intended

to amuse the Gopı̄s and the audience alike.

50. sahaja suhrda gura svami sikha, jo na karaı̈ sira mani, so pachitai aghai ura, avasi hoi hita hani.

51. juvatihi dharamu ghara mai phabai, ja bini pati suta duqita sabai, yah bidhana racana racı̄; See BhP

10.29.22.

52. bharata kı̄ seva suqa saru, kapata tajem chutai samsaru; See BhP 10.29.24.

53. taji bharata rahi jarahi lı̄na, hoi na aisı̄ nari kulı̄na, jasa bihune hi naraka parai.

54. janahu paramesura kari nahu.

55. mana cı̄mtyo payo baru nahu.
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the danger zone of the forest. To justify their rejection, both Rama and

Krishna voice a second argument, allegedly for the good of the women: the

dangers and hardships of living in the forest. In the Manas, Rama does this

elaborately, pointing to meteorological circumstances (2.62.2b), the bad road

conditions (2.62.3–4a, 63.1.b), dangers from wild animals (2.62.4b, 63.2) and

robbers (2.63.2), as well as problems of outfit and equipment (2.62, doha).
Taking a cue from his mother, he claims that all that is hard to overcome,

especially for a delicate palace-raised lady like Sı̄ta. Tulsı̄ is following Valmı̄ki

Ramayapa, where the hardships of the forest are the main objection Rama

raises, hammering his words home with repetition, ending all the lines in his

speech with ‘‘the forest means hardship’’ (duhkhataram vanam) or a variant

thereof (VR 2.28.6–25).

Tulsı̄’s Rama also resorts to more subtle means to make his point. In his

eagerness to show the proposed project impossible, he is clever in a tender—

though to twentieth-century sensibilities rather paternalistic—way. Tomake the

point that Sı̄ta just is not up to the forest trip, he addresses her with traditionally

flattering terms for women, and then proceeds to subvert these compliments

and use them to underline her weakness. He calls her ‘‘doe-eyed,’’ only to stress

the skittishness implied in the epithet, to make the point that she is by nature

easily frightened (RCM 2.63.2b).56 He addresses her as ‘‘swan-gaited,’’ only to

turn around and claim that like a swan, she does not belong in the woods

(2.62.3a)57—and that a swan raised on sweet water from Lake Mansarovar can
never subsist on the salt water of the ocean (2.62.3b).58 Further flattering her

with a comparison to a cuckoo, he continues that cuckoos of course do well in

gardens, where they find the nectar to live on, not in the thorny bushes of the

forest (2.63.4a).59 Rama here appears as the master of compliments with a

cutting edge, turning them into deterministic statements of character.

Tulsı̄’s text is extremely rich. Just as he does with Kausalya’s speech, he

works some irony into Rama’s argumentation by having him unknowingly

foretell the disasters thatwill indeedbefall them.For one, he refers to kidnapping

demons (rakqasas) who can take on many guises (RCM 2.63.1a). In addition,

gossip will ensue, and people will blame him for her hardship (2.63.3a).60 This

sensitivity of Rama to his subjects’ views may also be a foreshadowing of the

56. mrgalocani tumha bhı̄ru subhaem.

57. hamsagavani tumha nahim bana jogu.

58. manasa salila sudham pratipalı̄, jiai ki lavana payodhi maralı̄.

59. nava rasala bana biharanası̄la, soha ki kokila bipina karı̄la.

60. suni apajasu mohi deihi logu.
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events to follow, which will lead to Sı̄ta’s fire ordeal (and in versions other than

the Manas, her eventual exile).
Whereas Rama stresses that the forest is a place fraught with danger, for

Krishna it is mainly the setting of a romantic rendezvous. Krishna does not

dwell on explaining the dangers; he voices only a minor threat: ‘‘Don’t stay in

the woods at night’’ (bamna maim basiai nı̄sa nahı̄, RP 7.1c). In tune with his

earlier whimsical tone, he proceeds to treat the Gopı̄s as if they were out for

sightseeing and he their botanical guide:

‘‘You’ve come and had a glimpse of the basil grove:

The delightful white lilies have bloomed open

In Yamuna’s waters, cool and deep’’ (RP 7.2)61

Here again, the medieval poet is following Sanskrit scripture (BhP

10.29.21). Krishna’s references to the forest are hardly frightening. They leave

much to the imagination of the Gopı̄s, and he could be stirring up their fear to

enhance the erotic mood (vyabhicarı̄-bhava)—something not unbecoming to

the king of the rasikas.

television theology. The modern versions by Sagar follow quite a different

course. Where Vyas has his Krishna give an ambiguous speech for the sake of

enhancing rasa, in the television version no one gets to speak at all during the

Rasa-lı̄la, which consists only of mime, dancing, and singing. The camera

concentrates on abhinaya, when the Gopı̄s arrive on Yamuna’s banks. They

look around for Krishna, who is initially nowhere to be seen. However, he

arrives pretty soon, having made sure in his privileged position as ‘‘the Lord

within’’ (antaryamı̄) that the women’s devotion is pure. So it says in the ac-

companying song:

When the ‘‘dweller within’’ saw that he alone was abiding

in each woman’s heart

and that with the intention of undying union, the friends desired

him alone. . . .62

The singing and dancing starts pretty much immediately after Krishna’s

descent amid the Gopı̄s, so there is no occasion for him to lecture. The lecture

has been transposed to a different location: the ‘‘pre-Rasa-lı̄la’’ episode (dis-

61. brimdabana tuma deqyo aı̄, suqada kumodana kusamita jaı̄, jamuna jala sı̄tala ghane.

62. jab antaryamı̄ ne dekha har antar mem vahı̄ vas kare, liye amar milan kı̄ abhilaqa sakhiyam un se hı̄ as

kare.
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cussed earlier) in which he calls out the Gopı̄s’ spiritual forms with his flute

playing. On this occasion, Krishna lectures Radha; but the topic does not touch
on dharma. He transposes everything to a philosophical level and explains to

his little jealous mistress that all these other women are only forms of her, and

in fact, in the whole world there is nothing else but Krishna and Radha.
Krishna presents this as the secret of dvaita (dualism) and advaita (monism).

Such an explanation makes the raising of issues of dharma totally irrelevant.

Sagar apparently felt that to be insufficient. At the beginning of episode

60, he appears in person on the screen and gives a full punditic explanation of

the scene himself (not in the DVD version.) Just as his Krishna has done, he

concentrates on philosophical categories. He stresses that it is all about a

meeting of the human soul with God.63He calls the Rasa-lı̄la a contradiction in

terms,64 and he comes up with a whole set of equations of Krishna as Puruqa
with Radha as Prakrti, and so on. Thus, Sagar manages to avoid any allusion to

dharma or a conflict between it and bhakti.

How about Sagar’s television Ramayapa?He follows Tulsı̄ to some extent,

but there are some important differences. For one, Rama does not give a whole

speech before Sı̄ta gets a chance to answer. They actually have a dialogue with

each other, but that does not mean that Sı̄ta is treated more as an equal. Rama,

though tender, treats her very much like a child who does not know what she is

talking about (‘‘Do you know what it means to go with me to the forest?’’ TVR

201–2).65 and has no idea what hardship means (‘‘You have never seen any

troubles that were hard to bear, Sı̄ta,’’ 202).66 Rama is content with pointing

out the difficulties of the proposed banvas and does not trot out dharma; the

closest he gets is when he says that the forest is not for women (203).67

Sagar’s script has an interesting reversal of roles: here the women claim to

have the authority of dharma. Kausalya interferes to support Sı̄ta’s claim by

urging him to be consistent. She exclaims: ‘‘Rama, you have just held forth

about women’s duties (strı̄dharma) to me, saying that a wife’s whole good lies at

her husband’s feet. So now, how can that model, that dharma, be different for

Sı̄ta?’’ (TVR 203).68 There is much rasa to be had from this little role reversal,

63. jı̄vatma aur paramatma ka milan.

64. ‘‘Asceticism in enjoyment and enjoyment in asceticism’’ (yog mem bhog aur bhog mem yog).

65. van mem sath jane ka arth jantı̄ ho?

66. duhsah duhkhom ko tumne kabhı̄ dekha nahı̄m hai sı̄te.

67. vanvas striyom ke lie nahı̄m hai.

68. ram! tu mujhe abhı̄ strı̄ ka dharm bata raha tha ki strı̄ ka sarvasva pati ke carapom mem hota hai. phir

sı̄ta ke lie vah adars, vah dharm dusra kaise ho sakta hai?
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not only between women and men with regard to dharma but also in that the

mother-in-law takes up the case of her daughter-in-law against her own son.

Truly different from our Kaliyuga television era!

In conclusion, we can say that the crucial difference between the medieval

and the television versions of the men’s words is that, on television the men no

longer object to the women’s intent on grounds of dharma, but instead preach

theology. The difference between Krishna and Rama is that while Rama is

serious and grave, Krishna is joking. His speech in support of dharma in the

medieval poetry is a charade, a way to test the Gopı̄s or to delight them with a

good taste of rasa.

The Women’s Voices

In the classical and medieval texts, it is not until after the men are done

preaching that Sı̄ta and Radha get a chance to speak their minds and voice their

feelings. The men have already made it clear that they reject them, the women

acknowledge the men’s point of view, but nevertheless ask them to change

their mind. The speech of both heroines has the character of a plea; the Gopı̄s

explicitly call it so (binatı̄, RP 12.4a). Still, there are substantial differences

between Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s, in their body language and tone of their speech,

and in the content of their message.

the women’s tone and body language. Countering he husband is not

something an ideal wife should do. We can expect, then, that Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta will

find this difficult and that it will show in her body language. She remains

always aware of decorum, no matter how strong her feelings. Vaudeville has

already remarked on the ‘‘délicatesse’’ of her sentiments (1955: 134). Sı̄ta gets

tears in her eyes (RCM 2.64.1a);69 and we get a glimpse of the storm raging in

her heart when Tulsı̄das poetically says that her beloved’s words leave her

wondering how his cold instruction can burn the way the cool autumn moon

burns the cakava bird who has to suffer viraha from its mate (2.64.1b).70 The

implicit reference to viraha is reminiscent of and confirms the undercurrent

in Kausalya’s speech I discussed earlier. Notwithstanding this glimpse of her

subjectivity, it is again Sı̄ta’s passivity that is underlined: she is speechless at

first. Distressed, she cannot utter a single word at the thought that her beloved

69. suni mrdu bacana manohara piya ke, locana lalita bhare jala siya ke.

70. sı̄tala sikha dahaka bhaı̈ kaisem, cakaı̈hi sarada camda nisi jaisem.
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lord would be willing to leave her (2.64.2a).71 Overall, Sı̄ta does not get to

express the vehemence in her feelings with any passionate flair.

That is quite different from Valmı̄ki’s heroine, who is clearly indignant at

the beginning (samkruddha VR 2.27.1b).72 The poet does not disapprove but

stresses that she deserves to be treated with sweetness, as she is a sweet-spoken

woman herself (priyarha priyavadinı̄, 2.27.1a). Like Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta, she also has

tears in her eyes throughout her speech, but it is not till the end that she gets to

shed her long-restrained tears (2.30.23b),73 at which point the poet invokes

some wonderful metaphors to describe her extreme anguish (2.30.22–5).

Vyas’s Gopı̄s, however, do not display any such heroic control of their

feelings. Their reaction is much more extreme: immediately after Krishna’s

speech, they swoon and fall to the ground (RP 8.4a–b);74 Bhagavata Purapa’s
Gopı̄s are much closer to Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta: they sob and sigh and write in the

dust with their feet (10.29.29). Lest this be construed as passivity, it needs to

be pointed out that their swooning does not render them speechless by

any means. Like the Gopı̄s in Bhagavata Purapa, they immediately speak,

and their tone is an uninhibited cry from the heart: ‘‘By dire dismay we’re

completely overwhelmed’’ (RP 9.1a); ‘‘We have cried a swelling deep river’’

(9.2a).75

In contrast, Sı̄ta’s sense of decorum does not allow her to ‘‘make a scene.’’

She remains in total control in the televised version. In Tulsı̄’s text, too, she

patiently swallows her tears (RCM 2.64.2b).76Her first act is again in tune with

maryada: she touches her mother-in-law’s feet and folds her hands in suppli-

cation (2.64.3a).77 Her first words are already apologetic about the defiant

stance she is going to take: ‘‘Please grant me pardon for my great insolence’’

(2.64.3a).78 And she starts out by confirming her unswerving faith in her

husband’s advice being for her own good (2.64.3b).79 It is not until the end of

her monologue that she complains that his words are cruel, and then again,

she sounds nearly apologetic for not having died on the spot: ‘‘Hearing such

71. utaru na ava bikala baidehı̄, tajana cahata suci svami sanehı̄.

72. Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta’s situation is somewhat different from Valmı̄ki Ramayapa, where the order is reversed.

Rama’s arguments to discourage her from her intent to accompany him come only after Sı̄ta has made it clear

what she wants.

73. cirasamniyatam baqpam mumoca.

74. piya ke bacana sunata duqa paı̄, byakula dharanı̄ parı̄ murajhaı̄.

75. daruna citta barhı̄ na thora . . . rudana karata varhı̄ nadı̄ gambhı̄ra.

76. barabasa roki bilocana barı̄, dhari dhı̄raju ura avanikumarı̄.

77. lagi sasu paga kaha kara jorı̄.

78. chamabi debi bari abinaya morı̄.

79. dı̄nhi pranapati mohi sikha soı̄, jehi bidhi mora parama hita hoı̄.
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harsh words, if my heart did not break, then, O Lord, this shallow life of mine

will suffer the severe pain of being separated from you’’ (2.67, doha).80 In the

televised version, too, Sı̄ta acts very humbly and repeats polite epithets

throughout (nath, aryasreqth, svamı̄, see TVR 202).

Vyas’s Gopı̄s, on the other hand, do not show much regard for decorum.

They do not sound apologetic at all, and they make not bones about con-

fronting Krishna with the effect his words have had on them and how he has

let them down: ‘‘Young son of Nanda, you’ve spoken cruel words! Yet, no other

refuge comes to mind but you’’ (RP 9.1b–c).81 They are assertive, complaining

that there is nothing they have done to deserve such treatment: ‘‘Beloved, we

had much hope in you, but you reject us without our slightest offense’’ (9.3a–

b).82 Rather than addressing Krishna humbly and respectfully, they call him a

rogue (kitaba, 9.3c). They do not introduce their plea with polite acknowl-

edgments that he must surely have the best for them in mind. Instead, they

reproach him: he does not know what he has done to them. And they are not

inclined to let him off the hook: how come Hari cannot fathom the depth of

their sadness, though he supposedly is the ferryman who helps people across

the pain of samsara (9.2b)?83

Of all this sweet assertiveness, however, very little remains in the televised

version. As indicated before, all actors remain mute during the Rasa-lı̄la, which
robs the Gopı̄s totally of a voice. But even elsewhere, the women of Braj behave

demurely, nearly Sı̄ta-like. Even Radha, who shows the most assertiveness of

them all, acts as the charmingly shy wife, not the assertive lover. As we have

seen, Sagar has provided the little girl from Barsana with a divine alter ego,

which shows up at several occasions throughout the story. This alter ego of

Radha puts all the events into a different perspective, as they are flashbacks

shown while she and the divine Krishna are reminiscing nostalgically about

their youth, their time on Earth. This renders the events in Braj irreal com-

pared to the eternal present of Goloka, the divine heaven, where Radha and

Krishna are for ever enthroned. In Goloka, Radha is never separated from

Krishna; she is his consort, and, significantly, addresses him with respect and

humbleness (using the pronoun ap and the honorific forms of the imperative;

80. aiseu bacana kathora suni, jaum na hrdau bilagana; tau prabhu biqama biyoga dukha, sahihahim pavamra

prana.

81. krura bacana kahe namdakisora; aura sarana nahı̄ sujhahı̄.

82. tiharı̄ bahota hutı̄ piya asa, bina aparadhahi karata nirasa.

83. hari kariya nahi janai pı̄ra. It is to be noted, though, that this is slightly different from Bhagavata

Purapa, where the Gopı̄s are somewhat less assertive (Pauwels 1996b: 178; see also 232–6 for a line-by-line

comparison). For example, instead of calling Krishna a ‘‘rogue,’’ they call him ‘‘difficult to obtain’’ (duravagraha).
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he addresses her with tum and familiar imperatives). Her earthly counterpart

has more freedom of address (using tum and the familiar), but still her be-

havior shows more than once the respect accorded to a husband.

Vyas’s Gopı̄s pose a challenge to Krishna, but there is a hint of irony as

well in their words. They match Krishna’s playfully teasing words with equally

clever wordplay and double entendres. They challenge him, pointing out that

his actions are contradictory. How can he, the master (natha), deprive his own
servants of their master, or literally, make them orphans (anatha) (RP 9.4)?

The Gopı̄s continue this type of assertive challenge with blackmail. They point

out that Krishna is famous for being graceful; after all, he is called Dı̄nadayala
(‘‘compassionate toward the poor’’). So he is only detracting from his own

epithet if he does not show his grace to them: ‘‘You have disgraced yourself by

insulting us. . . . And your fame lies in pitying the poor!’’ (12.4b, 13.1a).84 They

challenge him to show his grace or else be called a miser: ‘‘Destroy our agony in

the embrace of your arms, the way an artist shows off his artistry. A miser

would not do so, even when prompted!’’ (13.1c-2b).85

Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta in her speech refers to Rama’s fame for mercy, too, calling him

‘‘abode of mercy’’ (karunayatana). However, she does not do this ironically; she

is only trying to strengthen the case she is making (to him and to her mother-

in-law) about how rightfully miserable she will feel when he is gone: ‘‘Lord of

my life, Abode of Mercy, handsome and adroit provider of bliss, without you,

the lotus of the Raghukula family is bereft of its moon, and heaven will be hell’’

(2.64, doha).86 Toward the end of her speech, she calls him ‘‘graceful’’ again

(krpanidhana, 2.66.3b) and, like the Gopı̄s, says he is her very self, the one

dwelling in each heart (Skt. antaryamin). Again, her tone is not ironic but

rather bespeaks an unshakable confidence when she says: ‘‘Why should I

elaborate my plea, My Lord? You are full of grace, and already dwelling in each

one’s heart’’ (2.66.4b).87

Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta is much meeker than Valmı̄ki’s. In the Sanskrit version, Sı̄ta
increasingly uses strong language when she feels Rama is not budging; she

challenges nothing less than his very manlihood. For one, she makes it clear

that he would be a woman in a man’s body if he left without her! She says: ‘‘Or

84. hai apajasu kı̄ne apumana . . . birada tumharo dı̄nadayala.

85. bhuja damdani qamdahu bitha, jaisem gunı̄ diqavai kala, kripana karai nahi halaı̈ bhala. Here they are

following similar pleas in Bhagavata Purapa, e.g.,‘‘Have mercy on us, destroyer of sins’’ (tan nah prası̄da

vrjanardana, BhP 10.29.38a; see also 10.29.41).

86. prananatha karunayatana, sumdara sukhada sujana; tumha binu raghukula kumuda bidhu, surapura

naraka samana.

87. binatı̄ bahuta karaum ka svamı̄, karunamaya ura amtarajamı̄.
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otherwise, did my father, Vaideha, the king of Mithila, O Rama, obtain a son-

in-law who is a woman in a man’s body?’’ (VR 2.30.3).88 More than that, she

calls him something of a pimp, who would hand over his wife to the care of

others: ‘‘[I’m] your bride at puberty, who lived with you a long time, who is true

to you; do you yourself wish to hand me over to others, like a dance-troupe

leader?’’ (2.30.8).89 Tulsı̄ chose to excise such strong arguments from his Sı̄ta’s
speech. No way that mother Kausalya’s ears should listen to such language!

Needless to say, Sagar does not choose to give airtime to any of this either.

To sum up, Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta is the opposite of Vyas’s Gopı̄s. Her humble and

self-composed tone contrasts with their challenging tone, which is dripping

with irony, determined as they are to let Krishna know how miserable his

rejection makes them feel. The difference in attitude fits with the difference in

marital status of the women. Sı̄ta remains conscious that Rama is her husband,

and although she is about to press her will through against his, she bows to her

lord and husband in respect, conforming tomaryada. The Gopı̄s see Krishna as

a lover and have no place for these niceties and formalities. Only love counts.

A love that has no boundaries. A love that is so strong it does not even care

about maryada.
Still, the married Sı̄ta in Valmı̄ki’s Ramayapa minces no words. Tulsı̄ is

more conservative than the text that inspired him, and Sagar has followed suit.

This difference in attitude and tone, to be sure, has its theological significance.

Sı̄ta’s attitude is the model for Tulsı̄’s Rama-bhakti: respectful worship of God,

emotional and unswerving, but controlled and within the limits of propriety.

Theological interpretations see the Gopı̄s as ideal examples of Krishna bhakti:

rather than be marred by God’s different status, his majesty, or aisvarya, they
go straight for sweet intimacy, or madhurya, which, it is felt, is what Krishna
prefers.

the women’s counter-arguments. Since my concern is mainly with Sı̄ta
and the Gopı̄s as role models, it is important to analyze their arguments. How

do the women convince their men? Let us first concentrate on how they justify

their rejection of the men’s powerful evocation of strı̄-dharma. Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta does
not address the matter directly. However, when she mentions that without

Rama even heaven seems like hell (RCM 2.64, doha),90 she indirectly rejects his
‘‘carrot’’: a shortcut to heaven is not appealing, if it means being without him.

88. kim tvam anyata vaidehah pita me mithiladhipah, rama jamataram prapya striyam puruqavigraham?

89. svayam tu bharyam kaumarı̄m ciram adhyuqitam satı̄m, sailuqa iva mam rama parebhyo datum icchasi.

90. tumha binu . . . surapura naraka samana.
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Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta says pretty much the same thing (VR 2.27.21). But she also

addresses the matter more directly. A woman belongs with her husband; that is

her greatest dharma. She quotes the authority of gurus for her decision to stick

with him (2.29.5a)91 and predictions by Brahmins and ascetics to the effect that

this is her destiny (2.29.8–14). She puts the scriptures to good use for her

purpose by saying that if a husband is a woman’s god, surely she should follow

him, which implies no sin if it is done with love and sincerity (2.29.16).92 Sı̄ta
even throws in what seems to be a quotation from the scriptures on the topic:

‘‘The woman who is given [in marriage] properly [with water] by elders fol-

lowing their dharma in this world, O strong one, belongs to the man also in the

hereafter’’ (2.29.18).93 Thus she makes her point that if a woman should follow

her husband in the hereafter, certainly she should follow him in exile! And Sı̄ta
cleverly turns the question around and inquires what Rama’s dharma is. In-

stead of asking why she wants to come along, Rama should ask himself why he

does not want his devoted, unblemishable wife along (2.29.19).94

In the television version, too, Sı̄ta, turns the tables on Rama. Her argu-

ment goes something like this: with all this talk about his father keeping his

promise to Kaikeyı̄, what about Rama’s own dharma? Hasn’t he made a

promise to Sı̄ta? Surely Rama should also be held to his wedding vow of

keeping her always by his side! So if he is so true to his word, there simply is no

way around him taking her along to the forest. And surely, if he gets to do his

dharma, he should not stand in the way of her doing hers! It would not even

cost him anything, rather, they get, so to speak, double dharma merit for the

price of one. Sı̄ta says: ‘‘O Lord, bound to promise to keep me with you lifelong,

wouldn’t it be called adharma if you went alone to the forest? O son of nobility,

let me keep my dharma at the same time that you keep yours’’ (TVR 202).95

Clearly, it is Rama who needs instruction on what dharma is; Sı̄ta is quite
confident she knows about her own! She goes on to insist that of all the

relatives in a man’s life, it is only his wife who gets the prerogative of sharing

his fate (TVR 202).96 Here again, Sagar is returning for inspiration to Val-
mı̄ki’s Sı̄ta’s words: ‘‘O son of a noble man, father, mother, brother, son and

daughter-in-law reap their ownmerit and have their own destiny. Only the wife

91. tvaya ca saha gantavyam maya gurujanajñaya.

92. suddhatman premabhavaddhi bhaviqyami vikalmaqa, bhartaram anugacchantı̄ bharta hi paradaivatam.

93. ihaloke ca pitrbhir ya strı̄ yasya mahabala, adbhir datta svadharmepa pretyabhave’pi tasya sa.

94. evam asmat svakam narı̄m suvrttam hi pativratam, nabhirocayase netum tvam mam keneha hetuna?

95. nath! jı̄van-bhar sath rakhne lie vacan-baddha hokar kya apka akele van mem jana adharm nahı̄m

kahlaega? he arya-sreqth! apne dharm ke sath mujhe bhı̄ apne dharm ka palan karne dı̄jie.

96. mata-pita, bhaı̄ bahan, sare nate pı̄che rah jate haim. keval strı̄ hı̄ svamı̄ ke bhagya ka anusarap kartı̄ hai.
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gets the fate of her husband, O bull among men, so by that reckoning, I am

obliged to dwell in the forest indeed.’’97 And she continues: ‘‘I have been

instructed by my mother and father about various means of support [available

for woman], so today, I do not need to be told how I should behave.’’98 Is Sı̄ta
turning women’s dharma into women’s rights? Is she invoking her right to

stay with the one she married? Sagar’s version has gone back to Valmı̄ki’s in

showing a strident Sı̄ta: she is the one who lectures on dharma, not Rama!

How do the Gopı̄s counter Krishna’s lecture on dharma? Characteris-

tically, Vyas’s Gopı̄s address the matter head-on. They simply inform Krishna

that his sermon on women’s dharma is wasted on them—precisely because

they are women. Are not women stupid, according to his dharma books? So

what’s the point in instructing them? He should have known better. ‘‘You have

instructed us in ethics, of which we’ve failed to grasp the essence: we’re all

weak women, lacking in wit’’ (RP 11.1).99 One could reflect that if anything, it is

certainly not wit these Gopı̄s are lacking.

In fact, the Gopı̄s give Krishna a perfectly good serious response. They

point out that matters of morality just do not apply for those who love Krishna.

‘‘Those who love you faithfully feel no suffering, worldly nor spiritual. Sin and

merit don’t apply to them’’ (RP 11.3).100 Morality, with its contrast between

good and bad, virtue and sin, is still part of the world of duality. Love for

Krishna goes beyond that; it is transcendent.

This argument is even more sophisticated than the one in Bhagavata
Purapa, where the Gopı̄s point out that Krishna is everyone’s true Self (atma,
BhP 10.29.32b), in whom everyone should naturally rejoice, and compared to

whom everything else pales (‘‘What’s the use for husbands, sons, and so on

who bring only sorrow? patisutadibhir artidaih kim, 10.29.33a). The Gopı̄s in

that version also make it clear that they are not so easily to be shaken off: if

Krishna will not answer their love in kind, they will still follow him by means of

meditation (10.29.35b).101 And they declare themselves unable to stand anyone

else’s company (10.29.36). They humbly call themselves maidservants (dasyah,
10.29.37b) in search of the dust of his feet (10.29.37).

97. aryaputra pita mata bhrata putras tatha snuqa, svani pupyani buñjanah svam svam bhagyam upasate;

bhartur bhagyam tu naryeka prapnoti puruqarqabha, atas caivaham adiqta vane vastavyam ity api (VR 2.27.4–5).

98. anusiqtasmi matra ca pitra ca vividhasrayam, nasmi samprati vaktavya vartitavyam yatha maya (VR

2.27.10).

99. hama su tuma upadesyo dharama, ta kau hama nahi janyu marama, hama avala mati hı̄na sava.

100. tuma su prı̄ta karaim jai dhı̄ra, tinahi na loka beda kı̄ pı̄ra, papa pupya tina ke nahı̄.

101. dhyanena yama padyoh adavı̄m sakhe te.
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Vyas’s Gopı̄s, though, turn the tables and place the onus of whatever

dharmic mistake they may have made squarely on Krishna’s shoulders. After

all, it was he who called them to come out into the woods, and on account of

whom they left the path of virtue! (RP 12.1a–b and 2b).102

Sagar’s Gopı̄s do not argue with Krishna at the time of the real Rasa-lı̄la,
but after the pre-Rasa-lı̄la (described earlier), Radha gets into a philosophical

argument with Krishna. This is after the other Gopı̄s’ trial by fire, by means of

which he has deflated her claim of being unequalled in her love for him. As

noted, at that point Krishna provides text and explanation in a philosophical

lecture on monism (advaita). What is Radha’s response to Krishna’s philoso-

phy? Just like that of Vyas’s Gopı̄s, it centers on the meaning of love. When

Krishna claims that in the whole world there is nothing but Radha and

Krishna, she interrupts him to say there is one other thing, namely love.103

Radha goes on to say that love is crucial, the basis of the world: ‘‘Without it,

what would your world be based on?’’104 Clearly, for Sagar’s Radha, as for

Vyas’s Gopı̄s, love is the plain and simple way to answer Krishna’s claims, be

they of dharma or of advaita.

What do the arguments of Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s have in common? In

all versions, the women’s answer revolves around love. When confronted

with the option, they are strongly opposed to the idea of gaining heaven

for one’s afterlife at the cost of separation from the beloved (viraha). They

argue in different ways and in different degrees of assertiveness, but the

point is the same: love is stronger than whatever dharma may prescribe for

them.

The women’s rejection of strı̄-dharma minimalizes the whole world of

dharma, which is characterized by social relations. The Gopı̄s and Sı̄ta both

make the point that nothing matters to them except the man they love. Both

stress they do not care for any other relationship in life, including the strong

bond with parental kin. More than that: they call all other relationships a

source of stress. Their language is much the same. Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta says:

Mother, father, sister, dear brother, dear family, circle of friends;

mother- and father-in-law, guru, in-laws, supporters, even sons may

be handsome, adept, and enjoyable;

102. baina bajaı̄ bulaı̄ nari, aı̄ sira dhari kula kı̄ gari . . . araja pamtha tajai suni gana, similar to BhP

10.29.34a.

103. ‘‘ek cı̄z hai.’’ ‘‘kya?’’ ‘‘prem. radha aur krishna ka prem.’’

104. uske bina tumhara samsar kiske asre par tikega?
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But when it comes to love and relationship, My Lord, for a woman

without her beloved, these [bonds] burn hotter than the sun.

(RCM 2.65.1–2a)105

Interestingly, Sı̄ta refers here to Rama as her beloved (piya; possibly for

internal rhyme with the following tiya) rather than husband (pati). It is to be

noted that there are no such statements by Sı̄ta in Valmı̄ki Ramayapa. In the

beginning, she stresses something similar, but with reference to Rama, not

herself. She says that a woman is the only party who sticks by a man, not his

other relatives (VR 2.27.4–5). Later on, she will repeat several times that for her

the forest will be as comfortable as her father’s house (see e.g., 2.27.12 and 22).

The Gopı̄s argue in much the same vein as Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta: to them nothing

matters, but their love. All other relationships are insignificant.

Husband and son, guru and brother: nothing but sorrow they

bring. . . .

Who can be dearer than you? (RP 11.2a, c)106

The major difference between these lists of secondary relationships is of

course that the Gopı̄s’ list includes the husband as a source of sorrow. This fits

their parakı̄ya nature. The Gopı̄s’ list is also much shorter. It seems that their

leaving their relatives behind, which has been already described in the be-

ginning of Vyas’s Ras Pañcadhyayı̄ (RP 2–5), enables them to reduce the list to

some bare essentials, as they have already established their credentials. Indeed,

they have abandoned the children they were breastfeeding (3.3a). They point

this out themselves: ‘‘With your flute playing you summoned us women, we

came with insults of the family on our heads’’ (12.1a–b).107

Sı̄ta’s enumeration of relatives is longer and sounds formulaic. At this

point in the story, she has not yet given up anything although the audience of

course knows she will make good on her words. Even her reference to her

willingness to give up her children will come true. At this point in the narrative,

Sı̄ta is not even pregnant, but the audience knows about the versions where

later on she will raise her twin boys alone, only to leave them at their father’s

when they come of age and disappear herself, returning to her mother Earth.

105. matu pita bhaginı̄ priya bhaı̄, priya parivaru suhrda samudaı̄; sasu sasura gura sajana sahaı̄, suta

sumdara susı̄la sukhadaı̄; jaham lagi natha neha aru nate, piya binu tiyahi taranihu te tate.

106. duqadata pati suta gura bamdhu . . . tuma se prı̄tama avara ko? Vyas is following kurvanti hi tvayi

ratim . . . nityapriye patisutadibhir artidaih kim, BhP 10.29.33a.

107. baina bajaı̄ bulaı̄ nari, aı̄ sira dhari kula kı̄ gari.
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Countering her husband and mother-in-law, Sı̄ta says it is the palace and
its comforts that will be painful for her, not the forest:

My Lord said there are many discomforts of the forest: fear,

despondence, and embarrassments of the worst kind;

but even all those together don’t count up to just a second of

separation from the beloved, O ocean of grace. (RCM 2.66.3)108

Body, wealth, house, land, city, kingdom, without my husband, are

like a mourning assembly;

Pleasures [will seem] like illness, jewelry a burden, the world will

seem like Hell [Yama’s torment]. (2.65.2b–3a)109

Sı̄ta’s words are typical for the virahipı̄ for whom every sweet memory of

her beloved has become painful. She continues with classical comparisons:

Lord of my life, without you, in the whole world, nowhere is there

anything comfortable;

A body without life, a river without water, similarly, Lord, is a

woman without her man. (RCM 2.65.3b–4a)110

The Gopı̄s make the same point, but without elaborating. They are again

much more concise, and simply say:

Without your grace all aeons lack insight. (RP 11.2b)111

In short, both Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s argue that the forest cannot possibly be as

bad as the comforts of home without their beloved. When countering their

men’s objections regarding dharma, the women univocally argue that it does

not apply in the case of love. Love is stronger than dharma: the laws of love

must prevail over those of propriety. In the bhakti context, the message is clear:

love for God takes precedence over all else. It is ultimately the only relation that

matters.

a sylvan vision for the future. Having deconstructed thoroughly their

men’s objections on grounds of dharma, the women move on to a constructive

108. bana dukha natha kahe bahutere, bhaya biqada paritapa ghanere; prabhu biyoga lavalesa samana, saba

mili hohim na krpanidhana.

109. tanu dhanu dhamu dharani pura raju, pati bihı̄na sabu soka samaju; bhoga roga sama bhuqana bharu,

jama jatana sarisa samsaru.

110. prananatha tumha binu jaga mahı̄m, mo kahum sukhada katahum kachu nahı̄m; jiya binu deha nadı̄

binu barı̄, taisia natha puruqa binu narı̄.

111. tumharı̄ kripa vina saba juga amdhu.
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phase. They readily describe an alternative to being left behind; they come up

with a blueprint, a vision for the future. Sı̄ta does a great job of working up

enthusiasm for the trip into the unknown. She counters the claim that she will

not be able to survive the dangers lurking in the forest. From her feminine

perspective, the jungle takes on a different dimension. She sees everywhere

possibilities of transforming the potentially dangerous into something helpful,

and comes up with an elaborate project for domestication of the forest.

Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta addresses her husband and mother-in-law’s argument that the

forest is a dangerous and uncomfortable place point by point. She answers

their concerns by turning each potential discomfort into its opposite. In this

respect, she follows Valmı̄ki’s heroine (VR 2.30.11–6, foreshadowed in 2.26.13–

22). The picture she conjures up is an idyllic one. Through a process of ap-

propriation, Sı̄tamanages, at least in her fantasy, to ‘‘domesticate the forest’’—

to transform the totally other into something familiar:

Birds and deer will be my friends, the wood my city, birch-bark

clothes my spotless silks.

[When I’m] with my lord, the hut of leaves will seem a source of joy,

like heaven! (RCM 2.65, doha)112

The kusa grass and sprouts will make a pretty bed, with my husband,

it becomes not less than a mattress for Cupid. (2.66.1a)113

Beets, roots, fruits will be a gourmet dinner, the mountains will

seem like hundred [towering] palaces of Avadh. (2.66.2a)114

In contrast to what American sensibilities might expect, Sı̄ta does not look
forward to possessing a greater freedom of movement in the forest. Interest-

ingly, she readily finds substitutes for those guardians ofmaryada, her in-laws:

The forest deities, male and female, are friendly and will take care of

me like fathers- and mothers-in-law. (RCM 2.66.1a)115

This may be taken as calculated to appeal to Kausalya, and in fact Sı̄ta is

repeating her mother-in-law’s earlier reassurances to Rama (‘‘The forest deities

will be your father and mother, birds and deer the servants of your lotus feet,’’

RCM 2.56.2a).116 Since Sı̄ta is not yet present during this part of the conver-

112. khaga mrga parijana nagaru banu, balakala bimala dukula; natha satha surasadana sama, paranasala

sukha mula.

113. kusa kisalaya satharı̄ suhaı̄, prabhu samga mamju manoja turaı̄.

114. kamda mula phala amia aharu, avadha saudha sata sarisa paharu.

115. banadebı̄m banadeva udara, karihahim sasu sasura sama sara.

116. pitu banadeva matu banadevı̄, khaga mrga carana saroruha sevı̄.
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sation of Rama and Kausalya, she cannot be held responsible for echoing

purposely her mother-in-law’s words, but clearly the poet has in mind again to

stress Sı̄ta’s extreme sensitivity to decorum and matters of maryada. Though
she may be naı̈ve about the pleasures of sporting with her husband in the

forest, she cannot be accused of seeking to escape the stifling duties of the

palace for the freedom of life unencumbered by in-laws.

Sı̄ta is not just trying to convince Rama and Kausalya; underneath her

words, the skilful poet Tulsı̄das is simultaneously addressing the audience’s

concerns. Uppermost in the minds of all who know the story is the threat of her

abduction. Tulsı̄das has Sı̄ta address the prediction of her abduction that which

has so alarmingly reverberated through Rama’s words. She reassures him that

no one will dare to touch her if he is around:

Who would cast his eye on me when I am with my lord, like a hare

or jackal on a lion’s wife? (RCM 2.67.4a)117

Sagar’s Sı̄ta duly echoes these words: ‘‘Whenmy Lord is with me, then who

would dare to cast an eye on me?’’ (TVR 202).118 Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta even mentions

the potential for people to gossip if Rama will not take her along. Here Valmı̄ki

counters the reproach that had she not gone, she would not have been ab-

ducted, by implying that people would gossip about Rama anyway (VR 2.30.4).

Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta’s speech, in its final part, projects a happy fantasy of life

together in the forest. The focus here shifts from a strong affirmation of her

ability to bear the hardships of the forest to Rama’s travails to come. Her

concern here is to make it clear to Rama that she will not be a burden but rather

an asset. Sı̄ta’s vision of the future is concerned with Rama’s comfort and

pleasure; she promises to serve him (seva) and make the trip easier in every way

she can, she will fan him, wipe his sweat, massage his feet:

In all ways, my love, shall I serve you, I’ll take away all exhaustion

caused by the trip.

Washing your feet, I’ll sit in the shade of a tree, I’ll fan you with

happy heart.

Seeing your dark body with beads of sweat, how can there be time

for sorrow, if I see my beloved?

117. ko prabhu samga mohi citavanihara, simgha badhuhi jimi sasaka siara.Here too Tulsı̄das has precedent

in Valmı̄ki (VR 2.26.14).

118. mere prabhu sath homge to merı̄ or amkh uthane ka sahas kaun kar sakta hai? Compare also with VR

2.29.3–4 and 6.
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I’ll spread a bed of grass and leaves on an even spot, and will massage

your feet all night, like a maidservant. (RCM 2.67.1b–3a)119

What is going on here? Sı̄ta is answering the objection that she is too

delicate for the forest. Is she tactfully pointing out that Rama, too, might have a

few tough moments in his exile and that he would be in trouble without a

devoted wife at his side? Are these words addressed to Rama, or is she sig-

naling to her mother-in-law that she can make herself more useful by at-

tending to her son in the woods than by staying back in the palace? Whatever

the case, she ends on a very strong note by reversing his words again. Instead of

not being worthy of asceticism or yoga, she puts it that when he is gone, she

will not capable of enjoyments or bhoga:

Am I so delicate, and my lord good for the forest? Are austerities

only good for you, and comfort for me? (RCM 2.67.4b)120

Underlying this statement are two assertions. After all, the dharma laws

stipulate that a woman should share her husband’s fate, and if his is tapas then

hers should be, too. Moreover, women are usually supposed to undergo fasts

for the benefit of their husbands. Now how does that rhyme with Rama’s

concern to keep her comfortably at home while he undergoes austerities?

Though one can read Sı̄ta’s words as ironic, the tone of the whole passage does
not call for such an interpretation, rather for one where she painstakingly stays

within maryada.
What a difference with the Gopı̄s! Since Krishna has not stressed the

dangers of the forest, Vyas’s Gopı̄s are not compelled to answer that objection.

However, they, too, share happy visions of the near future. They do not stress

much the sylvan character of the togetherness they envision, but rather the

erotic elements: ‘‘Calm us by granting the nectar from your lips’’ (RP 10.2b);121

‘‘Place your hand on our breasts to protect us’’ (13.1b.).122 Strikingly, whereas

Sı̄ta is eager to look for ways to do seva for her husband, the Gopı̄s are adept at

finding ways Krishna can serve them!

Given the bhakti context, it is not surprising that both Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s

stress darsana or visual experience of God. They react vehemently against the

119. sabahi bhamti piya seva karihaum, maraga janita sakala srama harihaum; paya pakhari baithi taru

chahı̄m, karihaum bau mudita mana mahı̄m; srama kana sahita syama tanu dekhe, kaham dukha samau pranapati

pekhe; sama mahi trna tarupallava dası̄, paya palotihi saba nisi dası̄.

120. maim sukumari natha bana jogu, tumhahi ucita tapa mo kahum bhogu?

121. adhara sudha de kari visrama.

122. kuca para kara dhari karo pratipala.
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most cruel part of the males’ proposed solution, because it implies that the

women have to miss the sight of the beloved. Sı̄ta says:

Lord, all happiness lies with you, in beholding your impeccable

autumn-moon face. (RCM 2.65.4b)123

Every moment, gazing at your lotus feet, I will remain happy, like a

Kokı̄ bird by day. (2.66.2b)124

Marching on the roads, I won’t feel tired: I’ll gaze at your lotus feet

every moment. (2.67.1a)125

Seeing your soft countenance time after time, I won’t feel the

blazing hot wind. (2.67.3.b)126

The Gopı̄s argue in a similar vein:

Gazing at your face, our eyes find contentment. (RP 10.1a)127

From the moment we saw these feet,

ever since, no one else can please us. (10.3a–b)128

In conclusion, we can say that the vision for the future of both sets of

heroines revolves around enjoying the vision of the beloved (darsana). Sı̄ta has
to answer the objections regarding the dangers of the forest, and she proposes

a sort of forest-domestication project. The Gopı̄s do not have any such objec-

tions to answer and hence do not make any such plans. Finally, Sı̄ta’s vision of

the future is one of subservience; she is looking for ways to do seva for her

husband. The Gopı̄s are more interested in proposing ways Krishna can relieve

them. They say so ironically: after all, it is his job, as God, to come to the rescue

of those in need.

the clinching argument. No matter how Sı̄ta argues about the superiority
of love over dharma, no matter what lovely vision of the future she draws,

Rama remains unconvinced. He does not come around until harsher measures

are threatened. Only downright blackmail with the threat of suicide seems to

work.

123. natha sakala sukha satha tumharem, sarada bimala bidhu badanu niharem.

124. chinu chinu prabhu pada kamala bilokı̄, rahihaüm mudita divasa jimi kokı̄.

125. mohi maga calata na hoihi harı̄, chinu chinu carana saroja niharı̄.

126. bara bara mrdu murati johı̄, lagihi tata bayari na mohı̄.

127. muqa deqata suqa pavahi naina.

128. jaba taim hama deqe ai pai, tava tai hamahi na avara suhai.
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Taking the lead from Valmı̄ki (VR 2.27.6; 29.7, 21; 30.18–21), Tulsı̄ has his

Sı̄ta threaten suicide in her speech. When she first does so, she calls Rama

Dı̄nabandhu (friend of the poor) to shame him into compassion: ‘‘If you keep

me in Avadh for the period of exile (avadhi), you know my life-breaths won’t

stay, O friend of the poor, handsome one, bestower of joy, wise one, embodi-

ment of love’’ (RCM 2.66, doha).129 This statement is elegantly phrased with a

wordplay on Avadh and ‘‘period of exile’’ (avadhi) to underscore how her for-

merly happy sasural has now become a place with ‘‘limitations’’ (avadha in that

meaning). It brims with Sı̄ta’s respect for her husband, in the use of several

flattering epithets.

Notwithstanding her moments of assertiveness (described earlier), Tulsı̄’s

Sı̄ta just does not seem able to shake off her apologetic demeanor. The last

doha of her speech comes back to the suicide threat, and sounds like an apology

for having not already died:

‘‘If my heart is not broken just by listening to such cruel words,

Then, O lord, my vile life breaths will be able to stand the pain of

separation!’’ (RCM 2.67, doha).130

Sagar’s Sı̄ta has more of an edge to her character and, incidentally, a great

sense of dramatic effect. When even Kausalya’s support fails to convince Rama,

a despondent Sı̄ta announces he will have to stay back in Ayodhya longer if he
refuses to take her along. ‘‘Why?’’ he asks. She answers with a question: ‘‘Who

will light my pyre?’’ (merı̄ cita ko agni kaun dega? TVR 203). This provides

enough of a shock for Rama, but the author’s concern for maryada prompts

him to make sure that it is Mother Kausalya’s confirmation that propels Rama

into action: ‘‘She’s speaking the truth, Rama. If you wish to protect Sı̄ta’s life,
then you should take her with you’’ (203).131

What is the clinching argument for Krishna? In contrast to Rama, it is not

the threat of suicide, which is not even mentioned in Bhagavata Purapa. To be

sure, Vyas’s Gopı̄s, too, refer to suicide, but if it is a threat at all it is a veiled

one, and hidden in a pun. They say, perfectly earnestly, it seems: ‘‘What should

we do, back in Braj? . . . Turning away from from you, beloved, is suicide’’ (RP

10.4b).132 The ironic undertone lies in the word they use to indicate suicide:

129. rakhia avadha jo avadhi lagi, rahata na janiahim prana; dı̄nabamdhu sumdara sukhada, sı̄la saneha

nidhana.

130. aiseu bacana kathora suni, jaum na hrdaü bilagana; tau prabhu biqama biyoga dukha, sahihahim

pavamra prana.

131. yah thı̄k kah rahı̄ hai, ram! agar sı̄ta ke prapom kı̄ rakqa cahte ho to ise apne sath le ja.

132. tuma bimuqa piya atama hana.
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‘‘harm to the self ’’ (atmahani). This has a philosophical ring: the Self (atman) of

all human beings is of course none other else than Krishna. So under the

pretext of threatening suicide, they actually teach Krishna a lesson. How can

he, who is their very Self (atman), turn them away? They have caught him in a

contradiction. For the rasikas, this pun enhances the rasa of the Gopis’ speech,

making it not a threat but a treat.

Arguably, it is the combined effect of this speech, with all its puns and

charming assertiveness, that blows Vyas’s Krishna’s mind. However, the last

line of the speech, the one he seems to fall for, is their declaration of exclusive

love for him: ‘‘Our goal is always only you’’ (RP 13.3c).133 As it has become clear,

their love is of a special kind. In the end, it is their willingness to trade a spot in

heaven for one in his arms, their insistence on their love for him against all

odds, and their true complaint of broken hearts over his harsh words that make

Krishna come around. This is consistent with Bhagavata Purapa, where it is

their sincere despondence that brings him around (BhP 10.29.42).134

That Krishna falls for love is the message propagated insistently by Sagar’s

television version. At first view, in the pre-Rasa-lı̄la, Radha loses out. Krishna

succeeds in meeting the challenge she has set Krishna to demonstrate that the

other Gopı̄s’ love for him is as strong as hers. She actually falls on her knees,

folds her hands, asks for forgiveness, and admits that she has been defeated:

‘‘Mistakenly I thought that only I had ‘rights’ in you. Today, my pride is

shattered. Radha is defeated.’’135 However, as we have seen, in the ensuing

discussion she corrects his musings about dvaita and advaita by stating that

what really makes the world tick is neither he nor she but love. Now it is

Krishna’s turn to admit defeat: ‘‘With just one word, you have shaken off all my

long-winded argument. Today I’ve lost again.’’136 Savoring the moment, she

insists he admit he lost, which gives him the occasion to hammer the message

home: ‘‘Yes, only before love alone even God is defeated.’’137

Notwithstanding this lip service, Sagar’s Krishna never loses his cool or

indeed his little superior smile of the one who knows it all best. And Sagar has

had us again and again witness how Krishna teaches Radha what love really

means. When she tries to assert her rights over him on account of her unique

love, he says that love does not seek rights but is only concerned about giv-

ing: ‘‘In love there’s no demanding, only giving, Radha’’ (also in TVK vol. 7,

133. tumahi hamarı̄ gati sada.

134. iti viklavitam tasam srutva.

135. maim ne bhul se keval tum par apna hı̄ adhikar samajha tha. aj mera ahamkar tut gaya. radha har gaı̄.

136. hamare itne lambe caure tarkom ko tumhare ek sabd hı̄ se hata diya tum ne. aj ham phir har gaye.

137. ‘‘to bhagavan ne har man lı̄?’’ ‘‘ham, ek prem ke age hı̄ to bhagavan bhı̄ harte haim.’’
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episode 55).138 Elsewhere, when she complains about the village gossip when

he courts her too openly, all comfort he offers is that true love does not care

about what people think: ‘‘Look Radha, if you’re afraid of gossip, you should

not walk the path of love’’ (in vol. 7, episode 53).139 So for all his admitting

defeat in the face of love, Sagar’s Krishna keeps up his superiority.

Another interesting contrast with Vyas’s scene is that Sagar’s Krishna falls
for the theoretical issue that love is the basis of everything, not that love is

stronger than dharma. That issue does not come up. Rather it is asserted that,

philosophically speaking, love is the first principle, the basis (adhar) on which

everything rests. Vyas’s Gopı̄s, by contrast, win not so much because of con-

vincing theorizing. Their philosophy lies mainly in wordplay; they never take

themselves seriously. When they convince Krishna, it is not so much by what

they say as by the way they say it: their charming ways and their demonstration

of the principles they profess. In their obstinate will to stay with Krishna, no

matter what the moral implications are, they prove by their actions that love is

stronger than dharma.

To sum up, the women’s attitudes are quite different: Sı̄ta remains de-

mure and aware of decorum; the Gopı̄s react vehemently and challenge

Krishna repeatedly. The arguments of both revolve around the idea that love

overrides dharma. In addition, they depict a vision of the future, in the case of

the Gopı̄s one tinged with eroticism, in the case of Sı̄ta one that involves a

domestication of the forest. Sı̄ta’s vision is one of sylvan servitude to her

beloved, whereas the Gopı̄s dream about how happy he can make them. What

convinces the males is again quite different. Rama finally gives in because of

Sı̄ta’s suicide threat. Krishna is convinced by the Gopı̄s’ point that love over-

rides dharma, which is not only a theoretical issue for them but one they have

lived.

The Final Outcome

Eventually, the men give in and allow the women to join them in the forest. Not

only what causes them to change their minds, but also the way they grant

permission are radically different. The authors’ concerns turn out to be dia-

metrically opposite.

138. prem mem mamgna nahı̄m, dena hota hai radhe.

139. dekho radha, jo ninda se dare, use prem kı̄ dagar par nahı̄m calna cahiye.
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After the threat of suicide, Tulsı̄’s Rama finally comes around to letting

Sı̄ta have her way. His answer is short, and, as Tulsı̄ stipulates, inspired by

certainty that Sı̄ta will die without him:

Seeing her state, Raghupati knew in his heart: ‘‘she won’t survive if

kept home by force.’’

So the graceful Lord of the Solar Race told her: ‘‘rejoice, and come

along to the woods.’’ (RCM 2.68.1a)140

Tulsı̄’s concern is to point out that Rama has the capacity to correctly

assess the situation and that he is true to his reputation for being compas-

sionate. Tulsı̄ does not want to end too abruptly here, and has Rama console

Sı̄ta some more. However, not too many words are spilled on that. Clearly, it

would be inappropriate for Rama to devote too much attention to his wife in

the presence of his mother, so the mood switches nearly immediately back to

the parental feelings (vatsalya bhava) the passage started out with:

With sweet words, he consoled his beloved. Then he touched his

mother’s feet and received her blessings. (RCM 2.68.3a)141

This is quite different from Valmı̄ki’s hero, who seems sincerely swayed by

his wife’s arguments, and basically tells her that he cannot stand to hurt her for

the sake of dharma: ‘‘I find no delight even in heaven by causing sorrow to you’’

(VR 2.30.27a).142 He goes as far as to admit she is right, even calls her idea

brilliant (atisobhanam, 2.30.41). It is indeed his dharma to take her along

(2.30.30) and her destiny to go to the forest (2.30.29a; as noted, she pointed out

that this was prophesied to her long before her marriage). Valmı̄ki’s hero even

declares a reciprocity in love by saying that for him, too, heaven without her

loses its attraction (2.30.42b). And to top it off, he invites her to be a ‘‘partner in

dharma’’ (sahadharmacarı̄, 2.30.40b). In contrast, Tulsı̄’s depiction of Rama as

a chivalrous yet exalted husband clearly has to do with his eagerness to dem-

onstrate to the devoted public Rama’s graciousness toward his devotees and at

the same time his keen sense of propriety.

As we have seen, Sagar, too, takes care to construe Rama’s actions in

conformity with his mother’s command. Sagar’s Rama, however, does not take

the time to calm down his excited wife. He immediately shifts gears and starts

140. dekhi dasa raghupati jiyam jana, hathi rakhem nahim rakhihi prana; kaheu krpala bhanukulanatha,

parihari socu calahu bana satha.

141. kahi priya bacana priya samujhaı̄, lage matu pada asiqa paı̄.

142. na devi bata duhkhena svargam apy abhirocaye.
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ordering her around to get ready to join him (thı̄k hai sı̄te! calne kı̄ taiyarı̄ karo,
TVR 203). It seems as if he wants to show that he is in perfect command,

notwithstanding having given in to her wishes! Immediately afterward, brother

Lakshmana bursts in on the scene, and the audience is distracted by a new

outburst of feelings.

In both the medieval and televised Ramayapa versions, the authors take

care to make it clear that while Sı̄ta gets her way, Rama remains in control. The

same point is totally reversed in Vyas’s Rasa-lı̄la episode. Here Krishna is

moved to tears: ‘‘When the young ladies spoke humble words, he was em-

barrassed, tears streamed from his eyes’’ (RP 13.4a–b).143 What is more,

Krishna admits defeat at the hands of the women. The body language of Vyas’s
Krishna is significant: he folds his hands and impersonates a beggar or a sadhu,
a religious mendicant. He is said explicitly to cast off all majesty: ‘‘Hari spoke,

holding out his hem with a smile, his hands joined, all majesty cast off ’’ (14.1a–

b).144 And then he makes it clear that he, the self-professed sadhu, got it

morally totally wrong, and is actually not a sadhu. The women are the real

sadhus, the ones who have morality on their side: ‘‘I am the bad guy, you are the

good ones, all of you’’ (14.3c).145 This is a clever transformation of a line in

Bhagavata Purapa, where Krishna says ‘‘I am not able to repay (svasad-
hukrtyam) you, endowed with innocence as you are. You have left behind the

shackles of domestic life, may that repay you properly (sadhuna)’’ (10.32.22).146

In his translation, Vyas incorporates the play on the word sadhu of the original

but transformed the statement, paying less attention to who is indebted to

whom than to the Gopı̄s’ moral superiority, in their love beyond borders

(see also Pauwels 1996b: 166). In Bhagavata Purapa, though, Krishna ut-

ters this line after the episode of his disappearance during the Rasa-lı̄la, which,
he explains, was a test the Gopı̄s passed, thanks to their selfless devotion to

him.

Vyas’s Krishna does not do any such testing; Vyas chooses to leave out this
episode from his version. His Krishna reacts only to their argumentation about

the need for their desires to be fulfilled on the grounds of their selfless devo-

tion. Vyas’s Krishna explicitly grants the Gopı̄s that not only is the point of

143. dı̄na vacana juvatina jaba kahe, taba sakuce nainani nı̄ra bahe.

144. hamsi bole hari olı̄ ori, kara jore prabhuta saba chori.

145. hum asadha tuma sadha saba. In comparison with the Rama story, we could point here to another

interesting parallel, that Rama, too, is a sadhu in disguise, and takes on the yellow robes of the ascetic during his

exile (banvas).

146. na paraye ‘ham niravadyasamyujam svasadhukrtyam vah . . . gehasrxkhala samvrscya tad vah pratiyatu

sadhuna.
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their arguments well taken but also they have demonstrated it. Conventional

morality fades when compared to their love: ‘‘For my sake you have become

fearless, worldly and spiritual sanctions proved powerless and poor’’ (RP 14.2a–

b).147 He admits that he has behaved poorly, but that they have withstood it

perfectly: ‘‘I’ve been taken in by you effortlessly; I abused you, but you did not

waver’’ (14.3a–b).148 Immediately he proceeds to play with them.

Vyas’s Rasa-lı̄la proceeds to a happy ending in total equality. In the daz-

zling round dance that follows, Krishna’s characteristics become totally mixed

with those of the Gopı̄s (RP 17.3–19.3). Krishna and Radha are shown to be

dancing together in perfect harmony. The total reciprocity of their love is

exemplified by their sharing each other’s betel leaves (27.3b) rather than her

chewing his leftovers as a sign of devotion (as in BhP 10.33.13). Vyas sums it up:

‘‘they are one breath in two bodies’’ (RP 27.3c).149 At times, the roles are even

reversed, as when he lifts her up when she is tired, and he wipes off her sweat

(28.4a–b). He is portrayed as unable to follow Radha’s intricate dance patterns
(21.2a). Vyas even has it that he finds happiness kissing her (27.2). In his most

spectacular deviation from Bhagavata Purapa, Vyas does not depict the dis-

appearance of Krishna and the Gopı̄s’ ensuing viraha. Instead, the episode has

a happy ending, or rather, depicts an eternal merry-go-round. The night never

ends.

What happens in Sagar’s television version? Interestingly, he also leaves

out the episode of Krishna’s disappearance. Instead, he depicts the Gopı̄s’

viraha before the Rasa-lı̄la, during the waiting period after their Gaurı̄ Puja.
Some of the charming reciprocity of Vyas’s Krishna and his Gopı̄s can be seen

also on the television screen. When the Gopı̄s are about to get a bit jealous, as

expressed in their abhinaya, by pouting and staring dreamly at Krishna and

Radha in the middle of the circle, Sagar intervenes with the miraculous

multiplication of Krishna (following BhP 10.33.3). In that sense, there is reci-

procity, namely, in that Krishna answers their desire by multiplying himself,

so that each Gopı̄ can have him close by. Sagar’s Maharasa is a long Bollywood
song-and-dance number involving Gujarati-style stick dancing (dapdiya rasa)
with several multiplication camera-effects.

Also relevant regarding the reciprocity of the love between Krishna and

Radha is an earlier episode (TVK vol. 7, episode 55) that depicts a scene of cross-

dressing—appropriately enough, immediately after the Holı̄ celebrations.

147. mo karana tuma bhaya nisamka, loka beda bapura ko ramka.

148. binu damakai hum lı̄nu mola, karata anadara bhaı̄ na lola.

149. aika prana doya deha hai.
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Radha reproaches Krishna that he has been expressing his affections too

openly, thereby giving away their secret liaison to the whole of Braj. He has

besmirched her good name. When he says he does not care what the world

thinks, she points out that he has it easier because he is a man. If only he were

she, he would understand. He declares himself prepared to become her, and as

she happens to have an extra skirt and blouse handy, he immediately acts on

the impulse. We witness a lovely scene in which Radha helps Krishna into her

woman’s attire. He claims now to know what it is to be Radha: ‘‘I’ve become

Radha completely haven’t I?’’150 But she inquires about his heart: does he

perceive the same beating, the same strong currents of love? He is only Radha
in appearance, not in feeling.

Truth be told, says Radha, he can never pay off the debt he owes her for her

true love.151 Here Radha has picked up the line from Bhagavata Purapa where
Krishna expresses that sentiment: ‘‘I am not able to repay you’’ (10.32.22). We

recall that Vyas wrote: ‘‘I am the bad guy, you are all good ones’’ (RP 14.3c).

Note, however, that Sagar has changed the dynamics completely, because in

his version Krishna does not admit this; it is Radha who ventures the senti-

ment. Krishna actually contests her statement.

At this point, the camera shifts to Goloka, where divine Krishna applauds

divine Radha’s words, yet is eager to point out to her that, in the end, he and she

are both one, and all this is nothing but illusion. He advises her to stop being

upset about things and just sit back and enjoy the ‘‘play of illusion’’ (maya ka
khel). That gets a rise out of his otherwise so meek divine consort. She indig-

nantly refuses to put love andmaya in the same existential category: ‘‘Whatever

you mean with ‘illusion’ . . . what they call love is not a mere game, nor a lie, it is

the highest truth, and it is the very basis of your world.’’152 Without love, she

points out, there is no devotion or bhakti, and without bhakti, of course, there

is no God or Bhagavan. Oops, that is quite convincing. And even Krishna has to

admit defeat: ‘‘God is defeated only when he is confronted with love, that’s why

devotees always win.’’153 While he speaks those words, though, nothing in his

tone or behavior is in agreement with the statement. Far from acting like a

beggar, he continues to wear his smile of superiority. He even comes up with a

nice deus ex machina (or should we say avatar ex machina) to save the day: in

150. ban gaya na purı̄ Radha?

151. prem ka jo rip hai use tum kabhı̄ nahi cuka paoge.

152. maya jo bhı̄ ho . . . jise prem kahte haim vah na khel hai na jhuth, vahı̄ param satya hai aur vahı̄ ap ke

jagat ka adhar hai.

153. prem ke age hı̄ to bhagavan harte haim, isı̄ liye sada bhakt kı̄ hı̄ jı̄t hotı̄ hai; this will be echoed in the

later episode of the pre-Rasa-lı̄la, described earlier.
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Kaliyuga, he says, he will come down to earth in a form that feels love for

Krishna as Radha does, namely as Caitanya Mahaprabhu. Thus Krishna ends

up once again having the last word.

To sum up, the outcome of the Gopı̄s’ and Sı̄ta’s pleas to join their beloved

in the forest is the same in that they get what they want. The way each male

gives in is quite different, though. Rama simply grants Sı̄ta permission to come

along, and goes on immediately to other matters. Tulsı̄ takes pains to show

how he behaves perfectly ‘‘correctly,’’ in accordance with his duty as gracious

God. At the same time, he also behaves in accordance with decorum as a son

toward his mother, who is present throughout the whole scene. In Sagar’s

version, Rama seems to feel the need to prove that, even though he has given in

to his wife, he has not lost in manliness; he does so by ordering her around.

Krishna not only gives the Gopı̄s what they want but also admits defeat. He

takes their argument seriously and grants their point. In Vyas’s version, he

does so unconditionally, playfully impersonating a beggar in front of them.

Sagar, however, cannot quite let his Krishna lose face that much, and grants

him the last word and the last laugh.

Sı̄ta and Radha Compared

What can we conclude from this detailed analysis? The different approaches of

Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s in the medieval versions can be categorized following

classical theological categories, as svakı̄ya and parakı̄ya, with aisvarya and

madhurya as the most important flavors. These differences fit of course the

general bhakti agendas that Tulsı̄das and Hariram Vyas wished to promote.

However, what is under investigation here is not this more general bhakti

interpretation but whether, and if so how, Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s function within a

narrower domain, namely that of strı̄-dharma. They can be seen as illustrating

or commenting in word and deed on what is proper for women to do and what

not. Notwithstanding the differences, their words hold a common conviction:

that love is stronger than dharma. Might this potentially liberate women from

the straitjacket of strı̄-dharma?

Is Sı̄ta’s example empowering for women? Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta surely speaks

her mind and gets what she wants. Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta is a different case. There seems

to be a contradiction at the heart of this episode. How can Sı̄ta at the same time

argue that dharma is meaningless for her, yet take all the proper steps to

remain withinmaryada? When she says that love is the only thing that matters,

her body language and register of speech remain studiedly within maryada.
Her stance is not an antinomian one but one that seeks to reconcile love and

duty.

286 the challenges of married life



With regard to the Gopı̄s, one might more easily argue that the prepon-

derance of love could prove liberating for women. However, does it really do

so? Their argument is still male-focused. It seems that women can afford to

break through dharma stipulations only in demonstrating their love for a male.

Even so, it is quite clear, they cannot expect immediate understanding and

support from their beloved in return. The very male for whom the women

sacrifice their good names will turn around and argue dharma and maryada,
condemning their actions. The very male who leads them on will refuse to take

the responsibility for their self-sacrifice, masquerading as a sadhu and

spokesperson for dharma! Only if they are willing to sacrifice everything

table 4.2. Overview of Differences between Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s’ Resolves

Element Subelement Gopı̄s in Vyas Sı̄ta in Tulsı̄das

Context: Mood Happy: srxgara Sad: soka, karupa
Union long-awaited Exile thwarts long-awaited

coronation

Forest Romantic Threatening

Marital Parakı̄ya: join lover

(downplayed on TV)

Svakı̄ya: join husband

Bhakti Madhurya Aisvarya
Dharma Defying maryada

(downplayed on TV)

Within maryada
(more voice on TV)

No in-laws present

(mother figure

Gaurı̄ on TV)

Mother-in-law present

(choice between in-laws and

parental loyalty on TV)

Rejection: Whimsical Serious

Krishna is ambiguous Rama is straightforward

Dharma is a joke/test

(Gopı̄ Agniparı̄kqa on TV)

Dharma is serious (Rama is

taught dharma by women on TV)

Forest¼uddı̄pana vibhava Forest¼ difficult

Protest: Tone Strong; challenging; playful Self-composed; humble; serious

Argument Clear Implicit

Dharma does not apply Heaven and hell matter less

than viraha

Goal Making love (erotic):

reciprocal

Seva: subservient

Forest domestication project

Suicide Implicit threat Repeated threat

Final point To reward love they

have demonstrated

To avoid her suicide

Outcome: Krishna admits defeat Rama gives in gallantly

(commanding Rama on TV)

No in-laws Approval of mother-in-law
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unconditionally, without expecting anything in return, will they be applauded

as having stood the test. And even so, even if the Gopı̄s manage to overcome

Krishna’s initial resistance and he grants them their wish, his admission of

defeat lies exactly in the fact that he does not love them as much as they love

him. There is a limit to reciprocity, even in Vyas’s text.
The Gopı̄s secure a victory, but is it not one of the famous Pyrrhic kind?

Does not the victory deflect attention from the real issues? Have women been

fooled again, told they are so great . . . in their self-surrender and self-sacrificing

love, which suits the men fine after all?

If we cannot see these bhakti models as bringing liberation from patri-

archy, perhaps we need to keep in mind that the women are portrayed as using

dharma as it suits them in argumentation, turning the tables, insisting that it is

the men’s dharma to take them along. Sometimes, it seems, dharma can be

seen not as women’s burden but instead as women’s rights. This point may be

strongest in the medieval versions, but it is definitely still present in the

modern texts. Maybe the liberating potential of the stories lies more in pro-

viding a role model for maneuvering within a patriarchic frame.

Not surprisingly, the modern television version continues the trend of

downplaying the scandalous element by depicting the Gopı̄s who partake in

the Rasa-lı̄la as unmarried. This is never explicit, but the Gaurı̄ Puja episode

especially seems geared to establish the Gopı̄s’ desire for Krishna as socially

acceptable. Sagar does his best to bring the Gopı̄s in line with dharma. He has

left out reference to their potentially objectionable quitting of domestic chores,

keeping their mortal forms at work while their souls can fly to Krishna, and

showing them leaving for the Rasa-lı̄la only after all the housework is done.

Moreover, their strident assertiveness has disappeared. In particular, Radha
has been tamed. She listens attentively when Krishna takes to lecturing her,

and whenever she comes up with a good point, she is treated like a good

student, without in the least denting Krishna’s sense of superiority. He grants

her the point but keeps his superior smile. Radha may pout a little and have

flashes of brilliance, but like the good heroine of the Bollywood film industry,

she always knows her place. Would it be far-fetched to say that in Sagar’s

version the Gopı̄s and Radha have become maryada-ized?
Similarly, Sı̄ta’s character is different in the television version. While Sa-

gar’s Sı̄ta has more edge to her, she is depicted as an ideal daughter-in-law even

more than in Tulsı̄’s text. Her mother-in-law is in perfect agreement with her.

Sı̄ta’s choice has become a statement of loyalty to the husband, as opposed to

the woman’s own native family. In some respects, however, Sagar has modeled

his Sı̄ta after Valmı̄ki’s more strident heroine; hence she ends up being more

assertive, to the point of telling Rama what his dharma is. However, much of
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this gets lost when the passage ends on a blunt command by Rama. Valmı̄ki’s

reciprocity is totally bypassed.

While Tulsı̄ and Vyas’s heroines seem to occupy opposite ends of the

spectrum, Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s in the contemporary versions are much more

alike. The Gopı̄s have been domesticated. Even Sı̄ta seems to have slid more to

the right, identifying emphatically with her in-laws and being snubbed by her

commanding husband at the end. Are we witnessing an ever more reactionary

model being forged for women?

Finally, we should not overlook what is obviously the main message: in

times of hardship, women unquestionably are to follow their husbands. The

husbands may actually want to dissuade them from doing so, but the women

should persist in carrying out this dharma, no matter what. None of the texts

shows a split second of doubt in the heroines about whether they should follow

their men or not.

Also interesting is the question what might the differences in the reactions

of Rama and Krishna have to tell us about male role ideals? The more Krishna

argues advaita, the less he and his Gopı̄s are truly equal, it seems, judging by

the television version. The more air time Rama allows his Sı̄ta, the harder it is
for him to graciously let her have her way, and the more he feels compelled to

balance his giving in to her with giving her a command—again in the televi-

sion version.

It is of course too simple to see the differences in the medieval andmodern

versions as a unidirectional phenomenon. I have not been able to begin to do

justice to the many other versions of the stories, of medieval times, as well as

now. Tulsı̄’s version is without any doubt a dominant one, but Vyas’s cannot be
claimed to be representative. Many other versions of Rasa-lı̄la, including

Nanddas’s, boast much less assertive, meeker Gopı̄s (Pauwels 1996b: 163–79).

Nonetheless, another contemporary version of the Rasa-lı̄la has elements

very similar to Sagar’s: B. R. Chopra’s Mahabharata sequence, retelling the

Krishna story (DVD, vol. 3), which also splits the Rasa-lı̄la in two parts. The first

(in episode 15) portrays a very cleaned-up first version of the Rasa-lı̄la. Here we

see the boy Krishna playing his flute and growing up into a preadolescent boy.

The Gopı̄s, also grown up, are irresistibly drawn to him. They get into a trance-

like state when they hear his flute playing. Limited elements from the Bha-
gavata Purapa Rasa-lı̄la are incorporated: one of the Gopı̄s is boiling milk but

starts pouring the milk next to the pot absentmindedly; another puts on her

make-up wrong. There is no hint, though, that these women are married with

children, though the possibility is left open. The women flock to Krishna and

walk around him swaying as if in trance, but nothing erotic happens. The

accompanying song, entitled ‘‘Muralı̄ madhura bajaı̄’’ (‘‘The flute resounds
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sweetly’’), seems to be a variant of Vallabha’s famousMadhuraqtakam, a Sanskrit

poem in which the adjectivemadhura is applied to different features of Krishna

over and over again. In this case what is repeated is the word nirmala (pure

stainless), which is related to different features of the Gopı̄s and nature. Only

toward the end of the song does the action take on a Holı̄-like, playful character,

but even so things remain quite tame. Nevertheless, in this series, in contrast

to Sagar’s, Radha looks a little bit older than the very young preadolescent

Krishna, who, it is said elsewhere, is just eleven years old. The second version

of the Rasa-lı̄la comes in the next episode (vol. 3, episode 16). After the Go-

vardhana-lı̄la, just as in Bhagavata Purapa. Interestingly, in this interpretation,

Radha is being made fun of by the other Gopı̄s, who see her as a stranger, not a

resident of Nandgaon. And it is in response to her boasting that Krishna plays

only for her that the Gopı̄s approach him with the request he play his flute for

them, too. He promises to do so and sinks into a reverie when they have gone

off. The ensuing Rasa-lı̄la could thus be interpreted as a dream of Krishna, and

in any case the focus is on the celebration of his flute playing; thus the Rasa-lı̄la
becomes a celebration of his ‘‘Magic Flute’’. In addition, somewhat contrary to

expectations, Radha is the first who appears on the screen in the Rasa-lı̄la, and
the song stresses the inseparability of the divine pair. This Rasa-lı̄la is a non-

erotic, though late-night, folk-dance scene, wherein the Gopı̄s use sticks.

Krishna and Radha are in the middle of the circle, dancing as well as taking on

poses as in a tableau (jhaxkı̄). The language of the accompanying song is very

Sanskritic and ends in a chant of ‘‘Radha Krishna.’’ Visually, there is much

duplicating of the images of Krishna and Krishna and Radha. There is no hint

of the Gopı̄s leaving their home for the occasion. Right after the Rasa-lı̄la,
Radha and Krishna are shown alone. She has a foreboding of the coming

events and asks him to play for her alone. However, Balarama interrupts and

reminds Krishna of his duty to work for the salvation of the world, at which

Krishna promptly leaves. Thus we see here, too, a tendency to clean up the

Rasa-lı̄la and edit out the less dharmic aspects of the Gopı̄s’ devotion.

If we compare Sagar’s Ramayan to earlier movie versions, we find sig-

nificant differences. In Babubhai Mistry’s 1961 Sampoorna Ramayan, strik-

ingly, Sı̄ta acts very differently.154 As soon as she hears Rama break the news of

his upcoming exile to his mother, we see Sı̄ta’s reaction of pain, and then we

see her rush off. After his conversation with his mother, Rama finds her in his

quarters. She has taken off all her jewelry and is dressed like a devotee, ready to

154. Mistry had worked with Vijay Bhatt in the 1940s on mythologicals that were influential during the

independence movement. He was a consultant for the televised Ramayan, so bridges the early and later periods.
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go with him; she has immediately taken decisive action according to her best

judgment.

Now follows the debate between husband and wife in private. This movie

shows Sı̄ta using very submissive language yet respectfully disagreeing with

her husband and winning each argument. He tries to convince her that the

hardships of the forest will be too much for her. However, she counters that it

is his pain and separation from him that she will not be able to suffer.155 He

says that time will teach her how to do so. She cleverly counters that that is just

what she would say: as time goes along, watching his smile, sitting at his feet,

she’ll be able to put up with the hardships of the forest and find her heaven.156

He seems convinced but tries to find another authority that might come in the

way, arguing that her following him would be against Kaikeyı̄’s command. She

says it would be against Kaikeyı̄’s command to go alone, because a woman is a

man’s ardhaxginı̄, so without Sı̄ta he would be following Kaikeyı̄’s command

with only half his body. At this point, the camera cuts to the ardhanarı̄svara
image in the background as if to illustrate her point. Rama does not give up yet;

he plays on her feelings of concern for his good name, arguing that he will get a

bad name by taking her along because people will say he took her to make his

hard time easier. She counters in kind, saying that if she does not go along,

people will say that Sı̄ta stayed true to Rama in good days but when times got

tough she did not go along.157 She asks him whether he would let her be so

dishonored,158 and he of course has to reply he would not. That argument

clinches it, and Sı̄ta and Rama embrace; she sighs happily ‘‘Lord’’ (nath), and
he calls her tenderly by name (‘‘Sı̄te’’). In the background of the embrace the

ardhanarı̄svara image looms large, wonderfully illustrating the tone of the

whole scene, in which man and woman are on equal terms. This scene from

the sixties is more liberating for women than Sagar’s from the late eighties.

Thus, a detailed analysis shows that overall, Sagar’s texts are a step back;

they offer more maryada-abiding role modes for women. There is only limited

‘‘wiggle room’’ to make their choices when countering those of their husbands.

Still, Sagar was successful. It seems that his view is a hegemonic one. How far

do we find this confirmed in the world Sagar comes from, that of non-

mythological Bollywood movies?

155. sab kuch sah lumgı̄ par ap ke liye pı̄ra mujhse nahı̄m sahı̄ jaegı̄.

156. yahı̄ to maim bhı̄ kahtı̄ hum svamı̄! ap ke homthom ke madhu muskan dekhkar maim apne sare dukh

bhula dumgı̄, ap ke carapom mem baithkar maim apna svarg basa dumgı̄.

157. to vehı̄ log kahemge sukh ke samay sı̄ta raghunath ke sath rahı̄ aur jab banvas kı̄ gharı̄ ayı̄ to usne apne

pati ka sath nahı̄m diya.

158. svamı̄ kya ap merı̄ badnamı̄ sahan karemge?
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Love and Dharma in Bollywood

Bollywood movies often have Rasa-lı̄la-like scenes. Love is unfailingly cele-

brated in a song-and-dance number with the hero and heroine cavorting in a

bucolic setting, often with lots of female dancers suddenly joining the pair.

Often the hero is portrayed as a lover-boy, a playful Krishna type, who calls the

heroine out from her home for a meeting in a romantic, bucolic place, whether

by playing the flute or, more prosaically, calling her on the phone. One ex-

ample is the 1995 Dilwale dulhania le jayenge.When Simran (Kajol) is awaiting

her impending, unwanted wedding, the man she really loves, Raj (Shah Rukh

Khan), arrives in the Punjabi village she is staying. He calls her out in the fields

to a secret moonlight tryst by playing his characteristic melody. In this case,

there are no others present, but the Rasa-lı̄la connotations are clear.

I single out here for detailed analysis a Rasa-lı̄la scene from a lesser known

1992 movie, Meera ka Mohan, directed by K. Ravishankar, and another one

from Ashutosh Gowarikar’s Oscar-nominated Lagaan (2001).

Surprisingly, few Hindi movies elaborate on the issue of following the

husband into the hardship of exile. Reportedly, this is a commonmotive in early

Bengali movies, where wives regularly accompany their husbands posted in

interior villages, but this theme is not taken up by Hindi directors (Gayatri

Chatterjee, personal communication,March 2 2006). There is, though, an inter-

esting counterpoint,where thewife doesnot followher husband.Yahi hai zindagi

(1977), directed by K. S. Sethumadhavan. Finally, I will return to the 1994 block-

busterHum aap ke hain koun . . . ! and how it illustrates the relationship between

bhakti and dharma with reference to Rama and Krishna mythology.

Sı̄ta-Radha Stays Home While Her Husband Moves in with Her

Father: ‘‘Yahi hai zindagi’’

An interesting variant of Sı̄ta’s decision to follow her husband can be found in

the delightful 1977 movie Yahi hai zindagi, directed by K. S. Sethumadha-

van.159 This movie is a rags-to-richess farce with the message that wealth does

not make one happy. In this movie, the women are the sane, loving, and pious

characters, and the heroes are agnostic, deluded by ambition and false images

of self-importance and jealousy. The movie is drenched in Krishna mythology,

as Krishna himself makes frequent appearances in his form of the flute-player.

159. This director worked mainly in Malayalam and Tamil film; this is one of his few Hindi movies.
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The main character is Anand (Sanjeev Kumar), a waiter in a local res-

taurant who does not believe in the supernatural or fate but in the power of his

own brain and labor. He scoffs at the superstition of his wife, who is an avid

Krishna devotee, arguing that he is working himself into a sweat while ‘‘that

flute-player’’ is just vegetating. In some delightful humorous scenes, Anand is

irreverent toward ideas of fate and belief in miracles and the gods, Krishna in

particular. He is the everyman in whom we can recognize ourselves, at the

same time that we keep our distance from him by laughing at his simple

stubbornness and the disrespectful familiarity with which he treats the gods.

While the movie gives a lot of time to Anand’s refusal to believe in miracles and

his insistence on common sense, it actually undermines his point of view by

poking fun at it.

Anand regularly fills out puzzles in hopes to raise enough money for the

education of his children and the wedding of his daughter. To his chagrin, his

eldest son, Madhu, has to give up his college studies due to lack of money for

the tuition fees. Madhu’s fellow student, Radha, who is secretly in love with

Madhu, offers to pay for the fees. She is the daughter of Anand’s employer, so

Anand’s family feels they cannot accept such an offer. One day Anand takes

money for his puzzle submission out of the donation box of the Krishna image

that is worshiped in his house. His wife has collected the money to celebrate

Krishna’s birthday and she protests that God will not let him rest in peace until

he has put the money back. Anand says that after all, it is money he has earned

himself, so it really is his. That night indeed Krishna appears to Anand, who is

astonished but remains unconvinced of Krishna’s power. After a delightful

conversation, Anand extracts from Krishna the promise that he will be rich, in

return for donating a set percentage of money to Krishna. Krishna wagers a bet

that the wealth will not make Anand happy, but he is keen to prove the op-

posite. Krishna agrees to the bet and disappears. When Anand tells about the

darsana he has received, no one in the family believes it could be true that their

agnostic father would be thus honored. However, a few days later the dream

comes true when Anand wins the lottery and his family is suddenly propelled

into wealth.

Initially all goes well. Anand behaves nobly toward his former friends,

sharing his newfound wealth generously. Madhu marries Radha, and the

family gets richer and richer. However, soon the trouble begins. Radha’s fa-

ther, Anand’s former employer, is jealous and does what he can to wreck the

family’s happiness. He leads Madhu into dubious deals involving dishonest

money-making. Anand wishes to remain an honest businessman, and it pains

him greatly when he finds out that his son has abused his confidence and

grown corrupt. He tries all he can to turn things around, but to no avail. After a
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major fight with his father, Madhu goes as far as to leave the parental house,

choosing to live with his father-in-law instead.

At this point, the Ramayapa discourse emerges. Radha has tried to make

Madhu see reason, only to be slapped in the face. Now again she tries to stop

him, but her father counters with something worse than a slap—parental

disapproval and the accusation that she is not a good wife: ‘‘I’m ashamed of

you. Your husband is going into exile, and you, instead of going with him,

you’re lecturing him! I had thought that when the time came my daughter

would show herself to be a Sı̄ta-Savitrı̄.’’160 That this crook dares argue

Ramayapa to his wonderful daughter is ironic. He is a gambler and has lost

everything; only thanks to Radha’s marriage to Madhu has the father been

saved from penury. It is then totally appropriate that at this point, Madhu’s

mother quickly intervenes to argue that the mythological example does not

apply. Madhu is leaving because of a tiff with his father, not for any noble

reasons: ‘‘There’s no question of her becoming Sı̄ta. She was born Sı̄ta indeed,
in your house. It’s only my son who has not turned out to be a Rama.’’161

Radha, the good bahu, thus stays on at her in-laws, whereas her corrupt hus-

band goes to live with her father.

Like much else in the movie, this exchange illustrates a playful turning of

mythological stories upside down. Here, Madhu-Rama is not an obedient son

but a corrupt figure, and his Radha chooses not to follow him in his self-

imposed exile from the parental house. We get a valuing of dharma over love,

but this time the type of dharma that prevails is not that of wifely duties but the

universal dharma of honesty over corruption. Radha does not feel compelled to

follow her beloved into the realm of vice and is strengthened in her resolve by

her in-laws, who also value honesty above their love for their son. It is sig-

nificant, though, that her father is portrayed as the cause of the evil in her

husband, and that her holding true to dharma breaks her loyalty toward her

own parent but not that toward her in-laws. It seems that a woman’s first duty

is always toward the in-laws, even before that toward her husband.

After he has lost his son, Anand’s health starts to deteriorate, and it gets

worse, as he is also disappointed in his other children. By the end of the movie,

Anand has to admit to Krishna that he has lost the wager; his wealth has caused

160. mujhe sarm a rahı̄ hai tum pai. tumhara pati vanvas ja raha hai, aur tum uske sath jane ke bajay unhem

bhaqan de rahı̄ ho. maim ne soca tha ki kabhı̄ samay a gaya to merı̄ betı̄ sı̄ta savitrı̄ banke dikha degı̄

161. sı̄ta banne ka kya saval hai. apke ghar mem to sacmuc sı̄ta hı̄ janam liya hai, mera beta hı̄ ram nahı̄m

nikala.
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his children to go astray and has not made him happy. He accepts defeat, and

Krishna teaches him that his fault is in his pride (ahamkara). Anand takes the

lesson to heart and decides to withdraw from the world, which causes a tearful

apotheosis in which he is reconciled with his children.

Though the dominant tone of this movie is one of irreverent playfulness,

very much in sync with Krishna bhakti, as indeed fits the emphasis on Krishna

as the main deity (iqtadevata) of the family, in the end what prevails is un-

doubtedly dharma, with a hierarchic return to dharmic order more in sync with

Rama’s maryada.

Radha-Mı̄ra Turns into Sı̄ta: ‘‘Meera ka Mohan’’

K. Ravishankar’s Meera ka mohan (1992) was not very successful, but it is

interesting in many respects. It refers explicitly, both in its title and in its lyrics,

to the Radha-Krishna myth, or more precisely the Mı̄ra variant of Radha. Mı̄ra
was a legendary sixteenth-century Rajput princess to whom are attributed

many devotional songs to Krishna. Her legend stresses the persecution she

suffered for her love for Krishna and the way she unconventionally acted out

this love without keeping the rules of propriety for a princess of her standing.

In her willingness to give up dharma rules for the sake of her love, Mı̄ra seems

to be following the Gopı̄s.

The story of Meera ka Mohan is a variant of what we could call the Andaaz

theme: the impossibility of friendship between a man and a woman, as it

inevitably raises doubts and suspicions to the point of destroying the marriage

of the woman involved. In this case, the central character, Priti (Ashwini

Bhave), is the daughter of a classical musician and is herself an aerobics

teacher, which marks her as quintessentially modern—not your traditional

Sı̄ta type.

Priti has several chance encounters with an attractive young man, Ravi

(Avinash Wadhavan), who rescues her from several troubles. First, he restores

a music award to her father by exposing corruption underlying the selection of

another music teacher. The victory is celebrated in a song-and-dance sequence

called ‘‘O Krishna.’’ Ostensibly, this song is in honor of Krishna as patron of

music, but the prevalence of a giant Krishna image on a chariot evokes rather

Krishna’s role as advisor in the Bhagavad Gı̄ta. There is a hint that Ravi is

metaphorically linked to Krishna, as a savior-avatar of Vishnu, who descends

to help his devotees whenever they need him. This becomes more explicit later

in the movie when Ravi rescues Priti from an attempted rape. She is grateful to

him, and they get together on other occasions.
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Ravi—and with him the audience—misunderstands Priti’s intentions, and

he falls in love with her. This love is celebrated in several song-and-dance

sequences, in which the couple cavorts happily. However, they turn out to be

just Ravi’s dreams. One of these scenes features a Rasa-lı̄la-like dance, fore-

grounding Krishna’s bucolic character: his flute playing is mimicked by the

dancers in abhinaya, and if that were not enough, the lovers dance on a giant

flute. Interestingly, also shown is a filmı̄ fantasy of Rajasthani-style folk dance,

with a corps de ballet, all women, suggestively dancing in circles, evoking the

Rasa-lı̄la. Halfway through the song, out of nowhere, the theme of Holı̄

emerges—another popular theme of Krishna bhajanas. The festival of colors

involves not only orgies of colored powder but also fountains of fluids, creating

the famous wet-sari effect. The erotic visual possibilities are further exploited

in waterfall scenes, another convention of the Hindi movie by this time. In-

terestingly, in the song the love of Ravi and Priti is explicitly likened to that of

Krishna and Mı̄ra:

She:

When you stole my heart,

I gave up all sense of propriety:

I’ve become crazy with love for you!

I’m Mı̄ra, you Mohan,

I’m the body, you’re my life,

My beloved, come!162

He:

When you stole my heart,

I gave up all ritual connections.

There was tumult in my heart:

You’re my heartbeat,

I’m your heartbeat!

My beloved, come!163

She:

May I stay every moment with you,

That’s my heart’s only wish.

He:

162. tune prı̄t jo mujhse corı̄, maim ne lok laj sab chor ı̄; pyar mem tere pagal huı̄, maim mı̄ra, tu mohan, maim

kaya tu jı̄van, mere mitva a ja!

163. tune prı̄t jo mujhse corı̄, maim ne rı̄t-rasm sab tor ı̄; man kı̄ nagarı̄ mem halcal huı̄, mere dil kı̄ tu dharkan;

tere dil kı̄ maim dharkan, mere mitva a ja!
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What do I expect from the world?

You alone are my world!164

(Refrain)

He:

Seven heavens, seven seas,

Seven lives together we have.

She:

Sweeter than the seven notes,

Is the song of my life.165

The explicit references to Mı̄ra are underscored iconographically. At a cer-

tain moment in the dance sequence, the lover bows over his backward-leaning

beloved in a scene reminiscent of the iconography of Mı̄ra in the popular Amar

Chitra Katha comic strip. The drawing there is of Mı̄ra’s total surrender after
being saved by Krishna from her attempt at suicide by drowning (Hawley 1995:

118–20). In this movie, the image is rather one of ecstatic love in the waterfall,

and there is no question of the heroine’s suicide or forsaking a husband for the

sake of this lover. The movie will actually be the reverse scenario.

Several lines in the lyrics are reminiscent of popular ideas about Mı̄ra’s
bhajanas, including the theme of her giving up all chastity (lok laj) for the sake of
her love, and self-avowed craziness in love. The movie song is no bhajana,

however, and a significant difference is the alteration of themale with the female

voice. It is not just her giving up everything for him but also his vowing to do

awaywith customary rites for her sake.WhereasMı̄ra’s devotional songs focused
on the eternally unanswered longing of the woman, the movie song shows a re-

ciprocal relationship between the hero and the heroine. Maybe it is no coinci-

dence that this song-and-dance sequencewill turnout tobenot really a celebration

of love but just Ravi’s dream of it. It is slightly ambiguous at this moment but

becomes clear all too soon that in fact Priti does not reciprocate his feelings.

Indeed, all this emphasis on the Mı̄ra theme is quite surprising and sits

uncomfortably with the plot up to this point. First, the hero is crazy for Priti

rather than vice versa, whereas in the Mı̄ra story, Mı̄ra is perennially longing

for Krishna and complaining that he does not respond to her love. Indeed, one

could read the title of the movie slightly differently. Mı̄ra ka Mohan means

literally ‘‘Mı̄ra’s Krishna,’’ or ‘‘Mı̄ra’s enchanter,’’ a phrase associated with the

164. har pal tere sath rahum maim, mere dil kı̄ yahı̄ hai tamanna; jag se mujhe bhı̄ kya lena hai, tuhı̄ hai merı̄

duniya.

165. sat gagan haim, sat haim sagar, apna sath hai sat janam ka; sat surom se bhı̄ hai surı̄la, gı̄t mere janam ka.
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poetry attributed to Mı̄ra, but may imply ‘‘the one who is crazy for Meera.’’ This

is a role reversal of sorts, more in tune with the Radha-Krishna than the Mı̄ra
paradigm. Second, the theme of love against all odds is hardly applicable. As

we understand the story up to this point, the two young people have actually no

obstacles in way of their possible love affair. As in Andaaz, we have been

encouraged to identify with the hero’s growing feelings for the heroine, and

with him we have been led to believe that she reciprocates. Moreover, the

dream is shown from Ravi’s perspective, who is—as are we—at this point

unaware of Priti’s unavailability. The lyrics thus appear to be extradiegetical. At

this point, the audience may well dismiss the Mı̄ra-Krishna references as an-

other of the absurdities of the Bollywood genre, and take the song for a visual

feast with slightly incongruent lyrics.

It is not till later in the story that we come to know that the heroine has a

preexisting engagement. She is in love with the son of an influential judge,

who desires to marry her, though his parents oppose the match. There is

definitely an element of socially upward mobility in Priti’s choice of this rich

and high-status partner over the apparently poor Ravi. In any case, when we

find out about Priti’s true love, the Mı̄ra theme of the song sequence can

retrospectively be reevaluated as hinting at the transgressive character of Ravi

and Priti’s love since she is to be married to another. However, the theme of

breaking dharma for the sake of one’s love is downplayed and becomes no

more than the love-song convention of saying one is prepared to disregard all

propriety for the other’s sake.

What transpires in the rest of the movie sends the opposite message. Priti

gets to marry her rich hero, but her friendship with Ravi comes back to haunt

her. Circumstances lead her husband to believe she may have a relationship

with Ravi, and he seeks to divorce her. The story now reverts to a Sı̄ta scenario.
Priti’s painstaking abiding by the rules of propriety, her acceptance of her fate,

and her willingness to sacrifice her happiness for what she perceives to be her

husband’s is only upstaged by Ravi’s total commitment to the sanctity of the

matrimonial bond. Ravi now is the sole advocate of the reunion of Priti and her

husband. He cannot understand why her husband has rejected her, a woman

as pure as Sı̄ta. Priti’s answer is revealing: ‘‘In this degenerate age there are no

Sı̄tas nor Ramas. They appear only in calendars or on wedding invitations.’’166

The climax of the movie follows in the next song, wherein Priti prays to

God to save her husband, as he is about to get remarried to a woman who is in

166. is kaliyug mem na sı̄ta haim na ram. ab to ye donom sirf calendars mem nazar ate haim ya sadı̄ ke cards par.
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fact only after his money. Priti’s last resort is God himself. She leads a bhajana

session in front of the Rama image, but her song is directed to both Rama and

Krishna:

Long live Lord Rama, who helps people across this world

Long live Dear Krishna, who staged the Rasa in this world. . . .

Where is the Rama of the Ramayapa? Where is the Dark hero of the

Gı̄ta?
Where are Rama’s commandments? Where are Krishna’s

messages? . . .167

Priest:

‘‘Whenever virtue turns dim, O Arjuna,

and the tide of evil rises, I emanate myself [in the world]’’ [Bhagavad

Gı̄ta 4.7]168

Where is the support of the world? Where are life’s sacraments?

Where is Raghuvı̄r, the killer of foes? Where is the hero of the Solar

dynasty?

Since I have called you witness of my love,

Upholder of virtue, Rama, listen!169

The intervention of the priest who recites from Bhagavad Gı̄ta gives patri-

archal sanction to Priti’s desperate plea for divine intervention. It is Ravi,

though, who acts as the agent of the divine to save the day. Through his decisive

action, he succeeds in thwarting the remarriage of Priti’s husband. Predictably,

he dies for the cause, and in extremis manages to bring about the final recon-

ciliation of Priti and her husband.He forces the villainwho caused all the trouble

to give testimony of Priti’s purity before breathing his last in front of the sacred

wedding fire: ‘‘Priti is pure like the water of the Ganges’’ (prı̄ti gaxgajal kı̄ tarah
pavitar). Another Agniparı̄kqa has taken place. Maybe it is a test of Ravi’s love, of

Mı̄ra’s Mohan, of a friend’s sincerity. In the end, though, it is Priti’s purity, the

woman’s chastity, that has been at stake. In this movie, Mı̄ra has undergone a
fire sacrifice, and her choice is not for the lover, her Mohan, but instead for the

167. jai jai ram ramaiya, jag ke par lagaiya, jai jai krishna kanhaiya, jag mem ras racaiya; ramayapa ka ram

kaham haim? gı̄ta ka ghansyam kaham haim? ram ke vah ades kaham haim? gı̄ta ke sandes kaham haim?

168. yada yada hi dharmasya glanir bhavati bharata, abhyutthanam adharmasya tada ‘tmanam srjamy

aham.

169. duniya ka adhar kaham haim? jı̄van mem samskar kaham haim? duqtadalan raghuvı̄r kaham haim?

suryavams ka vı̄r kaham haim? jab isq mem mana tumko, dharmavı̄r raghuvamsı̄ sun lo!
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sanctity of matrimony. It is no accident that with all its Krishna imagery, in the

end the image that she prays to and the force that prevails is that of Rama.

The Gopı̄s Reject Their Krishna for the Sake of the Children: ‘‘Hum

aap ke hain koun . . . !’’

One may object thatMeera ka Mohan was not a success and that the scenario it

represents thus cannot be said to be a popular one. Maybe the movie flopped,

but there is no dearth of reformed Gopı̄s in successful Hindi movies. The

message of love-within-dharma is writ large in the domain of popular culture.

This is best illustrated by revisiting one more time the popular hit movie Hum

aap ke hain koun . . . !

As already discussed, there are several interesting reworkings of mythol-

ogy in this story of two brothers and two sisters. Nisha (Madhuri Dixit) is the

real heroine of the movie, and she possesses some of the spice and charming

assertiveness of the Gopı̄s, in addition to being marked as modern by the

trappings of her roller-skating (that is how we see her first in the movie) and

studying the computer. An important parallel with the Gopı̄s is the cross-

dressing motif. At the beginning of the movie, Nisha dresses up as a man (the

manager of the Ramtek ashram), and that is how she first meets her beloved

Prem (Salman Khan). More significant in its Krishnaite inspiration is the

famous cross-dressing scene with the hit song ‘‘Dı̄dı̄ tera devar divana’’ (‘‘Sister,
your brother-in-law is marvelous’’). There are plenty of Krishnaite elements in

this scene, which evokes something of a drag Rasa-lı̄la, posing as the (gla-

morized) woman folk genre khoriya (see Chowdhry 2005: 112–4). This involves
a riotous celebration of the pregnancy of Nisha’s sister and Prem’s sister-in-

law. Nisha dresses up like her pregnant sister, and Rita, Prem’s spurned

girlfriend impersonates Prem.

The scene starts out as an all-women affair, with the hero marginalized.

Prem himself tries to gain access dressed as a woman but is found out. Later

though he gets to enjoy the spectacle on the sly, in tune with his Krishna-like

role. He is shown to be snacking vigorously throughout, with Coca-Cola and

Seven Up substituting as the consumer equivalents of Krishna’s favorite but-

termilk. When he is inevitably found out again by the women, a riotous scene

ensues, reminiscent of Braji Holı̄ situations. Prem punishes Rita and is on the

verge of spanking Nisha, when he suddenly changes gears. Like Krishna before

his Gopı̄s, he takes the position of the inferior begging Nisha to punish him as

she wishes. The climax of the scene is the voyeur’s punishment: he is dressed

up as a pregnant woman, again a wonderful reversal of roles.
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Though very Krishna-like, this ladies-only function is portrayed as per-

fectly legitimate within the movie. Poking fun at the brother-sister-in-law

(devar-bhabhı̄) relationship is common in folklore. Potentially such a scene is

against maryada; however, the director has cleverly inserted this piquant scene

in the context of a socially sanctioned rite connected with life-cycle rituals, in

this case a pregnancy celebration.

The overwhelming mood, the rasa, of this scene is humorous, (hasya)
rather than romantic (srxgara). This continues in the next scene, where Nisha

and Premmeet at the swimming pool, a proper Yamuna substitute. This têete-à-
têete has all the ingredients for romantic declaration of feelings, but still ends on

a humorous tone. Prem falls in the water, and Nisha runs off laughing—at

which he delivers the impeccably Hindi line ‘‘Shit! I love her.’’ All this is very

Krishna-like. Interesting, too, is that Krishna’s pranks are suffused with

markers of modernity. It is as if his capricious lı̄ la is best suited to become a

vehicle for the legitimization of the consumerist and free-love behavior that is

perceived as the essence of Westernization.

Still, for all its celebration of Krishna and Westernization, the movie is at

pains to show that at its heart lies a Rama-like dharma, as is well illustrated by

what happens just after disaster has struck and Nisha’s sister Pooja has died.

When the well-intentioned elders of the family, unaware of the blossoming

romance between Prem and Nisha, decide that for the baby’s sake, Nisha is to

be betrothed to the widower, Prem’s brother Rajesh, they ask for Nisha’s

permission, but she thinks that she is to be given in marriage to Prem. She

does not discover whom she is to marry until she sees the engagement invi-

tations. At this point, love can no longer proceed within the boundaries of

maryada, and a classical conflict between duty ( farz) and love (prem) ensues.

This conflict is epitomized in a (sung) phone conversation between Prem and

Nisha. She says: ‘‘I will extinguish the fire of love from my heart. I will give up

everything in service of my duty.’’170 He has all along abided silently by the

decisions of the elders and supports her in her choice: ‘‘You have to carry out

your duty. How can I ever repay my debt to you? I have to bow my head

worshipfully for you now.’’171 Note again the reference to the lover’s ‘‘indebt-

edness’’ but here because of her forsaking love for others. Fareed Kazmi has

pointed out that now, after the sacrifice, Nisha becomes like a goddess to him

(1999: 150). This fits with what we have seen in Sagar’s series: Radha grows in

170. maim pyar kı̄ ag dil se mita dumgı̄, maim farz kı̄ ghabil sab kuch bula dumgı̄.

171. tujhko nibhana hai jo farz hai, tera kaise cukaumgamaim qarz hı̄ tera, sajde mem ab tere ki sir jhukana hai.
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stature, becomes a great goddess, once she submits to patriarchy and loses her

spunk.

There is another Krishna reference that has not been noticed; In the

background of this sung conversation between Prem and Nisha, we see at

Nisha’s house the image of Krishna looming large, though it remains out of

focus. In the foreground, Nisha is holding and kissing the baby. She has been

deliberately cast as the very opposite of a latter-day Gopı̄. Notwithstanding her

house-worship of Krishna and all her dallying with her beloved, she is prepared

to sacrifice her love for her perceived duty. This Gopı̄ would not drop the baby

for the sake of love, rather, the other way around.

The next time we see this Krishna image again in full focus is at the climax

of the conflict, when the wedding is about to take place and Krishna has to save

the day (as discussed in chapter 2). At this point, Krishna is the one to be

invoked, and indeed, all the problems are solved, and Nisha is free to wed Prem

in the end. When love has prevailed and the wedding of the true lovers is

celebrated, Rasa-lı̄la-style dancing ensues.

Superficially, it is Krishna who has the last word, but (as the analysis in

chapter 2 has shown) in the end Rama is the ultimate winner. He is the higher,

more serious deity. It is his dharmic order that prevails over chaos, and his

maryada has been confirmed before love can blossom. Rama’s victory over

Krishna automatically entails Sı̄ta’s over Radha. Superficially we can equate

Pooja, whose name means ‘‘worship,’’ with Sı̄ta, and Nisha, whose name

means ‘‘night,’’ with Radha-Syama, ‘‘the dark one.’’ However, my analysis

demonstrates that both heroines actually are designed to fit the model of Sı̄ta.
Both are allowed some degree of initiative, but both can be trusted to remain

within the bounds ofmaryada. Their love never makes them forget their duties,

rather the opposite. Nisha has to go through the fire ordeal. Her willingness to

sacrifice for the family’s sake takes the form of the wedding with the wrong

brother. This ‘‘Gopı̄’’ can only celebrate her love after being ready to drop her

beloved for the baby. Even spunky Nisha turns out to be amaryada girl after all.

Neither Radha nor Rukmipı̄ : Lagaan’s Heroine Supports Her

Freedom Fighter–Cricket Star

References to Krishna mythology are recurrent even in Ashutosh Gowarikar’s

Lagaan (2001), best known as a cricket movie with an anticolonial theme.

There is much going on in this empire-strikes-back celebration of India’s

growing confidence on the international scene. The basic story line is that an

Indian village team scores a cricket victory over an imperial British one and

thereby succeeds in escaping an unreasonable tax (lagan) levied on the villagers
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during times of drought. Most important, the team also scores a moral victory

that sends the British packing. This victory is ascribed to several factors. First,

there is the villagers’ determination and courage to fight for their rights, which

goes hand in hand with their camaraderie and village solidarity across caste

and religious lines. And there is their willingness to undergo a rigorous regime

of yoga-cum-cricket training.172 On the other hand, they receive help from an

English lady, the sympathizing sister of the villainous British captain who

represents the colonial government. However, the victory is far from sure, and

as the game extends over several days, suspense mounts, and the good guys are

on the verge of loosing. At that point, divine intervention is needed. The whole

village community appeals to none other than Krishna, singing a collective

bhajana in front of the village shrine.173 Krishna of course obliges, and not only

is victory won but on top of it the long-awaited monsoon arrives. Thus Krishna

is quite central even to the movie’s main theme. It is remarkable that the choice

fell on Krishna rather than Rama in a film that so emphatically asserts Hindu

pride against foreign domination.

For my purpose, the most interesting use of Krishna mythology in the film

are the references to Krishna’s relationship with Radha, which include Rasa-
lı̄la evocations. Krishna’s philanderous inclinations are applied to the love

triangle of the hero, Bhuvan (Aamir Khan), his village sweetheart, Gauri

(Gracy Singh), and the Englishmemsahib, Elizabeth (Rachel Shelley), who is in

love with him, too. The movie takes full advantage of the ambiguity of which of

the two girls is to be cast in the mold of Radha.
From the beginning of the movie, we find that Gauri has svakı̄ya aspira-

tions; she hopes to marry Bhuvan. We encounter her first when her fortune is

being read by the village madman. She asks whether she will marry the prince

of her dreams (man ka rajkumar), and he answers: ‘‘If you do penance with a

true heart, than you will wear his marriage bangles and his toe-rings.’’174Gauri

is pleased and reports to Bhuvan, hinting that he is her chosen one, but he

pretends not to notice.

Gauri sticks with her man, though, even when the whole village declares

him mad for accepting the arrogant captain’s challenge to a cricket game.

That night, when Bhuvan is lying awake on his bed, worried about the future,

he hears the sound of anklets and investigates. Gauri has become the abhi-

172. This is celebrated in the song ‘‘Bar bar ham bolo yar ham hamarı̄ jı̄t ho unkı̄ har ham’’ (‘‘Say ‘yes’ over

and over again, friend, ‘yes’ may we win, ‘yes’ may they lose’’).

173. This is the song ‘‘O palanahare, nirgupa o nyare, tumhare bina hamara kaunu nahı̄m’’ (‘‘O sustainer,

O transcendent, aloof God, we have none but you’’).

174. jab sacce man se tapasya kaı̄ hai to usı̄ ke kamgara pahanegı̄ usı̄ kı̄ bichiyam.
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sarika, as she has ventured out late at night to Bhuvan’s house, but not for a

romantic tryst, like Radha and the Gopı̄s, but to express her support for her

man in times of hardship, as a married woman would. Like Krishna, he en-

quires somewhat indignantly what she’s doing there late at night.175 She an-

swers she wants to let him know she’s with him: ‘‘I’ve come to meet you. I want

to tell you that I’m with you. I have faith in you, in your courage. That’s all I

wanted to say.’’176 With that she returns to her home. No Rasa-lı̄la, no illicit

affair here.

In the next scene, Bhuvan tries to win the villagers’ support for his cricket

game by demonstrating in front of all how cricket is easy, like gillı̄-dapda.
When he misses a hit, he asks Gauri to pick up the ball, but her dad calls her

back and tells her to go and heat water in the house. This Gopı̄ obediently goes

back into her house, and Bhuvan has to pick up his ball by himself. When he

hits the ball next, it flies right to the temple and hits the bell, as if to invoke

Krishna: an auspicious beginning that brings the villagers around. My point

here, though, is that Gauri is shown to be a dharmika Gopı̄. She obeys her

father, even if her heart tells her be to be with Bhuvan. As Bhuvan gains the

villagers’ support for his project, we see Gauri steadily at his side, as a good

loyal woman, but this is no infraction of parental obedience, as her father is

shown to come around and approve of his daughter’s choice.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth, the English lady, has taken a fancy to Bhuvan and

teaches him and the villagers how to play cricket. The special features of the

movie include some scenes that were cut in the final editing, which make

the play on the Krishna-Radha mythology explicit. Here Gauri is identified

as the jealous party. First we see Elizabeth bringing the villagers brand-new

cricket equipment. They are grateful, and Bhuvan wants to give her something

in return, offering his family’s pair of oxen. At first she does not want anything,

but she hints at his being virile like an oxen, a statement with sexual under-

tones, though Bhuvan seems not to get it. When he insists that he wants to give

her something, she asks for his amulet, which he, somewhat crestfallen, gives

her. All this is keenly observed by a jealous Gauri. When Elizabeth has left, she

confronts Bhuvan and asks him what went on between them. Sensing her

jealousy, and keen to make fun of her, he makes up a story that the white lady

thought he was handsome and strong and wanted to elope with him. Gauri

gets really upset, so he confesses he’s been teasing her. She is indignant and

175. gaurı̄, tu yaham kya kar rahı̄ hai?

176. maim tose milan aı̄ thı̄. tohe ı̄ batane aı̄ thı̄ ki maim tore sath hum. bharosa hai mohe tujhpe torı̄ himmat

pe. bas itna hı̄ kahna aı̄ thı̄.
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puts it this way: ‘‘I’m neither Rukmipı̄, nor Radha. I’m Gauri, and I’ll stay

just Gauri.’’177 This explicit rejection of both the svakı̄ya and parakı̄ya Krishna

consort models is very interesting. Gauri does not want to be the mistress,

nor does she want to be the wife who is cheated. She insists on being instead

herself. Her name of course is one of the auspicious titles of Siva’s con-

sort Parvatı̄, who is typically understood to be happily married, even if the

world considers her husband a madman. Thus what she actually is reacting

against is that Bhuvan is acting like a Krishna, having fun and playing with

women’s hearts. What she wants him to do is settle down in a steady rela-

tionship. In other words, she does not want Krishna but Siva for a husband. It
gets even more interesting when Bhuvan counters: ‘‘Come on, you alone are

my Radha as well as my Rukmipı̄.’’178 He then insists on his Krishna role.

Women may want their men to act responsibly, but the men do not necessarily

comply.

A scene with explicit reference to Rasa-lı̄la is the performance of the song

‘‘Radha kaise na jale’’ by Asha Bhosle, Udit Narayan, and Vaishali. This song—

appropriately—comes just after Elizabeth has visited the Krishna temple for

the occasion of the Janmaqtamı̄ festivities. She asks Bhuvan what the images

represent, and when told, wonders whether Radha was Krishna’s wife. Bhuvan
explains that the divine pair was not married: ‘‘Krishna married Rukmipı̄ and
Radha Anay. But they had such a deep love that it remains an example till this

day. You can understand it like a dewdrop on a lotus leaf. Not one, but not

separate either. For ages now, their worship has continued to this day.’’179 At

this Elizabeth gazes enchanted at the images, but Gauri burns with jealousy,

expressed by her moving quickly to have the pujarı̄ make her tilak right after

Bhuvan’s, and to ring the temple bell right after Bhuvan, just as Elizabeth is

about to do so. Gauri tries to forestall a divine sanction for the love she senses

Elizabeth is feeling for Bhuvan.

Immediately following this scene, a beautifully choreographed dance se-

quence presents a kind of Rasa-lı̄la or round dance of Krishna-Bhuvan with

Gauri, now clearly identified as Radha, and her friends as the Gopı̄s. The song

itself is a wonderful exploration of the subjective experience of jealousy as

perceived differently by the perpetrator and the victim:

177. na maim rukmipı̄ hum aur na maim radha. maim gaurı̄ hum aur gaurı̄ hı̄ rahumgı̄.

178. are tuhı̄ hamarı̄ radha hai aur tuhı̄ hamarı̄ rukmipı̄.

179. kisanjı̄ kı̄ sadı̄ to rukmipı̄ se huı̄ aur radha kı̄ anay se. lekin donom mem bahut gahra prem tha jo ek misal

banke rah gaya, ap samajh lo kamal ke patte par sabanam kı̄ bumd jaisa ek bhı̄ nahı̄m hue aur alag bhı̄ nahı̄m. jug

jug se donom kı̄ puja hotı̄ calı̄ a rahı̄ hai.
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Gauri:

When Krishna meets with a milkmaid in Madhuban,

smiles at her, teases her, talks with her,

how could Radha not be jealous,

her body and soul on fire?180

Bhuvan:

Well, Krishna may meet with a milkmaid in Madhuban,

But in his heart are blooming only the flowers of Radha’s love,

Why would Radha be jealous,

without trying to understand?

The milkmaids are stars, Radha is the moon,

why then would she have little faith?181

Gauri:

When Krishna’s attention wanders here and there all the time,

How can poor Radha have faith in herself?182

Bhuvan:

The milkmaids come and go, but Radha is Queen of the heart

Day and night, at the banks of the Yamuna,
Krishna calls out for Radha alone.183

Gauri:

If anyone puts their arms like a garland on Krishna’s neck.

how could Radha not be jealous,

her body and soul on fire?

If Krishna has taken Radha to stay in his heart

then why did he not tell her?184

Bhuvan:

Love has its own separate way of talking, its own language,

But his eyes tell it all, that’s Krishna’s hope.185

180. madhuban mem jo kanhaiya kisı̄ gopı̄ se mile, kabhı̄ muskaye kabhı̄ chede, kabhı̄ bat kare, radha kaise na

jale? ag tan man mem lage!

181. madhuban mem bhale kanha kisı̄ gopı̄ se mile, man mem to radha ke hı̄ prem ke haim phul khile; kis liye

radha jale? bina soce samjhe! gopiyam tare haim camd hai radha, phir kyom hai usko bisvas adha?

182. kanhajı̄ ka jo sada idhar udhar dhyan rahe, radha becarı̄ ko phir apne pe kya man rahe?

183. gopiyam anı̄ janı̄ haim radha to man kı̄ rapı̄ hai, samjh savere jamuna kinare, radha radha hı̄ kanha pukare

184. bahom ke har jo dale koı̄ kanha ke gale, radha kaise na jale, ag tan man mem lage; man mem hai radha ko

kanha jo basaye, to kanha kahe ko usse na bataye?

185. prem kı̄ apnı̄ alag bolı̄ alag bhasa hai, bat nainom se ho kanha kı̄ yahı̄ asa hai.
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Gauri:

Those eyes of Krishna

Have robbed the milkmaids of their peace of mind

When he casts his glance, she goes mad,

any fair milkmaid would!186

Bhuvan:

If love for Krishna grows in the heart of a milkmaid,

Why would it bother Radha?187

The song starts as a stick dance (dapdiya rasa)—appropriate for Rasa-lı̄la
celebrations, as well as expressive of the pent-up aggression in Gauri.

Throughout the song, the refrains the lovers repeat make clear the way their

positions are radically opposite: he cannot comprehend why she would be

jealous, but she finds it natural that she would be, considering his behavior.

The irony of course is that the trope used here to express Gauri’s jealousy is

that of the Rasa-lı̄la, in which Krishna dances with the other village girls, but

we know that her main worry is about one of the spectators outside of the

magic circle, the English woman, Elizabeth. This perspective is brought in with

shots of Elizabeth, who is seated next to Bhuvan’s mother in the audience. It is

suggested that she, too, is becoming jealous of Gauri, though only mildly so.

The additional angle of the jealousy of another villager, a suitor of Gauri, is also

brought into the picture with shots of his jealous face.

In between the verses, we see Radha draw her Krishna away from the other

village women, but at other moments, the dance turns into a war of the sexes.

Bhuvan and his party wonder why the girls doubt them, while Radha and her

friends point out that they have good cause. This brings out the ambiguities

inherent in the concept of Rasa-lı̄la, the jealousies that are never explicitly

spoken, and the antagonism between male and female perspectives on love.

The song takes on a Punjabi character, featuring big drums, toward the end.

Radha-Gauri gets the last word, with her rhetorical question ‘‘How could

Radha not be jealous?’’ Her last pose is not of self-confidence but of self-doubt.

At that point, Elizabeth—not Bhuvan—applauds her and compliments her in

comically English-accented Hindi—at which Gauri regains her composure and

straightens her shoulders in pride. Notwithstanding all the anti-English rhet-

oric of the movie, it is the praise of the English woman that inspires the native

186. kanha ke ye jo nain haim cı̄ne gopiyom ke cain haim, milı̄ nazariya hoı̄ bavariya, gorı̄ gorı̄ sı̄ koı̄ gujariya.

187. kanha ka pyar kisı̄ gopı̄ ke man mem jo pale, kis liye radha jale?
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woman with self-esteem, after her man has torn down her self-confidence with

his flirtatious behavior.

We also find some echoes of the Rasa-lı̄la motif in another song that cel-

ebrates the newly confessed mutual love of Gauri and Bhuvan, ‘‘Maim ne pyar
tujhı̄ se hai kiya’’ (‘‘I’ve come to love only you’’). This song is skillfully inter-

spersed with Elizabeth’s romp on the theme ‘‘I’m in Love.’’ The director

has done a wonderful job of juxtaposing Indian and Western perspectives on

love (through an Indian lens). While the love of Gauri and Bhuvan is presented

as real (or as real as it gets in a Hindi movie song), that of Elizabeth is one of

daydreams of her and Bhuvan dancing English-style. The lines blur, though, as

in a depiction of happy domesticity of the Indian couple Gauri morphs into

Elizabeth, and in a celebration of the Indian couple’s signs of happily consum-

mated conjugality (suratamta), Elizabeth keeps appearing in the picture, danc-

ing in a desert-like landscape. Still, the song ends with a shot of Gauri and

Bhuvan alone against the backdrop of a sunset. We are reminded of the televi-

sion series’ Krishna’s assertion that in all the women of the world, he sees only

his Radha—and his emphatic assertion that she just needs to understand that.

It is not till the end of the movie that we finally settle on Elizabeth being

identified with Radha. As she leaves town in her carriage, the narrator com-

ments: ‘‘Elizabeth took Bhuvan’s image in her heart when she went back to

England. She remained unmarried for the rest of her life, and became Bhu-

van’s Radha.’’188 We might well think that she rather conforms to the Mı̄ra
trope of the woman who cannot marry her beloved and never enjoys intimacy

with him but remains determined to lead a life of eternally pining for him. This

brings us to the topic of the next chapter: the characterization of the cowife, or

the threat of the ‘‘other woman.’’

Conclusions: Stand by Your Man

What to conclude? What model do our heroines provide for coping with the

first test of their love? The answer is quite clear: these days they all choose,

univocally, dharma over love. That was not always the case. Medieval versions

stressed bhakti as the major factor in women’s decisions to venture outside

their ‘‘four walls’’ (car-divarı̄). While I have been careful to qualify that this

message does not necessarily work as liberating for women, the privileging of

188. Elizabeth apne man mem bhuvan kı̄ murat lekar vapas England calı̄ gaı̄. aur sara jı̄van avivahit rahkar

bhuvan kı̄ radha banı̄.
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love over dharma still had strong potential to do so. Women were shown to

argue dharma as it suited their fulfillment in love. Things changed in the

televised stories. Sı̄ta is permitted some airtime for making her arguments, but

she can be trusted to make the right decisions fulfilling her wifely duties. Even

so, Rama does not deal very well with his wife winning the battle and resorts to

ordering her around. As for the Gopı̄s, when it comes to the screen, their

flaunting of dharma has receded to the background. Lip service is paid to it in

song, but there is no radicalism in their actions. Their Rasa-lı̄la has become

more of a leisure activity, after all household duties are properly taken care of.

On television, love comes after duty has been fulfilled.

That fits with what we see happening when the Rasa-lı̄la moves from

Vrindaban to Bollywood. There are some vestiges of love’s superiority over

dharma and the lovers’ disregard of loka laja and maryada in the lyrics of some

songs. However, when we put that in the context of the story line, it pales, and

appears formulaic. Radha and the Gopı̄s are evoked in dalliance at the be-

ginning of the movies when love is celebrated. But soon the conflict between

duty and love takes over, and there is no doubt which one will win. This is not

surprising, given the general tendency of Bollywood movies to privilege farz

over love (see, e.g., Thomas 1995). Bottom line message for girls who might

like the spunk of ‘spice girl’ characters like Nisha inHam aap ke hain koun . . . !

There is room for some romping before marriage, but once settled, maryada
looms large.

Intuitively, one might blame the tradition for the preoccupation with

keeping heroines withinmaryada. However, we find that exactly the opposite is

true. The bhakti tradition privileged love. It is Bollywood that privileges duty.

Under the influence of the cinema, it seems, the Radha model has become

more and more Sı̄ta-ized.
The new cross of the Gopı̄ with the Sı̄ta model could be termed ‘‘spice-

censorship’’ (masala-maryada). We see heroines with a lot of spunk (and mo-

dernity) and with some charming, Gopı̄-like assertiveness. This clearly works

to attract desirable matches in the shape of handsome heroes. However, ulti-

mately, happiness is predicated on sacrifice, not spunk. By the end of the

movie, Radha has to turn into Sı̄ta. She may even have to give up her love, even

if he is her husband, in the process, but to dharma she will adhere. In Bolly-

wood movie after movie, we see a phenomenon we could call ‘‘the sizzling out

of the spice girls.’’

What we see happening is an interesting redefinition of dharma. In the

four movies I have discussed, dharma is narrowed to ‘‘family values.’’ This

term does not mean what is commonly understood by it in the West, rather, it

means placing the interest of the joint family, in particular the husband’s

in good days and bad days 309



family, above one’s individual happiness in love. A woman is to do everything,

literally everything, in the interest of her husband and his family. In HAKHK,

we see Nisha ready to sacrifice personal love and marry her sister’s widower for

the sake of the child in her sasural. In Yahi hai zindagi, we see Radha staying

behind in her sasural because she sides with her in-laws against her own father,

who has corrupted her husband. In Meera ka Mohan, we see Priti sign divorce

papers to make it possible for her husband to remarry. (Not that her refusal

would have prevented the second marriage from taking place!) Hers is a total

reversal, a sacrifice of the marriage for the sake of her husband’s perceived

happiness. In Lagaan, even thewhitewoman takes on self-sacrifice and remains

virginal while allowing her beloved to enjoy happy domesticity with another

woman. She is identified with Radha without ever enjoying Radha’s sensual

fulfillment—only her pining in love. The very meaning of Radha here has been
narrowed down to only a chaste aspect.

It is remarkable how in Bollywood, dharma gets ever more conservative for

women. It is as if themovies are indulging in a test to see how far they can push

the limits of subjugating women. Strı̄-dharma means not just obedience to the

husband—it is adherence to a normativity that reflexively values the husband’s

family’s slightest comfort over everything else, even at the cost of the woman’s

total devastation. The reward in the end is a rehabilitation through nearly

supernatural means. The long-suffering heroine will become a goddess herself.

In being like Sı̄ta, she will be worshiped like Sı̄ta. But this Sı̄ta after whose

model she is to be molded is not the same one of the Sanskritic or the bhakti

tradition. It is a truly modernized film version of Sı̄ta that is more conservative

than anything before.

We should be vigilant not to vilify Bollywood. The directors work hard to

show what the audience wishes to see. Maybe the question should be who

constitutes the film audience. One may argue that, especially before the 1990s,

the audience in cinema halls has been overwhelmingly male. It is not sur-

prising, then, that the aforementioned perspectives play very well to male

fantasies and wishful thinking. This has been well illustrated by the research of

Steve Derné (1995a, 2000). One might wonder whether things have changed

with the recent return of women to the cinema halls, the advent of video

viewing at home, and the broadcasting of movies on television. In this new

situation, the female audience becomes more important. What are women’s

views on the issue?

More research needs to be done, but we can already predict that women’s

reactions will be diverse. Those who find themselves in oppressive situations in

which they have been enduring personal hardship may identify with the

characters in the movies and feel vindicated. They may, as Madhu Kishwar
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(2001) has argued, feel superior in holding the ‘‘moral high ground.’’ In that

sense, the Sı̄ta-model is empowering. On the other hand, one may object that

relentless self-sacrifice is a high price to pay for respect, and that we should not

overemphasize that aspect, lest we los track of and justify what is in the end an

oppressive system, as Linda Hess has put it (1999).

In the end, the question is where the patriarchal system of today really is

located. It is not necessarily the fault of the old myth or the religion itself.

Myths are constantly rewritten. As we have seen, the modern rewritings are

more oppressive. How remarkable that an industry like Bollywood, perceived

to be modern, rewrites the myth in such conservative ways! How remarkable

that the televised versions turn out to be more conservative than the medieval

ones—even more remarkable, are a success and hit a nerve—and for both men

and for women.

To what extent women are expected to become self-effacing for the hus-

band’s greater good will become even more clear when I explore the issue of

the ‘‘other woman’’ in the next chapter.
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5

The Threat of the

Other Woman

Free-Spirited Surpapakha and Sophisticated Kubja

How to Cope with a Rival

In this chapter, we turn to a common crisis many women have to cope

with sooner or later: the threat of the ‘‘other woman’’ and the real or

imagined unfaithfulness of their man. Our goddesses are no excep-

tions! There is a plethora of questions to ask. How do these situations

arise? Do themen give in to temptation, and if so, do they get away with

it? How do their women deal with this situation? Do they find solutions

to this problem that are worth emulating? How does the other woman

fare in the deal? Does she become the negative example, the anti-role

model, whose behavior is interpreted as transgressive? Does she get

punished? Can she be redeemed? How far do the mythological stories,

usually crafted bymale minds, confirm or challenge patriarchal norms?

To a large extent, in this chapter, the focus shifts from the goddesses to

the ‘‘other women,’’ their mirror image, or ‘‘alter ego.’’

Sı̄ta of course is happily married and secure in the knowledge of

her husband’s exclusive love for her. She has chosen to follow him and

initially, they are enjoying something of an eco-honeymoon in the

idyllic environs of the forest. Then, the idyll is rudely disturbed when

her husband is propositioned by the vamp-like Surpapakha, ‘‘the lady
with the nails like winnowing baskets.’’ She is the ultimate ‘‘other’’

woman, actually a demoness, and as such is racially other, or non-

Aryan, as is specified in some versions. Moreover, she is no less than

the demon Ravapa’s sister, thus—the audience knows—belongs to the



inimical camp. Rama spurns her advances, and sends her to his brother

Lakshmana, who has accompanied them in the forest. Lakshmana isn’t inter-

ested either, but he and his brother indulge in having a little fun at her expense.

The episode borders on the burlesque, with the grotesque woman crazed with

love for the handsome brothers.When the joke gets out of hand, themood shifts

to horror, as the vamp shows her true demoniacal colors and threatens to

devour Sı̄ta. With Rama’s consent, Lakshmana disfigures her. This leads to a

major feud with Surpapakha’s brothers, and eventually the abduction of Sı̄ta.
The focus in the incident is on the other woman. What Sı̄ta may feel

remains unaddressed in most sources. She is in fact passive throughout the

whole episode. What matters is how the sexually active woman and the men

who spurn her advances fare. The Surpapakha episode is a case where the

threat of the other woman does not lead to the man’s unfaithfulness but to a

punishment of the other woman for her transgressive behavior. Interestingly,

the situation is resolved by the younger brother-in-law. The wife has no hand in

this punishment, but it is carried out by what could be seen as her male ally.

The focus here is less on how a devoted wife should cope with such a crisis,

than on the injury the vamp brings upon herself. Thus we get to hear a great

deal about Surpapakha’s reaction, which differs interestingly over time, as does

the treatment the brothers mete out to her.1

Radha and the Gopı̄s are in a contrasting situation. The very nature of

Krishna’s love is nonexclusive; he is the adulterer par excellence. Frequently

spending the night with other women, he forces them to cope with their jeal-

ousy of each other. Moreover, while Krishna is unfaithful, Radha has no rights
over him, since they are not married. She has not legal leg to stand on, so to

speak, and can only argue that he hurts her feelings. Descriptions of Radha’s
jealousy are colored by the conventions of classical literature (kavya): the theme

of the offended woman (maninı̄) comes with its own formulae. In manuscripts

of vernacular literature, the poems on Radha’s jealousy often are grouped

under that rubric. In devotional poetry, the kavya conventions and formulaic

expressions are adapted for the devotional purposes. We get to hear a lot about

the aggrieved woman’s perspective, and we become intimately acquainted with

her emotions, because she stands for the devotee’s longing for an always-

unattainable God.

1. It would also be instructive to compare the case of Rama and Surpapakha to that of Bhı̄ma and

Ghatotkaca’s mother in the Mahabharata story. Also fruitful with be a comparison with the case of Ahalya, the

adulteress who is redeemed by Rama earlier in the Ramayapa story, before his marriage to Sı̄ta. On different

versions of Ahalya’s story, see Söhnen-Thieme 1996. For an Indo-Greek comparison, see Doniger 1997.
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Radha deals with the situation in many different ways. Sometimes her

suspicions are shown to be false, and she can reunite happily with her lover;

these poems are usually grouped under the rubric of ‘‘mistaken pride’’

(sambhrama mana). At other times, his faithlessness is real. Often Radha just

suffers through it, relieving her pain by confessing in a friend, hovering be-

tween envying and abusing the other woman. On occasion, she confronts

Krishna about his adultery (khapdita nayika). When he comes to her in the

morning having spent the night elsewhere, she sarcastically points out the

telltale signs that belie his halfhearted excuses.2 But she rarely can remain

upset with him for long. Hemanages to make her laugh or to make love to him

anyway, and they are temporarily reconciled. But Krishna is a repeat-offender:

he finds ever more women willing to spend the night with him, especially

when he leaves Braj to take up public life in the city, first in Mathura, later even
further away in Dwaraka. There, he contracts multiple marriages, such as the

one with Rukmipı̄, and is permanently out of Radha’s reach. Radha retreats in
the background as his childhood sweetheart, pining for him but with no hope

for her longing ever being fulfilled. We could say that actually here Radha
herself has become the other woman. She may have been his first love, but she

never became the lawfully wedded wife.

Because of Krishna’s Don Juan nature, Radha and the Gopı̄s are often

confronted with rivals. A well-studied case is the rivalry of Radha with Can-

dravalı̄, expanded on famously by Rupa Gosvamı̄ (in his Vidagdha-madhava
and Lalita-madhava; see Wulff 1984). For the purpose of comparison with Sı̄ta,
I will not focus on the jealousy of the different Gopı̄s for one another but on

one case that makes a nice parallel; their first rival from the city, Kubja. Kubja
is portrayed as deformed, as a hunchback, which puts her on a par with the

grotesque Surpapakha.3

Krishna meets Kubja after his departure from Braj, when he goes to the

big city of Mathura to assume a public role, killing the tyrant Kamsa and

restoring the throne to the rightful ruler, Ugrasena, his grandfather. On his

way to the task, Krishna enters Mathura with some fanfare, which causes

excitement.4 He meets a series of marginal characters, subalterns of a sort.

2. For a discussion of the impact of this type of poetry on real-life perceptions of adultery, see Wulff

1997.

3. For interesting reflection on the role and significance of the hunchback in Indian epics, see Sutherland

1992: 246–7.

4. All the city women eagerly observe the arrival of this new, promising young man in town. This again is

a kavya convention, a set literary piece, commonly used for the arrival of the hero, as incidentally also for Rama

when entering Mithila to partake in the Svayamvara.
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The first one is inimical toward Krishna, but the others become ‘‘his first

allies’’ and give him tokens of their devotion.5 The last in the row is the

hunchbacked woman Kubja, who offers Krishna her costly sandalwood paste

unguent.

The episode starts as a prank. Krishna and his brother waylay the hunch-

backed servant-woman to extort from her the precious ointment she is carry-

ing. The tone here is humorous, as in the Surpapakha episode. Krishna flatters
Kubja so that she spontaneously offers them what they want. In return for her

favor, she is delivered from her hunchback and turned into a beautiful woman.

She invites Krishna to her home, but he does not come till later. The erotic

encounter takes place only after Krishna has killed Kamsa.

The stories of Surpapakha and of Kubja have both been studied before but

have not been compared. For Surpapakha, there is a wonderful essay by

Kathleen Erndl (1991), who also includes in her analysis Valmı̄ki and Tulsı̄das,
as well as other texts. A comparison of the Kubja episode in different Sanskrit

retellings (with a psychoanalytical interpretation) was carried out by Jeffrey

Moussaieff Masson (1980),6 and a discussion of the Bhagavata Purapa version
with reference to its commentaries by Noel Sheth (1983). The special contri-

bution of this chapter is the extension of reference to medieval poems and the

television series, as well as the comparison of Kubja with Surpapakha and the

analytical frame to see this as the role model coping with the other woman.

The Kubja intermezzo makes for a nice contrast with the Surpapakha one.
There is an interesting link between Radha and Sı̄ta’s rivals. In some versions

of the story, Kubja is said to be an incarnation of Surpapakha, who did penance
in Puqkar to obtain Rama’s next incarnation, Krishna, for her partner (BVP

4.62; see Bulcke 1971: 417, and 4.72.56–7; Sheth 1983: 228). Moreover, like

Surpapakha, Kubja is from the inimical camp: she is a servant of Kamsa. There

are more parallels: Krishna and his brother Balarama approach her initially in

a way that seems to make fun of her, like Rama and Lakshmana’s prank-

ing with Surpapakha. The tone then, is that of comedy (hasya rasa). Like

Surpapakha, Kubja is taken in by their joking compliments, and she falls in

love. We have a bit of the burlesque: a grotesque woman falling for a handsome

man. Like Surpapakha, Kubja seems to be a woman of easy virtue, maybe a

5. In the classical version from Bhagavata Purapa, there is a washerman first, whom Krishna kills to get

new clothes, a weaver, who gives him shawls, and a flower man, who provides him with flower garlands (BhP

10.41.32–52).

6. I am grateful to Sally Goldman for alerting me to this work.
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courtesan. In any case, she does not hesitate to suggest that Krishna make love

to her.

The differences are instructive, too. Rama’s encounter with Surpapakha
takes place in the forest, Krishna’s with Kubja in the city. Krishna of course is

going from the idyllic, bucolic environs of Braj to the city, whereas Ramamakes

exactly the opposite trajectory, leaving the city for the forest. Rama has brought

Sı̄ta along, and she is present at the scene of the seduction, whereas Krishna

has left Radha and the Gopı̄s behind and they are nowhere near the scene.

Kubja is Surpapakha’s opposite in many ways. She is not the free-spirited type

but rather the sophisticated, professional seducer. She is not a demoness, but

she is described as not being naturally pretty and having a physical handicap.

In contrast to what happens in the Rama story, though, Krishna reacts posi-

tively to her and promises to consummate the relationship. The mood does

not change to horror but instead to the erotic. Moreover, Krishna delivers

this woman from her physical handicap. Both women undergo physical

transformations: whereas Rama causes poor Surpapakha’s disfigurement, ‘‘to

straighten her out,’’ Krishna straightens out his Kubja literally, to make her

more beautiful.

Still, the stories have something else in common: both have been prob-

lematic for their audiences throughout the centuries. Many commentators and

translators have worked to justify the cruelty of Rama and his brother’s joke on

Surpapakha and the punishment meted out to her.7 Similarly, Krishna’s af-

fair with a hunchbacked woman, who seems to have been a courtesan, also

has raised enough eyebrows to make for several pages of commentatorial

apologetics.8

Finally, we should think about how the other women fare outside the story.

Unsurprisingly, Surpapakha is not worshiped, with the interesting exception

of one tribal area.9 Kubja, on the other hand, has been the object of vernera-

tion.10 In the Braj area, her image is worshiped alongside that of Krishna even

today. One such shrine is found at the area known as Raxgbhumi in Mathura,
near Dhanush Tila (Entwistle 1987: 317) and another in the Gatasram temple

near Vishram Ghat in Mathura, where Radha also appears next to Krishna

7. For other versions of this episode, see Erndl 1991.

8. For a discussion of the problems raised by the story, see Sheth 1983.

9. Camille Bulcke states she is worshiped in Nı̄lgiri and one tribe considers its women to be descendants

of Surpapakha (Bulcke 1971: 417).

10. I should specify that I mean here Kubja of the Krishna story, who seems to be entirely distinct from

the Tantric goddess usually referred to as Kubjika (on whom, see Dyczkowski 1995–96 and 2000).
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(312). This is not a recent phenomenon; there is evidence of Kubja worship in

the past. The earliest reference to a Kubja image is in the Mathura-mahatmya

in the Varaha Purapa (465), which is, however, difficult to date. There seems to

have been a well named Kubjakupa in Mathura (320–1), and there is sixteenth-

century evidence of a place on the pilgrimage circuit named Kubjikasthana
that, according to the mid-sixteenth-century founder of the Braj pilgrimage

circuit, Narayapa Bhatt, would cure women suffering from deformity or af-

fliction after three years of residence (465). Kubja, then, has been venerated by

those in need of a transformation like hers.

To sum up, the stories of Surpapakha and Kubja make a good contrast.

Rama is approached by Surpapakha, who looks like a beautiful woman, but

seeing through her appearance, he rejects her and makes her truly ugly. She

remains vilified, an antiheroine. Krishna, on the other hand, approaches Kubja,
who is ugly, but he, too, sees through her appearance, and he accepts her,

making her truly beautiful in the process. Kubja becomes the object of ven-

eration in her own right.

The sources for this chapter are as follows. The Surpapakha episode is

pivotal to the plot and is found in Valmı̄ki, Tulsı̄das, and Sagar’s versions of the
Ramayapa. Of most interest here is the attempt by the demoness to seduce

Rama rather than the ensuing battles with her brothers. Valmı̄ki narrates

the story in two chapters (sargas) in the Arapya Kapda (VR 3.17–8). Tulsı̄das
is extremely brief and devotes to the episode not quite one karavak (RCM

3.17.2–10 and doha). In the television series, the incident is shown in the

second part of one episode (vol. 10, episode 29).

The Kubja episode in Bhagavata Purapa comes in two parts: first, Krish-

na’s encounter on the road with Kubja (here named Trivakra: BhP 10.42.3a),

when he delivers her from her physical handicap (10.42.1–12), and second,

after his victory over Kamsa, when he goes to her house to make love to her

(10.48.1–11). Predictably, Sagar shows only the first incident (TVK vol. 9, epi-

sode 67). As for medieval sources, this episode seems not to have fired the

medieval poets’ imagination. There are no works devoted to Kubja alone, and

she is only mentioned in passing. Only in the collected works attributed to the

devotional poet Surdas does she figure more prominently. Surdas refers to the
first meeting in passing, together with Krishna’s feats in Mathura (SS 3665/

3047, 3667/3049, and 3669/3051) and in one poem conflates it with the other

episode (3668/3050). Krishna’s visit to Kubja’s house, though, is treated more

elaborately. There is a whole series of poems on the topic, but they are more

interpretations than descriptions of the event (3718/3100–3725/3107; again,

3727/3109 mentions it in passing). Surdas adds an extra dimension: he

dwells at length on the Gopı̄s’ reaction to Krishna’s affair (3760/3142–3763/
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3155);11 and even adds a response to this on the part of Kubja (4061/3443–4065/
3447). So thanks to the medieval works, we get to look at the perspectives of

both the aggrieved jealous woman and the rival.

Thus we have two scenarios. The Sı̄ta scenario looks at the temptation of

the man from the point of view of the married heroine. This leaves not much

room for sympathy for the other woman, who comes to a bad end. The Radha
scenario looks at male infidelity from the point of view of the woman whom he

has not married. Here we are privy to both women’s feelings, and we may well

feel sympathy with both. I will highlight parallels in Hindi movies for both

table 5.1. Comparison of Surpapakha and Kubja

Similarities

Loose women, in love with Rama/Krishna

Their looks are ambiguous: ugly yet beautiful

Belong to enemy camp

Meet Rama and Krishna accompanied by brothers

Proposition Rama/Krishna

Burlesque (hasya)

Rebirth connection (according to BVP)

Problematic for commentators

Differences

Surpapakha Kubja

Meeting Rama in forest Meeting Krishna in city

Rival present Rival not present

Demoness takes on beautiful form Hunchback later straightened

Independent; sister of Ravapa Servant of Kamsa

Approaches Rama Krishna approaches her

Propositions right away Propositions after Krishna straightens her body

Mood turns to horror Mood turns to erotic

Insults Sı̄ta Is insulted by Gopı̄s out of jealousy (in SS)

Rama spurns her Krishna sports with her

Is disfigured Is made beautiful

Initiative in sexual love is punished Initiative in sexual love leads to liberation

Antiheroine Worshiped in her own right

11. Of all the poems on Kubja in the Sur Sagar, only one from this group occurs in the early sixteenth-

century manuscripts and makes it into Kenneth Bryant’s edition, which is SS 3773/3155; which corresponds to

his number 189. I am grateful to Jack Hawley for sending me the correspondence table of the forthcoming

edition with the Nagarı̄ Pracaripı̄ Sabha one. I have not seen the critical text or Hawley’s translation.
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scenarios. Very interesting is Raj Kapoor’s 1978 Satyam shivam sundaram,

about a heroine with a disfigured face. Two movies that are classics of sym-

pathetic treatment of the plight of the other woman are Raj Khosla’s 1978Main

Tulsi tere aangan ki and Sawan Kumar’s 1983 Souten. In both cases, the cowife

is of lower status (a prostitute in the first movie, a camar in the second) and,

though she unquestionably loves her lover, she gives way to the legitimate wife.

In these movies, we find a happy resolution of the threat of the other woman—

that is to say, a happy resolution for the man.

Surpapakha: The Vamp Punished

In Sı̄ta’s story, the other woman is the free-spirited Surpapakha. The way she is
portrayed and the treatment meted out to her varies in interesting ways over

time. She is a demoness, and in all versions of the story she is truly ‘‘otherized.’’

Her outrageous behavior leaves no room for sympathy and leads logically to

her punishment. While there is no doubt of her guilt, each version has a subtly

different take on what happened.

Demonizing the Lustful Woman

Demonizing the lovelorn Surpapakha, Valmı̄ki’s text makes her truly the

other. This is patently clear from the string of verses contrasting Rama and

Surpapakha at the outset of the story (VR 3.17 9b–11), which can be schematized

as shown in table 5.2.

This elaborate contrast sets up the impossibility of the match and at the

same time lends a humorous tone to the event. It frames the meeting as bur-

lesque: a grotesque older woman is propositioning a handsome young man.

table 5.2. Rama and Surpapakha in Valmı̄ki Ramaypa

Rama Surpapakha

With handsome face (sumukham) With ugly face (durmukhı̄)

With handsome waist (vrttamadhyam) With big belly (mahodrı̄)

Big-eyed (visalakqam) Ugly-eyed (virupakqı̄)
With handsome hairdo (sukesam) Red-haired (tamramurdhaja)
Handsome-bodied (priyarupam) Ugly-bodied (virupa)
Soft-spoken (susvaram) With scary voice (bhairavasvana)
Tender (tarupam) Terrible and old (darupa vrddha)
Adroit (dakqipam) Maladroit in speaking (vamabhaqipı̄)
Of just conduct (nyayavrttam) Of vile conduct (sudurvrtta)
Attractive (priyam) Repulsive (apriyadarsana)

320 the challenges of married life



Sagar does not follow suit. Instead, his episode is coded as suspense, as sig-

naled by the music, which creates a vaguely threatening atmosphere.

Sagar’s Surpapakha is not grotesque; she is actually quite pretty as she is
first shown, flying through the air in her demoness form, interestingly

imagined as tribal. Still, after she spots Rama, she takes on (midflight) an even

more beautiful form that conforms to the Bollywood stereotype of the classical

Indian courtesan. Elaborately made up and decorated with jewelry, she sports

an outfit that consists of a bustier on top; yet for propriety’s sake Sagar has her

also wear a shawl draped over the upper part of her body. So she is not all that

provocatively dressed. Instead of contrasting her grotesqueness with Rama’s

beauty, Sagar contrasts her agitation with Rama’s composure: she is over-

whelmed by passion, and he is meditating. Songs expressing Surpapakha’s
passion accompany shots of her impassioned face and of Rama in meditation.

The verses are in Avadhi, but not actual quotation from the Manas. There
is some similarity. Tulsı̄das introduces Surpapakha as an evil woman, cruel as

a snake (RCM 3.17.2a),12 and adds a rather misogynic proverb referring to

women’s lack of restraint when they see a handsome man:

Whether brother, father, or son, O Garuda, when a woman sees a

handsome man,

In agitation, she can’t stop her heart, the way the sun crystal melts

on seeing the sun. (3.17.3)13

Sagar throws in a similarly proverbial-sounding line:

A lecherous woman overpowered by passion, is blind, her bloody

mind gone!

Blind, her bloody mind gone, is a lecherous woman overpowered by

passion. (TVR 391)14

Sagar’s Surpapakha is not portrayed as ugly but as a vamp, coded as the

opposite of the good heroine. Whereas the good heroine would be shy around a

young man, certainly if she has a romantic fancy for the man in question,

Surpapakha is forward and throughout the scene acts quite sure of herself,

12. duqta hrdaya daruna jasa ahinı̄. The reference to the snake (also present in the next verse), evokes the

imagery of the snake-woman (naginı̄). Often this character is portrayed as falling in love with mortal men, who,

unaware of her true identity, are lured into a sexual relationship with her. This represents a fear of the seductive

feminine as dangerous and belonging to another race altogether. The motif is prominent in South Asian

folklore as well as cinema (see Pendakur 2003: chap. 7).

13. bhrata pita putra uragarı̄, puruqa manohara nirakhata narı̄; hoi bikala saka manahi na rokı̄, jimi rabi-

mani drava rabihi bilokı̄. Note the reference to Garuda as ‘‘snake-eater.’’

14. kamatura lolupa narı̄, bhaı̄ andha gaı̄ mati marı̄; bhaı̄ andha gaı̄ mati marı̄, kamatura lolupa narı̄.
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boldly asserting herself. She approaches the meditating Rama without hesi-

tation and shakes her bracelets right in front of his face to rouse him from his

meditation.

In Valmı̄ki’s story, Surpapakha is on her home turf, so to speak, and she

rightfully inquires who these strangers are, who look like a funny mixture of

ascetics and kqatriya-householders: Rama has an ascetic hair arrangement and

dress (jatı̄ , tapasveqepa), yet she perceptively notices he is with a wife and is

carrying a bow and arrows (sabharyah, sara-capa-dhrk, VR 3.17.12). Rama

introduces himself, his wife, and his brother and tells their story. Only then

does Surpapakha introduce herself.

In Tulsı̄das’s version, she does not waste words on formal introductions:

There’s no man like you, no woman like me. This meeting has been

ordained purposely by Fate.

A man who’s worthy of me in the world, I’ve searched the three

worlds, and not found him.

For that reason I’ve remained a virgin till now, but seeing you my

heart has taken to you. (RCM 3.17.4b–5)15

Notwithstanding her forward behavior, Tulsı̄das’s Surpapakha claims to

be a virgin. Sagar, by contrast, portrays Surpapakha as a mature woman, who

offers a straightforward sexual proposal. In Sagar’s version, Surpapakha is the
intruder, the uninvited and ill-mannered guest, who shakes Rama out of his

meditation. Rama, though disturbed, courteously inquires who she is.16 Sur-
papakha immediately hints at her sexual intentions, replying that there’s no

need for formal introductions between the most handsome man and the most

beautiful woman in the world (triloka-sundarı̄). After all, ‘‘nature’’ (prakrti)
needs no introduction to ‘‘spirit,’’ (puruqa, TVR 391).17 She thus hints that their

(she presumes) mutual attraction is entirely natural.

The Irony of High-Register Politeness

Sagar starts out like Tulsı̄das, but he preserves some of Valmı̄ki’s dialogue,

masterfully infusing it with all the irony the formal Hindi register can lend

itself to. When propositioned by Surpapakha, Rama pretends not to get her

15. tumha sama puruqa na mo sama narı̄, yah samjoga bidhi raca bicarı̄; mama anurupa puruqa jaga mahı̄m,

dekheum khoji loka tihu nahı̄m; tatem aba lagi rahium kumarı̄, manu mana kachu tumhahi niharı̄. Literally, the

last line means ‘‘my heart has come to understand something, gazing at you.’’

16. namaskar devi! ap ka paricay?

17. vaise prakrti-puruq ke paricay kı̄ kya avasyakta?
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point, taking refuge into polite formulae. He ironically echoes her own self-

description in his address: ‘‘O beauty of the three worlds! What service can I

provide for you?’’ (TVR 392).18 As in theManas, she declares the two of them a

match made in haven (392).19 Though she does not declare herself a virgin, she

chastely says she is approaching him as her husband.20 It may be that Sagar

felt the reference to Surpapakha’s virginity inappropriate, as she is clearly a

loose woman. In Valmı̄ki, she says as much (‘‘I’m roaming alone in this wood,’’

VR 3.17.21a).21

Sagar then returns to the Valmı̄ki script, and Surpapakha introduces

herself, boasting of her lineage. Rama seems to realize who she really is but

remains courteous, though with no small measure of irony, when he says sim-

ply ‘‘pleased to get to know you.’’22 Only then does she ask him to introduce

himself, and she remarks on his odd attire, wondering whether he is a sadhu or

a warrior, as in Valmı̄ki, although she does not mention the presence of the

wife, presumably because Sı̄ta is not present at that very moment.23 Rama

gives a flattering description of his father, but is not boastful. His family needs

little introduction and she seems to recognize his name too.

Rama then formally inquires about the purpose of her visit, again ex-

ploiting the irony inherent in formal Hindi politeness formulae: ‘‘What desire

for my service has caused this beauty among demonesses to take the trouble to

direct her tender feet towards my humble hut?’’24 She restates her passionate

intentions. Rama keeps smiling benevolently, as if he were well-disposed

toward her proposal. After all, the audience might well figure, he is God and

used to having people declare their devotion to him. At that very moment, Sı̄ta
emerges from the hut and walks toward them. Rama, as yet unaware of Sı̄ta’s
presence, asks Surpapakha in formal language whether she has come to test

him: ‘‘Respected daughter of demons! O good woman! Have you come to test

me?’’ (TVR 393).25 Sı̄ta arrives only to hear the last part, and looks disturbed.

Surpapakha denies she is out to test Rama. Now she is aware of his marital

status, since she addresses him as Sı̄tesa, Lord of Sı̄ta. She then declares she

has come to surrender herself to him (atma-samarpap) and proposes a love

18. he trilok-sundarı̄! maim apkı̄ kya seva kar sakta hum?

19. vidhata ne ham donom ko ek-dusre ke lie hı̄ raca hai.

20. patibhav rakhkar maim tumhare pas aı̄ hum.

21. arapyam vicaramı̄dam eka.

22. prasannata huı̄ paricay pakar.

23. tapasvı̄ ke ves mem jatadharı̄ deh aur dhanuq-bap se susobhit tum sadhu bhı̄ dikhte ho aur yoddha bhı̄.

vastav mem tum ho kaun?

24. ram se kis kam kı̄ asa lekar asur-sundarı̄ ke komal carap is kutiya tak ae haim?

25. adarapı̄ya asurbala! he bhadre! kya tum merı̄ parı̄kqa lene aı̄ ho?
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marriage (Gandharva-vivaha, TVR 393). This proposal, with reference to a type

of wedding allowed according to the Dharmasastras, sounds archaic, but is not
from Valmı̄ki. One might say, though, that it is in conformity with the spirit of

the passage in Valmı̄ki where Surpapakha declares in one breath her inde-

pendence and her marriage proposal (VR 3.17.25).26

Sagar’s Rama keeps smiling beatifically as he kindly breaks the news that

he is married, introducing formally at this point his wife, again in ultraformal

Hindi: ‘‘I ammarried. This is my lawfully wedded good wife, Sı̄ta’’ (TVR 393).27

This is rather less tender than Valmı̄ki’s hero, who responds to Surpapakha’s
proposal by calling Sı̄ta his ‘‘beloved’’ (VR 3.18.2a).28

Surpapakha’s reaction is at first the same as in Valmı̄ki: she insults Sı̄ta
and thinks to devour her. ‘‘Hmm. What do you see in this low human child,

this stiff and juiceless wooden doll? I’ll eat her up right away’’ (TVR 393).29 But

then she shows, without prompting, an unexpected magnanimity, declaring

that if Rama pities Sı̄ta, she will allow Sı̄ta to stay alive and remain their ser-

vant (393).30 The laws of the jungle, she states, allow for men to be polyga-

mous (393).31 Rama then retorts that he has sworn to take only one wife, and

besides, she would not want to suffer the ignominy of being a cowife, would

she (393)?32 The inspiration of this may have come from the Parsi Theater

versions of the episode. Radhesyam Ramayapa links the issue of the exclusive

wedding vow with noble behavior (arya dharma): ‘‘I am not a bachelor. I’m

married. But I keep a vow of monogamy. Apart from my own I consider other

women mother and sister. In other words, I am unable to observe your com-

mand. I am an Aryan man, and can never deviate from Aryan laws.’’33 Sagar

may have this link of Aryan and un-Aryan conduct in mind when he gives us

Surpapakha’s comment on the laws of her land permitting polygamy.

26. aham prabhavasampanna svacchandabalagaminı̄, ciraya bhava bharta me. One Parsi theater version,

the Radhesyam Ramayapa, also has Surpapakha proposing a love marriage: maim ajña tumko detı̄ hum, mujhse

gandharv vivah karo (Kathavacak 1971: 19; trans. Erndl 1991: 78).

27. maim vivahit hum. yah merı̄ paripı̄ta dharma-patnı̄ sı̄ta hai.

28. krtadaro’ smi bhavati bharyeyam dayita mama.

29. hum! kya rakha hai is sukhı̄-sar ı̄ kath kı̄ putalı̄ sı̄ kqudra manus-putrı̄ mem? ise to maim abhı̄ kha jaumgı̄!

This echoes several lines from Valmı̄ki: sı̄taya kim kariqyasi (VR 3.17.25), vikrtaca virupa ca na seyam sadrsı̄ tava,

3.17.26, imam virupam asatı̄m karalam nirpatodarı̄m, . . . . bhakqayiqyami manuqı̄m (3.17.27a).

30. ham, yadi tumhem is par daya atı̄ ho to yah bhı̄ par ı̄ rahegı̄, hamarı̄ dası̄ bankar.

31. hamare van-prades mem ek nahı̄m, anek vivah raca sakte haim.

32. kintu maim ek-patnı̄-vrat le cuka hum. aur phir tum jaisı̄ strı̄ saut ka sath kaise sahan karegı̄. In the latter

remark, Sagar may have taken Valmı̄ki for his source; see Tvad-vidhanam tu narı̄pam suduhkha sapatnata (VR

3.18.2b).

33. ham kvare nahı̄m vivahit haim, phir ek-narivrat rakhte haim; apnı̄ ko chor anya sabko mata aur bahan

samajhte haim; ataeva tumharı̄ yah ajña palan kar sakte kabhı̄ nahı̄m; ham arya puruq haim arya dharma khapdan

kar sakte kabhı̄ nahı̄m.

324 the challenges of married life



Spurning Women, Playing with Fire

In Tulsı̄das’s version, Rama glances meaningfully at Sı̄ta, then hands off

Surpapakha to what he calls his ‘‘bachelor’’ brother (RCM 3.17.6a).34 In Val-
mı̄ki, Rama goes much further and recommends his brother as a suitable

marriage partner in glowing terms. This behavior has seemed out of character.

It involves a lie—since Lakshmana is actually married, though his wife has not

accompanied him into exile—and has set off a flurry of apologetics in the tra-

ditional commentaries (see Erndl 1991). Some scholars see it as an indication

that in the oldest textual layers of Valmı̄ki’s text Lakshmana was unmarried.

Sagar finds his own solution, which as usual is very carefully crafted. He

has Lakshmana arrive on the scene at the critical moment where Rama has

rejected Surpapakha. As soon as the demoness sees Lakshmana, she is in-

terested in him. Rama himself does not have to suggest anything, only answer

her questions. She asks who this handsome fellow is and whether he is alone,

and Rama can somewhat ambiguously, but without lying, confirm that indeed

his brother is alone in exile (TVR 393).35 When Surpapakha says she’ll propose
to him, Rama metaphorically throws up his hands with the rhetorical question

‘‘Who can stop a woman with a mind of her own?’’ (394).36 Thus, Surpapakha
is shown to act on her own initiative, which renders her if not a nymphomaniac

at least fickle. Her behavior confirms what Tulsı̄ announces women are like at

the beginning of his episode.

Lakshmana of course rejects her, too, with the excuse that he is the

younger brother, thus a servant, and that she would not be content with playing

second fiddle. In Tulsı̄das’s version, he answers politely, in all seriousness,

aware of the fact that this lady is from the inimical camp (RCM 3.17.6b–8).

Valmı̄ki has Lakshmana’s answer overflow with ironic flattery, even as he is

rejecting her. Lakshmana suggests that she should try her chances again with

Rama, who surely would reject miserable Sı̄ta for her sake, repeating the

insulting assessment she made of Sı̄ta earlier (VR 3.18.11).

Sagar at first follows Valmı̄ki’s lead, again with ironic use of polite-register

Hindi. Lakshmana first courteously asks: ‘‘Pray tell, what difficulties are you

experiencing?’’37 She retorts in the same tone that she has no difficulties but

brings a blissful proposition (TVR 394).38Hemakes it clear he realizes she has

34. sı̄tahi citai kahı̄ prabhu bata, ahai kuara mora laghu bhrata.

35. ham, ban mem to akela hı̄ hai.

36. tum svacchand vicarap karnevalı̄ narı̄ thahrı̄. tumhem manmanı̄ karne se kaun rok sakta hai?

37. kahiye apko kya kaqt hai?

38. kaqt nahı̄m, maim tumhare sukh aur anand ka prastav lekar aı̄ hum.
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already proposed to Rama, but she brushes that off, saying that Rama did

not realize the value of her proposal, but surely Lakshmana is more clever

than that.

Lakshmana now becomes serious, and less than diplomatic, chiding her

for her shortsightedness. He sends her back to his brother to beg for the ful-

fillment of her desire.39 His wording is unlucky. By using the term ‘‘begging’’

(yacna), he casts her as a beggar, and that triggers her anger.

Interestingly, in Sagar’s version, Surpapakha seems to take offense mainly

at the idea that she should ‘‘beg’’ for love. She came with a proposal (prem-

prastav), as an equal, but is treated as a beggar. One could interpret this scene

as rightful feminist disgust with the male insistence on female subservience.

Especially as compared to Valmı̄ki, Sagar’s Surpapakha seems a strong char-

acter. Valmı̄ki presented her as a simpleton, taking literally Lakshmana’s ironic

suggestion that she try Rama again, unaware that they are making fun of

her (parihasavicakqapa VR 3.18.13). Tulsı̄das, too, has her go along with being

shuttled back and forth between the brothers for another round (RCM 3.17.9a).

She does not get angry till Lakshmana finally insults her directly: ‘‘Marrying

you is to throw all self-respect like a straw in the wind’’ (3.17.9b).40

Still, even in Sagar’s version, Surpapakha does not turn against her male

tormentors but instead blames it on Sı̄ta that the two brothers have spurned

her. At this point, she threatens to devour Sı̄ta. Rama remains seated in his

meditative pose, but summons Lakshmana. Lakshmana rushes to the demon-

ess, pulls his sword, and cuts her nose. This is nicely ambiguous as to how far

Lakshmana’s action is approved of by Rama. In Valmı̄ki, Lakshmana acts ex-

plicitly on Rama’s command. Rama exhorts him: ‘‘You should disfigure this

ugly, bad, lecherous, fat-bellied demoness.’’ (VR 3.18.20).41 There was a nice

irony in this command, as he echoed Surpapakha’s assessment of Sı̄ta, but this
time applying it to the demoness herself. In the Manas, too, Rama eggs on his

brother (RCM 3.17.10).42 In both cases, Rama is said to bemotivated by concern

for Sı̄ta’s plight. This less-than-chivalrous behavior by the Lord is again a

problem for the commentators (Erndl 1991).

39. jao vahı̄m jakar apnı̄ manokamna kı̄ yacna karo.

40. tohi so baraı̄ jo trna tori laja pariharaı̄. This is rather meek compared to the long lecture Lakshmana

gives her in Radhesyam Ramayapa 20, in which he even suggests she should rather turn to national and social

service: ‘‘For the sake of service of family, caste and nation, simply become a true ascetic. Reform your sisters.

That is the path that leads to your heaven’’ (kula jati des kı̄ seva ko bas saccı̄ sanyasinı̄ ban ja; bahanom ka apnı̄ kar

sudhar, yah path hai terı̄ subh gati ka); see also Erndl (1991: 78–9) for the full translation.

41. imam virupam asatı̄m atimattam mahodarı̄m, rakqası̄m . . . virupayitum arhasi.

42. sı̄tahi sabhaya dekhi raghuraı̄, kaha anuja sana sayana bujhaı̄.
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Surpapakha leaves, clutching her nose. Sagar adds a little coda to his story

in which he goes out of his way to absolve Rama of any blame. The play on

words here is impossible to translate; it goes something like this: Rama says:

‘‘Poor devil’’ (becarı̄ abala, TVR 395), and Lakshman retorts: ‘‘Devil indeed,

brother’’ (bala kaho bhaiya). Literally, Rama says ‘‘Poor woman,’’ and uses a

word for ‘‘woman’’ that means ‘‘without power’’ (a-bala). Lakshmana tells him

instead to characterize her by using the second part of the word only (bala),
which has on its own alternate meaning: ‘‘calamity,’’ yet also carries the

meaning ‘‘powerful’’ thereby suggesting that it was in her ‘‘power’’ to act dif-

ferently.

Rama insists that his brother has not acted right,43 because she is a wo-

man, after all. Lakshmana insists that she is a ‘‘despicable bad woman,’’44 and

he invokes a precedent: their guru’s command to kill the demoness Taraka. He

says there’s no blame in killing such an evil woman, while he has only cut her

nose.45

Rama seems to agree. He confirms a male fear of women’s desires: ‘‘there

is nothing more frightening than when a shameless woman becomes lecher-

ous. When she is rejected, she can totally destroy herself and others.’’46 He

turns it into a prediction of the future, pointing out that Surpapakha will

certainly seek revenge. Here he follows again Tulsı̄das, lead who calls Laksh-

mana’s act an explicit challenge to Ravapa (RCM 17, doha).47

It is remarkable that we do not get the slightest idea of Sı̄ta’s thoughts

during the whole interlude. How did she feel about the challenge posed by

Surpapakha?48 In Valmı̄ki and Tulsı̄das’s version of the events, we only get to

see her proud of her husband after he has slain all the would-be defenders of

Surpapakha’s honor (VR 3.30.36–41; RCM 3.21.2a).49 Sagar shows some of her

reactions in close-up, but her mime is understated. Mostly, she alternates

43. phir bhı̄ accha nahı̄m hua.

44. duracaripı̄, duqta thı̄.

45. aisı̄ duqta narı̄ ka vadh karne mem koı̄ doq nahı̄m. Lakshmana here does not refer to the fact that she will

never be able to proposition others now, as he does in Radhesyam Ramayapa 21, see Erndl 1991 for a translation.

46. ek lajjahı̄n strı̄ jab kamatur ho jae to usse bhayanak aur koı̄ nahı̄m hota. vah tiraskrt hokar apna aur

dusrom ka sarvanas kar saktı̄ hai.

47. lachimana ati laghavam so, naka kana binu kı̄nhi; take kara ravana kaham, mano cunautı̄ dı̄nhi.

48. In Radhesyam Ramayapa, we get a vivid window into Sı̄ta’s thoughts when she first reacts to the

arrival fo Surpapakha: ‘‘Sı̄ta’s heart was pierced by anguish: ‘if this is the meeting of moon and sun, then my

eclipse is complete’ ’’ (sı̄ta ka is soc se hrday hua kuch curp, candra surya mil gaye to yaham amavas purp, 19). She

is referring here to Surpapakha’s introduction, where she had called her meeting with Rama as one of the sun

and the moon (see Erndl 1991: 78). In the end, she mocks Rama on his great mercy, approving of her brother-

in-law’s violent disfigurement (Radhesyam Ram̄ayapa 22).

49. sı̄ta citava syama mrdu gata, parama prema locana na aghata.
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between looking disturbed by the demoness with her provocations and glancing

fondly at her husband as he replies unfazed. Every now and then she looks de-

spisingly at Surpapakha. While temporarily upset when the demoness tries to

strangle her, she regains composure remarkably well, remaining silent through-

out. Her body language shows her confidence in her husband, quiet pride in her

own position in his heart, and contempt for Surpapakha’s brash ways.

Comparing the Surpapakha Episodes

What can be learned from this comparison? It is not Tulsı̄das’s favorite epi-

sode. He renders Valmı̄ki’s two chapters (VR 3.17–8) in just ten verses (RCM

2.17.2–10 and doha). One gets the distinct feeling that Tulsı̄’s treatment is

perfunctory. He seems to have felt compelled to deal with this episode because

the plot required it. After all, he needed to explain the motivation of Ravapa to
abduct Sı̄ta. Basically, Tulsı̄das allows only Surpapakha and Lakshmana to

speak, with Rama casting a meaningful glance and uttering barely half a line in

response to the proposition.

Sagar, on the other hand, seems to have had fun working on this episode.

He forges a felicitous combination of both his main sources’ accounts. He

fuses the misogynic spirit of Tulsı̄das with the dialogues from Valmı̄ki, which

he transforms into his usual high-Sanskritic Hindi. Even Surpapakha speaks a
highly Sanskritized register, which is quite ironic, given that she is regarded as

‘‘un-Aryan’’ by Rama in Valmı̄ki’s version (VR 3.17.19a). In the process, Sagar

reworks the humor inherent in Val·mı̄ki’s grotesque scene in a more subtle

way: less burlesque, more ironic punning.

We see a marked tendency for the later versions of the story to remove as

much of the blame for disfiguring a woman from Rama as possible. However,

it does not go hand in hand with more sympathy for Surpapakha’s plight.

Disfiguring a wanton woman is still quite socially acceptable, though it may

not be advisable, given how dangerous such a woman can become.

There is definitely a message here about codes of conduct for the sexes.

Mainly, the message is for women: a vivid warning against making sexual

overtures to men. Women who are sexually assertive cannot expect to be re-

spected. At the very least, they will be the butt of sexual jokes, and they nat-

urally will invite a violent punishment upon themselves. For men, the message

is to beware of such women. They may turn dangerous. It seems that killing

them is an option, but that a more merciful response is disfigurement, so as to

preclude their further sexual assertiveness and neutralize future damage they

may cause. However, the rest of the story proves that such a punishment may

cause a vendetta with the woman’s kin.
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table 5.3. Different versions of the Surpapakha Story Compared

VR RCM TVR

Context No disguise; bad match S. takes on pretty form; snake S. Takes on pretty, vamp-like form

No misogynistic intro Lustful woman not controlled Lustful woman blind

Initial Exchange R’s identity unknown Irony of apparent ignorance Irony of apparent ignorance

S. asks R. first who he is no pleasantries R. asks S. first; polite irony

R. introduces S. and L. S. present but is not introduced S. introduced latish; L. comes late

Surpapakha’s Self-Description S. confident self-described beauty Self-described beauty

Boasts of family no family mentioned Boasts of family

Independent Has remained kumarı̄ Independent

Surpapakha’s Proposition Worthy match Match made by Creator Match made by Creator

Proposes wedding ‘‘Has something in mind’’ Proposes Gandharva wedding

S. proclaims self-surrender

S. confirms bigamy is okay in forest

Insults Sı̄ta No insult to Sı̄ta Insults Sı̄ta but offers her servitude

Rama’s Reasons for Rejection R. married and loves wife R. merely looks at Sı̄ta Rama married

S. couldn’t stand cowife S. couldn’t stand cowife

R. is monogamous

Referral to Brother R. recommends L R. suggests brother is bachelor S. spots L. on her own

R. says he’s alone in forest

Brother’s Answer I’m just servant Rama is glorious Lord You could not stand servitude

Sends her back with irony Sends her back seriously Sends her back with irony

L. upset she asked R. first

Back to Rama to devour Sı̄ta Back to R. and again. to L L. sends S. back to R.

S. feels insulted and doesn’t go

Cause of Surpapakha’s Anger L. suggested S. is problem L. insults S as shameless L. tells S to beg R. to take her

Disfigurement by Lakshmana R. commands disfiguring R. hints. L should stop her R. calls L.’s name in alarmed tone

For Sı̄ta’s protection When she’s about to eat Sı̄ta

Interpretation No reflection within story This is R.’s challenge to Ravapa Reflection on killing woman

R. feels for her

L. asserts S. was evil

L. cites precedent (guru’s command to kill Taraka)

R. says shameless woman is dangerous



There is another message sent to men in portraying the mutilation of a

woman who is ‘‘un-Aryan,’’ that is to say, perceived as belonging to another

race. In the context of the depiction of this scene in the Amar Chitra Katha

comic strip Valmiki’s Ramayana (no. 100001 in the series), some observers

have worried that ‘‘the message that may be received—whether intentionally or

not—is that it is okay, even morally justified, to physically harm an ‘other’

woman’’ (McLain 2001: 35). Against the background of increasing commu-

nalization, this is quite problematic, as it may be taken as license to perpetrate

atrocities on women of another community.

Another major theme here is that insulting a woman sexually propels her

male relatives into action, as it is seen as an insult to their honor. Interestingly,

the ‘‘non-Aryan’’ demons are portrayed as following the same code of honor,

notwithstanding their purportedly looser morals. One of the ways of revenge is

in return to injure the other party’s women sexually. In this case, the result of

insulting Surpapakha will be the abduction of Sı̄ta, to be discussed in the next

chapter. This is actually a relatively mild outcome, because it involves an injury

less horrific than the usual rape. This logic is in tune with the common cin-

ematic trope of women as the site of battle for male feuds—and, one could add,

the reality of gang rape as part of vendetta wars, often in intercaste or inter-

communal feuds.

Kubja: The Ugly Made Beautiful

Now we turn to the Gopı̄s’ rival, the hunchbacked woman from Mathura
who has been rendered beautiful by Krishna’s grace. This episode is much

more ambiguous. Kubja is not a villain, yet the feelings she evokes are mixed.

There is a marked sense of uneasiness with the whole affair in nearly all ver-

sions and only Sagar’s version manages to come to terms with the problematic

episode.

A Case of Extortion Becomes a Case of Grace

Let us first look at the first meeting of Krishna and Kubja. We will not have to

spend time on the medieval version. In the whole of the expansive Sur Sagar,
the first meeting with Kubja gets only a few lines of passing reference in

between Krishna’s heroic exploits in Mathura (SS 3665/1047, 11.9–10; 3667/

1048, 1.10; 3669/1051, 11.1–4). Comparing the two remaining versions of the

meeting with Kubja, it becomes clear that Sagar is very close to Bhagavata
Purapa, but with a twist.
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Sagar introduces Krishna in the company of his brother Balarama on his

way to the shrine where Siva’s bow is kept. Krishna smells from afar the

perfume of the sandalwood the hunchback is carrying, while making her way

bent over and leaning on a stick. She is not particularly pretty in the television

portrayal, whereas in Bhagavata Purapa she has a pretty face (10.42.1).50

Sagar’s Krishna asks what the good smell is, waylaying her in a boyish prank.

She reacts upset, with the irritation of someone who has had to endure such

pranks many times. Krishna, though, does not insult her, as many other must

have. In contrast, he addresses her in flattering terms.

In Bhagavata Purapa, the poor woman is taken in by Krishna’s gallantry,

but in the television series, the hunchbacked woman is hurt at being called

‘‘pretty woman’’ (sundarı̄). She is used to insults, and sketches at some length

her humiliation by the people who taunt her. She can cope with that, she says,

because after all, it is true, she is a hunchback. However, she finds Krishna’s

joke a particularly cruel one. Krishna says he’s not joking but speaking the

truth. He points out he sees beyond her bodily deformity and is referring to the

beauty of her soul.51

Sagar strikes again! This is a clever way of answering the potential ob-

jection that Krishna is acting cruelly in addressing a deformed woman in

flattering terms. Sagar’s Krishna turns this into an occasion to reflect on the

value of beauty. He conservatively points out that ugliness is the result of one’s

past actions, but that it does not last forever;52 and he foretells that the end of

her curse is at hand. We are not told what the curse is about.

This foreshadowing of Kubja’s delivery is a nuanced and subtle tran-

screation of Bhagavata Purapa. There Krishna links his request for the balm

directly with a vague promise of something good: ‘‘Give us the perfect body-

cream, then before long something good will happen to you’’ (10.42.2b).53

There is an odor of extortion to Krishna’s words here, but Sagar has reworked it

to the extent that Krishna instead is shown to be gracious to her in foretelling

the end of her humiliation.

Note that in Sagar’s version, there is no hint of extortion. Krishna does not

really ask for the sandalwood. Only when Kubja seems to be upset about

having to take it to Kamsa, he offers to take it for her. This is close to modern

interpretations—in sermons, for instance, where often Kubja is portrayed as

50. vilokya kubjam yuvatı̄m varananam. In BVP 4.72.15–6, Kubja is not only a hunchback but also old.

51. maim kisı̄ ke sarı̄r ko kabhı̄ nahı̄m dekhta, maim to keval atma dekhta hum.

52. sarı̄r kı̄ kurupta aur sundarta prapı̄ ke apne karmom ke anusar hotı̄ hai. yah sada nahı̄m rahtı̄ hai.

53. dehya vayor axgavilepam uttamam sreyas tatah te na cirad bhaviqyati.
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spontaneously offering her goods to Krishna without his asking for or even

wanting them.

Bhagavata Purapa gives the impression that simpleminded Kubja, happy
that someone speaks nicely to her, is the victim of deceit. The poor woman is

immediately taken in by the two handsome young men who ask her for the

balm, and she hands it to them right away (BhP 10.42.3–4). Sagar at once clears

his Krishna of any such blame and stretches credulity less—by extending the

conversation a bit longer and making her at first suspicious of his intent, only

slowly warming up to this unusual young man. Here, Krishna takes her hand,

symbolic of his extending his protection to her. When she worries that Kamsa

will behead her if she does not bring him the balm, Krishna points out that

now that he has taken her hand, there is no need for her to go to Kamsa. Rather

than portraying Kubja as a victim of Krishna’s extortion, Sagar shows Krishna

delivering her from her plight of serving a tyrant.

Sagar also deepens the meaning of her handing over the balm to the young

men. Lots of shot-counter-shot close-ups suggest that Kubja has a hunch that

Krishna is divine. She is devotionally gazing on the Lord, groping for a way to

express her growing realization in words. She says that now it seems to her that

she has made the paste just for Krishna, and that in fact she has been waiting

for him for many lives.54 At each point, he confirms her in her impressions.

Only then does she offer him the balm, saying that it is nothing, but that her

deepest wish is to surrender herself completely to him.55

This comes close to the devotional tone we find in some of the poems

attributed to Surdas, where the whole incident is reported as proof of the Lord’s
grace (discussed later). However, in Sur’s poetry, the focus is on the low social

status of Kubja, as a maidservant, and the largesse of Krishna’s grace, which

totally disregards social boundaries.

From Prostitute’s Proposition to Ascetic’s Boon

The televised episode is quite different in tone from Bhagavata Purapa. Con-
sistent with its portrayal of the incident as a boyish prank, Bhagavata Purapa
shows the two brothers immediately rubbing the paste on their own bodies

(BhP 10.48.5). Only after they have obtained what they want does Krishna,

somewhat ad hoc, decide to straighten Kubja’s body. He reasons that he will do

it to show the reward of encountering him (10.48.6–8). In the television

54. amdar se aisa lagta hai jaise maim kaı̄ janmom se tumhare hı̄ pratı̄kqa kartı̄ rahı̄ hum.

55. atma ke andar se koı̄ avaz de raha hai ki . . . apna sarvasva inke carapom par samarpap kar de.
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version, there is no such direct connection between Krishna getting what he

wants and returning a favor. Actually, the brothers do not quite get the balm.

Kubja teases them back just a bit. After she first offers the balm to Krishna as a

token of her total surrender (‘‘Take this, Lord, this ‘all of me’ is yours only’’),56

she retreats, charmingly simpleminded in her desire to keep him close, and

says she will not give it to him just like that.57

Sagar has Kubja make her request for intimacy right here. Significantly,

this is after she has surrendered herself completely to Krishna, but before

Krishna makes her pretty. In contrast to Bhagavata Purapa, she does not

proposition him sexually, which would seem inappropriate for a hunchbacked

woman; rather she asks for the more innocent and devotional favor of being

allowed to massage the balm onto his body.58 She uses a humble tone: ‘‘Come,

Lord, come to my house. Give this servant of yours an occasion to serve you,

Lord.’’59

Krishna agrees, but playfully throws her earlier objection back to her: ‘‘what

if Kamsa beheads you?’’ This prompts a long confession of devotion in which

she declares she does not even know of any other ‘‘Maharaj’’ but him. Now she

does not even see anything but Krishna, and in good advaitic fashion, she adds:

‘‘it’s as if my existence is swept away.’’60 At this point, the audience has quite

forgotten about the balm it all started with. In the end, Kubja applies a little bit
to Krishna’s feet, but the container remains in her possession. No one can

blame Sagar’s Krishna for just being after some good-smelling substances.

In Bhagavata Purapa, it is only after she has become pretty that Kubja asks
Krishna to accompany her to her home (10.48.9–10). Krishna half-jokingly

promises to do so, with one mischievous eye on his brother and his other

friends (10.48.11). He does not seem terribly serious as he somewhat deni-

gratingly calls her house ‘‘a place that takes away the agony of men’’ and her

‘‘the last resort of homeless travelers like us.’’61 Not very complimentary in any

case, and seemingly implying she is a public woman.62

In the television version, the tone is much more exalted, and there is no

hint that Kubja might be a prostitute. Moreover, it is only after she has gone

56. le lo prabhu yah sarvasva tumhara hı̄ hai.

57. nahı̄m, nahı̄m aise nahı̄m dumgı̄.

58. jı̄ cahta hai aj maim apne hath se tumhare sarı̄r par is amgarag ka lep kar dum.

59. calo prabhu calo merı̄ kutiya par. Is dası̄ ko ek seva ka avsar do prabhu.

60. ab to atma ke antar tak keval tumhı̄ tum ho aur kuch nahı̄m. ek prakas hı̄ prakas hai, aur us prakas mem

jaise maim dubtı̄ ja rahı̄ hum, dubtı̄ ja rahı̄ hum . . . jaisa mera astitva hı̄ nahı̄m raha.

61. te grham . . . pumsam adhi-vikarsanam. agrhapam nah panthanam tvam parayapam.

62. This is picked up by some of the commentators, who try to clean up the sexual reference or claim it is

just a joke (Sheth 1983: 230).
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through a transforming spiritual experience that Krishna rewards her by

straightening her. By the magic of visual special effects, she turns into a

beautiful woman, with, incidentally, also a splendid new outfit. Sagar’s Kubja
has none of the earthy panache of the one in Bhagavata Purapa; she is quite the
subservient servant. After glancing happily at her new outfit, she carefully

kneels down, with her hands stretched out in supplication. She now somehow

feels the need to justify her desire to massage him, arguing that it is something

he himself has awakened in her.63

Krishna, in all the serious grandness that Sanskritized Hindi can afford,

grants her wish: ‘‘We approve of your supplication, and solemnly promise that

one day we will without fail bestow upon you the opportunity of service.’’64

However, he will not immediately gratify her desire. He promises to come

later. No winking to his brother here, nothing to demean poor Kubja, who has

after all been shown to be a perfectly respectable devotee. Instead, Krishna

explains that he will come to her because he owes it to her. He speaks of a debt

(rpa) from her previous birth, when she did penance (tapasya) to obtain him.65

This idea surfaces also in the medieval poems that interpret Krishna’s con-

summation of his relation with Kubja:

Kubarı̄ had saved up merit from old penance.

Syama came to her own house, spurning his royal palace.

First he broke the bow and on his way back she came running to

meet him!

Because of her passion, he came into her power, a love that cannot

be explained.

He promised to come after his divine work and gave her incom-

parable beauty.

He glanced at her graciously, and she became Srı̄, the Vedas cannot
explain this.

Far fromus, [still] attractedby the low,what a compassionate Lordhe is!

Sur says: having carried out the task the gods gave him, immediately

Gopal came there (to her house). (SS 3718/3100)66

63. tum ne svayam hı̄ mere man mem yah bhavna jagayı̄ hai.

64. hamem tumhare yah samkalp svı̄kar hai, ham vacan dete haim ki ham tumhem ek din seva ka avsar

avasya pradan karemge.

65. asal mem tumhare pichle janam ka yah rp hai ham par. tumne hamare liye bar ı̄ tapasya kı̄ thı̄.

66. kubarı̄ puraba tapa kari rakhyau; ae syama bhavana tahı̄ kaim, nrpati mahala saba nakhyau;

prathamahim dhanuqa tori avata hai, bı̄ca milı̄ yaha dhai; tihim anuraga basya bhae takaim, so hita kahyau na jai;

devakaja kari avana kahi gae, dı̄nhau rupa apara; krpa drqti citavatahı̄m srı̄ bhaı̈, nigama na pavata para; hama

taim duri dı̄na ke pachaim, aise dı̄nadayala; sura surani kari kaja turatahı̄m, avata taham gopala.
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Notable here is the saving rather than controlling male gaze—at least,

that is the devotional interpretation. The very refrain of this song reiterates

the idea over and over again that Krishna’s grace was no chance experience

but due to Kubja’s penance from old times. Another poem expresses a similar

idea:

Kubja has a lucky fate!

Hari graciously took pity on her. On the spot, he obliged her.

The fruit of a previous life began to blossom. Her heart’s desire was

fulfilled

The news is on the lips of all the folks of Mathura. Wherever he

goes, a loud ‘‘Hurray’’ arises.

Having killed the demon, he ran there [to Kubja’s house] right away.
Fathom his divine ways!

Surdas’s Lord is bound by love: he met her graciously and brought

much bliss. (SS 3725/3107)67

In the medieval songs, this interpretation of the event as the result of

Kubja’s past penance is presented as the view of devotees, maybe the people of

Mathura or even the Gopı̄s. In the television version, Krishna himself confirms

this interpretation. Plus, he provides more specifics as to the circumstances of

this previous penance. He gives Kubja a clue that it occurred during his pre-

vious descent on earth as Rama. This enigmatic saying is then resolved in the

song that follows:

(male voice)

She placed her head at his feet,

Spoke humbly her plea of powerlessness:

‘‘This is not just a cream (axgaraga),
This is my love’s dream (anuraga), O Lord.’’68

(female voice)

‘‘I surrender for a glimpse of you,

Your touch brings great rejoicing:

67. kubija tau barabhagı̄ hvai; karuna kari hari jahi nivajı̄, apu rahe taham rajı̄ hvai; puraba tapa phala

bilasana lagı̄, mana ke bhava puravati hvai; mathura nara narini mukha banı̄, rahyo jaham taham jai jai hvai;

daitya binasi turata taham ae, yaha lı̄la janaim pai vai; suradasa prabhu bhavahim kai basa, milata krpa kari ati

sukha hvai.

68. sir dhari carapan mahi, binay vivas bole vacan; axgarag yah hai nahı̄, yah hai prabhu mama anurag hai.
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Lord, gone my body’s deformity (vikrti)
Now that I behold your face’s dignity (mukhakrti).’’69

(male voice)

‘‘Always rewarding love’s frenzy,

The forest-dweller does not keep debts.70

(female voice)

Just like Sabarı̄ patiently,
Scanned the path for Rama,

Similarly, lifelong, O dark One,

I will scan your path.’’71

Thus, Sagar’s Kubja is really an incarnation of good old Sabarı̄, the ascetic
who waited patiently for Rama in the forest and treated him as a mother would

her son. This interpretation may be Sagar’s innovation. He deviates from

Brahma Vaivarta Purapa, where Krishna announces to Kubja that she is the in-
carnation of Surpapakha and has accumulated tapas from this previous birth.

The context there is a night visit Krishna pays her. He has to wake her up, and

he immediately confronts her with her past:

Shake off your slumber, lucky lady, make love to me, Beauty!

Previously, you were Surpapakha, Ravapa’s sister,
In my birth as Rama, you performed for my sake, o lover, austerities.

Through the influence of your austerities, you get to enjoy me as a

lover in my birth as Krishna! (BVP 4.72.56–7)72

Sagar seems to have liked the idea of Kubja accumulating merit from tapas

in a previous life. However, he chose not to make her an incarnation of the

vamp Surpapakha, instead identifying her with the safely asexual Sabarı̄.
In conformity with that more humble character, Kubjameekly agrees that

if she has waited for so many lives for the darsana of her Lord that she can wait

even a bit longer.73 This sentiment is to some extent also apparent in Sur’s
poetry.

69. tere darsan kı̄ balihari, tera spars bara sukhakarı̄; gaı̄ tan kı̄ vikriti svamı̄, terı̄ dekh mukhakrti pyarı̄.

70. sada prema ka moh cukave, rin rakhe na banavarı̄

71. sabarı̄ ne dhı̄raj dharke, jaise ram kı̄ rah niharı̄; aise hı̄ janam bhar syam, dekhumgı̄ maim bat tiharı̄.

72. tyaja nidram mahabhage srxgaram dehi sundari, pura surpapakha tvam ca bhaginı̄ ravapasya ca; ra-

majanmani mad dhetos tvaya kante tapah krtam, tapah prabhavan mam kantam bhaja srı̄krqpajanmani. This was

also noted by Jeffrey M. Masson (1980: 114–6).

73. aj nahı̄m to koı̄ bat nahı̄m. jab maim ne itne janamom tak pratı̄kqa kı̄ hai, tab maim is janam mem bhı̄ aj

se apnı̄ kutiya maim baithı̄ in carapom kı̄ pratı̄kqa karumgı̄.
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He turned the hunchback into a beauty queen! . . .

He touched her neck with his hand, put his foot on her back, gave

her the beauty of a nymph [like Urvası̄].
Her heart’s desire was ‘‘let me get Syama for a husband right here,’’

but she understood that it could not happen immediately.

(SS 3669/1051)74

As is clear from the song quoted earlier, the focus of devotion in the tele-

vised version has markedly zoomed in on Krishna’s feet. This is apparent also

in Kubja’s body language. During the song, Kubja remains stooping, humbly

adorning Krishna’s feet with some of her sandal paste. She remains kneeling

while he slowly retreats, leaving her in a happy trance of devotion. Sagar has

succeeded in turning earthy Kubja into a meek, subservient woman who is

cleanly devoted to Krishna, with not a hint of erotic attachment. Her sexual

proposition has been transformed into a plea for a chance to perform seva,
which she is granted as a result of her ascetic exertion in previous lifes.

Perspectives on Sexual Fulfillment

Given how he has desexualized the Kubja episode, it is no surprise that Sagar

entirely skips the episode where Krishna visits her and consummates their love

physically. It seems a deliberate omission, because the claim is made that the

television series covers the first half of Bhagavata Purapa’s tenth book. In fact,

the series ends with the delivery of Krishna’s guru’s son from the dead (10.45),

leaving out the subsequent chapters on Uddhava’s mission to Braj to console

all those distressed by Krishna’s departure (10.46–7) as well as the episode

where Krishna visits Kubja with Uddhava (10.48), and sends Akrura to Has-

tinapura, thus getting involved in the Mahabharata war (10.49). One may

safely assume that if Sagar’s Krishna has promised to visit Kubja, he must have

done so, but it must have been an encounter of a nonsexual nature. In any case,

this has (so far) remained offscreen.75

Bhagavata Purapa, on the other hand, describes the visit Krishna pays

Kubja at length. The episode also figures importantly in the collected works

attributed to the devotional poet Surdas. The material here is less descriptive,

more interpretative. Sur has one poem that conflates the first meeting with the

74. kubarı̄ nari sumdarı̄ kı̄nhı̄ . . . grı̄va kara parasi paga pı̄thi tapara diyau, urabası̄ rupa patatarahim dı̄nhı̄;

cita vakaim ihai syama pati milaim mohim, turata soı̄ bhaı̈ nahim jati cı̄nhı̄. An alternative translation would be:

‘‘thus happened immediately, in disregard for caste.’’

75. It should be pointed out that Krishna does not make good on his promise to visit Kubja in some other

classical versions, including Viqpu Purapa (5.20.12; see Sheth 1983: 226 and Masson 1980: 110–24).
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second (SS 3668/3050) and a series of poems that are interpretations of

Krishna’s visit to Kubja’s house (SS 3718/3100 25/3107, again, 3727/3109

mentions it in passing). Comparing the perspective of the two is revealing.

In Bhagavata Purapa, there is a certain sense of unease with the situation,

which the commentaries try to explain away. Krishna is accompanied by the

wise Uddhava on this visit.76 There seems to be a bit of criticism inherent in the

situation, given that Uddhava has just returned from Braj on a mission to com-

fort the Gopı̄s there, Krishna’s abandoned lovers. No sooner is he back than he

is asked to accompany his friend on an amorous escapade with a city woman.

One can read into the texts some indication that he is obliging only grudgingly.

There is a curious line specifying that Uddhava does not sit on a bed like

Krishna but on the ground instead, though touching a seat (BhP 10.48.4a).77

This can be interpreted as a sign of humility toward Krishna, or that he wishes

to avoid offending the hostess (Bryant 2003: 460). The use of the word sadhu in
this line is interesting. It is used an adverb modifying the verb ‘‘received’’

(abhipujito)—thus ‘‘he was well received by her’’—but one suspects also a hint

of the idea that Uddhava, in contrast to Krishna, behaved like an ascetic (sadhu).
In the description of Kubja’s house, there are (as earlier in his promise to

her) some clues that seem to indicate it is a house of pleasure, especially in the

epithet ‘‘equipped with devices for sensuality’’ (kamopayopabrmhitam, BhP

10.48.2a). And Krishna is said to settle down right away on a rich bed, which

is described as ‘‘following the ways of the worldly’’ (lokacaritany anuvratah
(10.48.4b). The way Kubja receives him, dressing herself elaborately and

presenting betel and liquors, also evokes the courtesan’s behavior: ‘‘She ap-

proached Madhava, having prepared herself with bath, makeup, dress, jewelry,

garlands, perfumes, betel, liquors, and so on, with playful flirting smiles and

beguiling glances (10.48.5).78

Surdas has redacted all this out. In the poem where he conflates the first

meeting with Krishna’s visit to Kubja’s house, the tone is not one of sensual

gratification but of devotional worship, like that of an image. Thus, Sur’s verse
is a good precedent for the televised version of the first meeting:

‘‘Lord, I’ve brought sandal for you!’’

Taking Syama by the hand, she brought him to her mansion

76. The commentators in fact see the company of Uddhava as an attempt to avoid a scandal. It seems

that his reputation of integrity might make him the ideal chaperon (Sheth 1983: 231).

77. tathoddhavah sadhu tayabhipujito nyaqı̄dad urvyam abhimrsya casanam.

78. samajjanalepa-dukula-bhuqapa-srag-gandha-tambula-sudha-savadibhih, prasadhitatmopasasaramadhavam

savrı̄da-lı̄lotsmita-vibhramekqitaih
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With incense, oil lamps, and sacred food offerings (naivedya) she

decorated [him]. She had prepared [these] auspicious items

carefully.

She washed his feet and took the bathwater, she sang praise of the

enemy of demons (Daityari).
‘‘My life’s aspiration was this, that I would massage you with

sandalwood’’

Sur’s Syama delights his devotees, bound by the ties of passionate

love. (SS 3668/3050)79

Surdas’s list of the substances Kubja honors Krishna with (dhupa, dı̄pa,
naiveda) picks up the more innocent items in Bhagavata Purapa’s description
of Kubja’s house, the incense and oil lamps (10.48.2b).80 Significantly, he adds

the ‘‘sacred food offerings’’ (naivedya) to the list, as if to overturn the impres-

sion created by the betel and liquors she appears with in Bhagavata Purapa
(10.48.5a; see earlier).81 Moreover, rather than preparing herself with a bath,

she concentrates here on the devotional rite of giving a footbath to Krishna and

on drinking the bathwater (something Akrura is said to have done later in the

same chapter in Bhagavata Purapa (10.48.15a).82 One might object that this

cleaning-up behavior may just be a cover, dictated by Kubja herself, since the

poem is in her voice, but actually only the refrain (teka) and the penultimate

line are in the first person. There is a shift to third person in the lines that

describe her actions and motivation.

There is a significant omission in this poem: it does not refer to the

miracle of Kubja’s transformation. One may presume that it was well-known

enough to remain in the background, but even so interestingly the focus has

moved totally away from Krishna’s curing the misshapen woman to his grace

of granting her his presence.

While the reference in the signature (chapa) line of the Sur poem is to the

ties of passionate love (bhava raju ramga), none of Sur’s poems on the topic

actually describes passionate lovemaking. Bhagavata Purapa does so in vivid

detail, evoking a first encounter between a shy yet passionate woman who has

long been burning with unfulfilled desire and a vigorous, self-assured man

keen on relieving her agony:

79. prabhu tumakaum maim camdana lyaı̄; gahyau syama kara apane saum, lie sadana kaum aı̄; dhupa dı̄pa

naiveda sajikai, mamgala kare bicari; carana pakhari liyaum caranodaka, dhani dhani kahi daitari; merı̄ janama

kalpana aisı̄, camdana parasaum amga; sura syama jana ke sukhadayaka, bamdhe bhava-raju-ramga.

80. dhupaih surabhibhir dı̄paih . . .mapditam.

81. This is more in tune with the treatment of the episode in BVP (4.72. 33–6; see Sheth 1983: 228).

82. padavaneja-nı̄rapo dharayañ sirasa nrpa.
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He called his lover by his side. She was shy due to the newness of

their rendezvous and uncertain of herself. He grabbed her hands,

adorned with bracelets, and made her sit down on the bed. Thus,

he sported with the passionate woman, whose only virtue was the

offer of the ointment.

She wiped out the pain that Cupid had caused in her breasts from

her chest, and also from her eyes with the feet of Ananta. With her

two arms, she pressed between her breasts her lover, the

embodiment of bliss, and shed her long-held sorrow. (10.48.6–7)83

Surdas is no prude, but he reserves all Cupid’s arrows for his descriptions

of the love play of Krishna and Radha and the Gopı̄s. The encounter with Kubja
remains quite chaste.

Subverting Doubts

In the course of its account of this passionate encounter, Bhagavata Purapa
downplays Kubja’s virtue in an offhanded way by using an epithet for her that

says she ‘‘merely’’ offered some ointment (anuleparpapa-pupya-lesaya,
10.48.6b). This seems a judgmental remark, heightening the impression that

the author is only grudgingly reporting on this somewhat disreputable en-

counter. This ambiguous evaluation of Kubja’s worthiness to sport with the

Lord comes through even more strongly in the moralizing judgments that are

interspersed in the report of their ensuing conversation:

By the offering of an ointment, she thus obtained the Lord,

Absoluteness in itself (kaivalya-natham), who is so difficult to

reach. Alas, the hapless woman asked the following:

O beloved, you should stay here a few days! Enjoy yourself with me.

I cannot bear to leave your company, O lotus-eyed One.

And the obliging one (manadah) granted her heart’s desire and

obliged her. Together with Uddhava, the Lord of all returned to

his own opulent quarters. (10.48.8–10).84

83. ahuya kantam navasaxgamahriya visaxkitam kaxkapabhuqite kare, pragrhya sayyam adhivesya ramaya

reme ‘nuleparpapapupyalesaya; sanaxgataptakucayor urasas tathakqpor jighranty anantacarapena rujo mrjantı̄,

dorbhyam stanantaragatam parirabhya kantabhanandamurtim ajahad atidı̄rghatapam.

84. saivam kaivalyanatham tam prapya duqprapam ı̄svaram, axgaragarpapenaho durbhagedam ayacata;

ahoqyatam iha preqtha dinani katicin maya, ramasva notsahe tyaktum saxga te ‘mburuhekqapa; tasyai kamavaram

dattva manayitva ca manadah, sahoddhavena sarvesah svadhamagamad arcitam.
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There certainly is a sense in Bhagavata Purapa that Kubja is unworthy of

Krishna. Surdas seems to hint at it in some of his poems:

Syama has come to Kubja’s house.

Earlier, Hari had gone away, graciously having turned her into a

sensual, pretty woman.

Love has a hold on him. After all he’s called: ‘‘friend of the poor,’’

and ‘‘fond of his devotees.’’

She met him on her way with sandal paste and her dreams have

come true.

Urvası̄ is no compare, even Rama is jealous.85

Who understands the greatness of Sur’s Lord? He settles in the

house of a maid. (SS 3721/3103)86

There is a hint of the compound ‘‘the woman whose only virtue was the

offering of sandal paste’’ (anuleparpapa-pupya-lesa) in the fourth line. However,

note that there is no equivalent for the ‘‘only’’ part of the compound. Rather,

the emphasis is on the greatness of the Lord for saving someone who is so

humble in social rank, not so much someone with little merit.

In Sur’s collection, in fact, things get turned upside down. First Sur admits

that yes, Kubja is unworthy, but it is because of her social status. Kubja is a

servant, of lower caste. Krishna after all is the prince and king-to-be. His as-

sociating with her might be regarded as improper because of the class and

caste divide. Thus the unworthiness of Kubja is transformed into comments on

the unevenness of the match. The devotional poet, however, is not bothered by

this. Rather, he celebrates this marvel of God’s mercy, which disregards social

distinctions. There is a series of poems on the subject:

His divine task completed, he went straight to her house!

Man or woman, it’s the same to Him. He descended for high and

low alike.

Who is servant or maid? Who is Lord or Lordless? The whole world

is dwarfed by His bristling body hair.

The heart with true love is Hari’s house. It is marked by the fate of

God’s grace.

85. Literally, ‘‘Suffering in Rama’s heart’’ (rama kaim mana tama).

86. kubija sadana ae syama; krpa kari hari gae prathamahim, bhaı̄ anupama bama; prı̄ti kaim basa

dı̄nabamdhu, bhaktavatsala nama; milı̄ maraga malaya lai kai, bhaı̄ purana kama; urabası̄ patatarahim nahı̄m,

rama kaim mana tama; sura prabhu mahima agocara, base dası̄ dhama.
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Syama lives by the praise of his servants, female or male. A maid of

Krishna can become equal to the goddess Rama.
She met him and lovingly massaged Sur’s Lord with sandal paste.

Zillions of rosaries she [must have] prayed, zillions of austerities

in Kası̄.87 (SS 3719/3101)88

While socially unworthy, being a mere servant, (dası̄), Kubja is not un-

worthy of the Lord’s grace. The medieval poet chooses not to follow Bhagavata
Purapa’s disparaging tone in that respect. On the contrary, in the final line, he

attributes her gift of grace from Krishna to her adherence to a serious devo-

tional and spiritual regimen. Thus she has become eminently worthy of his

attentions. A similar sentiment, that Krishna shows his nondiscriminating

grace to the worthy devotee, is expressed in the next poem. Kubja responds in
kind, overcome by joy; yet, aware of her position, she stoops to his feet. This

seems in tune with Sagar’s treatment of the meeting in the televised version:

The king of the Yadavas is fond of his devotees.

He set foot in Kubarı̄’s house. Forgot about the rules of caste!89

She thought her dreams had come true!90 She ran to clasp his feet.

She did not care what she looked like, or her house. Her heart could

not contain the joy.

The Lord took her by the arm and sat her down near him. Happiness

beyond words.

Surdas’s Lord is always in the power of his devotees. He does not

count king or pauper! (SS 3720/3102)91

In contrast to Bhagavata Purapa, this Kubja does not care about her house
or what she looks like. All the long compounds describing her house and

herself in Bhagavata Purapa have been obliterated from our memory by the

87. Literally, it reads: ‘‘She did crores of rosaries, crores of austerities in Kası̄’’ (koti). This can be

understood in two ways. Either it equates the massaging with the spiritual exercises or it indicates a causal

relationship. I’ve opted for the latter in the translation.

88. kiyau surakaja grha cale takai; puruqa au nari kau bheda bheda nahı̄m, kulina akulı̄na avataryau kakai;

dasa dası̄ kauna prabhu niprabhu kauna hai, akhila brahmamda ika roma jakai; bhava samcau hrdaya jaham hari

taham haim, krpa prabhu kı̄ matha bhaga vakaim; dasa dası̄ syama bhajanahum taim jiye, rama sama bhaı̄ so

krqnadası̄; milı̄ vaha sura prabhu prema camdana caraci, kiyau japa koti tapa koti kası̄.

89. Literally, jati pati means ‘‘caste line,’’ a reference to the habit of eating only with members of one’s

own caste. At public festivals, where people of all castes may be present, one will take care to dine sitting with

those of one’s own caste only.

90. Literally, ‘‘she considered her fate fulfilled’’ (purana bhaga mani tina apane).

91. bhaktabachala srı̄jadavarai; geha kubarı̄ kaim paga dhare, jati pamti bisarai; purana bhaga mani tina

apane, carana gahe uthi dhai; surati rahı̄ nahim deha geha kı̄, anamda ura na samai; prabhu gahi baham pasa

baitharı̄, so sukha kahyau na jai; suradasa prabhu sada bhakta basa, ramka ganata nahim rai.
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failure of hers: Sur says, marvelously simply, ‘‘she did not retain awareness of

house or body.’’92 She is not the accomplished sensual city woman; rather,

confronted with Krishna, she turns into a simple Gopı̄ herself.93

The commentators on Bhagavata Purapa also picked up on its disparaging

of Kubja. They had to work hard to explain why she was called ‘‘unlucky’’

(durbhaga, 10.48.8b). Mostly they agree that it was because she merely asked

Krishna to gratify her senses, rather than give her liberation (Sheth 1983: 232).

Vallabha is quite negative about Kubja, suspecting that she is a prostitute who

approaches Krishna as a worldly customer (232–3). Jı̄va Gosvamı̄, though, reads

against the grain. He thinks Kubja’s ill luck refers simply to her earlier state as

a hunchback. According to him, she is in fact clever to ask for Krishna himself

rather than liberation. He uses all his Sanskrit compound analytic skill to prove

that the ‘‘mere’’ gift of an ointment (anuleparpapapupyalesa) is not denigrating
but rather makes her the empress (ı̄sa) of devotees (232).

Surdas goes a step further. He subverts Bhagavata Purapa’s ‘‘unlucky’’

word choice. Turning the tables, he comments on her great luck.94 In one

poem, assuming the voice of the people of Mathura, he seems to share Bha-
gavata Purapa’s ambiguity, but comes out in the end on the other side of the

divide. His Mathura gazette rhetorically asks who indeed could be luckier than

she (in the final line):

The folks of Mathura say:

‘‘Where did that Kubja with her sandal [paste] meet him? Why did

Syama show her compassion?

What austerities had she under her belt? She roamed around all over

town!

She’s got no clue. She saw Hari and said right there she’d massage

the Lord with love.

Then He was compassionate and made her beautiful. One can’t

begin to sing His praise.

Surdas, that’s Kubarı̄’s fate. Who could get a better one?’’ (SS 3723/

3105)95

92. surati rahı̄ nahim deha geha kı̄.

93. This is in effect what happens to Kubja in the BVP version of the story; she is taken up into Krishna’s

paradise, Goloka, where she becomes a Gopı̄ by the name of Candramukhı̄ (4.72.66–8; see Sheth 1983: 228).

94. He is on the same wavelength as BVP 4.72.56, where Krishna himself calls her mahabhage.

95. mathura ke nara nari kahaim; kaham milı̄ kubija camdana lai, kaha syama tihim krpa cahaim; kaha

tapasya kari ihim rakhı̄, jaham taham pura rahai calai; kachu nahı̄m avata hari dekhı̄, ihai kahyau prabhu heta

malai; tabahim krpa kari sumdari kı̄nhı̄, mahima yaha kahata na avai; suradasa bhaga kubarı̄ kau, kauna tahi

patatara pavai.
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In another poem, this rhetorical question is the refrain, repeated over and

over through the poem, to rub in the point: ‘‘What woman is as lucky as

Kubja?’’ (SS 2724/3106). Another assessment of Kubja as lucky comes from

the Gopı̄s. In the following poem they have just gotten the news of Krishna’s

new affair. We hear of their first reactions. They say Kubja has become the

happiest bride of all (suhaginı̄ bharı̄):

‘‘He met Kubja, that’s what they say.

His real mother and father is Vasudeva and Devakı̄.’’ Happy faces,

but sad at heart.96

‘‘A mere touch of his hand turned her into a beauty. He made her

into the happiest bride.

Kanha is king and a hunchback is his queen.’’ The women of Braj

snicker.

Their hearts pierced by the curse of this cowife. Totally blown off

their feet.

Surdas: ‘‘That’s the way of the Lord, my friend!’’ the women told

each other. (SS 3760/3142)97

In short, the devotional interpretation leaves no doubt that Kubja is lucky
and must have deserved her heaven.

The Many Shades of Jealousy

With the last poem we have broached a new series of poems in the Sur Sagar,
where Surdas dwells at length on the reaction of the Gopı̄s to Krishna’s affair

(SS 3760/3142–73/3155). There is nothing like this in Bhagavata Purapa, or
indeed in the television series, which does not look back: once Krishna has left,

there is no revisiting Braj.

The Gopı̄s speak for all women whose beloved has gone away to the city

and is reported to have another love. The Sur Sagar gives a full range of

emotion, representing all the shades of jealousy. The snickering in the previ-

ously quoted poem dies away soon. Maybe the first reaction is that of utter

disbelief:

96. The Braj text is ambiguous as to whom this refers, but it seems most logically to be the women of

Braj, who are at once happy about Krishna being a prince, snickering about his falling for a hunchback, and at

the same time jealous at this new city love of his.

97. kubija milı̄ kahyau yaha bata; matu pita vasudeva devakı̄, mana dukha mukha haraqata; sumdari bhaı̄

amga parasata hı̄, karı̄ suhagini bharı̄; nrpati kanha kubija pataranı̄, hamsati kahatim brajanarı̄; sauti sala ura

maim ati salyau, nakhasikha laum bhaharanı̄; suradasa prabhu aisei maı̄, kahatim paraspara banı̄.
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How would Hari do something like this?

Manamohana left Radha, to take up with Kamsa’s maid?

What do you say? She’s become his queen? Has he become king just

going there?

Throning in Mathura he does not see anyone? [Doesn’t know] who

has come, who lives where?

Bought a hunchback? Sold his honor? He’s with her all hours of

the day?

Sur says: no one believes it: a prank that thrills the heart. (SS 3764/

3146)98

Denial is the first step, but of course the Gopı̄s have to find out the truth.

The next poem seems to report on a spying expedition to Mathura:

Have you not seen Kubja?
I went to Mathura to sell butter and had a good look around.

She’s the daughter of the flower man near the palace! Everyone

made fun of her when they saw her.

Do you burn brass again and again? What’s the point in testing it

over and over?

It’s said he turned her into a beauty! And he became pleased with her.

Sur says: when heart meets heart, what can the qazı̄ do about it? (SS

3765/3147)99

The last line is meaningful in relation to the theme of the love marriage

(explored in chapters 1 and 2). The authorities (here interestingly the Muslim

qazı̄) are powerless in the face of love; they can only ratifymatters of the heart. At

this point, there is no denying it anymore. TheGopı̄s now have to come to terms

with this new reality. We go through the whole range of feelings with them. The

Gopı̄s are burning with jealousy at the news of Krishna’s new conquest; the

worst of it is that now there’s no more hope that he will come back to them:

When they hear the name Kubja, the fever of missing him flares up.

A grunt escapes the indignant women, drowning in anger.

Their hope he’d return, gone! Sighs rise up in the air.

98. kaisaim rı̄ yaha hari karihaim; radha kaum tajihaim manamohana, kaha kamsadası̄ dharihaim; kaha

kahati vaha bhai pataranı̄, vai raja bhae jai uham; mathura basata lakhata nahim kou, ko ayau ko rahata kaham;

laja bemci kubarı̄ bisahı̄, samga na chamdata eka gharı̄; sura jahi paratı̄ti na kahu, mana sihata yaha karani karı̄.

99. kubija nahim tuma dekhı̄ hai; dadhi becana jaba jati madhupurı̄, maim nı̄kaim kari peqı̄ hai; mahala

nikata malı̄ kı̄ betı̄, dekhata jihim nara nari hamsai; koti bara pı̄tari jau dahau, koti bara jo kaha kasaim; suniyata

tahi sumdarı̄ kı̄nhı̄, apu bhae takaum rajı̄; sura milai mana jahi jahi saum, takau kaha kare kajı̄.
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‘‘That royal maid Kubja! She took away our hope.’’

A waterfall of tears from their eyes. Inscrutable. The pain of missing

him floods over them like a river.

Sitting or standing, they remember the traits of Sur’s Syama.

(SS 3761/3143)100

Losing Krishna feels to the Gopı̄s like fire and water at the same time,

burning them and flooding them, destructive in both cases. They are angry and

desperate, all in one breath, or rather one long sigh that turns into songs of

remembrance. Jealousy is productively transformed into the devotional prac-

tice of ‘‘remembrance’’ (sumirana). Then Sur’s Gopı̄s move into a mood of sad

assessment of the situation, seemingly adjusting themselves to their loss:

Syama made Kubja his bride [a lucky woman]. She’s got boundless

beauty, hard to assess.101

He became husband, she his better half. The Gopı̄s call him

‘‘eternally happy.’’102

He is a playboy, she’s from the city, and now the two of them have

gotten together.

Outdoing each other in splendid qualities. She’s sophisticated, he

certainly is very urbane.

Whatever she says, Syamawill do. Night and day he sings her praises.

Life is strange! She stole his heart. Suraj’s Lord will not return to

Braj now.103 (SS 3762/3144)104

This is the closest Surdas comes to Bhagavata Purapa, where the Gopı̄s

never mention Kubja but get occasion to vent their pain in separation from

Krishna (viraha) most famously to Krishna’s city friend Uddhava, when he

visits Braj on amission to comfort them. Though they do not mention Kubja by
name, they make a few jealous remarks about ‘‘city women’’ in general:

100. kubija kau nama sunata, biraha anala judı̄; risani nari jhahari uthı̄m, krodha madhya budı̄m; avana kı̄

asa mitı̄, uradha saba svasa; kubija nrpadası̄, hama saba karı̄ nirasa; locana jaladhara agama, biraha nadı̄ barhı̄;

sura syama guna sumirata, baithı̄ kou tharhı̄.

101. Or: ‘‘caste was not an objection.’’

102. One gloss for the word navaramgı̄ in BBSK is sada sukhı̄. This may refer to only Krishna, only Kubja,

or the pair. It seems to be used ironically: the women might outwardly give them their blessing to be forever

happily married, but inwardly of course they burn with jealousy.

103. Or: ‘‘he stole our heart, but now Suraj’s Lord won’t return to Braj.’’

104. kubija syama suhagini kı̄nhı̄, rupa apara jati nahim cı̄nhı̄; apu bhae pati vaha aradhamgı̄, gopini namu

dharyau navaramgı̄; vai bahuravana nagar kı̄ sou, taisoi samga banyau aba dou; eka eka taim gunani ujagara, vaha

nagari, vai tau ati nagara; vaha jo kahati syama soi manata, nisidina vakaim gunani bakhanata; jani anokhı̄

manahim curavai, suraja prabhu aba nahi braja avaim.
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Gentle man, does Gada’s elder brother sometimes make love—our

love—to the city women when they solicit him with their fond,

bashful smiles and inviting eyes?

They answer the question themselves, sadly acquiescing:

Expert in love play, how would he not oblige when invited by the

words and coquetry of these choice women?

But they cannot help but persist in hopes he might still also remember

them:

Good man, does Govinda ever remember us, or in the midst of a

gathering of city women, mention us, rustic women, in informal

conversation? (10.47.40–2)105

They seem to accept that they have lost their lover. Only one of the Gopı̄s

uses strong words of condemnation in the famous ‘‘song of the bee’’ (bhra-

maragı̄ta) where she addresses a bee as a stand-in for Krishna. Indirectly, she

blames him for being heartless and a cheat. In her despair she puts herself on

the same side as other characters maligned by Krishna-Vishnu in this or a pre-

vious birth. She forges something of a league of the mistreated, and includes

none other than Surpapakha in the list:

[I call him] a libertine (lubdhadharma)!106 Like a hunter he

slaughtered the monkey-king (Valin).

[I call him] a sot of a woman (strı̄jitah)! he disfigured a[nother]

woman lusting after him!

[I call him] a crow (dhvaxkqavat)! Even Bali he dwarfed,107 after

eating what he offered to him (bali).

Enough of these black friendships! It is hard to deny the meaning of

these stories. (BhP 10.47.17)108

105. kaccid gadagrajah saumya karoti purayoqitam, prı̄tim nah snigdhasavrı̄dahasodarekqaparcitah; katham

rativiseqajñah priyasca varayoqitam, nanubadhyeta tad vakyair vibhramais canubhajitah; api smarati nah sadho

govindah prastute kvacit; goqthı̄madhye purastrı̄pam gramyah svairakathantare.

106. I have taken some freedom in translating these verses by foregrounding the unflattering compar-

isons. Literally it reads ‘‘like a libertine,’’ ‘‘like one conquered by a woman,’’ ‘‘like a crow.’’

107. One of the meanings of the causative veqtaya- can be ‘‘to cause to shrink up’’ (MW).

108. mrgayur iva kapı̄ndram vivyadhe lubdhadharma, striyam akrta virupam strı̄jitah kamayanam; balim api

balim attva ‘veqtayad dhvaxkqavadyas tad, alam asitasakhyair dustyajas tatkatharthah. The last half-verse can also

be translated as contrastive: ‘‘however, it is difficult to give up the essence of his story.’’ This is the interpretation

of the vulgate.
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For Sur’s Gopı̄s, too, the acceptance is only temporary. Their indignation

gets the better of them. They directly accuse Krishna, speaking sarcastically:

You’ve done well by your love, lotus-eyed heart-breaker!

How come you so lovingly played Holı̄ with us?

And now, in a wink of the eye, you’ve left us for a maid?

We’re better in all ways. Kubja has a big hunchback.

Just say the word and take us along too. We’ll straighten out that

hunched back afterwards.

If you’ve such a roving eye and taste for maids,

Show us your sight, light of our eyes, and make us your maids.

Your fame is growing in the village of Gokul:

All the women of Braj are looking to blame that maid.109

Leave the maid, this very moment, King, our Lord and Lover,

Because of that maid, Sur, there’s not a song left in Braj. (SS 3773/

3155)110

Here, their hope has flared up again. Surely, they are better than that

hunchback. If he can be seduced by her, they should be able to lure him back.

Apparently, it does not work. Then they shift tactics and flaunt an attitude of

not caring about it, maybe in hopes that Krishna will return once he gets his

sense of adventure out of his system:

‘‘He went off and found a new Kubja!
He’s young, she’s young, She has lived in the city and played its

games.

He got a maid’s love, he’s a servant: in love one becomes alike.

Heartless he left us, friends. It’s easy [for him] to get many wives.111

Just now, Akrura came to fetch him, he wasted no time obeying.’’

When they were told about young Kubja, Sur’s Lord, their heart’s

pride was wounded. (SS 3763/3145)112

109. I am interpreting ciriya as a diminutive (probably with denigrating intent) of cerı̄, and nau as

synonymous with kau.

110. tuma bhalı̄ nibahı̄ prı̄ti, kamala nayana mana mohana; taba kaisaim ati prema saum, hamaim khilaı̄

phaga; aba cerı̄ ke karanaim, kiyau nimiqa maim tyaga; hama tau saba guna agarı̄, kubija kubara barhi; kahau tau

hamahum lai calai, pachai kubara karhi; jau pai tumharı̄ rı̄jha hai, cerini so ati nehu; drga dyuti darasa dikhai kai,

hama cerı̄ kari lehu; bar ı̄ baraı̄ ravarı̄, barhı̄ gokula gamva; saba braja banitani dhumrhi kai, dharyau ciriyanau

namva; abahum cerı̄ pariharau, rajan svamı̄ mı̄ta; ya cerı̄ ke karanaim, sura calaim braja gı̄ta.

111. Jani is glossed in BBSK by patnı̄, bharya.

112. kubija naı̄ paı̄ jai; navala apuna vaha navelı̄, nagara rahı̄ khilai; dasa dası̄ bhava mili gayau, prema taim

bhae eka; nithura hoi sakhi gae hama taim, jani sahaja aneka; laina aba akrura ayau, ko rahata kaham; naı̄ kubija

una sunaı̄, sura prabhu mana mana.
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In this poem, they pretend not to care, but they certainly accuse Krishna of

being ‘‘heartless’’ (nithura, l. 3), just like the Gopı̄ in the bhramaragı̄ta of

Bhagavata Purapa (kitava, 10.47.12a). They domore: they point out that Krishna

was not exactly reluctant to leave them in the first place, suggesting that maybe

he smelled adventure. Sur’s Gopı̄s do not forge an alliance with other outcasts,

abandoned and maligned by Krishna, as the Gopı̄ from bhramaragı̄ta does—

rather the other way around. They get some satisfaction in lumping Krishna

with the low and outcast and bring up the allegation that in associating with

the lowly you become like them. In loving Kubja, Krishna has stooped down

and become a servant himself, they proclaim gleefully.

From there it is only a small step to start vilifying Kubja. Soon the Gopı̄s

will stop blaming Krishna and instead turn their anger to Kubja. At first they
just put her down. It is so pathetic, Kubja is just a hunchback crawling around

on the ground:

‘‘Do as you please, but you can’t change your body’s nature.’’

‘‘He’s a cowherd, she’s a maid from the city, what a great pair Fate

has made!’’

‘‘Let your mouth not accuse them.’’ ‘‘What can I do, how can I say it?’’

‘‘Why blame Syama? Or Kubja? I tell you to make you understand.’’

‘‘Why blame Syama? Or Kubja? She’s a fickle maid, the laughing

stock of town!’’

‘‘Bent over, with a stick, she drags her feet on the ground. Think

about it, it’s sad,’’ says Surajdas. (SS 3766/3148)113

Their pity verges on mocking. Even that does not last long, though. Pa-

thetic or not, that woman is an obstacle. When they can’t get through to

Krishna, and she is an impediment, they really get upset. This lady with her

lowly origins has become quite impertinent:

It’s Hari who made Kubja brash!

She used to serve in every house. [Now] she sits next to him on the

throne!

She was forgotten as soon as she left the door.114 [Now] she’s gotten

puffed up with pride.

113. koti karau tanu prakrti na jai; e ahı̄ra vaha dası̄ pura kı̄, bidhina jorı̄ bhalı̄ milai; aisena kaum mukha

naum na lı̄jai, kaha karaum kahi avata mohim; syamahim doqa kidhaum kubija kaum, yahai kahau maim bujhati

tohim; syamahim doqa kaha kubija kaum, cerı̄ capala nagara upahasa; terhı̄ teki calati paga dharanı̄, yaha janai

dukha surajadasa.

114. Mukha can mean dvar, darvaza (BBSK).
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‘‘No one comes or goes [here],’’ that’s the message she sends:

‘‘Those days are gone, forget him.’’ It’s just a matter of ten days!

Sur’s Lord is enticed by a maid! The women of Braj are upset. (SS

3767/3149)115

They had started out confirming that it is Krishna’s fault that this low

woman now behaves so impertinently, but by the end of the poem they have

come around: he is so besotted by her that she really is the one to blame. This is

finely observed: one of the shades of jealousy prompts the women to blame the

other woman rather than their man.

Look at the accomplishments of a hunchback!

Now she has herself called the first queen, and Syama the big king!

No one calls her ‘‘maid,’’ nor him ‘‘cowherd.’’

She insists on being called ‘‘princess’’ and he’s become ‘‘king of the

earth.’’

A man likes everything [he can get]! What use is a hunchback?

How to get through to Sur’s Lord? He’s lost all shame! (SS 3768/

3150)116

Jealousy does not inspire solidarity among women or the downtrodden. It

is amazing how when we look through the Gopı̄s’ eyes, we have none of Sur’s
earlier lofty sentiments praising the Lord’s wonderful power of pitying the

lowly. The Gopı̄s don’t look from the perspective of bhakti now, but through

the filter of the world. By that book, Kubja and Krishna are living above their

station, and that is not a good thing.

What I’ve heard now makes me ashamed!

He went to Mathura and killed Kamsa . . . for the sake of an

misshapen woman!

That’s how people live in the city! They all think it’s fine.

No one would ever say a thing in front of Syama:

‘‘Here you have made a maid your wife! Look where you’ve gotten!

You, a powerful king of the Yadavas, got one born a maid!’’

And if now she heard anyone say this, Kubja would exile him.

115. hari hı̄m karı̄ kubija dhı̄tha; tahala karatı̄ mahala mahalani, samga baithı̄ pı̄tha; naimkahı̄m mukha pai

bhulı̄, ati gaı̄ garabai; jata abata nahı̄m kou, yahai kahaim pathai; vai dina gae bhuli tokaum, divasa dasa kı̄ bata;

sura prabhu dası̄ lubhane, braja badhu anakhata.

116. dekhau kubarı̄ ke kama; aba kahavati pataranı̄, bare raja syama; kahata nahim kou unahim dası̄, vai

nahı̄m gopala; vai kahabatim rajakanya, vai bhae bhupala; puruqa kau rı̄ sabai sohai, kubarı̄ kihim kaja; sura prabhu

kaum kaha kahiai, beci khaı̄ laja.
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Sur says the Gopı̄s are burning up in the fire of the ugly woman. (SS

3769/3151)117

The Gopı̄s’ jealous minds have distorted the facts. Or maybe they are just

quick to pick up on the city gossip that there is more to the relationship than

meets the eye. A scandal. Krishna’s real motive in killing Kamsa is not to bring

justice or to liberate his parents, not even for his family honor. He has done it

out of lust for a low and ugly woman. Their jealous outrage has now found a

righteous cause to be indignant about.

He killed Kamsa for Kubja’s sake!

Could Hari not get any other woman, say? Has he no sense of

propriety?

Like a crow taking up with a swan, like garlic with camphor.

As if gold was the same as glass! Like using [an ascetic’s] ochre for a

[married woman’s] sindoor!

Like a Brahmin dining with a Sudra, that’s how they look together!

Listen, Sur’s Hari was ‘‘Lord of Cows!’’ Now he’s become ‘‘Lord of

the Hunchback!’’ (SS 3770/3152)118

The Gopı̄s persist in exposing the impropriety of Krishna’s new love. This

is an intercaste marriage! How ironic that the champions of love here have

become defenders of propriety. Far from rejoicing in God’s saving power, they

mock the Creator’s inventiveness in bringing together such an incongruous

pair. The offended Gopı̄s don’t relent in their pursuit of their rival. Sometimes

it is her low status they mock, other times her ugliness, and always her lack of

propriety. They get quite sarcastic;

He’s enchanted with dame Kubja!
A fine princess he got for a wife! Small wonder he’s beside himself.

She seduced him with a little sandal paste, on his way to Mathura.
How to praise her? Such enticing beauty!

He’s a cowherd, she’s Kamsa’s maid, a match made in heaven!

117. yaha suni hamahim avati laja; jai mathura kamsa maryau, kubarı̄ kaim kaja; loga pura maim basata

aisei, sabani yahai suhata; kabahum kou kahata nahı̄m, syama agaim bata; kaha cerı̄ nari kı̄nhı̄m, kaha apuna hota;

tuma bare jadubamsa raja, mile dası̄gota; ajahum kahai sunai kou, karaim kubija duri; sura dahani maratim gopı̄,

kubarı̄ kai jhuri.

118. kamsa badhyau kubija kaim kaja; ai hari kaum na milı̄ kahum, kaham gamvaı̄ laja; jaisaim kaga hamsa

kı̄ samgati, lahasuna samga kapura; jaisaim kamcana kamca barabari, geru kama simdura; bhojana satha sudra

bramhana ke, taisau unakau satha; sunahu sura hari gai caraiya, aba bhae kubijanatha.
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Suraj’s Lord spurned the women of Braj. Does he inquire about

them?119 (SS 3771/3153)120

With the last line, we seem to have returned to a more wistful, resigned,

Bhagavata Purapa–like tone. The Gopı̄s in that version also eagerly ask

Uddhava whether Krishna remembers them at all, and maybe sometimes even

speaks about them. A more melancholic tone is also evident in another poem,

the only one of the whole cycle that is found in the sixteenth-century manu-

scripts (included in Kenneth Bryant’s forthcoming edition as no. 189):

How would he know what another suffers?

Handsome Syama with his lotus-petaled eyes, brother of the Plow-

bearer:

A flute on his lips, a peacock feather in his hair, grazing the cows all

over the forest.

His complexion is responsible for the Yamuna’s color, even now she

hangs on to it.

Seeing a hunchback, he forgot even about her. Like we’re all erased

from his thoughts.

Suraj, like cataks thirsting for drops, we’ve perished waiting for him.

(SS 3772/3154)121

In this poem, the Gopı̄s wistfully remember their beloved. Lovingly they

describe him, nostalgic about his past daily activities. There’s just a little flare-

up of jealousy in the penultimate line, but mostly in the tone of viraha rather

than sarcastic accusation.

Kubja’s Defense

With all that anger coming her way, Kubja cannot remain indifferent for

long. Again, there is nothing of the kind in Bhagavata Purapa, but Surdas gives
voice to Kubja. She gets the chance to respond to the allegations. The first

poem in the Sur Sagar on this topic announces that when she hears that

119. It is also possible to read the second half of the line as ‘‘when they inquired about him’’. Yet another

possibility, suggested by Swapna Sharma, is ‘‘I understood his mind’’ in the sense ‘‘now I understand what is

behind why he left us.’’

120. bhamini kubija saum ramgarate; rajakumari nari jau pavate, tau kaba amga samate; rı̄jhe jai tanaka

camdana lai, madubana maraga jata; takı̄ kaha baraı̄ kı̄jai, aisaim rupa lubhata; e ahı̄ra vaha kamsa kı̄ dası̄, jorı̄

karı̄ bidhataim; brajabanita tyagı̄m suraja prabhu, bujhı̄ unkı̄ bataim.

121. bai kaha janaim pı̄ra paraı̄; sumdara syama kamala-dala-locana, hari haladhara ke bhaı̄; mukha muralı̄

sira mora pakhauva, bana bana dhenu caraı̄; je jamuna jala ramga ramge haim, ajahum na tajata karaı̄; vhaı̄ dekhi

kubarı̄ bhule, hama saba gaı̄ bisaraı̄; suraja cataka bumda bhaı̄ hai, herata rahe hiraı̄.
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Uddhava is going on a mission to Braj, Kubja quickly writes him a message for

Radha:

He (Krishna) wrote a letter and put it in Uddhava’s hand. . . .

When she heard ‘‘Uddhava’s going to Braj,’’ Kubja called him into

her palace.

In her own hand she wrote a letter for Radha: ‘‘Praise to you and

the Gopı̄s,

You insult me, but it was a case of sudden grace!

Why are you women of Braj angry with me, listen, won’t you?’’ [says]

Surajdas. (SS 4061/3443)122

We are privy to the contents of this message. Kubja does a great job of

defending herself. She comes across as humble, notwithstanding all we’ve

heard the Gopı̄s say about the airs she put on:

‘‘Why are you upset with me, women of Braj?

It’s not in anyone’s fortune or luck. The Lord’s grace is inscrutable.’’

Kubja wrote a message for all, very diplomatically.123

‘‘I’m just a maid of King Kamsa. Look and think for yourself.

I’m the bitter gourd among fruits: thrown out, lying on the

garbage pile.

Now I’ve fallen into the musician-charmer’s hands and he’s playing

a sweet tune.

My body was crooked, everyone knows it, but he touched it, and it

became worthy.

Surdas’s Lord, full of grace, tended me with his own hands.’’

(SS 4062/3444)124

Here we get yet another reflection on Bhagavata Purapa’s ‘‘unlucky’’ epi-
thet for Kubja that has sparked so much commentary. In this poem (l. 2),

Kubja subverts the interpretation we saw earlier, that it was her luck that

122. Patı̄ likhi udhau kara dı̄nhı̄m . . . kubija sunyau ata braja udhau, mahalahim liyau bulai; apane kara patı̄

likhi radhehim, gopini sahita barai; mokaum tuma aparadha lagavati, krpa bhaı̄ anayasa; jhukati kaha mo para

braja narı̄, sunahu na surajadasa.

123. The Braj is kı̄nhı̄ manuharı̄, which can have a negative connotation of ‘‘flattering’’ or just a neutral

one of ‘‘being considerate’’ (OHED). I’ve opted for the latter, as in contrast to the Gopı̄s’ accusations that she is

acting up, here she is well aware of her low status.

124. hama para kahaim jukati brajanarı̄; sajhe bhaga nahı̄m kahu kau, hari kı̄ krpa ninarı̄; kubija likhyau

samdesa sabani kau, aru kı̄nhı̄ manuharı̄; haum tau dası̄ kamsarai kı̄, dekhau manahim bicarı̄; phalani mamjha

jyaum karui tomarı̄, rahata ghure para darı̄; aba tau hatha parı̄ jamtrı̄ ke, bajata raga duları̄; tanu taim terhı̄ saba

kou janata, parasi bhaı̄ adhikarı̄; surajadasa svamı̄ karunamaya, apane hatha samvarı̄.
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Krishna came to her. Her take on it is that no, she is not worthy. God’s grace is

above all categories of worthiness or luck. We’re back to marveling about God’s

immense saving power.

Another poem too, shows Kubja’s humble side. In a personal message to

Radha, she says:

Uddhava, tell this to Radha:
‘‘As Syama showed grace on me, would you please do the same?

You’re angry with me without reason, I’m your servant.

Look for yourself at your heart’s virtue: you’ve reached Kası̄ without
penance.

How would you be Syama’s better half? I am not worthy of you.

Don’t you ask Suraj’s Lord, why he does not go there?’’ (SS 4064/

3446)125

Here she goes as far as to humbly give Radha precedence and declare

herself nothing but a servant of Radha, too. The last lines are somewhat am-

biguous, though, not helped by the many possible readings of the Braj original.

The most logical meaning seems to be that Kubja challenges Radha to confront
Krishna herself. However, Radha has complained that the problem is that she

cannot get through to Krishna. Is there some sarcasm in Kubja’s remark? Is

she showing her true colors here at the end?

It is true, Kubja herself is not above jealousy. What we’ve just heard was

only the written and official version of her message. There is an interesting

informal verbal comment that she asks Uddhava to convey. Humble as shemay

be in the letter, she is in the strong position here, and she knows it. And she is

not above a bit of revenge. After all the Gopı̄s have accused her of, she can

afford a bit of counter-accusation. It is not in the official letter—she will not get

caught by the lawyers, so to speak. But she certainly gives Uddhava an earful as

she asks him to deliver her diplomatic letter:

Uddhava, I beg you, please go to Braj.

Give this letter into Radha’s hands, that’s what I ask from you

‘‘Curse me from when you get up in the morning. I keep on hearing

that slander:

125. udhau yaha radha saum kahiyau; jaisı̄ krpa syama mohim kı̄nhı̄ apa karata soi rahiyau; mo para risa

pavatim binu karana, maim haum tumharı̄ dası̄; tumahı̄m mana maim guni dhaum dekhau, binu tapa payau kası̄;

kaham syama ko tuma aradhamgini, maim tuma sari kı̄ nahı̄m; suraja prabhu kau yaha na bujhiai, kyaum na uham

laum jahı̄m.
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‘Nanda’s darling son went and became king, then he got a deformed

woman for his queen!’

Why are you angry with me? Anger can’t keep Syama.

From when he was little, Mother Yasoda tied him up, because you

said he ate your butter.

You held the ropes, you were the big guys, you too, daughter of

Vrqabhanu!
Sur’s Syama will return to Braj . . . is he such a fool?’’ (SS 4063/

3445)126

Now how is that for hitting right on the weak spot? She argues that the

situation is not her or even Krishna’s fault. The Gopı̄s have only themselves to

blame. They were the ones who chased Syama away. They have bullied him

since he was a kid. It will take some time for him to get over that. She continues

in that vein:

You’ll have to listen, Uddhava, and take my message when you go

to Gokul,

When you return tell these Gopı̄s just one word from me:

‘‘Get it in your head that Syama came to Mathura, for love of his

parents.

Kanha is not your beloved, just like he is not Yasoda’s son.

Look in your own hearts and think, what happiness have you given

him?

He was just a kid, and you, lusty milkmaids, fleeced him completely.

For a cupful of yoghurt or butter, you made him fear Yasoda.
You all laughingly ran to tie him up, why would he have pity on

you?

What Vrqabhanu’s daughter did there, you all know well in your

hearts

Braj’s playboy gave up all modesty for her! Now what’s she sad

about?’’

Surdas’s Lord, hears such matters, his head bowed low on the

ground.

126. udhau brajahi jahu pa lagaum; yaha patı̄ radha kara dı̄jau, yaha maim tumasaum mamgaum; garı̄

dehim prata uthi mokaum, sunai rahati yaha banı̄; raja bhae jai namdanamdana, milı̄ kubarı̄ ranı̄; mopara risa

pavaim kahe kaum, baraji syama nahim rakhyau; larikaı̄ taim bamdhati jasumati, kaha ju makhana cakhyau; raju

lai sabai hajura hoti tuma, sahita sutabrqabhana; sura syama bahurau braja jaihaim, aise bhae ajana.
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On one side Kubja, on the other the Gopı̄s’ love. He does not know

what to say. (SS 4065/3447)127

Kubja gets back at the Gopı̄s. And she makes the same mistake in inter-

pretation as they. Rather than thinking it marvelous that God shows grace to

those who love him, she considers it inappropriate and blames the recipients

of living above their station. In other devotional poems, we marvel at God’s

amazing love, how he dances for butter he does not need, how he allows

himself to be tied up, how he flaunts village gossip for love. Now, Kubja turns it
upside down. Instead of praising the Gopı̄s for their love, she accuses them of

impropriety.

The last lines shift the focus to Krishna, who is caught in this crossfire

between his lovers-devotees. He is the one who ends up humilied: God on

Earth with bowed head. They all see only their side of the story: how they love

him so much. And they’re blind to the possibility that the other side might love

him as much and that his action is just inspired by his surplus of grace. This

excess of possessive love (mamata) is exactly what endears his devotees to him,

but we get a whiff here that it is somewhat tiring and exasperating, too.

If we come back to the realm of worldly love and the vale of tears cowives

have to go through, we may especially cherish this last image, of a man whose

loving of too many women backfires. The women get quite vocal in slandering

each other. Caught in the crossfire, the adulterer is reduced to speechless

watching, with hanging head.

Comparing the Kubja Episooles

What can we conclude from this close look at different interpretations of

Krishna’s adultery? The story of Kubja in Bhagavata Purapa raised many

problematic issues that commentators, translators, and interpreters felt com-

pelled to address. Why does Krishna make fun of a poor handicapped woman?

Is she a courtesan, of ill repute, and if so, why does he associate with her? Why

does he go so far as to gratify her desire to make love to him? Does she deserve

this good luck?

127. suniyata udhaum lae samdesau, tuma gokula kaum jata; pachaim kari gopini saum kahiyau, eka hamarı̄

bata; matu pita kau neha samujhi kai, syama madhupurı̄ ae; nahimna kanha tumhare prı̄tama, na jasuda ke jae;

dekhau bujhi apane jiya maim, tuma dhaum kauna sukha dı̄nhe; ye balaka tuma matta gvalinı̄, sabai mumha kari

lı̄nhe; tanaka dahı̄ makhana ke karana, jasuda trasa dikhavai; tuma hamsi saba bamdhana kaum daurı̄m, kahu

daya na avai; jo vrqabhana suta uta kı̄nhı̄, so saba tuma jiya janau; tahı̄m laja tajyau braja mohana, aba kahaim

dukha manau; suradasa prabhu suni suni bataim, rahe bhumi sira nae; ita kubija uta prema gopikani, kahata na

kachu bani ae.
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table 5.4. Different Versions of Kubja’s Story Compared

BhP SS TVK

Introduction/Commentary Pretty but hunchback Low-caste hunchback Not pretty hunchback

Hint she’s a courtesan ‘‘Ways of city women’’ No courtesan allusion

Initial Exchange K. approaches her She approaches K. K. waylays her and she tries to escape

Reaction to Krishna Calling

Kubja ‘‘sundarı̄’’

She’s flattered No reaction described She objects, relates her woes

K. explains about inner beauty

Sandal Paste Incident K. asks for paste She offers paste right away K. does not ask for paste

He promises good result No promises He predicts end of curse

Kubja gives, is charmed Kubja gives unbidden Kubja gives as self-surrender

K. gets sandal paste K. gets sandal paste K does not take sandal paste

The Miracle After she gives sandal paste After she gives sandal paste Before he gets sandal paste

Reward of darsana Divine grace End of curse, thanks to her tapas

Interpretation of Miracle Gratuitious Penance from previous birth Tapas as Sabarı̄; he owes her

Hints at insults during life Dwells on miserable current life

Kubja’s Proposition After miracle After she gives sandal paste Before miracle

Sexual Devotional massage, hint of passion devotional massage

No mokqa No mokqa Spiritual transformation

Krishna’s Reaction Promises but winks Promises and comes indeed Promises when she’s still ugly

Fulfillment Separate episode Blended with meeting Not shown

Background of the Rendezvous House of pleasure Kubja’s home, neutral

Kubja acts as courtesan Kubja acts as devotee (touches feet)

Kubja prepares house and body Kubja forgets about house and body

No hint of marriage Jealous interpretation: he has

married Kubja,
He killed Kamsa for Kubja
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table 5.4. (continued)

BhP SS TVK

Idea of Mismatch Sense of impropriety Jealous perspective: mismatch

by Creator, pathetic

Krishna follows ‘‘ways of world’’ jealous perspective: she leads

him to live above status

Nature of Mismatch Kubja is public woman Kubja has low social status

Kubja’s Worthiness Kubja is unworthy Worthy: penance of previous birth

Her only virtue is giving sandal paste Jealous perspective: she seduced him

with sandal paste

Kubja is unlucky Is extremely lucky

Reasons for Fulfillment Lord knows devotees’ wishes To give grace beyond

comprehension

Gopı̄ Reaction Jealous about city women Jealous about Kubja
Resigned: sad and wistful Gamut of feelings: disbelief, resignation,

anger

One girl indignant: he is cheat Krishna cast as Kubja’s victim

Solidarity: league of the maligned Conformist: opposed to mismatch

Kubja’s Reaction not described In writing: humble, Radha’s servant
not described Orally: insulting back: accuses accusers

of cheating God



In the vernacular devotional milieu, the scandals have been downplayed,

and the official take on the last question is that yes, she was deserving, just by

her simple love. Her love is portrayed not as that of a courtesan but of a devotee.

Even so, she is of lower caste. Thus, Krishna’s response to her is transgressive

by worldly standards, but, according to the bhakti perspective, this is not a

problem; rather, it illustrates the amazing saving power of God, which is

beauty- and caste-blind.

However, at the same time, within the same corpus of poetry, there is also

a subversive undercurrent to this official interpretation. The reaction of the

Gopı̄s to Kubja’s transgressive love for Krishna is one of ridicule and accusa-

tion. They call it pathetic and think Kubja is living above her station. Moreover,

they see her as not only keeping Krishna in Mathura away from them but also

as leading him astray, causing him to murder Kamsa and take the throne for

himself. Kubja in turn finds fault with the Gopı̄s’ transgressive love: they

abused Krishna, making him dance for a little butter and causing his mother to

tie him up.

Thus, the devotee whose love for Krishna is transgressive herself become a

spokesperson for conservative morality with regard to others. Devotees seem to

have a hard time allowing others the same privileges they enjoy. It is not easy to

accept God’s caste- and merit-blind love when it comes to those other than

oneself. That viewpoint, though, is what receives most of the poet’s attention.

The female jealousy is explored at length, and all sides get a sympathetic

hearing. Why would the devotional poet be so attracted to the less-than-lofty

interpretation of Krishna’s love? The implication seems to be that this jealousy

is worthwhile because it stems precisely from their great love, and in the end

endears them to God.

The modern television version has a different focus; it is mainly concerned

with absolving Krishna of the accusation of impropriety and with desexualiz-

ing Kubja. Kubja’s ugliness and suffering is stressed; there is no hint that she

is a courtesan. Krishna only seemingly teases her, but he is actually serious. He

calls her beautiful because he sees through appearances and recognizes her

inner beauty. He is not after her sandalwood paste, which he does not even get

hold of in the end—he is after her soul. Kubja’s gift of sandal paste stands

symbolically for self-surrender. The incident is really a catalyst for Kubja’s
spiritual transformation. Her bodily transformation seems secondary. Erotic

desire and charming, jealous outbursts have been set aside to make room for

humble submission to God. In the process, Kubja now becomes eminently

worthy to receive Krishna’s grace. In fact, she has become worthy of him

through her penance in an earlier life; more specifically, she can be identified

as an incarnation of the old, devoted mother figure Sabarı̄. God’s grace may

the threat of the other woman 359



seem random, but it is not; there is a sense that the cosmic books on merit and

sin are being kept carefully. God is really just paying off the debts. Para-

doxically, in his attempt to give Krishna a clean sheet of divinity, Sagar ends up

reducing his divine grace to cosmic bookkeeping.

What is the message sent here to mortal women whose husbands have

gone off to the city and found solace in the arms of another woman? What do

women learn about coping with their cowives? Not much, it seems. Men just

do what they do, and there is not much that can be done about it. Only in the

devotional version is there a lot of attention to the women’s perspective. No

solutions are offered, but at least all voices are heard. There is space for airing

all the grievances, but the adulterous beloved is rarely confronted directly. The

women reflexively blame each other. Anger is displaced from the beloved to the

rival. This is not going to lead anywhere, just to more tension and acrimony.

The only chance for compromise comes with Kubja’s letter, wherein she shows

humility and declares herself a servant of Radha. The message is obviously that

it is up to women to rise above their jealousy, accept the situation, and humbly

serve the rival for the sake of peace.

Kubja and Surpapakha Compared

Comparing earlier and later versions of the Surpapakha and Kubja myths, we

find that in both cases the tone of these episodes changes. The earliest versions

are burlesque, impossible seduction scenes of grotesque women comicly in

love with handsome heroes. The contemporary versions are serious; the se-

ductresses are less absurd. There is no more joking around in either case. The

musical score sets a different mood: Surpapakha has become threatening,

Kubja a serious devotee.

How do the main actors fare over time? The heroes are absolved from

blame. Rama was vulnerable to the reproach that he hurt a woman, Krishna

that he consorted with a prostitute. In both cases, the whiff of scandal is

downplayed and nearly eliminated in the television series. The heroes have

becomemore solemn and more in control. They do not wince but keep smiling

beatifically throughout the episodes.

Surpapakha and Kubja have grown further apart. They have become two

different sides of a coin: the first the evil, self-assured seductress, the second

the good, humble devotee. Kubja has become remarkably desexualized. She

does not approach Krishna with libidinal intent. If there is a question of sexual

attraction, she has channeled her sexual energies toward the higher aim of self-

surrender. Interestingly, this trend is already there in the medieval version.

Bhakti, it seems, is keen on preserving propriety.
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As regards the reactions of Sı̄ta and Radha, that is not the focus of at-

tention in most of these scenes. For Sı̄ta, we get the impression that Sur-
papakha is not a serious rival at all. Though Sı̄ta nearly becomes a victim of the

aggression of her rival, she is saved in the nick of time in all versions. Her

feelings are not expressed. It seems that the good wife is simply to look on

without complaint or action and see how the situation evolves. Radha is no-

where on the scene when Krishna meets Kubja, yet her feelings are voiced at

length, though only in the medieval version. She is restrained in blaming

Krishna, but Kubja certainly gets a good sauce. And Kubja responds in kind.

All this fits well the stress in bhakti on feelings and in particular on a sense of

intimacy with the beloved (mamata).
Sagar has chosen not to pick up on this mutual jealousy and its implica-

tions. On the contrary, the scene is totally purged of allusions to a potential

sexual encounter between Krishna and Kubja. Thus there is no intimation that

Kubja could be Radha’s rival. Kubja’s love is purely spiritual; she engages in

austerities (tapasya). As usual, Sagar’s instincts fit well with that of popular

Hindi movie directors—after all, he is one himself. I will analyze in detail two

popular Hindi movies on the theme of female rivalry that confirm this trend

toward spiritualization of the love of the other woman.

Surpapakha and Kubja in Popular Cinema

Many Hindi movies tackle in one way or another the theme of the other

woman. Love triangles of one man and two women abound. Very often, the

hero and heroine are separated for some reason and a second woman, com-

monly a loose or low-caste woman, comes along to lure the hero away. The

hero may be temporarily besotted, or pushed into the other woman’s arms by

circumstances, in which case we may come close to a Kubja scenario. Or he

may, in good Rama-like fashion, resist temptation. In any case, the focus is

rarely on the man’s quandary, because the temptress usually is such an im-

possible partner—either low-caste or a caricature—that she cannot form a real

threat (unless she allegorically stands for the temptations of modernity, Wes-

ternization, or crime). Even if she does, rarely are the men confronted with

their adultery. The focus is instead on how the heroine suffers but succeeds in

winning him back or on what happens to the adulteress.

Surpapakha, the Vamp

We find there is no dirth of Surpapakha-like characters in Hindi movies.

Indeed, the vamp is one of the famous stereotypes of Hindi movies, and played
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a significant role at least till the 1970s (Virdi 2003: 167–70), with faint echoes

still apparent in many contemporary movies. In the Suparpakha vamp sce-

nario, the perspective of the situation tends to be through the eyes of the

legitimate wife or fiancée, without much sympathy for the seductress. Just like

Suparpakha, she is often otherized and demonized as non-Aryan—in Bolly-

wood, the Anglo-Indian or Westernized woman.128 A prime example of the

contrasting of the good heroine with the bad vamp is of course in the all-time

classic Shri 420 (1955; d. Raj Kapoor), wherein the hero is caught between two

women, the upright schoolteacher Vidya (‘‘wisdom’’) and the crooked trickster-

seducer Maya (‘‘delusion’’).129 In more recent movies, it may be the NRI wo-

man, raised in the West and sometimes redeemable by an Indian hero.

Let me be clear that I am not trying to argue that the vamp character can be

reduced to or finds its origin in the Surpapakha story. Obviously, there are

resonances with the philosophical concept of maya. Moreover, there is a long

folk tradition of stories that warn men about seductive strangers who turn out

to be dangerous nonhuman, sometimes vampire-like creatures, sometimes

yakqı̄s or naginı̄s. They are rumored to seduce men only to devour them. The

vamp motif seems to owe something to this popular vampire warning litera-

ture with the theme ‘‘Men, beware.’’ Still, in some interesting movie scenes,

the hero is confronted with a vamp and this is compared within the movie to

Surpapakha’s attempt to seduce Rama.

An explicit reference occurs in Hamara dil aapke paas hai, directed by

Satish Kaushik (2000). This movie resounds with Ramayapa references, most

prominently the image of the redemption (or nonredemption) of the rape

victim.130 Priti (Aishwarya Rai) is a rape victim, but she is sheltered by Avinash

(Anil Kapoor), a rich business man. They love each other, but her past and a

series of misunderstandings prevent them from declaring their love to each

other. In the second part of the movie, an old youth friend of Avinash, Khushi

(Sonali Bendre), shows up, returning from America with the explicit purpose

of marrying Avinash. Khushi has heard that Avinash is living with a woman,

but shakes that off as something that happens all the time in America. Her first

enthusiastic reunion with Avinash takes place in full view of Priti’s friend and

confidante, Babli (Tanaaz Currim). Priti shyly leads Babli away and pretends

128. For an anlysis of the Anglo-Indian vamp, see Gangoli 2005.

129. Of course, in this movie, the two women characters stand allegorically, as their names indicate, for

the right and the wrong path, true Indian wisdom and the tricky foreign way of progress, epitomized in the

songs each heroine sings. Vidya sings: ‘‘Traveler, just look back for a minute’’ (Janevale, murke zara dekhte jana).

Maya sings: ‘‘Don’t look back’’ (Murmurke na dekhna).

130. I am grateful to my student Ranjit Saini for bringing this movie to my attention.
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not to care, but Babli immediately realizes what is going on and makes the

comparison with Surpapakha. When Priti pretends she does not care, she

offers: ‘‘What must have been Sı̄ta’s feelings when Surpapakha was making

out with Rama?’’ Priti rejects the interpretation: ‘‘Hey, what language you’re

using! And she seemed a good girl, not a Surpapakha.’’ But Babli persists: ‘‘If
she wasn’t a Surpapakha, she wasn’t a Sabarı̄ either, I’m sorry to say.’’131

The comparison might seem overdone, because Khushi is too much the

spoiled, over-exuberant child to be a full-blooded vamp. Her intentions to marry

Avinash have, moreover, the sanction of his parents. And she wears glasses,

though stylish ones, usually the sign of the intellectual woman rather than the

vamp. Otherwise, though, she lives up to the stereotype of the free-spirited

womanwho takes the initiative sexually. She dresses extremely provocatively and

enjoys the male attention she thus gets. She is working for MTV, suggestively

crooning love songs. She drops many hints to Avinash to show her love. Finally,

she proposesmarriage to him, publicly too, in a bowling alley, andWestern-style,

on one knee, with hands folded. Avinash rejects her, but while up till then their

relationship has been a big joke, with lots of romping around, all joking stops

here. Avinash takes her aside and seriously declares his love for Priti, and pro-

fesses that he will marry her and no one else. Without much thought for his

dear friend’s feelings, he just leaves her after this passionate declaration.

The comparison stops there, or rather, this Surpapakha gets the chance to
redeem herself. She takes Avinash’s tactless rejection well, as she sincerely

wants the best for him. Her next move is to visit Priti, offering her a bouquet

and telling her that Avinash loves her. The spoilsport in this movie is rather

Avinash’s mother (Smita Jaykar) who is under the mistaken impression that

Priti is the main reason for the estrangement between her husband and son

that has led the son to leave the family home to live alone. The mother has been

hoping Khushi might be able to bring her son around and work a reconcilia-

tion. When she hears Khushi crying because she feels rejected, she decides to

take the matter in hand and confronts Priti with her past as a rape victim,

declaring that she, the mother, would die if such a disgraced woman became

her daughter-in-law. Priti of course takes this the only possible way and sac-

rifices her own happiness for the sake of the mother of her beloved. Priti plays

her part so convincingly that Avinash (who, we remember earlier, declared

solemnly he would remain unmarried if Priti rejected him) even agrees to

131. ‘‘are, sı̄ta jı̄ ka kya hal hua hoga jab surpapakha ramjı̄ ko pata rahı̄ thı̄.’’ ‘‘e, kya language hai terı̄. aur vah

acchı̄ larkı̄ thı̄, koı̄ surpapakha nahı̄m thı̄.’’ ‘‘. . . lekin ek bat hai: agar vah surpapakha nahı̄m thı̄, to phir vah sabarı̄

bhı̄ nahı̄m thı̄, sorry to say.’’
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marrying Khushi. Luckily, in the nick of time Khushi finds out what has

happened. At her own marriage ceremony, she exposes the whole matter, and

sends Avinash back to Priti.

The roles are reversed here. Avinash is passed back and forth between the

two girls like a hot potato, much as Surpapakha is passed between the men in

the epic. The crucial difference is that he really is much desired by both girls,

and they are each simply sacrificing for what they perceive to be his happiness.

Far from being dismembered, the Surpapakha character, Khushi, is portrayed
as a victor, the mature woman who takes her fate in her own hands, confident

that she can stage her beloved one’s happiness, even if that scenario does not

include herself.

Kubja, the Other Woman in the City, or the Deformed Lover

Similarly, we can detect in popular Hindi movies a Kubja-like scenario, where a
woman’s husband leaves for the city and stays there or comes back with a

cowife. One example would be the 1986Naseeb apna apna, directed by T. Rama

Rao. In this movie, the wife (Radhika) goes as far as to become a servant in the

household her husband (Rishi Kapoor) has established with another woman

(see Derné 1995b: 198).

Again, it is not that the Kubja story itself is the source of such narrative

plots. In folklore we see this scenario play out over and over, both in songs and

stories. There are multiple songs voicing the longing of the abandoned wife,

and stories abound of women whose husbands leave for the city and are lured

by clever city women into new relationships, making them forget all about

their home, even—worst-case scenario—bringing the woman home as a

cowife. In many of the stories, the denouement highlights ways a woman can

act to resolve the situation, whether destructively, by taking revenge on the

husband or the cowife (as in some Rajasthani folk songs; Raheja and Gold

1994: 142–6), or more positively, by scheming to bring the wayward husband

back home (as in Chabili Bhatiyari; Sangari 2002: 247–78). Some stories take

the perspective of the cowife trying to counter such moves by the legitimate

wife (as in Jungli Rani; Raheja and Gold 1994: 149–63). Whether from the

legitimate or the second wife’s perspective, there is not much more sympathy

for the other woman than in the Surpapakha scenario.132

132. The folk themes show up also in ‘‘high literature,’’ including Sufi romances that appropriate folk

themes, literary versions of folktales, including Dhola-Maru, in court drama, including at the Maratha court at

Tanjore (even in inscriptions of donations by rival wives, see Peterson 2004), and of course in Brahminical

mythology, including Puranic stories about the cowives Gaxga and Parvatı̄.
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Many of these scenarios pop up in Bollywood, but the denouement is

usually quite different from the folk scenarios. An example of a movie that

stays close to the folk story is the 1975 Jai Santoshi Ma (directed by Vijay

Sharma), which is based on a women’s tale (vrat-katha). The long-suffering

heroine, aptly called Satyavati (Kanan Kaushal) patiently waits at home, while

her husband, Birju (Ashish Kumar), has gone out to the city in search of work.

Suffering from amnesia, he gets involved with a rich merchant’s daughter. He

regains his memory only through the interference of the goddess—thanks to

the heroine’s devotional persistence. The other woman disappears from the

script without a trace once the husband is safely back home. In other movies,

though, we find an interesting twist, very different from the folk versions:

a kind of mutual accommodation between the hero’s two women (more below).

A direct equivalent of the Kubja character is not immediately apparent in

popular movies, if we are looking for women with physical handicaps, except

for Raj Kapoor’s Satyam shivam sundaram.133 The heroine, Roopa (Zeenat

Aman), due to an accident with cooking oil in her childhood, has a disfigured

face, which she keeps veiled. This covering up is more than made up for by the

uncovering of her other body parts, in particular, breasts and legs.134 It is not

incongruent, then, that notwithstanding her disfigurement, she manages to

marry her hero—but only because she has kept her face veiled from him. At

their wedding, when he finds out that she is disfigured, he thinks she is an

impostor. He seeks to find again the girl he loves, and the heroine in her

despair takes on a double role, continuing her premarital rendezvous with

him as his beloved, all the while keeping her face veiled. In playing this dou-

ble game, she in effect becomes her own cowife. Out of guilt over having

disappointed him in her role as wife, she plays the role of the extramarital

mistress. In other words, it is out of Sı̄taesque wifely duty that she can take

on a Radhaesque part. (I discuss the mythological imagery in this movie

further in chapter 6).

133. This movie has several explicit links with Radha-Krishna mythology. A poignant scene is when the

child heroine assists her father in singing a bhajana at the Radha-Krishna temple for the birthday of the village’s

landlord’s son. The motherless little girl’s loneliness and longing for love is vividly portrayed as she observes the

boy’s doting mother kissing him. The bhajana she performs has the refrain ‘‘Syama asks his mother Yasoda:

‘Mom why is Radha fair and I black?’ ’’ (yasumatı̄ maiya se puchyau syama, maiya radha kyom gaurı̄ maim kyom

kala). In the film’s performance context of the song, the roles are reversed, as it is a girl envying a boy and her

frustration is less about appearance and more about luck in life and to some extent social rank. She seems to ask

‘‘why is he loved and not I.’’

134. Her revealing attire seems vaguely justified as tribal dress. Raj Kapoor had a reputation of pushing

the limits of what the censor board would allow, and apart from the famous kiss that was no doubt a major

crowd puller, Aman’s outfits definitely push the borders of decency.
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Looking for Kubja-like seductresses minus the physical handicap, we

could turn to the woman of lower social status than the hero. For one, there is

the stereotype of the courtesan with the heart of gold who comforts the hero on

his sojourn in the city.135 The most prominent example is maybe in Devdas,

best known in its 1955 version, directed by Bimal Roy.136 The hero, Devdas,

leaves for the city when his parents discourage a match with his childhood

sweetheart, Paro. He finds solace in the arms of the courtesan Candramukhi.

Significantly, in the most recent remake of that classic, the 2002 movie by

Sanjay Leela Bhansali, the two women in the hero’s life, Paro (Aishwarya Ray)

and Candramukhi (Madhuri Dixit), get together and come to an understanding

inspired by their mutual love for Devdas (Shah Rukh Khan). Earlier versions

keep the heroines strictly separate, with barely a look at each other during a

chance meeting on the street—which is not even in Saratchandra Chatto-

padhyaya’s novelette, on which the films are based. If the progression in the

Devdas remakes is anything to go by, it seems to have become more and more

imperative for rivals or cowives to come to peaceful terms in the name of their

common love.137 That impression is confirmed by two other movies focusing

on the theme of the other woman.

‘‘Main Tulsi tere aangan ki’’: Lover Forces Hero to Marry Another

The stereotype of the low-caste cowife is well exemplified by the now almost

forgotten but at the time highly successful Main Tulsi tere aangan ki (1978; d.

Raj Khosla).138 The main theme here is that of an illegitimate first lover who,

out of great love for her man, makes way for the legitimate wife. The movie

135. On the courtesan film genre in general, see Chakravarty 1993: 269–305.

136. The same movie has also the other side of the story, the Gopı̄s’ or Radha’s perspective, in the theme

of the abandoned childhood sweetheart, Paro. Paro’s reaction when Devdas leaves the village for the city is

reminiscent of the Gopı̄s’ following Krishna’s chariot when he rides away to Mathura.

137. A twist on the theme is the seduced woman whose seducer fully intends to marry her, but cir-

cumstances prevent it. Often, the woman becomes a courtesan and ends up performing at the wedding of her

seducer. Explicit references to the Radha-Krishna mythology may be part of such scenes, as famously in the

song ‘‘Ek thı̄ Radha, ek thı̄ Mı̄ra,’’ in Raj Kapoor’s 1985 Filmfare award–winning Ram teri Ganga maili. Here

Ganga dances at the wedding of her erstwhile fiancé, who thought she was dead and has been forced by his

family to marry another woman, named Radha. Ganga performs the song, contrasting poignantly her own

situation with the bride’s. Still, Radha ends up being the other woman because her groom, delighted to see his

long-lost love back, takes Ganga in his arms and chooses her over matrimony arranged by his parents.

138. It received three Filmfare awards that year: for the best movie (winning over Muqaddar ka Sikandar

andTrishul! ), best actress (Nutan,winning over Zeenat Aman inSatyamShivam sundaram), and, interestingly, best

dialogue (Dr. Rahi Mazoom Reza) (see http://tamanbollywood.singcat.com/awards/filmfare/ffaeng1978.shtml).

Themovie states in the credits that it is based on anovel by theMarathi authorChandrakantKakodkar (b. 1921),Ashi

tujhi preet. Raj Khosla’s bigger hit movie, the 1970Do raaste,was also based on a Kakodkar novel; in fact, Kakodkar

received a Filmfare award for best story for that movie.
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spans two generations, but I will focus on the first generation, the love story of

a runaway prostitute (tawaif ), Tulsibai (Asha Parekh), and a rich Rajput,

Kumvarjı̄ (Vijay Anand).

Tulsi is of course a name with Vaishnava connotations; it refers to the

goddess of the basil plant, commonly known as Vishnu’s second wife and

sometimes confused with Vrinda, the goddess of Vrindaban, the site of

Krishna’s idyllic pastoral sport with the Gopı̄s. This imagery is explicitly re-

ferred to in the movie.

Though Tulsibai is a seductive dancer, she does not wish to partake in the

less artistic part of her profession and narrowly escapes an unwanted cus-

tomer, into whose arms her madam (mausı̄) has driven her. In despair, she

runs out on the road and is nearly run over by a car; she is saved by the owner of

the car, referred to in the movie as Kumvarjı̄, who gives her shelter in his

mansion. Slowly love blossoms between the two. Kumvarjı̄ fully intends to wed

the unlucky girl, notwithstanding his mother’s strong objections.

Tulsi is, however, not the opportunistic seducer one might expect. Rather,

she is the long-suffering, self-sacrificing prostitute with a heart of gold. Pain-

fully aware of her low position, she finds her highest happiness in serving

those whom she loves, even at the cost of her own happiness. This comes to a

climax when Kumvarjı̄’s mother, in an argument about her son’s affair with a

fallen woman, has a heart attack. Tulsi makes up her mind to sacrifice her own

happiness. She uses emotional blackmail, not unlike Kaikeyı̄ in Ramayapa, but
to a patriarchically sanctioned end: she forces her lover to marry a respectable

girl. After extracting a promise from him that he will grant her whatever she

asks, she asks him to marry the girl his mother has selected for him. She says:

Where is there room for a Tulsi in the house, my prince, that I would

dream of a house? I have been for birth after birth outside the tres-

hold of the house. I am this era’s Vrinda, prince, the harlot Vrinda,

whom even Lord Krishna could not bring inside the house. My

marital happiness lies in being like the Tulsi plant and staying

outside the doors of this house.139

She follows up with the paradox ‘‘You love me, don’t you? Then you will

have to marry someone else.’’140

139. tulsiyom ke liye ghar mem jagah hotı̄ kaham hai, kumvar jı̄, ki maim ghar ke sapna dekhtı̄. maim to janam

janamantar se ghar kı̄ caukhat ke bahar khar ı̄ hum. maim is yug kı̄ vrinda hum kumvarjı̄ vesya vrinda, jise bhagavan

krqpa bhı̄ ghar ke andar na le ja sake. tulsı̄ bankar ap ke darvaze ke bahar khare rahna hı̄ mera saubhagya hai.

140. ap mujhse pyar karte haim na, to ap ko kisı̄ aur se sadı̄ karnı̄ paregı̄.
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Her sacrifice is even greater thanmeets the eye, because she is hiding from

her lover the fact of her own pregnancy so as to get him to agree to thematch his

mother has made for him. After the wedding, Tulsi actively tries to make the

relationship between bride and groom work, but Kumvarjı̄ can only love her.

When Tulsi gives birth to a son, Kumvarjı̄’s mother prods the unhappy bride,

Sanjukta (Nutan), to throw out this threat to the family honor. Sanjukta con-

fronts Tulsi with her ownmiserable plight and blames her for it. She asks Tulsi

to leave and blurts out that she has remained a virgin since her marriage. Tulsi

then takes the ultimate step. She commits suicide, leaving the baby boy, the

child of her love marriage. Her swan song is ‘‘Main Tulsi tere aangan ki’’

(nominated for the best lyrics Filmfare award, written by Anand Bakshi, sung

poignantly by Lata Mangeshkar), addressed to the legitimate wife of her lover.

She swears that she is only the wife’s servant, and is nothing to her husband:

I am the Tulsı̄ of your courtyard,

I am nothing to your husband.

On your door, I am thirsting,

Today the cloud has come and rained on me,

The thirsty cloud of the rainy season.

The parting of the hair, the sindoor too is yours,

Everything is yours, nothing is mine,

I swear by your tears.

Why are you jealous of me?

Alas, to me you seem,

A childhood friend.

What would I take away from you?

The little I have I will give you,

I’m just dust on your path.

Don’t go inside to cry, sister,

Come outside and look in the street

At the bier of your cowife.141

After her death, finally, husband and wife grow closer to each other, in

large part because the wife repents of her resentment and shares her hus-

band’s admiration for the prostitute with the great heart. In the second part of

141. maim tulası̄ tere amgan kı̄, koı̄ nahı̄m maim tere sajan kı̄. dvar pare pare taras gaı̄, aj umar kar baras gaı̄,

pyası̄ badalı̄ savan kı̄. mamg terı̄ sindur bhı̄ tera, sab kuch tera kuch nahı̄m mera, mohe saugandh terı̄ ansuvan kı̄.

kahe ko tu mujhse jaltı̄ hai, ay rı̄ mohe to tu lagtı̄ hai, koı̄ sahelı̄ bacpan kı̄. maim tera kya le jaumgı̄, kuch na kuch to

hai de jaumgı̄, dhul maim terı̄ galiyan kı̄. mat ro bahna andar jake, dekh galı̄ mem bahar ake, arthı̄ apnı̄ sautan kı̄.
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the movie, the wife in turn goes so far in her admiration and love for her

former rival that she favors Tulsi’s illegitimate son far above her own. Both

parts of the movie, then, are about women whose love leads them to extremes

of sacrifice in countering the jealousy that is normal between cowives. In the

first part, we get the perspective of the prostitute who does all for the happiness

of her lover and his family. In the second part, it is the perspective of the wife

(now widowed) who does all she can to honor the remembrance of the noble

sacrifice of the prostitute.

The movie takes pains to transform the potential threat of the cowife into a

constructive force. Notwithstanding the understandable initial tension, both

women mature and see their common cause in love for one man and, im-

portantly, for his family. Total submission to their men, to the point of self-

annihilation, becomes the prescribed course of action for women: they need to

overcome their selfish jealousy to serve the higher patriarchal ends.

‘‘Souten’’: Radha Marries Another for Shyam’s Own

Greater Marital Bliss

Sawan Kumar Tak’s Souten (1983) reinforces this interpretation even more

strongly, and the word ‘‘self-sacrifice’’ (atma-samarpap) is written all over it.

Here the other woman is not just of lower caste, she is an untouchable (ca-

marin), which is interesting, as it is one of the few Hindi movies of the eighties

that confronts the issue of untouchability. This movie seems to have been a

success, and it received some Filmfare nominations, mainly for its songs. The

movie is set in Mauritius. Its plot is dense with many interesting twists on the

Radha-Krishna relationship. The references to mythology are explicit: the hero

is named Shyam (Rajesh Khanna); the woman he marries Rukmani (Tina

Munim); and the other woman Radha (Padmini Kolhapure).

Radha’s father, notwithstanding being a Harijan, is hired as an accountant

by Shyam, the owner of a small shipping enterprise, who treats him as a friend.

Radha falls secretly in love with Shyam, but she is acutely aware of her caste

status and admires him only from a distance, cherishing private fantasies of

playing Holı̄ games with him. And Shyam has a girlfriend, the rich Rukmani

(Ruku), who refuses to have anything to do with Shyam’s friend the Harijan.

When Radha hears about their blossoming love and estrangement on ac-

count of her father, she complains in a prayer to her Krishna-image: ‘‘Did

you have my father call me Radha to see such a day?’’142 She continues, in a

142. suno kya aise din ke liye tumne baba se mera nam radha rakhvaya?
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self-sacrificing vein, ‘‘The insults [of Ruku to the Harijan father] may remain

unfinished, but my name will become true. There are many different passions

in love: worship, sacrifice, and prayer. . . .May Shyam babu get Rukmani’s love,

and if possible, let me get the right to service.’’143 What irony: the sensual,

jealous mistress has been turned into a self-sacrificing woman committed to

tapasya. Nothing could be further from the medieval erotic Radha.
Radha’s prayers are answered, and Shyam weds Ruku. However, the

marriage goes quickly downhill, for several reasons. The class differences

between Ruku and Shyam come to the fore, and Shyam starts feeling irritated

when reminded that he married above his class and that he owes his fortune

to his wife. Here is an echo of the coda of the Rukmipı̄ story in Bhagavata
Purapa. However, the situation is more complex, as Ruku, behind Shyam’s

back, gets an operation intended as a temporary means of birth control that

unfortunately makes her barren for life. The film here touches on interesting

questions of who should control a woman’s fertility, as well as the roles of

procreation and sex in marriage. In a climactic discussion, he reproaches her:

‘‘Ruku, now your body is no longer a temple that allows for the meeting of two

loving souls.’’144 When she objects that he is insulting her, he retorts: ‘‘You are

the one who has committed insult, towards that body that can be holy by

becoming a mother.’’145 Surprisingly, Ruku gets the last word just before the

intermission: she gets to respond that he has gone too far, he has insulted

womanhood. She blames this on his pride, which is due to his new wealth.

She curses him: may he return to his state of ‘‘fisherman,’’ in which she first

met him and loved him. And she stipulates that it will not be she but God who

will take this revenge. This is a remarkable reversal. While our sympathy has

been mainly with Shyam, against Ruku’s upper-class, selfish negligence of

basic human values such as having children, these last words before the

intermission succeed in raising doubts. Though she starts out the scene teary-

eyed and full of remorse, Ruku turns into an avenging female with power to

curse. She seems a Draupadı̄-like character, reacting fiercely because of an

insult to womanhood.

Such marital troubles take their toll, and Shyam is depressed. When he

finally meets Radha, he is understandably enchanted by her simplicity and

domestic inclinations, so sorely lacking in his glamorous wife. A contrast is set

143. cahe apman adhure rah jae par yah nam sac ho jae. koı̄ bat nahı̄m, kanhaiya. pyar ke bahutse ramg hote

haim: pyar, puja, tapasya aur prarthana. ab is radha kı̄ cinta chor do kanhaiya, bas ek hı̄ prarthana sun lo. syam babu

ko dena rukmanı̄ jı̄ ka pyar aur ho sake to mujhe puja ka adhikar.

144. ruku, tumhara yah badan yah sarı̄r ab do pyar bharı̄ atmaom ka milanevale mandir na raha.

145. apaman to tumne us pavitra sarı̄r ka kiya jo ek ma banne ka darja pata hai.
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up between the rich, upper-class, selfish Rukmani and the poor, outcaste,

selfless Radha. It is quite clear with whom our sympathies should be. Radha is

the image of happy, cheerful domesticity. She is also a librarian, thus com-

bining some of the traits of the Sarasvatı̄/Vidya image of the good heroine in

the Hindi movie of the 1950s, incorporating education and love of wisdom.

Radha wants very much to worship Shyam Babu, as she calls him, without

asking for anything in return. When Shyam comes to dinner with her and her

father at their home, she notices that ‘‘storms are brewing in his mind.’’ Keen

on providing him with peace of mind (santi), she offers to take all his sorrows

onto herself.146 When he points out that everyone has to carry his own suf-

ferings, she answers: ‘‘I’ve not asked for your happinesses, but for your sorrow.

Can you not even give me that?’’147 This draws him irresistibly to her as his

relationship with Rukmani worsens. She seems to offer him some comfort

with her simple advice: ‘‘Smile in your heart and all sorrow will go.’’148 Oddly,

one of her moves to cheer him up is watching a soccer game together, which

seems to work. This Radha is quite a woman of her time, although she is

shown literally to worship the dust of his footsteps.

No wonder, then, that after a disaster at work and consequent crisis with

his wife, Shyam promptly seeks comfort with Radha. Somehow, he finds her

alone at home. In contrast to the self-centered Rukmani, Radha responds with

sympathy and plays the part of the servile wife: with soothing sitar music

playing on the background (suggestions of Indian tradition), she tends to the

wounds he has sustained in a car accident on his way to her, sits at his feet,

takes off his shoes and socks, massages his feet, dries his tears, and finally

provides a comforting embrace, intended to be innocent. At this point, Shyam,

caressing her hair, realizes what this may lead to and frees himself of her

embrace. Though a tropical hurricane is brewing outside, he gets up to leave

so as not to compromise her reputation. However, Radha does not want to risk

his safety and invokes the witness of Shri Krishna to protect her good name

(sab se bara gavah vah hai). There is some ambiguity in their body language:

there is certainly an intimation that they might be headed to a sexual en-

counter, but there is also the suggestion that Radha’s love is pure and her em-

brace nonsexual and that Shyam is in control of his feelings. We are not privy

to what happens that night, but the assumption articulated during the rest of

the film is that nothing happened. Thus, Radha is indeed the other woman, as

146. apne sare dukh mujhe dı̄jiye.

147. maim ne ap kı̄ khusiyam to nahı̄m, dukh mamga hai, kya ap mujhe ve bhı̄ nahı̄m de sakte haim?

148. man mem muskuraiye to sare dukh apne ap cale jaemge.
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she is in mythology, but this time around, her love for Shyam does not get

fulfilled. All she provides is comfort in a crisis, and no sexual gratification

takes place.

Unfortunately, people misunderstand the situation, and Rukmani comes

to know about Shyam spending the night with Radha. During a party, where

Radha and her father are also present, Ruku makes a big scene. In a cabaret-

style dance number, she makes a spectacle of herself. When an excited guest

tries to kiss her, Shyam intervenes: ‘‘How dare you touchmy wife’’ (in English).

Ruku responds: ‘‘Well well, someone has touched me and you burn with

jealousy, but when you came back having spent the night with another woman,

do you know what fire burned my body and soul?’’149 She proceeds to publicly

announce that Shyam is carrying on an affair with the Harijan woman, con-

fronting him with Radha. Shyam denies that anything happened that night,

but when Ruku puts the question, he admits he loves Radha. A revenge for

mythology? Unfulfilled Radha’s greatest wish finally publicly fulfilled? Un-

fortunately not.

Shyam tries to make his wife understand the situation but does not

manage. Through some complicated twists in the plot, he loses both her and

his fortune. Again, this is an ironic reversal of the myth, wherein Krishna

leaves Radha to go off to fame and wealth. In the movie, Shyam is utterly

destitute and stands to lose the adoring Radha, too. Radha’s father, unable to

suffer any longer the humiliation he has had to endure, decides to depart,

taking his daughter with him. A conversation between father and daughter

ensues in which Radha asks whether he, too, doubts her purity.150 He half-

heartedly replies that he may believe her but not the world, and certainly not

Rukmani. Radha then gets into mythological parallels: ‘‘Rukmipı̄ always

doubted Radha, father, she misunderstood the sacred connection between

Krishna and Radha. As for the world, people did not let even a goddess like Sı̄ta
off the hook.’’151 Her father retorts: ‘‘Sı̄ta proved her truthfulness by under-

going a trial by fire. What trial can you undergo?152 When Radha assures him

she will undergo whatever he says, he asks her to come along with him and get

out of Shyam’s life. Just then Shyam shows up, in need of Radha’s comfort.

But Radha’s father refuses to open the door, and Shyam, after a sad song,

149. accha, kisı̄ ne mujhe chu liya to ag lag gayı̄ tumhem, jab tum kisı̄ gair-aurat ke sath rat guzar aye to mere

tanman mem kaisı̄ ag lagı̄ thı̄, pata hai tumhem?

150. ap bhı̄ sak karne lage merı̄ pavitrata par?

151. rukmipı̄ ne hamesa radha par sak kiya hai baba. krqpa aur radha ke pavitra riste ko galat samajha tha.

rahı̄ duniya kı̄ bat: duniyavalom ne to sı̄ta jaisı̄ devı̄ ko bhı̄ nahı̄m chora tha.

152. sı̄ta ne agniparı̄kqa dekar apnı̄ saccaı̄ sabit kı̄ thı̄. tu kaunsı̄ parı̄kqa de saktı̄ hai?
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leaves defeated. Again we have an ironic reversal of the mythology. Radha is

asked to go through a trial by fire, and what is asked from her is to disappear

from Shyam’s life for ever. She is molded in the Sı̄tamodel, except that for her

there is no happy reunion in store; moreover, there never was a happy union in

the first place.

Notwithstanding everything, Radha does not give up on trying to reconcile

the estranged Shyam and Rukmani. When given the opportunity, she proposes

to make an even greater sacrifice. She is tricked into believing that all suspi-

cions will be removed from Rukmani’s mind and Shyam’s marriage will be

saved if only she will marry someone else. Ever prepared to sacrifice for the

happiness of the pair, Radha announces her willingness to marry whom-

ever.153 When her father objects to such lack of care for her own life, arguing

there is no need for such a grand abstinence,154 she declares that this is not

abstaining for her but rather a positive religious praxis.155 So this Radha, for
the sake of her love, is married to another! She becomes parakı̄ya after all, but it
is for her Syama’s sake that she does so!

As it turns out, Radha’s husband is a drunk who leaves her for days on end,

takes away all her money, and mistreats her. All this is revealed to the audience

in a flashback: a highly pregnant Radha, dressed in widow’s white, happens to

meet Shyam. At first she does not want to bother him about her personal

tragedies, but eventually, when she collapses under incipient labor, he gets the

story out of her. The confession takes place in the hospital, with a cross fig-

uring large on the wall behind Radha’s hospital bed. She describes her hus-

band’s atrocities and her own willingness to swallow all the insults; at one

point she even, in order to distract her husband from harming her father,

invites him to ‘‘do whatever atrocity you want to commit on me.’’156 To Shyam

she describes her forbearing attitude toward her husband: ‘‘I agreed with ev-

erything, after all, he was my husband. I never obstructed him, I never stopped

him. Whatever he wanted to do, he did.’’157 In contrast to her mythological

counterpart, this Radha is long-suffering, carefully constructed as not enjoying

any sensual pleasure, just suffering through it for the sake of her dharma. The

contrast with the ever-quarreling Ruku is of course obvious.

153. unkı̄ khusiyam vapas laut sakem to maim kuch bhı̄ karumgı̄. unka tuta hua ghar bas sake to maim kisı̄ bhı̄

se sadı̄ kar lumgı̄.

154. itne bare tyag kı̄ zarurat nahı̄m.

155. yah tyag nahı̄m, mere liye tapasya hai.

156. mujhpe jo cahe zulm kar lı̄jiye.

157. mujhe to sab kuch manzur tha: akhir vah to mere pati the. maimne unhem kabhı̄ nahı̄m toka, kabhı̄

nahı̄m roka. unkı̄ jo marzı̄ mem ata tha kar dete.
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Then Radha describes how she told her husband that she was carrying a

child. The situation is exactly the opposite of what happened in Shyam’s own

marriage. Here the woman insists ‘‘Children are God’s gift’’ (bacce to bhagvan
kı̄ den haim), but the husband complains that he cannot feed another mouth.

Moreover, he doubts her: ‘‘Low, outcaste woman! Is this the gift of god or of

your lover?’’158 The stigma has stuck. Radha cannot escape the consequences

of that fatal night. Her husband accuses her of still carrying on an affair with

Shyam, says the child is Shyam’s and vents his anger by whipping her. Radha

is the willing victim, but her father is unable to suffer this, and when he finds

out that his son-in-law actually also has another wife, he gets into a fight with

him, during which Radha’s husband is killed. Irony has run its full course:

Radha, having suffered through unwanted sex, has become pregnant, and is

now widowed to boot. Nothing could be further from the mythological Radha.
Radha’s confessions finally prompt Shyam to guiltily inquire: ‘‘And for my

sake, for my happiness, you had to endure everything. What kind of rela-

tionship is there between you and me, Radha?’’159 Radha replies: ‘‘Even God

Krishna and Radha could not find the name of this relationship. All I know is

that husband you are to Ruku and for me Lord. I have only worshiped you!’’160

Shyam wonders what kind of worship this is in which the worshiper’s whole

life gets ruined so badly. But she insists that if one gets burned for the sake of

worship, it is cool as precious sandalwood, which is used for cooling effect.161

This Radha seems intent on upstaging the devotion of her mythological

counterpart.162

Unfortunately, notwithstanding all Radha’s sacrifice, Ruku is about to

divorce Shyam, whom she believes on trumped-up charges has married Radha.

Shyam says he wants to turn the lie into a truth and will marry Radha. To

which the filmı̄ Radha of course reacts with a strong no. But her reason is quite

interesting: ‘‘If you do that, my god will be called honorless’’!163 Radha’s first

concern is always Shyam, whether Shyam Babu or Syama Bhagavan. In any

case, he does not listen to her objections and promises her that he will put

sindoor in her hair and give the baby girl his name so that Radha will not have

158. kamı̄nı̄ badzat! yah bhagvan kı̄ den hai, ya tere yar kı̄?

159. aur tumhem mere liye, merı̄ khusiyom ke liye sab kuch sahna para! yah tumhara mera kaunsa rista hai

radha?

160. is riste ka nam to bhagavan krqpa aur radha jı̄ bhı̄ nahı̄m dhumrh pae syam babu. bas itna jantı̄ hum ki

pati ap ruku jı̄ ke haim aur mere paramesvar. maimne to ap kı̄ sirf puja kı̄ hai.

161. nahı̄m syam babu, puja ke liye agar hath jal jaye to vah jalan bhı̄ candan jaisı̄ thapdak detı̄ hai).

162. There is also a hint of her morphing into Mı̄ra here: her widowhood, and the talk about puja of an

unattainable beloved seem to point that way.

163. agar apne aisa kiya to mere bhagvan be-iman pukara jaega, syam babu.
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to suffer the world’s taunts. He sets off promptly to find a priest. Will Radha

finally get married to her Shyam, over her own objections?

The film script determines differently. Radha now takes an active role and

pleads with Rukmani to take Shyam back. She even falls at Ruku’s well-heeled

feet, but Ruku frees herself and runs off, leaving Radha to sing her swan song

of dedication and, like Tulsi, eventually take poison. Radha, never jealous of the

real wife Rukmani, sings, teary-eyed, ‘‘I am your little sister, do not mistake me

for a rival. Shyam is yours, and will remain so. I am just his devotee.’’164 When

Shyam arrives on the scene, it is too late to save Radha from the poison. Still,

she is satisfied that ‘‘As I’m leaving, I have gotten the dust of your feet. My

worship is completed, Shyam Babu.’’165

There is no sindoor in Radha’s hair as her corpse is prepared for cremation,

but there is in Ruku’s hair parting when she arrives at the funeral. She pays

homage to the dead Radha, and even touches her feet and kisses her cheek.

Then she takes the baby from Shyam’s arm, and the last image in the film is

that of the bier being carried by Shyam with Ruku and the baby right at his

side. In this film version, remarkably, Radha has not gotten to enjoy any

sensual pleasures; yet, ironically, her function has been to bring Shyam what

he has most desired: a baby girl. It is as if the scriptwriter, Kamleshwar, has

deliberately set out to subvert the Radha-Krishna romance. This has nothing to

do with carefree, intense, mutual passion. Instead, this filmı̄ Radha has up-

staged even Sı̄ta in selfless devotion, to the point of utter self-annihiliation.

I hardly need to make the point that compared to mythology, these

modern films come out quite a bit more on the conservative end on the topic of

cowives. There should be no jealousy, and the legally wedded upper-caste and

upper-class wife always takes prevalence, even though the lower-caste sweet-

heart may upstage her in sacrificial spirit. Both should be dedicated to the

husband-lover’s greater good, which is defined as social status and economic

clout. Sensuality is to be kept to a minimum. Ideally, the cowife provides pure,

subservient relief from stress, while the wife is the legitimate recipient of the

husband’s sexual affections and of course of the ensuing progeny. In these film

versions, we do not find a displacement of anger from the beloved to the cowife

but of love to the legitimate wife and the beloved’s honor and family. The

submission of the heroine to patriarchy is complete and unquestioning. It

inevitably leads to her own annihilation because she herself is a blot on the

164. maim terı̄ chotı̄ bahina hum, samajh na mujhko sautin. syam tere haim, tere rahemge maim to unkı̄

jogan hum. The reference to herself as jogan again evokes Mı̄ra imagery.

165. jate jate ap ke carapom kı̄ dhul bhı̄ mil gayı̄. merı̄ puja purı̄ ho gayı̄ syam babu
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hero’s record. In view of all this one cannot be surprised at Sagar’s trans-

formation of low-caste Kubja with her prostitute connotations into a self-

sacrificing woman who will wait chastely for a Krishna who never comes.

Conclusions: Do Not Blame Your Husband

The comparison of three navigational points for the other woman shows that

the persistence of attitudes over time is remarkable. There is not much sym-

pathy for the rivals of Sı̄ta and Radha in any of the versions I have looked at.

Surpapakha-type women, who are sexually assertive, are stereotyped as vamps

and considered for all practical purposes racially other. There is no doubt they

deserve punishment, although increasingly, over time, the hero proper takes

his distance from that punishment. The task falls to a hotheaded Lakshmana

type, who can be forgiven for doing the dirty job.

While Surpapakha represents the negative example, Kubja can be re-

deemed. She becomes in the contemporary version a positive example for (low-

caste) women who might get involved with a high-caste man. The message is

that she should channel her sexuality into safer conduits; a tone of self-sur-

render and humility should prevail. Sexuality is to be sublimated into long-

suffering penance of the tapasya type. Even so, such a woman can never expect

the man to reciprocate, let alone fully have him for herself. She can only wait

patiently and be grateful for the few rewarding moments she may get—maybe

at the point of dying, maybe in another life. Her attitude of humble servitude is

not to be reserved for the man but also to be projected onto the (higher-caste)

cowife.

We do not actually hear much from the perspective of the legal wife in the

Surpapakha story. It seems that Sı̄ta has totally bought into the patriarchal way
of dealing with the situation—after all, she is portrayed as the ultimate victim

of the sexual aggression of the rival. In the end, Sı̄ta smiles, proud of her

husband who has defeated all the demons that had come to revenge Sur-
papakha. There is no hint she might reproach him for joking with the woman

and thus endangering her and himself.

In the medieval version, we get to hear from the Gopı̄s. At length. How-

ever, these are not documents of female revolt against male abuse. The Gopı̄s

do not reproach Krishna too badly. Instead, they are quick to put the blame

squarely at Kubja’s feet. And Kubja reciprocates in kind, at least in her oral

commentary, whatever her official response may say. Had Sagar picked up on

this theme, he would no doubt have taken his cue not from Kubja’s oral

message but from her letter and her humble tone therein. He would have
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saved Krishna from the crossfire between jealous lovers by making the Gopı̄s

and Kubja outdo each other in offering their humble servitude to one another.

They would have united, not in protest but in love for their men—like their

movie alter egos: Candramukhi and Paro, Tulsi and Sanjukta, Radha and

Rukmani.

Self-sacrifice for the interest of one’s man is the prescription for wife and

lover alike in popular Hindi movies. It is remarkable that while all the attention

is on cowives and rivals in love, the man’s guilt is glossed over. If anything, he

is absolved. Our sympathy is unquestionably with the hero, whose adultery is

nonexistent, misunderstood, or attributable to remarkable twists of fate that

force him into another woman’s arms. His intentions are always perfectly

noble. Under the circumstances, his actions are always perfectly understand-

able. When problematic situations ensue, it is not action on the hero’s part that

is required to resolve the knot. Rather, the initiative comes from the other

woman, who is defined as the one of lower status. Invariably, the action entails

self-sacrifice, even to the point of self-annihilation.

The difference in denouement between the folk stories about cowives and

the ones in the movies is striking. In both cases, the legally wedded upper-caste

wife keeps her husband, but the cowives behave quite differently. The folk

stories are often from a female perspective, the point of view of the legitimate

wife. They focus on how she wins back her husband through her own clev-

erness and scores victory over the other woman. By contrast, the movies seem

to be a male fantasy world where men can have it both ways. All women are

totally dedicated to the man, and the cowife outdoes the wife in sacrificial spirit,

even conveniently killing herself when that is what patriarchal society de-

mands. More recently, a marked transformation of the love triangle theme has

been noted, in 1990s movies that make sure the hero gets both the women

(Deshpande 2005). This phenomenon may not be all that new, as our analysis

of a seventies’ and eighties’ movies suggests, but we can still speak of a tri-

umphant emergence of the bigamous hero.

The phenomenon in the movies is all the more interesting against the

background of the calls for a unified civil code by right-wing groups, including

the reinstitution of legal polygamy for Hindus. Women involved in right-wing

politics seem to endorse such demands, justifying it with hopes that this will

keepmen home and limit the spread of AIDS (Sarkar 2005). Whether we like it

or not, this paradigm seems to strike a chord and appeal to many Hindu

women, as well as—less surprising—their husbands.
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6

Sexual Harassment

Sı̄ta Abducted and Radha Accosted at the Well

How to Cope with Sexual Harassment and Eve-Teasing

In coping with marital challenges, the threat of the other woman

has for its obverse that of the ‘‘other man.’’ In this chapter we turn to

what happens when the woman is propositioned. What are her reac-

tions, or what should they be? What are the repercussions for her

marriage and the family’s honor? Might she be tempted? If not, how

will she resist?

Often, the threat of the other man is unwanted and can be de-

scribed as sexual harassment. Movies and television series abound

with portrayals of such situations. The ultimate example is abduction

and rape, but less spectacular is ‘‘eve-teasing,’’ that is, verbally or

physically accosting women.1 This phenomenon is pervasive in the

1. While there is some legal and action-directed literature focusing mainly on harassment

in the workplace, remarkably little research has been published about this so-called eve-teasing.

Notable exceptions are an article reconstructing the history of eve-teasing in the past century

(Anagol-McGinn 1994), a sociological study based on interviews with contemporary middle-class

women (Puri 1999: chap. 4) an article documenting the portrayal of sexual violence (including eve-

teasing) in the popular Indian cinema of the late nineties (Ramasubramanyam 2003), and a

reflection on the ethnographer’s position when confronted with eve-teasing (Chopra 2004). This

lack of interest may be because eve-teasing is less spectacular than rape. Still, it is very much a

reality and arguably an important day-to-day problem all women, beyond class and caste barriers,

have to cope with. The very term is problematic as it implies the practice is harmless and agreeable

to women.



modern public sphere in South Asia. It is perpetrated by so-called Road Ro-

meos, who practice it as a sport. If the physical harassment is accompanied by

verbal action, these young men often take their cue from the movies and will

express their intentions with reference to popular films, for instance by

humming a suggestive love song or spouting a few lines of appropriate filmı̄

dialogue. Thus, it is relevant to study how popular movies narrate these events.

I will identify what use the popular Hindi film makes of mythology to identify

the messages about sexual harassment sent to men and women. Or rather,

what the male authors and directors of our texts, television series, and films

think women feel when harassed and how they should react.

Many popular movies make reference to the mythology of Sı̄ta when

dealing with women being accosted. Sı̄ta’s resistance to the demon Ravapa
who approaches her when she is alone in the forest is a prime example of how

to deal with unwanted sexual attention. Thus, it is natural to first look in detail

at the abduction of Sı̄ta by Ravapa—one of the most powerful moments in the

Sı̄ta myth.

This episode was the one Gandhi singled out as a prime example of non-

violent resistance. Scholars have noted that it is at this point that the television

Sı̄ta breaks out of the mold of the passive, suffering image with which she is

often associated (Zacharias 1994).2 Still, the episode has attracted relatively

little serious scholarly attention3—certainly less than the fire ordeal—though it

is arguably amoment of great intensity and significance for the rest of the story.

It is particularly relevant for the study of Sı̄ta as role model, in that it portrays a

very real experience in ordinary women’s lives: being propositioned by an

unwanted man and finding oneself in a situation where one is powerless.

Rather than the proof of purity, this certainly is somethingmost women have to

face at some point. Indeed, women cite Sı̄ta’s courageous nonviolent resistance
as a positive, empowering example (Kishwar 1997).

In the Ramayapa, the abduction episode proper is found in the Forest

Book or Arapya Kapda (VR 3.44–7; RCM 3.28.4–29.2; TVR vol. 11, episode 32).

Sı̄ta’s nonviolent resistance to Ravapa after she has been abducted and is

completely at his mercy, as witnessed by Hanuman, is found in the Book of

2. Zacharias, interestingly, posits this assertiveness as a trait of the original Sı̄ta, whom she sees as a

fertility goddess (1994: 40–1). She finds resonances of Sı̄ta as earth in the abduction passage in Valmı̄kı̄’s

Ramayapa (42–3). She acutely observes a strong loss of the erotic in the Sı̄ta of the television Ramayan: ‘‘the

erotic is constantly sublimated into the pious’’ (43).

3. A notable exception is Sally Sutherland-Goldman’s wonderful article insightfully analyzing how Val-

mı̄ki constructs womanhood in this passage of Sı̄ta’s despair (2001). She goes beyond Sı̄ta’s courageous answer

to the demon and reflects on woman’s dependence on others (paravasyata).

380 the challenges of married life



Hanuman or Sundara Kapda (VR 5.19–22; RCM 5.9–10; TVR vol. 15, episode

44). In connection with Sı̄ta’s abduction, we should also look at the incident

just preceding it, which figures prominently in the popular imagination:

Lakshmana drawing around Sı̄ta the protective line that is named for him, the

Lakshmana Rekha. This circle of protection is intended to keep Sı̄ta safe from
the rakqasas of the forest. For ordinary women, this line would be one that

protects her from unwanted male attention. But she is safe only as long as she

remains within its boundaries, so it simultaneously restricts her movements. It

is often interpreted as the circle of propriety (maryada) that keeps women

confined to the home. Feminists tend to reject the concept as handicapping

women. It is illuminating just how little of this commonplace understanding

can be traced back to Valmı̄ki or even Tulsı̄. The events associated with the

Lakshmana Rekha are found in the Arapya Kapda, just before the abduction

(VR 3.43; RCM 3.28.1–3; TVR vol. 11, episode 32).

Finding a parallel for Radha-Krishna mythology is tricky. Bhagavata
Purapa includes a passage where the Gopı̄s are abducted by a demon, but this

episode is little known. It occurs after Krishna has killed the snake Sudarsana
(in 10.34.21–32). At the celebraton party, the Gopı̄s are entranced by Krishna

and Balrama’s songs. A Yakqa, Sapkhacuda, abuses the situation, and the

Gopı̄s are ‘‘herded away as if they were cows’’ (10.34.26–7). When the women

call out for help, Krishna and Balrama come to their rescue. This mini–

abduction episode does not figure much in popular culture, and indeed is not

depicted in the television series Shri Krishna, nor is this theme taken up by Braj

poets.

What figures importantly in the popular imagination is Krishna’s own acts

as an accoster, as he sexually propositions Radha and the milkmaids of Braj.

This makes for a good contrasting parallel with Sı̄ta’s abduction. However, it

seems inappropriate to term Krishna’s licentiousness ‘‘sexual harassment.’’

Harassment is by definition unwanted, whereas it is problematic to cast Radha
and the Gopı̄s as not wanting Krishna’s sexual attention, since they seem to

welcome it. I will evaluate the issue of the complicity of the women later. For

now, I shall refer to Krishna’s acts as ‘‘eve-teasing,’’ which has a less serious

ring (see also Kakar 1989: 36–7).

Sexual propositioning more or less willing milkmaids is a pervasive trait of

Krishna’s behavior. He finds more than one occasion to do so. The most

obvious cover for such activities is the licentious festival of colors, Holı̄, when

the Braj villagers compete to soak each other with colorful substances. In the

chase, men may take some liberties with women, and Krishna is the arch–Holı̄

player, not only drenching the milkmaids but also grabbing them and tearing
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their clothes. Small wonder that lots of Hindi movies use the excuse of Holı̄

celebration for erotic display, often with explicit references to Krishna’s my-

thology, especially in the songs accompanying the images.4

Another notable occasion where Krishna sexually propositions the women

of Braj is the adult, so to speak, version of his famous butter thievery, the

butter tax episode, significantly called the ‘‘episode of the gift’’ (dana-lı̄ la).
Here Krishna waylays the milkmaids on their way to the market and demands

they give him and his companions a share of their goods as a tax before

they can proceed. The bartering is for more than just milk products, as the

men do not shy away from molesting the women in the bargain. Like the

theme of the little butter thief, that of the adult accoster is immensely popular

and is commemorated in Ras-lı̄las and festivals (Entwistle 1987: 53–4). It

has been discussed with all its Freudian implications by Jack Hawley (1983).

There are many variants on this theme, including a ‘‘boat tax lı̄la’’ (nauka-
vihara), where a ferryman—Krishna of course—extorts his tax from the milk-

maids (55).

A similar episode involves eve-teasing at the place where the village wo-

men go to fetch water, known as the panaghata.5 I make this episode the focus

of this chapter because of its hold in the popular imagination. The situation is

immediately recognizable, for many of India’s village women who have to fetch

water from the well daily. Women usually carry out this chore in groups, as the

well may be located a little way from the hamlet where they live and they prefer

to go chaperoned. As they leave the purdah of the home, they are potentially

approachable by strangers, hence the need for chaperones. Fetching water then

involves a precarious temporary move outside the safe confines of the Laksh-

mana Rekha of village control. If they go alone, they risk being harassed by

men. The local village youths may well be loitering in the neighborhood in

hopes of such encounters. They may exploit the situation, particularly when

the women are on their way back home with heavy, full water-pots on their

heads, which slows them down and makes it difficult for them to run away.

4. Some researchers have developed a theory that the practice of eve-teasing is an outgrowth of the

licentiousness of the Holı̄ festival, facilitated by the anonymity of urban life, suggesting a colonial origin for the

practice (Anagol-McGinn 1994: 221–2). The medieval poetry documents similar behavioral patterns of males in

precolonial India.

5. More accurate than ‘‘well’’ would be ‘‘place for drawing water,’’ as it comes from panı̄, ‘‘water,’’ and

ghata, ‘‘steps leading to a body of water.’’ In the Krishna context, it refers indeed not to a well but the spot at the

river Yamuna where people can easily approach the river to draw water. However, since ‘‘place for drawing

water’’ is cumbersome, I will throughout use ‘‘well.’’
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The more aggressive among the village youth may even throw little stones

trying to dislocate the water pot and spill or break it, so that the women get

drenched and display the famous wet-sari effect. Waylaying women on the way

to or from the well is a common motif in popular movies.

The theme of the woman water-carrier (panaharin) is frequently expressed
in folk song (for Rajasthani songs, see Joshi 2000). It often involves a meeting

at the well with a stranger who tries to seduce the woman with nice or not-

so-nice words. Sometimes the stranger is just testing her virtue. He may turn

out to be her long-awaited husband who has just returned from abroad and is

unrecognizable due to some disguise. He accosts her because he wants to see

whether she is faithful to him still. The woman may be annoyed, or flattered

and enjoying the attention, engaging in repartee, while at the same time not

giving in, as she is acutely aware of the damage it would cause to her good

name. Our focus here will be on the portrayals of Krishna’s encounters at the

well with Radha and the milkmaids. In this case, the women do give in to the

stranger and choose to throw all caution and all dharma to the wind.

Bhagavata Purapa does not have any episode of the kind, but the panaghata
theme was popular in medieval Krishna bhakti. Sur Sagar has thirteen pages

of poems under the title ‘‘Panaghata lı̄la’’ (SS vol. 1: pp. 588–601). Nanddas
uses the theme more sparingly; there are only four padas on the topic in his

Padabali (80–1 and 83–4), collected with others under the generic heading

‘‘Brajabalaom ka prema.’’ In Sagar’s Shri Krishna, there is no panaghata episode
proper, but a very similar scene that is something between a panaghata and

a dana-lı̄ la.
Though their situations are to some extent opposite, Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s

face a similar problem. Both are approached by an unrelated male when alone:

Sı̄ta’s husband and brother-in-law have been lured away; the Gopı̄s have left

the village boundaries to go to the Yamuna’s banks to fetch water. The ha-

rassment can only occur outside the safe boundaries of male protection, made

explict in Sı̄ta’s case in the transgressing of the Lakshmana Rekha. The man

was approaches them is a stranger: often the Gopı̄s say they do not know who

the charming dark man at the well is. Ravapa approaches Sı̄ta in disguise, and

reveals his identity only later. The men try first flattering words to seduce the

women, but when they are unsuccessful, they resort to violence: Sı̄ta is dragged
by the hair, grabbed by the buttocks, and abducted, but not raped; the Gopı̄s

suffer milder forms of violence but are molested nevertheless, as they are being

grabbed and touched in inappropriate places.

The fundamental difference between the scenes is where the teller and the

audience’s sympathies lie. Actually, both stories are told from the male point of
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view. In the Sı̄ta scenario, the sexual aggressor is a villain, and the audience is

sympathetic to the husband of the accosted woman. In the Radha scenario, he
is the hero, not a villain, so our sympathy is with the accoster. Consequently,

the heroines differ in their basic reactions. Again, they are at opposite sides of

the moral universe. Sı̄ta resists the abductor, being a loyal wife. She calls for

help. The Gopı̄s fall for the accoster and become adulterous lovers. They call for

more. Sı̄ta defends herself verbally, trying to shame her abductor on the

grounds of dharma. The Gopı̄s may complain about Krishna’s ways, and in-

voke dharma, but the bottom line is they enjoy it. Again we have a prime

contrastive example of the complex ways gender and dharma are interrelated:

Sı̄ta remains faithful to her love through dharma; the Gopı̄s have to disregard

dharma for their love.

In this chapter, I will first discuss the Lakshmana Rekha and Sı̄ta’s re-

sistance to Ravapa, comparing how different aspects are treated in the classical,

medieval and televised sources. Next, I will discuss the Gopı̄s’ reaction to

Krishna’s eve-teasing. Most of this section will focus on the poems in Sur
Sagar, with a brief discussion of the television series. Finally, I will discuss

how these scenarios play out in popular Hindi movies, first looking at

panaghata references in the songs of three movies: K. Asif ’s 1960 Mughal-e-

azam, Raj Kapoor’s 1978 Satyam shivam sundaram, and Sanjay Leela Bansali’s

2000 remake of Devdas. Next, I will look at a reworking of Sı̄ta’s abduction in

Santosh Kumar’s 1999 Lajja, and finally we will analyze the multiple echoes

of Sı̄ta’s and Radha’s temptations in Mehboob Khan’s classic 1957 Mother

India.

table 6.1. Comparison of Sı̄ta Being Abducted and the Gopı̄s Being Accosted

Sı̄ta Abducted Gopı̄s Accosted

General Sympathy with husband Sympathy with accoster

Sexual aggressor is villain Sexual aggressor is hero

Accosted When

Alone

S. has sent husband and

brother away

Gopı̄s on way to well

Lakshmana Rekha crossed Village boundaries crossed

Accoster In disguise ‘‘Unknown youth’’

Reaction to Accoster’s

Flattering Words

Negative reaction Play game; feign negative reaction

to Forceful Attack Resists Give in

Calls for help Call for more

Argues dharma Complain dharma, but secretly enjoy

Faithful to dharma and love Transgress dharma for love
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Sı̄ta Abducted in the Forest

The abduction of Sı̄ta consists of many scenes. One could go as far back as to

link up with the previous chapter and study Surpapakha’s report to her brother
Ravapa. She talks up Sı̄ta’s beauty to incite him to take revenge, which is in

contrast to her demeaning words about Sı̄ta during her attempted seduction of

Rama (VR 3.30–2). She is successful: Ravapa prepares to get the demon Marı̄ca
to take the form of a golden deer to delude Sı̄ta (3.33–40). Alternatively, one

could start with the impression this golden deer makes on Sı̄ta, which prompts

her to send Rama out to capture it, while Lakshmana remains behind to protect

her (3.41). It is certainly significant that the abduction is made possible by Sı̄ta’s
desire for the golden deer, which can be said to be her fatal mistake.

I have singled out for study here the incidents that are most prominent for

the popular imagination, most relevant for Sı̄ta’s agency, and parallel with the

Gopı̄s’ reactions. I will first compare the portrayal of the events in the Arapya
Kapda. First, I look at the incidents associated with the drawing of the

Lakshmana Rekha and how it transpired that Sı̄ta was left alone (VR 3.43; RCM

3.28.1–3; TVR vol. 11, episode 32). Then I look at the abduction by Ravapa proper
and the circumstances that led Sı̄ta to cross the Lakshmana Rekha (VR 3.44–7;

RCM 3.28.4–29.2; TVR vol. 11, episode 33).6 Finally, I will look at the scene in

Laxka where Sı̄ta resists Ravapa’s attempts to seduce her. This is in the

Sundara Kapda, just before Hanuman visits her in Asokavana (VR 5.19–22;

RCM 5.9–10; TVR vol. 15, episode 44). Thus we reflect both on how Sı̄ta was

brought into a position where she could be abducted, partly through her own

agency, and on her reaction once abducted. Her story can be read as a tale of

warning how not to act, as well as an exemplary one of how to resist when

powerless to defend oneself.

Sı̄ta Left Alone

Why does Rama leave Sı̄ta alone in the forest, unprotected? This is one of the

central problems with the Ramayapa story, especially if Rama is understood as

divine. If God is all powerfull, how could he allow his consort to be abducted? If

he is ominiscient, how could he not know that Ravapa would abuse his

6. The scene where Ravapa is challenged by the loyal bird Jatayu who tries to rescue Sı̄ta is interesting,

too, in terms of the help available to the accosted woman. However I do not analyze it here as there is no parallel

in the Radha-Krishna mythology.
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absence? There are many ways the tradition has tried to make sense of this, and

it bespeaks a concern and anxiety about the need to protect women in order to

preserve men’s honor.

One of Tulsı̄’s variations on the Valmı̄ki story addresses exactly that prob-

lem. The answer provided is that Rama did not leave his Sı̄ta unprotected

but allowed only a body double to be abducted. Tulsı̄das is not the inventor of
the episode; his source text seems to be the Adhyatma Ramayapa, and there are

several other earlier versions of this ‘‘ruse’’ (Vaudeville 1955: 191–2). I will look

at Tulsı̄’s verses; he inserts them as a little prologue to the abduction story.

Rama and Sı̄ta are alone. Lakshmana has gone to gather roots and fruits in the

woods. Tulsı̄ feels the need to specify that even Lakshmana will not be in on

this little secret (maramu, RCM 3.24.3a). Rama addresses Sı̄ta:

‘‘Listen my dear, you are skilled and good at observing vows.

I’m about to carry out a beautiful charade as part of my mortal

appearance (naralı̄la).
You should reside in the purifying fire, until I’ve exterminated the

demon.’’

When Rama had revealed everything, she entered the fire obedi-

ently.7

She left a body double (pratibimba), equal to her in beauty, virtue, and

humility. (RCM 3.24.1–2)8

That’s it; Tulsı̄ resumes the action immediately. In just five lines he has

solved the issue—a quick fix to an age-old problem. Rama requests Sı̄ta to

‘‘reside in the purifying fire’’ for the duration of the events to come; she obeys

promptly. No discussion, no questions asked. A body double is provided to

suffer the ignominy in Sı̄ta’s stead. Whoever came up with it, it is certainly a

brilliant idea. Many problems are solved at once. It resolves all lingering doubts

about Rama’s divinity: he knows everything all along and does not allow

anything to happen to Sı̄ta. We need no longer worry about Sı̄ta’s purity: she is
indeed safe all along. It is merely her body double that goes through the

tribulations and disgrace of being abducted. Finally, the blow of the fire ordeal,

which is to come at the end of the war, when Sı̄ta is liberated, is softened: the
outrageous Agniparı̄kqa is transformed into a mere burning of the body double

7. Literally: ‘‘placing her Lord’s feet in her heart.’’

8. sunahu priya brata rucira susı̄la, maim kachu karabi lalita naralı̄la; tumha pavaka mahum karahu nivasa,

jau lagi karaum nisacara nasa. jabahim rama saba kaha bakhanı̄, prabhu pada dhari hiyam anala samanı̄; nija

pratibimba rakhi taham sı̄ta, taisaı̈ sı̄la rupa subinı̄ta
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and reappearance of the original Sı̄ta. It is a move Sagar undoubtedly approves

of; he includes this scene in a flashback just before Sı̄ta’s fire ordeal (see Hess

1999: 11–4 for an analysis of that scene).9

What messages does such a scene send to women in terms of role models

for them to follow? Unfortunately, ordinary women, no matter how many

austerities (vratas) they practise, are not able to literally follow Sı̄ta’s example

and produce body doubles, as much their husbands might wish they could

keep their honor intact by such magic. The message, however, lies in Sı̄ta’s
obedience, her immediate and unquestioning acceptance of whatever her

husband decides as appropriate for preserving her chastity. In that respect, the

innovation is not exactly one that is empowering for women.

The ‘‘dea ex machina’’ of the Sı̄ta body double makes such a brief ap-

pearance in Ram Carit Manas that it is often overlooked. Indeed, many people

who saw the televised Ramayan thought that Sı̄ta’s sojourn with Agni was an

innovation of the film director (Hess 1999: 15). One could be forgiven for not

noticing, as Tulsı̄ proceeds with the rest of the narrative as if nothing had

happened. Sagar of course introduces us to the secret only in flashback, so the

audience will take all the happenings at face value. In that respect, it is justi-

fiable to continue the exploration of Sı̄ta’s abduction as if it really happened.

the ambiguous relationship of sı̄tā and lakshmana. In contrast to

Tulsı̄das, who moves swiftly through the action, Valmı̄ki devotes a whole sarga

to the first scene, where Sı̄ta and Lakshmana are alone in the forest hut and

hear what sounds like Rama’s voice crying out for help. The audience has just

witnessed Rama killing Marı̄ca, so knows the cry is false, but Sı̄ta, who does not
know, is truly shaken. She urges Lakshmana to go and help Rama, but

Lakshmana does not stir. He assures her that no harm can come to Rama.

Tulsı̄ masterfully shortens all the talking into the brevity of the caupaı̄ : ‘‘How

could even in a dream harm come to Him, who causes creation and destruction

with a frown of his brow?’’ (RCM 3.28.2b).10

Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta then gets really upset and wildly accuses Lakshmana of not

being a good brother, suspecting him immediately of having designs on her

(VR 3.45.6b),11 or being an agent of Bharata (3.45.24b).12 She warns him that

9. One could, however, also raise the objection that the ‘‘solution’’ brings new moral problems in its

wake. Notably, as the students in my class did in autumn 2005, one could wonder whether this means that

Rama’s allies, including the monkeys, are misled and fooled into fighting a war for ‘‘shadow’’ reasons.

10. bhrkuti bilasa srqti laya hoı̄, sapanehum samkata parai ki soı̄.

11. icchasi tvam vinasyantam ramam lakqmapa matkrte.

12. mama hetoh praticchannah prayukto bharatena va.
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he should not think she would stoop to becoming his if Rama died; she would

rather die: ‘‘Thatwon’t happen, son of Sumitra, neither your [plan] nor Bharata’s
[will come about]. How could I, who clung to my husband Rama of blue lotus

color with his lotus eyes, desire a mere man like you, son of Sumitra? I will

surely die. Without Rama I will not live a moment on this earth’’ (3.25.7a).13

What is going on here? Sı̄ta’s insinuation that Lakshmana has secret de-

signs on her is not that far-fetched. Culturally, a relaxed, sexually tinted rela-

tionship between a woman and her younger brother-in-law, called the devar-

bhabhı̄ relationship in modern Hindi, is acceptable. Traditionally, there is no

code of avoidance between them (as there is between a woman and her elder

brothers-in-law) but instead an easy familiarity and joking relationship, with

apparently a possibility of some sexual intimacy. Kakar has ascribed this to

the awareness of the custom of niyoga, the practice of marriage of the widow to

her deceased husband’s brother (1989: 13–4),14 which is surely relevant here.

Indeed, if Rama were to be slain, it would be natural for Lakshmana to marry

his widowed sister-in-law. Sı̄ta declares such a scenario as out of the question,

but by bringing up this suspicion, she opens up a tricky issue, so to speak.

Tulsı̄das did not like these accusations. He shortens the quarrel between

sister- and brother-in-law substantially and just hints at what he calls ‘‘subtle,’’

‘‘enigmatic’’ accusations (RCM 3.28.3a).15 Sagar did not like it either, but he

takes care to remain true to the Sanskrit version. He works some Valmikian

statements into Lakshmana’s words.16 However, Sagar’s Sı̄ta is not overtly sus-
picious of Lakshmana’s sexual or political intentions. Lakshmana gives her no

cause for that: during the whole conversation he does not as much as lay eyes

13. tan na sidhyati saumitre tavapi bharatasya va, katham indı̄varasyamam ramam padmanibhekqapam;

upasamsritya bhartaram kamayeyam prthagjanam, samakqam tava saumitre prapams tyakqyamy asamsayam;

ramam vina kqapam api naiva jı̄vami bhutale.

14. Kakar refers to the mythological case of Sı̄ta and Lakshmana as an illustration. Note, however, that he

mistranslates the passage where Lakshmana reports the conversation to Rama. Lakshmana does not report, and

Sı̄ta never said, that she was overcome by love for him. The line in question is bhavo mayi tavatyartham papa eva

nivesitah, vinaqte bhratari praptum na ca tvam mam avapsyase (VR 3.59.17).

15. marama bacana jaba sı̄ta bola.

16. Lakshmana says: ‘‘No gods or antigods, snakes or demons can defeat your husband. No way that was

brother’s voice. It’s some trick. Do not become so impatient, sister-in-law! Keep faith’’ (ap ke svamı̄ ko dev, asur,

nag, danav, koı̄ parast nahı̄m kar sakta. yah kadacit bhayya kı̄ avaz nahı̄m hai. yah koı̄ dhokha hai. ap itnı̄ adhı̄r na

hom bhabhı̄! dhı̄raj rakhie, TVR 425–6). This may well be a reworking of Valmı̄ki’s ‘‘There’s no doubt, Vaidehı̄,

that your husband cannot be defeated by any one from among gods or men, heavenly beings, snakes, demons,

ghosts, heavenly hosts, animals or titans, it unthinkable, pretty lady’’ (asakyas tava vaidehi bharta jetum na

samsayah, devi deva-manuqyequ gandharvequ patatriqu; rakqasequ pisacequ kimnarequ mrgequ ca danavequ ca ghorequ

na sa vidyeta sobhane, VR 3. 45.11–2), and ‘‘You should unburden your heart and give up agony’’ (hrdayam

nirvrtam te ’stu samstapas tyajyatam tava, 3.45.15b) and ‘‘Clearly that was not his voice, nor of a divine one. It was

the magic of that demon, like a mirage’’ (na sa tasya svaro vyaktam na kascidapi daivatah; gandharva-nagara-

prakhya maya tasya ca rakqasah, 3.45.16b–17a).
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on her. Sagar carefully frames the whole conversation with all its intensity

as one in which Sı̄ta is standing on the porch with Lakshmana to her right, at

the bottom of the stairs leading to the porch. She is turned toward him, looking

at him, begging and taunting, but he is turned away, in profile, and keeps his

eyes averted, staring at a point in front of him, while delivering his defense and

explaining why he does not act.

Sagar has it psychologically right. His Sı̄ta, in her anxiety about her hus-

band, works herself into a tizzy. She believes the voice she heard is Rama’s and

cannot understand why Lakshmana does not run off to help him. First, she

accuses Lakshmana of being a coward for not doing so: ‘‘Are you not going so as

to save your hide out of fear for themonsters? I never thought youwould be such

a coward!’’ (TVR 426).17Whenhe still does not stir, she says he is always quick to

brag, but now, when his heroism would be of use, he does not rise to the

occasion.When he acts upset, she taunts him further: Rama has been as a father

to him, and now needs him, but he is too frightened and hides behind his sister-

in-law: ‘‘Your brother raised you like a son. Now his life is endangered, and

you’re so afraid that you hide quietly behind your sister-in-law’s apron!’’ (426).18

Sagar has managed to desexualize the accusation by setting up Rama as

Lakshmana’s surrogate father and Sı̄ta as a surrogate mother. There may still

be a hint of sexuality, certainly in the audience’s mind, which of course knows

about the Valmikian version, as well as the devar-bhabhı̄ relation, but Sagar’s
Sı̄ta shies away from accusing her brother-in-law falsely of sexual designs on

her. In her calling Lakshmana a child, the hint of sexuality is deflected. Sagar

has masterfully orchestrated this purification.

Lakshmana answers that his duty is to follow his brother’s orders, which

means he has to stay at the forest hut and protect Sı̄ta.19 She now declares that

her protection does not mean a thing if Rama is gone: ‘‘My protection? But it’s

17. kya tum rakqasom ke dar ke mare apne prap bacane ke lie nahı̄m ja rahe ho? maim ne tumhem itna kayar

kabhı̄ nahı̄m samjha tha!

18. jis bhaı̄ ne tumhem apne putra kı̄ bhamti pala hai, aj jab un ke prap samkat mem a gae, to dar ke mare

apnı̄ bhabhı̄ ke amcal mem chup gae?

19. Lakshmana’s words are again inspired by Valmı̄ki. In TVR, he says: ‘‘I have only one duty, to be

obedient to my big brother’s Srı̄ Rama’s command. And he left, telling me that I should remain right here for

your protection. That’s the reason why I cannot go off and leave you alone, under any circumstances (mera ek hı̄

karttavya hai, apne bare bhaı̄ Srı̄ ram kı̄ ajña ka palan karna aur ve mujhe kah gae haim ki maim apkı̄ rakqa ke lie

yahı̄m rahum isliye maim apko kisı̄ bhı̄ sthiti mem akela chor kar nahı̄m ja sakta, TVR 426). Compare with ‘‘You

have been entrusted to me by that great soul, Rama, pretty lady, so I am unable to suffer leaving you here’’

nyasabhutasi vaidehi nyasta mayi mahatmana; ramepa tvam vararohe na tvam tyaktum ihotsahe, VR 3.45.17b–18a).

Note that Sagar drops all the flattering epic epithets by which Valmı̄ki’s Lakshmana addresses Sı̄ta (e.g.

vararohe). Instead, he has him use throughout the kinship term bhabhı̄, and even mata which at the same time

makes the situation more recognizable to the audience and avoids the sexual innuendo.
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his life that is in danger, [the life] of the one for whom I’ve left my whole world

and chosen to live in the forest, without whom I can’t live for even a second. So

what’s the point in protectingme?’’ (426).20 Sagar has nicely worked in here the

Valmikian line where Sı̄ta assures Lakshmana she cannot live without Rama,

while avoiding her accusation about her brother-in-law’s sexual intentions.

Next, Sı̄ta asks dramatically what the point of protecting her is if Rama

dies: ‘‘if something happens to him, I won’t be able to live a moment longer.

Then, sure, persist in keeping watch over my dead corpse, and stubbornly obey

your brother’s command.’’21 Sı̄ta now changes tactics and from tearful turns

into determined; if he does not go, she will: ‘‘If you can’t go, then give me your

bow and arrow. Every Aryan woman knows very well how to protect her hus-

band.’’22 Again, Sı̄ta’s doubt of Lakshmana’s intentions have been transformed

into doubts of his courage and a challenge to his very manhood. When

Lakshmana does not give her his weapons, she declares herself prepared to go

unarmed and hurries down the stairs.

Note the use of the word arya: Sı̄ta is portrayed as the prototype of the

Aryan woman, whose main characteristic is that she defends her husband

rather than the other way around! Sagar’s Sı̄ta takes on more agency than any

of the others. Still, her agency is of course totally a function of patriarchy: a

woman’s first task is to protect her husband. This resonates with contemporary

Hindutva sentiments, where ‘‘Sita’s sex is coming to the rescue of Ram’’

(Sarkar 1991: 2058). Note that there is no precedent for this seemingly archaic

understanding of women’s duty in Valmı̄ki or Tulsı̄das.
In Valmı̄ki’s version, Sı̄ta’s suspicions of his intentions hurt poor Laksh-

mana. Valmı̄ki puts a few misogynic utterances in his mouth ‘‘Unbecoming

words are not surprising out of the mouth of women, Maithilı̄, that’s women’s

nature, evidenced in this world’’ (VR 3.45.29);23 ‘‘women turn away from

dharma, are fickle, sharp, and cause quarrels’’ (3.45.30a.).24 Lakshmana cannot

stand it any longer and resolves to go. He evokes the forest deities as witnesses

that she has wrongfully doubted him, and he utters a curse—she will suffer for

this: ‘‘May all forest-dwellers observe my words as witnesses. . . .Since I’ve

20. merı̄ rakqa? jiske lie maim sara samsar tyag kar is van mem rahne aı̄ hum, jiske bagair maim ek pal bhı̄

jı̄vit nahı̄m rah saktı̄, us ke prap samkat mem a gae to merı̄ rakqa karne se kya labh?

21. agar unko kuch ho gaya to maim ek pal bhı̄ jı̄vit nahı̄m rah sakumgı̄. phir mere mrt sarı̄r kı̄ rakqa karte

rahna aur palte rahna bhaı̄ kı̄ ajña. Note the ironic use of the tense expressing persistence (imperfect participle

with the verb rahna).

22. tum nahı̄m ja sakte to yah dhanuq-bap mujhe de do. har arya strı̄ apne pati kı̄ rakqa karna acchı̄ tarah se

jantı̄ hai.

23. vakyam apratirupam tu na citram strı̄qu maithili, svabhavas tv eqa narı̄pam equ lokequ drsyate.

24. vimuktadharmas capalas tı̄kqpa bhedakarah striyah.
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spoken truly, but you addressed me harshly, I now curse you: you’ll come to

naught since you have doubted me’’ (3.45.31a–32).25 He ascribes her foolish-

ness to ‘‘woman’s nature’’ (strı̄tvam): ‘‘[you suspected me] while I’m obedient to

my elder’s words, because you’re a woman and out of your mean nature’’

(3.45.33a).26

Sagar’s Lakshmana, no doubt aware of the possibility that there might be

some among the audience who would take offense, does not utter anything so

openly misogynistic, but he certainly questions Sı̄ta’s mental capacities: ‘‘Sis-

ter, why don’t youunderstand? . . .what unlucky fate has dimmed your brain?’’27

To which Sı̄ta has her answer ready: ‘‘What greater unlucky fate can befall a

woman [than that her] husband is in danger of his life?’’28

Sagar’s Sı̄ta, then, is portrayed as irrational when confronted with the

danger that her husband’s life may be in danger. That is totally understand-

able, even laudable; thus she is not to be blamed for nagging Lakshmana until

he left. She has no false suspicions and remains totally pure, acting in every

respect as an ideal wife, well above the suspicions and weaknesses of ordinary

family life.

Whatever she says, it is clear in all versions that it is because of Sı̄ta’s
insistence that Lakshmana leaves and she remains unprotected. All versions

see this as her second fatal mistake leading to her abduction. The first fatal

mistake is sending Rama away out of an irrational desire for the golden deer.

The second fatal mistake, sending Lakshmana away, is caused by an equally

irrational desire to protect her husband. Again, it is Sı̄ta herself who is to be

blamed. Or more precisely, it is irrational desires, so typical, for the weaker sex,

that make them vulnerable to preying males.

drawing the lakshmana rekhā. Thus compelled by Sı̄ta, Lakshmana leaves

her alone so as to go and help Rama. In Valmı̄ki’s version, he invokes the forest

deities again to protect her: ‘‘I’m off to where Rama is, may you be well, woman

with your beautiful face. May the forest deities protect you, woman with your

large eyes’’ (VR 3.33b–34a).29He ends with a foreboding that he may not see her

again after he returns. Sı̄ta is crying and takes a vow that she will kill herself if

Rama dies rather than touch another male: ‘‘Without Rama, I will drownmyself

25. upasrpvantu me sarve sakqı̄ po hi vanecarah . . .nyayavadı̄ yatha vakyam ukto ‘ham paruqam tvaya, dhik

tvam adya vinasyantı̄m yan mam evam visaxkase.

26. strı̄tvad duqtasvabhavena guruvakye vyavasthitam.

27. bhabhı̄ ap samajhtı̄ kyom nahı̄m? . . . kis durbhagya ke karap ap kı̄ buddhi itnı̄ dı̄n ho gayı̄?

28. jis ke pati ke prap samkat mem hom us narı̄ ke liye is se bara durbhagya aur kya ho sakta hai?

29. gacchami yatra kakutsthah svasti te ’stu varanane, rakqantu tvam visalakqı̄ samagra vanadevatah.
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in the Godavarı̄, Lakshmana, or I’ll hang myself, or I’ll give up this body [jump-

ing] off a precipice, or I’ll drink a bitter poison, or I’ll enter the fire, but I will not

touch anotherman than Rama, not ever!’’ (3.45.36–7).30 Lakshmana tries to calm

down the hysterical Sı̄ta but she refuses to talk to him, so he finally reluctantly

goes to join Ram, looking back again and again (3.45.38–40).

Amazingly, we discover that there is no drawing of the famous Lakshmana

Rekha in Valmı̄ki’s Ramayapa! Sure, Lakshmana entrusts Sı̄ta to the forest

gods, but that seems a rather weak precursor of the protective circle he draws in

other versions. If one looks at the whole passage, including the semicurse he

utters, it seems there is scope to interpret it as an ironic statement: ‘‘Very well,

let the forest deities protect you,’’ meaning: ‘‘You’re on your own now.’’ Val-
mı̄ki’s Lakshmana is exasperated by Sı̄ta’s taunts and seems to say that there’s

no way she can be safe without him.

How about Tulsı̄das? Surely he has a Lakshmana Rekha episode? We are

disappointed again. He simply states that Lakshmana’s resolve flounders when

Sı̄ta accuses him, but the inspiration for this floundering is ascribed to Rama

himself (RCM 3.28.3a).31 This safely takes care of any unresolved doubts about

Lakshmana’s actions. It is God’s divine plan anyway. Tulsı̄das quickly dis-

patches his Lakshmana, who runs off after hastily entrusting everything to the

deities of the forest and the guardians of the four directions (3.28.3b).32

Still the Lakshmana Rekha figures importantly in the meta-narrative, what

has been called The ‘‘Ramayana tradition’’ or Ramkatha (Richman 2001: 3–52).

Thus, Sagar has to work with the modern audience’s expectations, and the

Lakshmana Rekha is very much on his mind. His Lakshmana, too, has a

foreboding: ‘‘Sister-in-law! Don’t be so stubborn, something terrible will hap-

pen!’’ (TVR 427).33 Sı̄ta responds predictably that a terrible thing will happen if

he does not go and help Rama. She gives him a Gı̄ta-esque command, telling

him to stop talking and act (427).34 It is her threat to go off to help her husband

herself that finally pushes Lakshmana into the fatal decision to go against his

brother’s command. He asks Rama to forgive him, after stating dramatically to

30. godavarı̄m pravekqyami hı̄na ramepa lakqmapa, abandhiqye ‘thava tyakqye viqame deham atmanah; pi-

bami va viqam tı̄kqpam pravekqyami hutasanam, na tv aham raghavad anyam kadapi puruqam sprqe.

31. marama bacana jaba sı̄ta bola, hari prerita lachimana mana dola.

32. bana disi deva saumpi saba kahu, cale jaham ravana sasi rahu. In calling Rama the ‘‘the mythical planet

Rahu, Swallower of the Moon-Ravapa,’’ Tulsı̄das hints at the happy ending of the story, rather than the

foreboding of Ravapa’s abducting Sı̄ta we see in Valmı̄ki’s and Sagar’s versions.

33. bhabhı̄! ap hath mat kı̄jie, kuch amamgal ho jaega.

34. batem na karo karm karo—karm!
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Sı̄ta: ‘‘All right, in order to obey your command, today for the first time

Lakshmana disobeys his Lord Rama’s command.’’35

Now follows the dramatic representation of Lakshmana Rekha. Addres-
sing Sı̄ta as Mother, he asks her to step back onto the porch. We see him

reciting mantras and drawing a line around the hut with his arrow, while Sı̄ta
looks on in amazement. He announces that he has a special power to build an

invisible wall (427–8).36 ‘‘If anyone would have the guts to cross this ‘Laksh-

mana Rekha’ to come inside, he will burn to ashes’’ (428).37 With extreme

politeness, he urges Sı̄ta to stay within it until Rama returns: ‘‘For that reason,

Mother, I have this request for you, that you would not under any circum-

stance, until brother Rama comes, place a foot outside this circle’’ (428).38

Sagar then links up this innovation to the authoritative Valmı̄ki Ramayapa
by having Lakshmana invoke the forest deities: ‘‘O spirits of the forest! All

living beings! I am going away, leaving mother Sı̄ta in your caretaking. Keep

her safe!’’ (428).39 He then runs off, looking left and right, presumably for

fear of attackers. However, Sagar’s Lakshmana never looks back to Sı̄ta. That
would be out of charcter, as he did not even look at her while speaking to her.

Thus, Sagar has succeeded in lending the authority of Valmı̄ki’s version to

the narrative of the Lakshmana Rekha, which is not actually told in Valmı̄ki

Ramayapa nor in the Manas.
In the meta-Ramayapa narrative, that is, as it is popularly remembered,

the Lakshmana Rekha is drawn in a context of suspicion of erotic potential

between the sister-in-law and younger brother-in-law. The man who is most

suspected of desiring Sı̄ta puts the strictest restrictions on her movement. But

in none of our versions are these elements allowed to come together. Why this

suppression? Is it to avoid a reading of the episode as a classical case of the

male being suspicious of women because of a fear of his own sexual desires? In

any case, because all the authors here are male, the drawing of the Lakshmana

Rekha may tell us more about the fears and perhaps desires of men than of

women.

35. acchı̄ bat hai. ap kı̄ ajña ka palan karne ke liye aj pahlı̄ bar lakshman apne prabhu srı̄ ram kı̄ ajña

ullamghan karta hai.

36. guru kı̄ dı̄ huı̄ mantra-sakti se maim ne yaham ek adrqya dı̄var bana dı̄ hai.

37. koı̄ bhı̄ us lakqmap-rekha ko par kar ke andar ane ka sahas karega to vah jalkar bhasm ho jaega.

38. is lie mata merı̄ ap se vintı̄ hai, kisı̄ bhı̄ paristhiti mem, ram bhayya ke ane tak, ap apne carap is rekha se

bahar na rakhem.

39. he van ke devtao! samasta prapiyo! maim mata sı̄ta ko ap kı̄ surakqa mem chore ja raha hum. in kı̄ rakqa

karna.
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The Stranger in the Woods

Once Lakshmana is gone and the drama of family relationships has played out,

we see Sı̄ta alone. Now she is to face the threat from outside the family. The

forest again looms large. It is as if the camera zooms out and shows us again

the whole canvas: the mysterious forest with its dangers lurking in the shad-

ows, lone Sı̄ta unprotected in the middle of it. Soon indeed the forest will

intrude on Sı̄ta’s world. Interestingly, though, its danger comes disguised in

the shape of the familiar. The world of the threatening unknown enters the

world of civilization in the shape of the liminal figure of the ascetic.

beware of the brahmin-sādhū. With Lakshmana gone, Ravapa sees his

chance, and he comes in the guise of an ascetic (VR 3.46.2b), with all its

paraphernalia. Valmı̄ki indulges in a description of how nature holds its breath

when the demon approaches pretty Sı̄ta. Several comparisons build suspense

(3.5–10). Tulsı̄das turns to comedy by building a contrast between Ravapa’s
reputation as a warrior and his approaching Sı̄ta surreptitiously: ‘‘Gods and

demons were so afraid of Ravapa that they could not sleep at night or eat by

day. However, that ten-headed demon, like a dog, sneaked up stealthily

glancing left and right!’’ (RCM 3.28.4b–5a).40 This is a comic image, but Tulsı̄

does not fail to draw the lesson from it and adds a bon mot (addressed to the

interlocutor, the king of the birds): ‘‘If you set out on the wrong path, O Lord of

Birds, your body loses its vigor and your mind grows dim’’ (3.28.5).41 Sagar’s

Ravapa, too, once he has taken on the ascetic’s guise, has a bit of the comic

figure: he spies left and right before entering the enclosure of the ashram, and

makes some comical attempts to cross the invisible Lakshmana Rekha, only to
burn his toes and fingers. Even recourse to mantras does not help him across.

In all versions, Ravapa approaches as a mendicant asking for alms.42 Sagar

casts him as a Saiva mendicant with the appropriate tilaka (forehead mark),

rudrakqa necklace and bracelet and dressed in a cloth printed with the Mantra

Om Namaya Sivaya. He utters the Sanskrit formula for begging alms: bhı̄kqam
dehi. In Valmı̄ki Ramayana, he is described as uttering sacred mantras (VR

3.46.14a),43 but when he addresses Sı̄ta, his speech is not that of the ascetic.

Instead, he addresses her with flattering epithets, wondering whether she

40. jakem dara sura asura derahı̄m, nisi na nı̄da dina anna na khahı̄m; so dasası̄sa svana kı̄ naı̄m, ita uta

citai cala bharihaı̄m.

41. imi kupantha paga deta khagesa, raha na teja tana budhi bala lesa.

42. bhikqurupepa, VR 3.46.9a; jatı̄ kem beqa, RCM 3.28.4a.

43. brahmaghoqam udı̄rayan.
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is a goddess or a nymph (3.46.16–7), singling out each of her body parts for a

loving description, particularly her breasts (3.46.18–23). If it were not so in-

auspicious, his words would provide a great quick study of flattering epithets

for the would-be wooer in Sanskrit. Ravapa then dwells on how inappropriate it

is for her to be alone in the forest, ironically alerting her to its dangers, in-

cluding the presence of demons (3.46.24–5a and 29–31). He tells her she de-

serves better (3.46.25b–26), especially a protective husband, and inquires who

her husband might be.

Tulsı̄ summarizes it as ‘‘Ravapa made nice small talk of all kinds, he

showed some diplomacy, threats, and love’’ (RCM 3.28.60).44 He does not

specify or quote any of Ravapa’s flatteries, as if refusing to give the evil demon

any airtime. Sagar, too, restrains his Ravapa Possibly he is reluctant to let the

sacred Brahmin ascetic, elsewhere celebrated in the series, be dragged down as

a lecherous hypocrite. Rather than having him utter compliments to the lady,

Sagar concentrates on the irascibility of the ascetic, who is asking for shelter

and demands to be treated with respect.

Sagar hits a nerve: there is something unsettling about the ploy of

the disguise as an ascetic. We may well wonder why the mighty demon takes

the trouble to approach hapless Sı̄ta in disguise, especially in the versions

where there is no question of the Lakshmana Rekha. Why is the danger coming

from the forest, from the other, transformed into one that is more of the world

of civilization, be it a liminal character in the shape of the ascetic? If we were

intent on reading against the grain, we might detect a hint of a suggestion that

the threat to women’s honor is not necessarily coming from outside the Aryan

fold. Should one suspect ascetics of a demonic alter ego rather than the other

way round? This would be of a par with reading Sı̄ta’s wild accusation of

Lakshmana as suggestive that the threat to women’s virtuemay well come from

within the family, within the very Lakshmana Rekha drawn for her protection.

Whatever the value of digging up such subsurface tensions, they are easily sub-

merged in the rest of the story where Ravapa’s demonic nature will figure large.

do not cross the lakshmana rekhā. In Valmı̄ki’s version, Ravapa’s dis-

guise works well. Initially, Sı̄ta’s suspicions are not aroused and she falls into

the trap. Deceived by his appearance, she immediately offers him hospitality.

Valmı̄ki exonerates his heroine of potential suspicion that she is susceptible to

lecherous words by stressing that she is kind to the ascetic because she per-

44. nana bidhi kari katha suhaı̄, rajanı̄ti bhaya prı̄ti dekhaı̄.
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ceives him to be a Brahmin.45 Understood is that she is obligated to lend a

Brahmin ascetic special hospitality. Valmı̄ki says explicitly that she responds to

his questions and tells him about herself because she is afraid of being cursed

by him (VR 3.47.2a).

That is the line of apologetics Sagar follows. His Ravapa does not act the

Don Juan in the beginning but sticks to his role of ascetic. It is thus more

understandable for Sı̄ta to play the part of the good hostess right away, ap-

parently without suspicions. She innocently tells the ascetic he cannot come

into the hut because her husband is not home, a piece of information he of

course cherishes. When she brings the food out for her guest, she remembers

her brother-in-law’s command. She hesitates to cross the Lakshmana Rekha to
take the food to the ascetic, who is seated on amat a little distance from the hut,

and asks him instead to come and take the food from her. Her guest is un-

willing to get up, claiming he is tired from his journey and cannot get up again.

Annoyed by her refusal to come to him, he accuses her of slighting a guest. Sı̄ta
assures him she intends no insult and again straightforwardly tells the ascetic

that she cannot leave the hut because of the Lakshmana Rekha: ‘‘The real

reason is that my brother-in-law has for my protection drawn a borderline and

implored me solemnly not to go outside this borderline of propriety.’’46

Sagar has Ravapa seated facing the camera, but with his back to Sı̄ta. Thus,
the audience can see his facial expressions, which betray his true reactions. He

is obviously pleased with this information. However, Sı̄ta only hears his voice.
Ravapa plays the insulted Brahmin ascetic and lectures her. He is indignant

that she first denied him access to her hut, and now wants to throw his food at

him: ‘‘As if I were some animal. That is how low-castes are treated. When a

holy man comes to your door, you respectfully go to him yourself and touch his

feet before giving him the alms.’’47 He threatens he’ll go away and curse her.

Dramatically, he gets ready with his water pot, preparing to give his curse

binding power by sprinkling water. Sı̄ta stays put but tries to stop him with

words, pleading he has misunderstood her. Ravapa says he understands very

well, in fact, he knows her husband is chasing a golden deer, which has

attacked him already once, and he will curse him with— . . .

The threat of a fatal curse to her husband finally compels Sagar’s Sı̄ta to

transgress the Lakshmana Rekha. She tearfully hurries toward the ascetic to

45. dvijativeqepa hi tam drqtva, VR 3.46.33a; repeated in 3.46.35a and further on, brahmapavat, in 3.47.35b.

46. vastav mem mere devar merı̄ surakqa ke liye ek sı̄ma kı̄ rekha khı̄mc gaye haim aur apnı̄ sapat dekar kah

gaye haim maryada kı̄ sı̄ma ko tyagkar bahar na jana.

47. jaise ham koı̄ pasu-pakqı̄ ho. aisa vyavahar nı̄c jati ke logom se kiya jata hai. koı̄ sant-mahatma dvar par a

jae to bare adar se svayam us ke pas jakar uske carap chukar bhı̄kqa dı̄ jatı̄ hai.
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stop him, begging for forgiveness, again irrational in her worry for Rama.

Immediately Ravapa drops pretenses. He says he will not curse her husband

because he cannot stand seeing a beautiful woman in trouble. But Sı̄ta, in her

relief, does not immediately catch on to the danger. She innocently thanks him

and answers his questions as to her identity.

dropping disguises. In Valmı̄ki’s version, too, Sı̄ta is deceived.48 She meekly

answers the ascetic’s questions and even tells him her story. At the end, she

innocently asks Ravapa who he is. He introduces himself as Ravapa, feared by

all, and comes immediately to his point, inviting her to become his first queen

(agramahiqı̄ , VR 3.47.28). At this point, meek Sı̄ta turns into a fierce rhetorician.
She declares her vow of fidelity to Rama, repeating solemnly at the end of

each of four verses ‘‘I am devoted to Rama’’ (aham ramam anuvrata; 3.33–6b).
The rest of the verses she fills with epithets for Rama that are intended to

frighten Ravapa. After this impressive declaration of fidelity, she indicates he

cannot touch her: ‘‘However you, a jackal, desire me, a lioness, impossible to

obtain. I can no more be touched by you [than by] the glow of the sun’’

(3.47.37).49 She continues with a whole set of comparisons to show the im-

possibility of the fulfillment of his desires, ending each verse on the word icchasi,

‘‘you desire,’’ and filling the object slot with equivalents of ‘‘the impossible’’

(3.47.39–44). Then she vehemently argues that the demon is infinitely different

from her husband, again using comparisons within a frame of repetition, this

time with a relative-correlative construction at the beginning of each half line;

‘‘what difference there is between . . . that’s the difference between you and

Dasaratha’s son’’ (yad antaram . . . tad antaram dasarathes tavaiva ca, 3.47.46–7).

In contrast to the deceived Sı̄tas of Valmı̄ki and Sagar, Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta sees

right through the ascetic with his Casanova tricks, and she tells him so, too:

‘‘Listen you Mr. Holy Ascetic, you speak like a crook’’ (RCM 3.28.6b).50 When

Ravapa then assumes his terrible form, she fearlessly challenges him: ‘‘Sı̄ta

48. Valmı̄ki seems to have deliberately construed Ravapa’s seduction parallel with that of Surpapakha.

Ravapa approaches Sı̄ta in disguise and with seductive intent, as his sister did Rama. Like Surpapakha, he starts

the conversation by asking who she is, remarking that her presence in the forest is odd, and Sı̄ta responds, like

Rama, by answering straightforwardly and telling their story. Like Surpapakha, Ravapa is blunt in proposi-

tioning and sure of his superiority, insulting the rival party, in this case Rama himself. Like Surpapakha, when

spurned and angered, he takes on his real demonic form. The difference of course is that Sı̄ta does not joke with

the demon and that he can force her to come with him. In the end, whether demon or human, the women are

the losers.

49. tvam punar jambukah simhı̄m mam ihecchasi durlabham, naham sakya tvaya spraqtum adityasya prabha

yatha.

50. kaha sı̄ta sunu jatı̄ gosaı̄m, bolehu bacana duqta kı̄ naı̄m.
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said with great forebearance: ‘Stay there, crook, my Lord is coming back in a

minute. Like the low hare who desires the lioness, Lord of the Demons, you’ve

invited your death!’ ’’ (3.28.7b–8a).51 Sı̄ta gets the last word here. In contrast to

Sagar’s irrationally worried Sı̄ta, Tulsı̄’s has total faith in her husband, enough

to threaten the demon that Rama is about to come back. Not only that but Tulsı̄

says Ravapa is impressed with her fidelity. Though he shows anger outwardly,

in his heart of hearts he admires her and is pleased (3.28.8b).52

By contrast, in Valmı̄ki’s version, Sı̄ta’s rejection and her denigrating

words do not go down well with Ravapa. He feels the need to reassert his

prowess by boasting of his family lineage and advertising the beauties of his

Laxka (VR 3.48.1–13). He assures Sı̄ta that she will quickly forget this Rama,

what use does she have for a prince who has lost his kingdom anyway (3.48.14–

6)? He then threatens her that spurning him will do her harm and invokes

mythological precedent (not unproblematically, the story of Urvası̄ and Puru-
ravas, 3.48.18). Sı̄ta answers him in kind, saying one may be able to get away

with abducting Indra’s wife Sacı̄, but not with violating a woman like Sı̄ta
(3.48.23–4). In order to convince her of his prowess, Ravapa reveals his true

form and boasts he is the only worthy husband for her, further belittling Rama

(3.49.1–14). Interestingly, he promises her that if she is devoted to him, he

never will displease her (3.49.12).53

All along, it is clear that Valmı̄ki’s Ravapa thinks that Sı̄ta is deluded,

sticking with the mere human Rama because she does not realize the extent of

Ravapa’s might. There is no hint that he might admire her fidelity or guts to

defend herself, although some commentators read much into the text to affirm

that Ravapa is really a devotee (be it of the lower variety, a tamasa-bhakta) of Sı̄ta
(see Pollock 1991: 315).

To return to Sagar’s version, when Sı̄ta tells the ascetic who she is, he

expresses his surprise at seeing such a noble and pretty woman in such des-

titute surroundings. He suggests she is wasting her youth and she should

marry a mighty king. She rhetorically asks who could be a better husband than

Rama. He misunderstands it as literally a question, and in response gets up,

dramatically recommending the king of Laxka, Ravapa. Sı̄ta reacts with disgust

and finally realizes he must be a holy man in disguise only. She challenges him

and asks him who he is to make such a suggestion. Again, he takes the

51. kaha sı̄ta dhari dhı̄raju garha, ai gayau prabhu rahu khala tharha; jimi haribudhahi chudra sasa caha,

bhaesi kalabasa nisicara naha.

52. sunata bacana dasası̄sa risana, mana mahum carana bamdi sukha mana.

53. naiva caham kvacid bhadre kariqye tava vipriyam.
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rhetorical question literally and reveals himself, taking on his real form and

inviting her to be his queen.

Sı̄ta now gets quite a few good lines of defiance. She indignantly wonders

whether he thought she would just come along with him after hearing who he

was. She threatens that Rama will extinguish him and his Laxka with one

arrow. He boasts of his prowess in Valmikian style. But Sı̄ta reminds him that

his brothers have already been defeated. She uses the same jackal simile as in

Valmı̄ki and then simply tells him to leave. Sagar’s Ravapa, then, is challenged
quite a bit more than Valmı̄ki’s, no doubt to the delight of the audience. He

says that no one has challenged him like this before and asks her rhetorically

whether she knows what the consequences of challenging him are. Now Sı̄ta
gets to answer this rhetorical question with a good one of her own: ‘‘And no one

has foolishly tried either before to cast such an evil eye on a faithful wife. Do

you know its consequences?’’54 This Sı̄ta is far from meek; she stands up

against her harasser, sure of herself. However, the reason she is so sure of

herself lies in her faithfulness (pativratya). It is obvious that only the woman

who is blameless can hold her head high. And it is exactly on this point that

Ravapa sees her weakness and manages to gets his way.

Ravapa points out that Sı̄ta is in no position to boast of her faithfulness,

since she has just crossed the Lakshmana Rekha: ‘‘Once a woman crosses the

line of respectability, it becomes impossible to return.’’55 Now Sı̄ta realizes the
full extent of her plight. The impossibility of getting back behind the defensive

Lakshmana Rekha is taken quite literally. No matter how Sı̄ta tries to, indeed

she cannot return behind the invisible wall. She can only cry out for help, but,

somewhat surprisingly, does not try to run away. Ravapa just laughs.

This interpretation of the Lakshmana Rekha sends a vivid message to

women. It is a protection that works only under the condition one stays inside

it. Once crossed, there is no returning. A woman who has left the protection of

her home cannot expect to be taken back. This is enacted literally on the screen.

The magical device has the additional effect of neatly absolving the home of all

blame. We are not led to feel that it is heartless of Lakshmana or Rama to not to

allow Sı̄ta back behind the Lakshmana Rekha. It is an impersonal device that

works a certain way, so no one is to be blamed, except Sı̄ta who crosses it, the

victim herself. Indeed, Sı̄ta’s boast that she is a faithful wife is undermined by

this act. Never mind that she crossed the line out of love for her husband; once

she has crossed it, she has irrevocably sinned against dharma, and her love is

54. aur ek pativrata satı̄ kı̄ or aisı̄ kudrqti dalne kı̄ murkhta kisı̄ ne bhı̄ nahı̄m kı̄ hogı̄; is ka paripam jante ho?

55. strı̄ ek bar apnı̄ maryada kı̄ rekha se bahar ja ae phir uska vapas jana asambhav ho jata hai.
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tainted according to dharmic standards. It is on these grounds that the demon

can abduct her.

In all versions, whether Ravapa likes Sı̄ta’s devotion to her husband or not,

the narrative must run its course. Ravapa forcefully abducts Sı̄ta in his celestial

chariot (RCM 3.28, doha). The description in Valmı̄ki’s text is very graphic: he

grabs her by the hair and thighs (VR 3.49.17). This violation of Sı̄ta has been

vexing the commentators and has beenmuch discussed (Pollock 1991: 319–20).

In Sagar’s televised version, there are no words, only action: Ravapa smashes

the plate with food she is still carrying and grabs her by the hand. She tries to

escape, and they swing around, while she beats on his arm as he holds on to her

hand. Finally, he throws her over his shoulder, his right hand indeed touching

her thighs, though he does not pull her hair, and then throws her into his aerial

chariot, which immediately takes off into the air.

We could say that this is Sı̄ta’s first temptation. She resists valiantly, but in

Sagar’s version, she is overpowered through a mistake of her own: the fatal

crossing of the Lakshmana Rekha. Paradoxically, it is her concern for her

husband’s welfare that makes her cross the line of good behavior. The message

sent to women is a stern one. Even if the concern is commitment to the

husband, still the crossing of the lines of maryada is fatal. Sagar’s Sı̄ta then

puts love before concerns of dharma, and she gets the dire consequence. Here

is a warning to women: whatever the circumstances, crossing the line of

maryada is taboo. In none of the other versions is there such an issue, as the

Lakshmana Rekha does not figure in these retellings. Sı̄ta is simply over-

powered. One could even say that it goes against the spirit of many classical

and bhakti stories wherein women are lauded for being willing to even sell

their bodies for their husband’s sake (see for example the story of the bhakta

king Pı̄pa’s wife, also named Sı̄ta; Callewaert and Sharma 2000).56 In any case,

only Sagar puts the blame for the abduction on Sı̄ta crossing the protective line.
The story as it stands in Valmı̄ki is more a tale of warning not to trust magic

appearances, whether pretty mirages, voices crying for help, or Brahmin as-

cetics. Sagar’s text is a warning not to step outside the magic circle of pro-

tection drawn by the family, the Lakshmana Rekha.

56. Its corollary, women’s commitment to fulfilling their husband’s wishes, even if they flaunt dharma,

is found in several Puranic stories, e.g. the story of the devoted Brahmin wife who carried her disabled husband

to a prostitute’s house (Citrav 1964: 21). Such scenarios show up also in the Hindi movie, which tends however

to maintain common-sense morality over excess of wifely devotion: when a similar scenario was shown in the

movie Pati Parmeshwar (1989; d. Madan Joshi), it ran into difficulties with the censors over exactly that scene,

although eventually the judges ruled it was not in violation (Gangoli 2005: 145–6).
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Sı̄ta’s Defiance

After this first temptation, there are two more scenes of temptation to come. So

far, I have concentrated on the story as a tale of warning, how women should

not behave: minor mistakes, even if committed out of love for the husband, can

have huge consequences. Women should abide by the rules restricting their

movements, no matter what. Now the intention shifts to showing a role model

for behavior. In the next scenes of temptation, Sı̄ta will shine as an example of

resisting a seducer-attacker. She is not the powerless heroine who meekly

suffers insults in silence but one who proudly takes agency and actively sticks

to her fidelity.

sı̄tā’s first reaction and rāvan. a’s insistence. Initially, overpowered by

the demon, all Sı̄ta can do is bewail her plight, calling out for help to her

husband and brother-in-law. But they are far away. In Valmı̄ki’s version there

is a hint of reproach as she calls out to Lakshmana: ‘‘O strong-armed Laksh-

mana, always seeking favor with your elder, don’t you know that I am being

abducted by a demon, who can change his form at will?’’ (VR 3.49.24). Ad-

dressing Rama, she cries: ‘‘Raghava, who for dharma’s sake renounced life and

its pleasures, don’t you see that I am being abducted in defiance of dharma?’’

(3.49.25). There is a hint of complaint that her men have let her down. They

pride themselves on special virtues, Lakshmana on his loyalty to his brother,

Rama on always pursuing dharma, but now that those need to be applied in a

real-life situation concerning Sı̄ta, they are not present.

Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta, by contrast, while crying out for help, in the same breath

absolves Rama and Lakshmana for their failure to protect her. Her first re-

sponse is to blame herself instead: ‘‘Alas unique hero on earth, king of the

Raghu dynasty. What did I do wrong that you have forgotten your spouse?’’

(RCM 3.29.1a).57 ‘‘Alas Lakshman, you are not to blame. I got the just desert for

my blind anger’’ (3.29.2a).58

Tulsı̄ has only a hint of criticism when he says: ‘‘Vaidehı̄ wailed and la-

mented, but the dear Lord of abundant grace was far away’’ (RCM 3.29.2b).59

57. ha jaga eka bı̄ra raghuraya, kehim aparadha bisarehu daya.

58. ha lachimana tumhara nahı̄m dosa, so phalu payaum kı̄nheu rosa. Presumably Tulsı̄das finds Valmi-

kian justification for this in the verse ‘‘Indeed the result of wrongdoing is not always [immediately] apparent.

Time too takes part in this, as in the ripening of grain’’ (na tu sadyo ‘vinı̄tasya drsyate karmapah phalam; kalo ‘py

axgı̄bhavaty atra sasyanam iva paktaye, VR 3.49.27). In Valmı̄ki, however, that verse seems to refer to the lack of

immediate outrage and protest against Ravapa’s evil actions (referring to the next line, 3.49.28). Tulsı̄ gives it a

twist and has instead applied it to Sı̄ta’s self-reproach.

59. bibidha bilapa karati baidehı̄, bhuri krpa prabhu duri sanehı̄.
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The internal rhyme in this line (bhuri, ‘‘abundant,’’ with duri, ‘‘away’’) further
reinforces the poignancy of the discrepancy between Rama’s reputation and his

aloofness at this crucial moment. Note, however, that the criticism is not put in

Sı̄ta’s mouth. The ideal devotee does not complain. Only the commentator,

Tulsı̄das himself, does. Sı̄ta adds a nice line summarizing her plight: ‘‘Who will

tell my Lord about my plight? The donkey wishes to eat the sacrificial cake!’’

(3.29.3a).60

Sagar’s Sı̄ta does not reproach the brothers or herself; she simply calls out

for help (arya! lakqmapa! bacao!). Sagar thus leaves aside the thorny issue of

why they do not come to her rescue and whose fault it really is that Rama’s wife

could be desecrated. As in the other versions, the only one who comes to her

help is Jatayu,61 but Ravapa easily defeats him.62

Soon, Sı̄tawill recover and assume some agency to further her own rescue.

After Ravapa has emerged victorious from the fight with Jatayu, he takes off

once again with her in the air chariot. Now, Sagar’s Sı̄ta cleverly drops pieces of
her jewelry down in the hope that such will help Rama track her. In Valmı̄ki’s

version, no such agency is initially ascribed to Sı̄ta, who is kept tight in

Ravapa’s embrace. She keeps struggling against him, though, and in the tussle

her jewels fall off.63 Only later, when she sees the monkeys on a mountain

peak, does she throw down a bundle containing her outer upper garment

(uttarı̄ya) and jewels (VR 3.54.1–3). Tulsı̄das follows suit in that regard (RCM

2.29.13a). Compared to the others, Sagar’s heroine takes agency earlier on.

Notwithstanding her weak position, Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta also gets to deliver a

spirited lecture to the demon in midflight. She taunts her abductor: ‘‘Do

you not feel shame at this act, vile Ravapa, to steal me away when I was bereft

and then to run off?’’ (VR 3.53.3).64 And sarcastically: ‘‘Surely, it shows your

great valor, most debased demon! For haven’t I been conquered in battle after

60. bipati mori ko prabhuhi sunava, purodasa caha rasabha khava.

61. The figure of the vulture Jatayu is interesting in its own right. It represents the part of the father-

figure type of old man, challenging the abductor to preserve dharma, putting up a good fight when words do not

have an impact, and prepared to die for preserving the honor of his ‘‘daughter.’’

62. The fight with Jatayu takes place in the air in Sagar’s version. Valmı̄ki’s demon is compelled to leap

from his shattered chariot and fight on the ground (VR 3.51.16–9). At some point, he has to put aside Sı̄ta

whom, he has been holding during most of the fight (3.51.40). However, oddly, Sı̄ta does not flee but watches

the fight and rushes to hold the dying Jatayu (3.51.44–6). When Ravapa tries to grab her again, she holds onto a

tree (3.52.6–7), but he seizes her by the hair (3.52.8b) and keeps her again in tight embrace until arrival in

Laxka.

63. The fair woman caught in the embrace of the dark demon is likened to lightning in a rain cloud a

(3.52.14 and 24). The rain is her jewelry falling down due to the violence of the embrace, further likened to

meteors falling on earth, etc. (3.50.26–33).

64. na vyapatrapase nı̄ca karmapanena ravapa, jñatva virahitam yo mam corayitva palayase.
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you disclosed your name? How come you’re not ashamed to have done such

a contemptible act as abducting a woman for one in a lonely place and

moreover belonging to another man? (3.53.6–7).65 And she continues in a

vain attempt to scare him about Rama’s revenge, which is sure to cost him his

life.

Tulsı̄ only says she is wailing, without specifying what she says (RCM

3.29.12b), but Sagar reworks Valmı̄ki a bit to good effect. Sı̄ta confronts her

abductor with the cowardice of his act: ‘‘Are these the signs of heroic men, that

like thieves they sneak in and steal the wife when her husband is not at home?

Is your prowess only so big that you can attack a woman when she is alone?’’

(TVR 436).66 It may seem macho to abduct a woman, but it is after all easy to

overpower those who are weak. Good lines, but to no avail. The abductor just

laughs. This is very much in the line of what film villains do when their victims

appeal to their humanity.

Once in Laxka, Sı̄ta finds herself amid enemies and exposed to the se-

ductions of luxury and sensuality. Ravapa does all he can to bring Sı̄ta around.
However, she steadfastly resists all temptation. Valmı̄ki Ramayapa has two

scenes that treat this topic: one just after Ravapa brings her to Laxka (VR 3.55–

6), and another one, later on, witnessed by Hanuman just before he ap-

proaches Sı̄ta with his encouraging message from Rama (5.19–22). Sagar has

faithfully preserved these two different scenes (vol. 11, episode 32 and vol. 15,

episode 44). Tulsı̄das only elaborates on the latter scene.

Valmı̄ki devotes a whole sarga to Ravapa’s attempt at seduction upon

arrival in Laxka (VR 3.55). The demon shows Sı̄ta his kingdom in all its splen-

dor and offers her rule over it and his heart. He points out the hopelessness of

her situation were she still to entertain hopes of Rama rescuing her. He por-

trays her arrival in this ‘‘heaven’’ as a reward for her hardships in the forest

(3.55.27b–28a) and even asserts that he has acted in conformity with the Vedas

(3.55.35). He acts the submissive lover, even bowing to her feet, stressing that

he does not do so lightly (3.55.36–7a). Tulsı̄das does not elaborate on the first

scene beyond saying that Ravapa threatened and flattered her but she would

not yield (RCM 3.29, doha a). In the second scene he singles out especially

Ravapa’s offer to make her mistress of all his queens. Apparently, it is imag-

ined that such would appeal to womanly pride in superiority over other women

65. paramam khalu te vı̄ryam drsyate rakqasadhama, visravya namadheyam hi yuddhe nasmi jita tvaya;

ı̄drsam garhitam karma katham krtva na lajjase, striyas caharapam nı̄ca rahite ca parasya ca.

66. kya vı̄rpuruq ke yahı̄ lakqap hote haim? jab pati ghar mem na ho to us kı̄ patnı̄ ko corom kı̄ bamtı̄ akar

curakar le jae? ek akelı̄ strı̄ par akramap karna hı̄ tumharı̄ survı̄rta hai?
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(5.9.2b–3a).67 Thus, where Valmı̄ki’s Ravapa declares himself her slave, Tulsı̄’s

Ravapa makes his wives her slaves.

Sagar’s Ravapa has a more insidious argument going: he suggests that Sı̄ta
is just a small-town dreamer and should raise her ambitions above just being a

poor man’s wife: ‘‘Don’t dream of being a beggar’s wife like an ignorant

girl . . . if you are going to dream, then follow the ambition of becoming Laxka’s
empress (TVR 441).68 Like Valmı̄ki’s Ravapa, he offers her his kingdom and

his heart, pointing out that he does not bow in front of anyone but her (442).

The last scene of temptation in Sundara Kapda has a different setting. Here

Ravapa, intoxicated, approaches Sı̄ta in the company of his harem in the early

morning.69 He is pained to see her grieve and languish, he thinks she could be

very happy with him. He argues that her youth is wasting away. He restates his

offer of power and richess and even comes up with a novelty, offering his

kingdom to her father, Janaka (VR 5.20.18b). In his pride he cannot imagine

Rama could be in any way preferable to him, as he is so clearly superior. Sagar

follows quite literally the argumentation of Valmı̄ki’s Ravapa, though he does not

take up the offer tomake her father rich.Maybe he felt that even the suggestion of

such a buying off of the father of the girl would be an insult to Janaka.

sı̄tā’s firm resistance. In her reply to Ravapa’s cajoling, Sı̄ta becomes a role

model for the Indian woman who is forced to respond to unwanted sexual

attention. In Valmı̄ki and Tulsı̄das, the first thing she does is keep her distance

and seek shelter in a symbolic purdah. She places a grass blade (trpam) in

between herself and her accoster (VR 3.56.1b; 5.21.3; RCM 5.9.3b). However

ineffective in real terms, the psychological effect is great, as it is apparently the

recommended action for a woman in case she needs to speak to an unrelated

man (on potential variant readings and what the commentaries have to say, see

Pollock 1991: 331). It will become clear later how Sı̄ta uses this in her strategy to

resist Ravapa. Sagar’s Sı̄ta at first takes resort to a more mundane gesture: she

draws her veil (ghumghat), but then she, too, takes the symbolic blade of grass.

Throughout the scene, she does not look into Ravapa’s eyes but stares away

from him at a point in front of her.

Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta’s line of defense is mainly to try and impress on Ravapa the
gravity of the consequences of his act. She points out these will not be limited

67. He may be following Valmı̄ki’s Sundara Kapda in that matter, where Ravapa likewise offers Sı̄ta to

hold sway (aisvaryam kuru) of his harem (VR 5.20.31–2).

68. ek añjan balika kı̄ bhamti ek bhikharı̄ ka sapna mat dekh . . . sapna dekho to lamka kı̄ samrajñı̄ banne ka . . .

69. For an incisive analysis of the scene where Hanuman finds Sı̄ta and the contrast between the erotic

and the ascetic, see Sutherland-Goldman 2004: 126–31.
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to his own death but the destruction of his whole city. She then tries to make

him see the sacrilege he has committed in laying hands on a pure woman. She

uses sacrifical terms: ‘‘An altar centrally placed at the sacrifice and adorned

with ladles, consecrated with Brahminical mantras cannot be trampled by an

untouchable (capdala)’’ (VR 3.56.18).70 ‘‘Similarly, I, the lawful wife of a lawful

man, firm inmy vow, cannot be touched by a sinner, o vile demon!’’ (3.56.19).71

Finally she makes clear the impossibility of what he wants: that she would of

her own accord yield to him. It is as impossible as a mating of two different

species: the lofty swan who sports among lotuses and the lowly diver bird that

lives among grass tufts (3.56.20). She says she does not care whether he ties up

her body or puts it to death, because it is not worth keeping it alive, and she just

cannot abuse it as he would want her to. She declares herself incapable of

transgressing dharma: ‘‘On this earth I will not be able to abuse myself ’’

(56.22a).72

Sagar’s Sı̄ta gets some good lines of her own. When Ravapa first brags

about his power, she answers that all the goods he has have been corrupted by

his sins (TVR 441). Interestingly, she adds that even the gods (Brahma and

Siva) who granted him power have become corrupt because of his sins. This is

an interesting reminder of superiors’ responsibility for the deeds of those they

have helped climb the ladder; even the gods cannot be absolved of responsi-

bility! Sı̄ta voices a firm conviction: ‘‘Remember: when power gets corrupted

and its gods tainted, then there’s no force left in that power. The truth may

stand alone, but it still conquers endless armies of corrupt powers opposing it’’

(441).73 She warns him that he has not yet been confronted with a woman’s

satya, or miraculous power of truth as a consequence of her loyalty to her

husband (441).74 Yet her boast sounds somewhat hollow, as she as much as

grants that he has been able to touch her, and she still has to refer him to her

husband’s forces to save her: ‘‘Ego-driven fool! Sustained by sin you have been

able to touch me once with your sinful hands, but just that mistake is sufficient

cause for your destruction. My heroic and virtuous husband with his poisonous

arrows will surely root you out completely’’ (441).75

70. na sakya yajñam adhyastha vedih srugbhapdamapdita; dvijatimantrasamputa capdalenavamarditum.

71. tathaham dharmanityasya dharmapatnı̄ drdhavrata, tvaya sraqtum na sakyaham rakqasadhama papina.

72. na tu sakyam apakrosam prthivyam datum atmanah.

73. yad rakho, jab sakti bhraqt ho jae aur uske devta kalamkit to sakti mem bal nahı̄m rahta. satya akela ho to

bhı̄ bhraqt saktiyom kı̄ apar sena uske samne parajit ho jatı̄ hai.

74. ek pavitra pativrata narı̄ ke satya-bal se tera samna nahı̄m hua.

75. ahamkarı̄ murkh! tune pap vrtti se ek bar apne papı̄ hathom se mera amg-sparsa kiya hai itna hı̄ doq tere

nas ke lie paryapt hai. mere survı̄r aur dharma-parayap pati ke viqaile bap niscay hı̄ tera samul nas kar demge.
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Sometimes, Sagar’s Sı̄ta seems to be less addressing the demon than the

women in the audience. She turns her own decision into a lesson for ordinary

women: ‘‘No one can be lower than a woman who deluded by splendor, power,

wealth forgets her vow of fidelity to her husband’’ (442).76 She continues to

curse him, and his mother, and his whole lineage of ancestors, yet, amazingly,

rates the woman who falls for temptation beneath everyone, including the man

who tempts her. That is actually the opposite line of argument to the one Sı̄ta
takes in Valmı̄ki’s Sundara Kapda, where she urges Ravapa to follow the

course of conduct of the virtuous and not to approach other men’s women, as

such behavior by a king leads to ruin for the whole kingdom (VR 5.21.6–12).

The context there is different, as Ravapa has approached Sı̄ta in the company of

his harem, and she may be seen to appeal to those women at the same time.

In Sundara Kapda, too, Sı̄ta rejects all Ravapa’s offers as resolutely as

before, arguing on the grounds of dharma: ‘‘This deed cannot and will not be

done by me, it is reprehensible to a loyal wife, because I am born in a great

family and have married into [another] virtuous family’’ (VR 5.21.4b).77 It is

interesting that she gives a collective argument for her virtue. It is not her

individual choice but her family background that determines her action. Still,

Sı̄ta speaks of her unique bond with Rama: ‘‘I cannot be seduced by power or

money. I’m unwaveringly devoted to Raghava like sunlight to the sun. Having

been at the righteous arm of the Lord of the three worlds, how could I really

take the arm of another?’’ (5.21.16).78 She uses Brahminical imagery here, too:

‘‘I am lawfully the wife of him, the Lord of the world, just as wisdom belongs to

a Brahmin who has taken his vows, his ceremonial bath and realized his

potential (atman)’’ (5.21.17).79 She offers Ravapa a face-saving olive branch if he

will restore her to Rama, and paints a picture of doom if he does not accept that

(5.21.19–34).

Tulsı̄das’s Sı̄ta does not get to say all that much, but she surely is majestic

in her utter despising of the demon. She minces no words:

‘‘Listen, with your ten heads, you’re like a firefly. Has the lotus ever

opened up to its light?

Understand this heart,’’ said Janakı̄. ‘‘Rogue! Don’t you have any

idea of Rama’s arrows?

76. vaibhav, sakti, sampatti ke moh mem akar jo strı̄ apna pati-vrat dharm bhul jae usse adham aur koı̄ nahı̄m

ho sakta.

77. akaryam na maya karyam ekapatnya vigarhitam, kulam sampraptaya pupyam kule mahati jataya.

78. sakya lobhayitum naham aisvaryepa dhanena va, ananya raghavepaham bhaskarepa yatha prabha; up-

adhyaya bhujam tasya lokanathasya satkrtam, katham namopadhasyami bhujam anyasya kasyacit.

79. aham aupayikı̄ bharya tasyaiva ca dharapateh, vratasnatasya vidyeva viprasya viditatmanah.
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Sinner! You snatched me away in his absence. Shameless vile man!

Don’t you have any sense of shame?’’ (RCM 5.9.4–5)80

She nearly spits out the despising terms, clearly articulating her utter

contempt for the demon and his pretensions. Sagar’s Sı̄ta, too, shows utter

contempt for Ravapa, and incorporates Tulsı̄das’s firefly (here juganu)
line (TVR 591).

Mostly, though, Sagar follows Valmı̄ki very closely: his Sı̄ta, too, extends an
olive branch, incorporating several of the expressions of Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta to make

Ravapa understand her commitment to Rama. Predictably, Sagar elaborates

most on Valmı̄ki’s line on the impossibility of the Aryan woman commiting

adultery: ‘‘I am a loyal wife. I have been born in a great family and was

entrusted to a holy family. It is impossible for me to commit an act censored by

people’’ (TVR 591).81 Sı̄ta’s example to women who consider themselves of

good families is clear: always remember your family, never act in a way that

people might disapprove of.

why does he not rape her? In all versions, Ravapa is enraged by Sı̄ta’s
defiance and issues an ultimatum that he will wait for her for a year to change

her mind, and if she has not come around, he will eat her for breakfast (VR

2.24b–25, RCM 5.10.5a). Rakqasas are imagined as cannibals eating human

flesh, so this threat is appropriate. In Valmı̄ki’s Sundara Kapda, he points out
that she is lucky that he does not kill her for disrespecting royal authority, and

he repeats his ultimatum (VR 5.22.1–6). Tulsı̄ has Ravapa so enraged at Sı̄ta
calling him a firefly that he actually draws his sword, threatening to kill her

(RCM 5.9, doha and 10.1). Sı̄ta declares that to be a welcome solution, saying

she wishes either her husband’s arms around her neck or the demon’s sword

(5.10.2b).82 He would have killed her were it not for the intervention of his

queen Mandodarı̄, who manages to calm him down (5.10.4a). Sagar incorpo-

rates this scene, too (TVR 502–3).

Before that, however, back in Arapya Kapda, Sagar’s Ravapa has done even
worse: he has been on the verge of raping Sı̄ta: ‘‘In Laxka, if anyone refuses of
their own volition to give in to the king’s wishes, then the king knows how to

80. sunu dasamukha khadyota prakasa, kabahum ki nalinı̄ karaı̈ bikasa; asa mana samujhu kahati janakı̄,

khala sudhi nahim raghubı̄ra ban kı̄; satha sunem hari anehi mohı̄, adhama nilajja laja nahim tohı̄.

81. maim ek pati-vrata hum, maim ne ek bare kul mem janma liya hai. mera ek pavitra kul mem sambandh

hua hai. mujh se koı̄ lok-nindit karya sambhav nahı̄m ho sakta.

82. syama saroja dama sama sundara, prabhu bhuja kari kara sama dasakamdhara; so bhuja kamtha ki tava

asi ghora, sunu satha asa pravana pana mora.
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get his desires fulfilled by his own power’’ (TVR 442).83 With these words, he

approaches her clearly with the intent of raping her. Of the three versions, the

televised one is the only one where Ravapa threatens to rape Sı̄ta. None of the
other versions ascribes such intent to Ravapa; rather, Valmı̄ki’s Ravapa stres-

ses that he does not wish to approach her against his will (VR 5.20.6). One

reason for Sagar’s addressing the rape issue may be the contemporary context

in which the series was aired. The eighties saw an abundance of movies about

rape, so the threat was foremost in the audience’s mind (Virdi 2003: 159–67).

The question of why Ravapa stops short of raping Sı̄ta is not new, though,

and certainly occurred to the commentators (see Pollock 1991: 331). The standard

answer is that Sı̄tawas so pure he could not touch her. There is some textual sup-

port for this argument in the Sundara Kapda when Hanuman finds Sı̄ta and she

is described as ‘‘protected by her own virtue’’ (VR 5.17.27b).84 Sı̄ta herself, too,

boasts she could burn Ravapa to ashes herself but does not do so, in deference to

Rama: ‘‘I won’t turn you to ashes by my burning glow (tejas), o ten-headed beast’’

(5.22.20b).85 She says why she does not do so: ‘‘because I did not get Rama’s

permission, and so as not to deplete my asceticism (tapas)’’ (5.22.20a).86

A related erudite reflection as to why he did not rape her is by reference to

the last book of Uttara Kapda, where the story of Ravapa’s own karmic history

is told. After raping a nymph, he was cursed: if he rapes any more women, he

will be punished by immediate death (VR 7.26).

Sagar combines both arguments and has it both ways.87 When Ravapa
approaches her, Sı̄ta lifts a blade of grass, holds it in protection in front of her,

and warns him not to cross that boundary: ‘‘Watch out, you sinner! Don’t you

dare to cross this wall’’ (TVR 442).88 Ravapa downplays her act, pointing out

that women can conquer men only with the arrows of love, not with blades of

grass: ‘‘Pretty lady, a male’s heart can be melted only through the flower arrows

ofCupid’’ (443).89Sı̄tabravelypersists: ‘‘This isnot abladeofgrass, it is theflaming

arrow of a true woman’s virtue and truth. It is the unbreakable wall of Sı̄ta’s

83. laxka mem laxkapati kı̄ iccha yadi koı̄ sveccha se purı̄ nahı̄m karta to laxkapati svayam apne bal se apnı̄

iccha purı̄ karna janta hai.

84. rakqitam svena sı̄lena sı̄tam.

85. na tvam kurmi dasagrı̄va bhasma bhasmarhatejasa.

86. asamdesat tu ramasya tapasas canupalanat.

87. Interestingly, he does not refer to Sı̄ta’s own prehistory as a victim of Ravapa’s lasciviousness in her

former incarnation as the chaste Vedavatı̄ (VR 7.17). Sagar does not seem to like the idea that her current

incarnation is her revenge: she is coming back to bring about his destruction. Though such an approach would

have fit the contemporary filmı̄ climate with an abundance of rape-and-revenge movies, Sagar may have felt this

to be out of character for his Sı̄ta, who is pure in every incarnation.

88. savdhan papı̄! is pracı̄r ko par karne ka sahas na karna.

89. sundarı̄! kamdev phulom ke bapom se puruqom ke hrday bhedte haim.
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truth. A screen of grass is sufficient to shield a loyal woman from a strangeman’’

(443).90 She takes refuge in Anasuya, the wife of the sage Atri, endowed with

special powers, whom Sı̄ta has met shortly before (Pauwels 2001), swearing: ‘‘If

in heart, word, and deed I have been loyal in my love to my husband, then,

Mother Anasuya, embodiment of righteousness, may this sinner be burned to

ashes as he crosses the line’’ (443).91 Thus Sagar has confirmed the first argu-

ment: that Mother Sı̄ta was protected by her absolute loyalty to her husband.

However, that is not enough. Ravapa ridicules this ‘‘kiddie theatre’’ (bac-

comvala natak) and rushes to drag her off by her hair. At this point, however, he
hears a voice in the air (akasvapı̄), which reminds him of how he was cursed by

Nalakubera after he raped his wife. It is not clear whether this is a miraculous

event or merely a flashback playing in Ravapa’s head. In any case, it causes him

to change tack. He suddenly drops his threat and decides to give Sı̄ta another
chance, because sooner or later she will come around, he figures. It is am-

biguous, then, why Sagar’s Ravapa does not rape Sı̄ta. Those inclined to believe
so may well argue it is because of her miraculous powers as a loyal wife, but it

may also be because of the curse Ravapa brought on himself. Thus it may be

because of her virtue as well as of his sins.

female solidarity, dietary concerns, and the true gandhian sı̄tā. Valmı̄ki

incorporates an element of female solidarity between victims of male trans-

gression. The ladies of Ravapa’s harem, who have suffered the same fate as Sı̄ta,
are portrayed as reassuring, indicating by their facial expressions that they are

supportive of her resistance (VR 5.22.10–1). Even Ravapa’s main queens protect

her against their husband’s anger (5.22.39–43). As we have seen, the same was

also the case in Tulsı̄das and Sagar. We get, then, an interesting glimpse of

female solidarity, which goes even beyond that with fellow victims, since even

the (presumably lawfully wedded) queens protect Sı̄ta’s life. Whereas Ravapa
plays on Sı̄ta’s sense of jealousy among females, the women respond exactly the

opposite way, as if to belie the male stereotype.

A different set of females, the low-class prison guards, who are hideous

monsters, get the role of Sı̄ta’s opponents. Ravapa now leaves it up to them to

bring Sı̄ta around. They first act collectively, trying to impress Sı̄ta so she would
surrender to their king (VR 5.23.2–19, 24.1–5; TVR 593–4). Sagar’s demonesses

then do a good cop, bad cop routine. After a group of them frightens Sı̄ta,

90. yah tinka nahı̄m, yah ek dharmparayap strı̄ ke sı̄l aur satya ka agnibap hai. yah sı̄ta ke satı̄tva kı̄ abhedya

dı̄var hai. ek satı̄ aur par puruq ke bı̄c ek tinke kı̄ ot bhı̄ bahut hotı̄ hai.

91. yadi maim ne man, vacan, karm se apne pati se ananya prem kiya hai to he narı̄ dharm kı̄ murtiman devı̄

mata anusuya, is tinke ko par karte hı̄ yah papı̄ bhasm ho jae!
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Trijata comes in as the good cop and approaches Sı̄ta with admiration so as to

win her trust, in which she succeeds.

Still, of course, Sı̄ta resists giving in to the demon, insisting that a union of

a human woman with a demon is unnatural (lok-viruddh, TVR 594). Sagar

highlights the one verse in Valmı̄ki wherein she says that even though she is

destitute, her husband remains venerable to her, which sounds like a piece of

good advice for women in general: ‘‘He’s my husband, even though he may

have been humbled and bereft of his kingdom, still it remains for me to

worship him’’ (594).92 The demonesses then change tactics and start threat-

ening her (VR 5.24.13–47; TVR 594). They seem to be at the point of devouring

Sı̄ta when good cop Trijata comes in and relates her dream, predicting the

victory of Rama (VR 5.27; TVR 595). In Tulsı̄’s version, Trijata is a devotee of

Rama (RCM 5.11.1a), which explains why Sı̄ta would bond with a prison guard.

Sagar follows suit. In any case, even among the evil women in Laxka, there is at
least one who is on Sı̄ta’s side. This female bonding in the enemy’s camp is a

remarkable contrast to the female jealousy Ravapa thinks he is playing on

when he tries to woo Sı̄ta.
The vulgate Ramayapa has at this point an interpolation of a chapter from

the Northern Ramayapa recension (prakqiptah sargah), where Indra offers Sı̄ta
divine sustenance so she can remain alive till Rama will come and save her.

This chapter shows a typical Brahminical preoccupation with dietary pre-

scriptions. It addresses a doubt (sanka) about how Sı̄ta could survive such a

long captivity without compromising herself by partaking in the food of the

demons. And the answer is unequivocally that she did not eat anything un-

toward but survived courtesy of the old Vedic gods.

Sagar, too, stresses Sı̄ta’s refusal to partake of food or drink while in

captivity. His interpretation of Sı̄ta’s resistance may be colored by Gandhian

interpretations, not only the experiments with food that preoccupied so much

of Gandhi’s thinking but also the idea of the hunger strike. When Ravapa
comes to visit Sı̄ta in Asokavana, the demoness guard reports to him that Sı̄ta
neither eats nor drinks and is in danger of dying (TVR 440–1). This worries

Ravapa, but he cannot convince Sı̄ta to give it up, and he is in any case more

interested in getting her to sleep with him than to eat. It is, however, a concern

to Sı̄ta’s prison guards.

92. jo mere pati haim ve dı̄n haim athava rajyahı̄n haim, ve mere lie pujanı̄ya haim. This line is based on

dı̄no va rajyahı̄no va yo me bharta sa me guruh, tam nityam anuraktasmi yatha suryam suvarcala (VR 5.24.8).

Valmı̄ki continues with a list of mythological examples of faithful women, including (somewhat inappropri-

ately) Indra’s wife Sacı̄, Vasiqtha’s wife Arundhatı̄, the Moon’s Rohipı̄, Agastya’s Lopamudra, Cyavana’s Su-

kanya, Satyavan’s Savitrı̄, Kapila’s Srı̄matı̄, Saudasa’s Madayantı̄, Sagara’s Kesinı̄, and Nala’s Damayantı̄.
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When Trijata talks to her, she convinces Sı̄ta that she has to eat something

to remain alive by phrasing it as doing it for the sake of her husband. She

points out that there is a contradiction in Sı̄ta’s professions of trust in her

husband and her wish to die (TVR 445). She even chides her gently that this is

no way for a loyal wife to talk (445).93 Sı̄ta points out that she cannot eat the

food of this region but only, like her husband, vegetarian fare (kamd-mul, 446).
Trijata agrees that now she is talking according to her strı̄-dharma and prom-

ises to bring her some pure fare (sattvik, 446). This establishes a mother-

daughter relation between the two.

Meanwhile, more female bonding is going on in Sagar’s version: Man-

dodharı̄, too, defies all stereotypes of the jealous cowife and sends fresh clothes

to Sı̄ta in deference to rules of hospitality (447). Sı̄ta, however, sends them

back, arguing that her clothes, which she received from the ascetic Anasuya,
are magical and never get dirty. Moreover, she will not dress in splendor as

long as her husband is dressed in ascetic garb. There may be an echo of

swadeshi in the refusal to wear foreign clothes as long as she is not liberated.

Sı̄ta also gives Mandodharı̄ the good suggestion that she plead with her hus-

band to set Sı̄ta free. Sı̄ta thus starts to reform the household of sinful Ravapa
from within, taking all clues of goodness that come her way and answering

them in kind, convincing her jailers of her virtue and working to reform them.

Indeed, she brings about a wonderful change of heart in some of the women

around her. Sagar’s Sı̄ta is a true Gandhian in that respect, too.

Different views of Sı̄ta’s Abduction

How liberating has bhakti proven to be for Sı̄ta as role model in this scene?

Tulsı̄’s devotion to Sı̄ta has led him to take out the unbecoming words she

spoke to Lakshmana. Tulsı̄ does not report speech he does not like. He even

cuts any of Sı̄ta’s words that might have a hint of blaming Lakshmana and

Rama and has her blame herself for the abduction instead. The ideal devotee

clearly is not to complain. Furthermore, in Tulsı̄’s view, Sı̄ta is not deceived by

the demon and sees immediately through his disguise, giving him a spirited

lecture about how an ascetic should behave. When her situation seems

hopeless in Laxka, she encourages Ravapa to kill her. Tulsı̄ does not give

Ravapa much of a chance to woo Sı̄ta, in fact, he is shown to be secretly pleased

that she is so steadfastly loyal to Rama, as in Tulsı̄’s universe, the demon

himself is also a devotee. Ultimately, that detracts from the scene, it becomes

93. kya tum pativrata strı̄ dharm ke anukul bat kar rahı̄ ho?
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irrelevant for real-life situations: in the end this is all unreal, a lı̄ la. The ac-

costing of Sı̄ta is ultimately not a real threat. That deflates the liberating po-

tential of Sı̄ta as role model.

Reading the televised version against its professed primary sources also

reveals its contemporary concerns. Overall, it represents a return to Valmı̄ki,

bypassing some of the bhakti innovations. One such return to Valmı̄ki is that

Sagar’s Sı̄ta is deceived by Ravapa’s disguise as an ascetic, whereas Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta
sees right through that. Another has to do with Valmı̄ki’s Sı̄ta’s angry words

when she interprets Lakshmana’s hesitation to help Rama as his having de-

signs on her. Tulsı̄ chose to bypass this, merely alluding to Sı̄ta’s angry words.

table 6.2. Comparison of Sı̄ta’s Abduction in Three Sources

VR RCM TVR

Lakshmana Rekha S. speaks harsh

words to L.

Alluded to S. calls L. coward

S. accuses L. of

wanting her

Not explicit S. says L. clings to her

skirts like child

L. utters

misogynistic words

N/a thinks Sı̄ta’s mind is

dimmed by bad luck

L. curses Sı̄ta N/a N/a

L. asks vanadevata to

protect S

L. entrust Sı̄ta to

vanadevata
Lakshmana Rekha
linked with vanadevata

Abduction Mood: suspense Mood: comic/lı̄la Mood: comic/suspense

R. woos elaborately Short No wooing; R. is

irascible ascetic

S. believes him initially Sees through him Believes him initially

S. is afraid he’ll

curse her

S not afraid S transgresses, fearing

curse on Rama

S. rhetorically rejects R. Confidently rejects R. Confidently rejects R.

R. is furious R. secretly admires S. R. furious because treated

as untouchable

R. grabs her R. grabs her R. points out she cannot

return to Lakshmana

Rekha

Sı̄ta’s Resistance S. calls for help: reproach Self-reproach Simple call for help

Spirited speech Wailing Sarcastic speech

‘‘You should be ashamed’’ ‘‘Should be ashamed’’ ‘‘Shameful is woman

who gives in’’

No threat of rape No threat of rape Threat of rape

Unclear why no rape Unclear why no rape Reason: Sı̄ta’s virtue þ
Ravapa is cursed

Gods send food N/a Trijata provides

appropriate food
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Sagar, too, finds this problematic, but he follows Valmı̄ki in letting Sı̄ta be

suspicious of her brother-in-law, minus the sexual innuendo. Sagar transforms

Sı̄ta into the Aryan woman ready to take up weapons herself to protect her

husband, if need be. Lakshmana, then, is prompted into action because his

masculinity is questioned, not his sexual intentions.

Sagar succeeds in sounding authentic, while bending Valmı̄ki’s text to his

own message. Thus he makes it a point to quote from Valmı̄ki lines that drive

home a conservative message, for example the collectivist argument that the

Aryan woman cannot commit adultery because she is born and married into a

pure family. Sagar adds more conservative pseudoquotations in the same vein,

including lines to the effect that a woman who gives in to this temptation is the

lowest creature on earth. On the other hand, this is compensated for to some

extent, in that Sagar grants his Sı̄tamore agency and gives her some good lines

of defiance, too.

Significantly, Sagar shows Ravapa actually threatening to rape Sı̄ta. The
question of why he does not rape her has certainly come up before, but is not

addressed explicitly in the two source texts. Sagar’s solution is an ambiguous

combination of Sı̄ta’s inviolability as a loyal woman and Ravapa’s own bad

karma. The latter reason is a sad comment on the state of affairs in case of

repeat offenders: it took many rapes before Ravapa was finally cursed. Cer-

tainly Sagar shows a strong deterrent effect for capital punishment for rapists

(with the proviso that the punishment is believed to be immediate). The issue

of Sı̄ta’s inviolability is a two-edged sword. The argument that gives loyal

women miraculous powers to defend themselves against aggressors may seem

empowering at first but also works against women. The other side of the coin is

that women who are raped are by definition deemed not virtuous. They can be

blamed without investigation of the circumstances, because had they been

virtuous, they could not have been touched. Thus we have a conundrum that

condemns the rape victim because she is a rape victim.

The last important difference between the televised text and its sources is

that Sagar chooses to incorporate the Lakshmana Rekha, an episode that is not

present in the two other versions. This results in adding a third fatal mistake to

Sı̄ta’s list of mistakes, the first sending Rama after the golden deer, and second

sending Lakshmana to save him. This third mistake comes as the climax of the

other two, and thus acquires a special significance. The abduction, then, is

ultimately blamed on Sı̄ta’s transgression of the line. The message sent to wo-

men is a warning never to trespass the rules of the patriarchal family. Since Sı̄ta
does so for fear of her husband’s life, the implication is that under no circum-

stances should one break maryada, not even for love of the husband. What

is remarkable is the contrast to how the Lakshmana Rekha is commonly
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understood. Generally, ‘‘crossing the line’’ is seen as committing adultery in it-

self, or at least leaving the boundaries ofmaryada, refusing to toe the family line.

Sı̄ta, though, notwithstanding her crossing the magic line, still upholds all rules

ofmaryada and remains absolutely true to her husband. Even so, she is blamed.

Once again, Sagar has established firmly the superiority of dharma over bhakti.

Radha Accosted at the Well

If Sı̄ta is blamed, notwithstanding resisting her accoster, what to say of Radha’s
way of dealing with Krishna’s sexual advances? She may initially be hesitant

and unwilling, but eventually she will submit to her accoster, Krishna, with

whom she is secretly in love. That is true for all of Krishna’s eve-teasing. We

focus here on the panaghata lı̄la, where Krishna surprises the Gopı̄s on their

way back from the well.

There is no classical precedent for this scene. Neither Bhagavata Purapa
nor Brahma Vaivarta Punapa have any episode of the kind. The closest match

in Bhagavata Purapa is the song of the Gopı̄s describing the enchanting effect

of Krishna’s flute (BhP 10.35). The water-carriers frequently blame Krishna’s

flute playing for their seduction, and they say he casts a spell on them. In

Bhagavata Purapa, the Gopı̄s sing their song when Krishna is in the woods

tending the cows, while they are back in the village eagerly awaiting his return

at the ‘‘hour of the cow’’ (go-vela), late afternoon toward dusk, when the cows

return from the pastures. They do not refer to any meetings near the well.

The panaghata theme, though, was popular with the Krishna bhaktas of the

sixteenth century, at least judging by the twentieth-century collections of their

work. Sur Sagar includes a whole section of poems under the title ‘‘Panaghata
lı̄la’’.94 Given that there is no precedent in Bhagavata Purapa, the compilers had

to determine where to insert the poems on this theme. They did so, along with

many others not in the classical scripture, after the action of Krishna’s demon-

killing is over and just before his departure from Braj (which in the classical

sources is BhP 10.36). As is usually the case with such collections, some of the

songs included under this heading are only tangentially connected to the ‘‘water-

carrier’’ theme and are actually elaborations on the love the Gopı̄s feel or de-

scriptions of Krishna’s beauty. I will concentrate here on the songs that are

94. It should be pointed out that none of these poems has sixteenth-century attestation, and only one

poem arranged under the panaghata theme in the Nagarı̄ Pracaripı̄ Sabha edition (SS 2076/1458) makes it into

the forthcoming edition of Kenneth Bryant (as no. 75). Incidentally, that poem does not explicitly relate to the

water-carrier theme, so I do not discuss it here.

414 the challenges of married life



explicitly connected with the theme of harassment at the well (SS 2017/1398,

2021/1403–2016/1443, 2065/1447–2068/1450, 2070/1452–2071/1453, 2075/

1457). Some of these poems form a miniseries; when grouped together, they

provide a short narrative. For Nanddas, the situation is different. He has only

four padas on the topic in his Padabali (80–1, 83–4), collected with others under

the generic heading ‘‘The Love of the Young Women of Braj’’ (brajabalaom ka
prema). I will discuss them as they fit in with the issues raised in Sur’s cycle.

I will first discuss the medieval poems, starting with those that sketch the

situation: the titillation of a meeting with women outside the village bound-

aries. This first section is mostly from Krishna’s point of view. Then I will look

at the point of view of the women, and whether they are to be considered

victims or willing partners. This brings us to the complaints brought before

Krishna’s mother, Yasoda, and her reaction. Finally, I will look at how the

Gopı̄s relate to the Lakshmana Rekha issue, their awareness of the affair

compromising their honor, and their willingness to cross the line knowingly.

In the last section, I discuss how the episode is dealt with in the televised Shri

Krishna (vol. 5, episode 35).

Profiling a Case of Harassment: ‘‘Rashomon’’ in Surdas’s Poems

First I will look at poems that provide the context. How does the Sur Sagar
frame this series of scandalous poems? What is the setting and what actually

transpires? Do we get a view of what the participants feel? Sur’s poems do not

represent a simple, omniscient third person report. There is no single narrator

as in Ram Carit Manas. Instead, multiple voices interpret the events. As in the

1950 Akira Kurosawa movie Rashomon, this case, of molestation too, is not as

clear-cut as may appear at first sight. We get many different and somewhat

contradictory perspectives. In addition, it is not always clear who is doing the

speaking, whose perspective is provided. Thus, I’ll have to offer some sug-

gestions as to whose reported speech I am looking at. In Krishna’s world, there

is not an authoritative Tulsı̄das-like reporter. Things are muchmore subjective.

We get a nearly postmodern profile of a case of harassment.

polishing the pots: victims transformed into willing partners. The

compilers of Sur Sagar start with a disclaimer. They see fit to put in first some

kind of preventive apologetics, in case one might object to the whole titillating

affair on dharmic grounds. The voice in this poem definitely belongs to the

commentator; it is an extradiegetical voice, a theologian expounding scripture.

Basically, the line of argument is that though it might appear so, Krishna is not

a lecher. The motivation of his acts is not his own desire. He is God, so without

sexual harassment 415



desire himself. However, he fulfills the desires of his devotees. He performs

this lı̄ la moved by love for his devotees. In the end, such a thing is incom-

prehensible for humans.

Hari is the Lord of the world. He has all desires fulfilled and fulfills

all desires.95 He is all-pervasive, dwelling within each being [in

every vessel].

Considering the love of the young ladies of Braj, he extended his

sports along Yamuna’s banks.

He spilled one girl’s little water pot, snapped96 the pot carrier of

another.

He grabbed and broke the big jar of one girl and stole another’s

heart with flirtatious glances.

Thus he won the hearts of all. No one can fathom Syama’s ways. (SS

2017/1398)97

In its very first line, this poem cleverly uses the image of God dwelling in

each being, using the word ‘‘vessel’’ (ghata). This announces the theme of the

panaghata and at the same time adds a level of irony that God, dwelling in all

vessels, would himself break these very vessels. One can see here a profound

theological musing about the need to transcend the material world in order to

come closer to God, to break material boundaries to reach the highest goal. In

any case, the poem is intended to frame the set of poems that follows. Whereas

the water-carrier assault theme is potentially scandalous, this poem mitigates

that at the outset by providing a philosophical interpretative frame. We could

say it is a kind of theological tone-setter for the rest of the work.

This philosophical poem is followed by some descriptions of Krishna and

the entrancing effect of his flute. This may be to connect this cycle with

Bhagavata Purapa, by evoking the songs of the Gopı̄s describing the effect of

Krishna’s flute (10.35). Then we plunge right into the action. The scene is

outside the village boundaries, where women venture at the risk of encoun-

tering harassers. Krishna and his friends are hanging out near the place to

fetch water near the Yamuna, bored because no Gopı̄ has arrived yet to fetch

water today.

95. The Braj term puranakamı̄ can have both connotations.

96. Phatkar- can mean ‘‘to whip,’’ ‘‘to snap’’ (OHED).

97. hari triloka-pati puranakamı̄, ghata ghata byapaka amtarajamı̄; braja-juvatini ko heta bicaryau, jamuna

kaim tata khela pasaryau; kahu kı̄ gagarı̄ dharakavaim, kahu kı̄ imdurı̄ phatakavaim; kahu kı̄ gagarı̄ dhari phoraim,

kahu ke cita citavata coraim; ya bidhi sabake manahim manavaim, sura syama-gati kou na pavai.
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Kanhaı̄ keeps stopping them at the well.

No one manages to fetch water from the Yamuna, seeing him, they

turn back.

Then Syama thought up a trick, he himself remained hidden.

He called his friends who were standing on the banks to come with

him.

He made the cowherds sit down under a tree. He himself remained

on the lookout.

It took a long time, no one came, Sur’s Syama mulled this over in

his mind. (SS 2021/1403)98

Again, this is the reporter’s voice. But this time, there are no theological

musings, just a vignette of village India, with young men loitering near the

well, keen on meeting women. This seems a straight-out-of-life situation, and

we can well imagine that the Gopı̄s’ reaction will provide a scenario for how

ordinary women should behave. Indeed, the Gopı̄s see the boys from a dis-

tance, and turn around. Undaunted, Krishna, the leader of the gang, comes up

with the idea of hiding nearby.

Here I will turn to one of the poems by Nanddas, in which he, too, sketches

a rustic world. He paints a little village vignette in his kavitta:

The water-carriers of Gokul set off to the river. Their wide eyes lined

with kohl,

Wrapped in flowery saris, brilliant from top to toe, flower bracelets

on their arms so fair.

They walk amid a group of friends, giggle and chat, oblivious to how

they look, water pitchers on their head.

On their way they meet the Mountain-bearer: glancing flirtatiously

they totally lose the way. Nanddas capitulates. (NP 83)99

Here, Nanddas, too, has taken on a reporter’s (or photographer’s) stance.

He sketches an ordinary, everyday village sight: a group of women departing

for the well—picturesque in their colorful saris, chatting away, unaware that

they are being spied on. When they meet Krishna, though, things become out

98. panaghata roke rahata kanhaı̄; jamuna-jala kou bharana na pavai, dekhata hı̄m phiri jaı̄; tabahim syama

ika buddhi upaı̄, apuna rahe chapaı̄; tata tharhe je sakha samga ke, tinakaum liyau bulaı̄; baitharyau gvalani kaum

druma-tara, apuna phiri phiri dekhata; bar ı̄ bara bhaı̄ kou na aı̄, sura syama mana lekhata.

99. gokula kı̄ paniharı̄ paniya bharana calı̄, bare-bare naina tamem khubhi rahyo kajara; pahiraim kasubhı̄-

sarı̄ amga amga chabi bharı̄, gorı̄ gorı̄ bamhana mem motina ke gajara; sakhı̄ samga liyaum jata hamsi hamsi karata

bata, tana hum kı̄ sudhi bhulı̄ sı̄sa dharaim gagara; namdadasa baliharı̄ bı̄ca mile giridharı̄, nainani kı̄ sainani mem

bhuli gaı̄ dagara.
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of the ordinary. They lose their way; everything is turned topsy-turvy. Nanddas
has no words for it.

The actual encounter with Krishna is described in Sur’s poems quite a bit

later in the series. We witness what happens at the well when a girl arrives

alone. Again, the speech is that of a reporter, and the tone is very earthy.

Krishna is attracted by her sensuous body. We have strayed quite a bit from our

philosophical introduction. Indeed, without the reference to Krishna, this song

could be a more bawdy folk song along the lines of ‘‘boy spots pretty girl at

well.’’

A young lady came to fetch water from the Yamuna.
Looking her pretty body all over, prince Kanhaı̄ was attracted:

Fair body, red sari,100 hairlocks scattered on her forehead,

On each wrist she has four bracelets,101 at her lower arms, her

bangles glisten.

Her body adorned by the bloom of youth: her Maker took care of her

‘‘make up’’!

She set off with her full water pot, all a-jangling. Sur’s Syama

himself approached. (SS 2065/1447)102

This poem admits quite brazenly that Krishna is attracted by the woman’s

physical charms, and a married woman at that, as she is wearing bangles and a

red sari. It flies unapologetically in the face of our first theological interpre-

tation. This Krishna seems to be quite lustful, far from having all his desires

satisfied (puranakamı̄). The woman is objectified, and Krishna’s is the lustful

male gaze. The poem seems to be from his perspective. But then there is an

ironic reference to the Creator who did a good job on her. The comment could

be reflecting Krishna’s musings, but of course, Krishna himself is the Creator!

If we were for a moment fooled into seeing Krishna as a lustful male, this

reference jolts us out of commonplace understanding. It serves as a little

reminder of his divinity. This is no ordinary male’s gaze!

Things do not remain restricted to gazing. Krishna gets quite physical and

accosts the woman. The action is continued in the next poem of the series,

100. The term used is cunarı̄, which refers to a specific type of cloth that is partly dyed and usually red

(OHED).

101. The word choice, darani, or ‘‘branches,’’ can also mean ‘‘wrist.’’ I am grateful to Prem Pahlajrai for

providing insight into this line.

102. jubati ika jamuna-jala kaum aı̄; nirakhata amga-amga prati saubha, rı̄jhe kumvara kanhaı̄; gore badana

cunarı̄ sarı̄, alakaim mukha bararaı̄; darani cari cari curı̄ virajati kara kamkana jhalakaı̄; sahaja simgara uthata

jobana tana, vidhi nija hatha banaı̄; sura syama ae dhiga apuna, ghata bhari calı̄ jhamakaı̄.
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which seems to be there to respond to the audience’s curiosity. It fills out what

happens when a solitary woman is on her way back from the well:

The milkmaid left a-jangling, having filled her water pot.

Suddenly Syama grabbed her hair, asking: ‘‘What’s so burning hot?’’

Mohana’s hand on the locks on the woman’s face. . . .For good

comparisons, your brain rack:

Rahu stealing nectar from the moon,103 and Hari arrived to stop him

[in his track].

He touched her breast and drew her close, hearts rejoicing [as he her

modesty wrecks].

Sur’s Syama pretends to search for nectar vessels: looks her over and

takes his tax.104 (SS 2066/1448)105

In its first couple of lines, this may well be interpreted as a warning poem:

‘‘Beware when alone at the well.’’ The last two lines specify that you may lose

more than just your water and your pot. However, in the third line, the earthy

tone is transformed to a fancier mythological one. The poet interrupts the

narrative and comes up with the image of the demon Rahu violating the moon

for the sake of nectar, an apt mythical allusion. Such elaborations are like little

moments of darsana, ‘‘verbal icons’’ (Bryant 1978) meant to help the audience

visualize the happenings. The dark locks of hair look like a demon’s fingers,

grabbing the fair woman’s moon-like face. Krishna grabs her hair, as if stop-

ping the demon who is about to snatch her nectar. Ironically, Krishna turns

into accoster himself; under cover of saving her nectar, he actually takes some

for himself. In the last line, he grabs her breasts, and looks them over, as if in

search for vessels of nectar. It cleverly extends the metaphor of the demon

caught at pilfering nectar from the moon. Now Krishna takes over the vessels

of nectar he has saved from the demon’s hands. A delightful development

indeed, Krishna enjoys it fully, and so does the audience. But does the woman?

The text is ambiguous about who is enjoying it in line 5. Is it Krishna

alone, or does the poet intend to transmit that the girl, too, is secretly

103. Rahu is the mythological planet held responsible for eclipses of the moon. The story is that he was a

demon who disguised himself as a god in order to get a taste of the nectar of immortality. The Sun and the Moon

realized what happened and told Vishnu, who promptly decapitated him. However, because he had drunk of the

nectar, his head was immortal, and it chases the Sun and Moon, occasionally managing to swallow them.

104. The word for tax, kara, can also mean ‘‘hand’’; ‘‘he brought/took [the vessels] in his hand.’’ The two

‘‘vessels’’ are standard poetic comparisons for breasts.

105. gvari ghata bhari calı̄ jhamakai; syama acanaka lata gahi kahı̄ ati, kaha calı̄ aturai; mohana-kara tiya-

mukha kı̄ alakaim, yaha upama adhikai; manau sudha sasi rahu curavata, dharyau tahi hari ai; kuca parase amkana

bhari lı̄nhı̄, ati mana haraqa barhai; sura syama manu amrta ghatani kaum, dekhata haim kara lai.
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happy with the situation? She will definitely feign something else in the next

song:

‘‘Mohana, let go of my hair!

Aren’t you ashamed to touch my breast over and over! O why have

I come here without companions?

Some girl might come and see us,’’ she said, frowning her brow.

‘‘Again and again I implore you by brother,106 you don’t listen to my

plea!’’

‘‘You’re taking an oath for such a slight offense? I came to behold

your face.’’

Sur’s Syama’s sophisticated lady was done in, overpowered she went

home, but not angry. (SS 2067/1449)107

In this poem, we get to witness the actual exchange between the accoster

and the Gopı̄. At the surface level, the woman is upset and appealing to

Krishna’s sense of shame. However, if we feel so inclined, we may well think

that she is only pretending she is afraid someone might see them. She frowns,

but that may be intended coquettishly. The dialogue between the two is am-

biguous; it is not clear who says what. She seems to appeal to his sense of

propriety by invoking his (or maybe her) brother. Krishna seems to be out to

charm her by saying she is quick to abuse him and that he intends nothing

improper, he just wants to see her angry. In any case, by the end of the song,

Krishna has won, and the girl goes home ‘‘overpowered’’ (bibasa) but not angry,

at least so specifies the commentator, Sur. Here we are back to the third person

reporter. The audience may well be left wondering what the Gopı̄ really felt.

The next poem, in response, further clarifies her state of mind.

She went home, her heart abducted by Hari

She goes two steps, stops, looks back. Her heart wonders: ‘‘what did

Hari do?’’

She forgot which way she had come. She doesn’t recognize the way

she came.

106. The term bı̄ra-duhaı̄ can mean ‘‘oath by the brother’’ or ‘‘calling for help for a friend.’’ It can be

interpreted as the girl’s brother or friend. However, the Hindi paraphrase by Bahrı̄ and Kumar (1974: 981)

specifies this as referring to Balarama, Krishna’s brother, which is another possibility. The line is ambiguous. If

Krishna is addressing the girl, one could translate also: ‘‘again and again [your friends] implored you, but you

did not listen to their plea.’’ In that case, the next line would be the girl’s answer ‘‘I came to make them swear,’’

meaning ‘‘to annoy my friends.’’

107. chadhi dehu merı̄ lata mohana; kuca parasata puni puni sakucata nahim, kata aı̄ taji gohana; juvati ani

dekhihai kou, kahati bamka kari bhaumhana; bara bara kahı̄ bı̄ra-duhaı̄, tuma manata nahim saumhana; itanai

hı̄m kaum saumha divavati, maim ayau mukha johana; sura syama nagari basa kı̄nhı̄, bibasa calı̄ ghara koha na.
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Annoyed and irritated, she shakes her hairlocks. The very ones that

Syama’s hands had released!

She drowns in an ocean of love. Her heart captured and colored by

Hari’s passion

Her thoughts stuck on Surdas’s Lord, she did not come home,

wavering whether to trust this path or that.108 (SS 2068/1450)109

Whatever she might have felt at the moment of the encounter, afterward

this milkmaid seems to have come around to liking it. The poem is a third

person account, but it presents a fine insight into the woman’s psychological

state and portrays a chain of small events. At the beginning, she resolutely sets

off on her way home, but she is totally upset, trying to make sense of what has

happened. She has lost all sense of direction, even literally, to the point where

she cannot find her way back home, which upsets her further. Irritated with

her own irresoluteness, she shakes her head, which loosens some hair locks.

This reminds her of Krishna’s touching them. That thought plunges her in ‘‘an

ocean of love,’’ and now passion overwhelms her. She does not know what to

make of her usual world anymore. The meeting with the divine totally un-

settles the world of everyday experience, it alienates us from our usual ways. It

throws us literally off track and forces us to reevaluate who we are.

We have caught this Gopı̄ in a suspended state of agitation, unsure of what

happened, unsure of how she feels about it, yet irresistibly attracted. In the next

poem we see her regain her wits.

Then home and family intruded in her mind.

Now her eyes recognized the road home. She became ashamed at

heart.

Somehow or other she reached her home, but Kanhaı̄ wouldn’t
budge from her mind.

Her friends started to question her: ‘‘How come you lingered at

Yamuna’s banks?

You got in some strange state. Why don’t you tell us what

happened?’’

108. Literally: ‘‘she did not come, trusting this way and that way,’’ or ‘‘she did not manage to trust (avata

nahim . . . patı̄nau) here nor there.’’ This may refer to the path she is to take home, or metaphorically to the

moral path she will take: join Krishna or stay home.

109. calı̄ bhavana mana hari hai lı̄nhaum; paga dvai jati thathaki phiri herati, jiya yaha kahati kaha hari

kı̄nhaum; maraga bhuli gaı̄ jihim aı̄, avata kai nahim pavati cı̄nhaum; risa kari khojhi khojhi lata jhatakati, syama

bhujani chutakayau ı̄nhaum; prema simdhu maim magana bhaı̄ tiya, hari kaum ramga bhayau ura lı̄nau; suradasa-

prabhu saum cita amtakyau, avata nahim ita utahim patı̄nau.
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‘‘What can I say? I can’t speak. Sur’s Syama has put a spell on me.’’

(SS 2069/1451)110

Here the poet shows the heroine trying to regain composure. She becomes

all at once aware of her house and elders, thinking of what they may say about

the incident. That sobers her up. The familiar world of ordinary, everyday

experience takes over again. However, the meeting with the divine causes a

profound alteration. When the milkmaid gets home, she finds it still impos-

sible to put Syama out of her thoughts. And now her friends have gotten wind

that something happened. In the next, somewhat enigmatic poem in this cycle,

she relates to her friends what has happened. As she articulates the incident, it

gets altered: she puts her own spin on it.

‘‘Listen friend, there on Yamuna’s banks

I was filling water alone at the well, and Syama grabbed my hair.

I put the water pot on my head, set out on the road. He was wearing

this yellow garb . . .

He looked so handsome, I got desirous. The jingling of the waist-

belt on top of the garment.’’111

The milkmaids were secretly pleased, proud in comportment like

great conquerors, victorious in battle.

Caught in Sur’s Gopala’s embrace, her destiny was fulfilled, her

vessels gilded.112 (SS 2070/1452)113

Our heroine starts out telling a straight story, but then she gets off track. As

she remembers how good Krishna looked, she becomes somewhat incoherent,

but she admits she was more than willing. She is less explicit about what hap-

pened next. The reference to the sound of the waist-belt is enigmatic. Is it

110. ghara gurujana kı̄ sudhi jaba aı̄; taba maraga sujhyau nainani kachu, jiya apanaim tiya gaı̄ lajaı̄;

pahumcı̄ ai sadana jyaum-tyaum kari, naiku na cita taim terata kanhaı̄; sakhı̄ samga kı̄ bhujhana lagı̄m, jamuna-

tata ati gahara lagaı̄; aurai dasa bhaı̄ kachu terı̄, kahati nahı̄m hama saum samujhaı̄; kaha kahaum kachu kahata

na avai, sura syama mohinı̄ lagaı̄.

111. It is not clear what is meant with kach banı̄; it seems to be a compound verb with the first part kach-,

which is a transitive verb meaning to ‘‘put on a loincloth.’’ The colloquial expression kach kholna means ‘‘to

loosen the loincloth,’’ i.e., ‘‘to have sexual intercourse’’ (OHED); something in that vein may be the intended

meaning. Bahadur (1999: 301) translates this line simply with reference to the sound of the waist belt and

interprets it as Krishna’s waist belt. The Hindi paraprase of Bahrı̄ and Kumar (1974: 983) is similar. However,

in the light of the reference to victory in the following line, I’m inclined to read it as a reference of the sound of

her girdle, a veiled allusion to love play with the woman on top (see the discussion).

112. This translation is slightly free. Literally: ‘‘her golden vessels bore fruit.’’ Bahrı̄ and Kumar interpret

this as her breasts (kucom) (1974: 983).

113. sunahu sakhı̄ rı̄ va jamuna-tata; haum jala bharati akelı̄ panighata, gahı̄ syama merı̄ lata; lai gagarı̄ sira

maraga dagarı̄, una pahire pı̄re pata; dekhata rupa adhika ruci upajı̄, kacha banı̄ kimkini-rata; phula hiem gvalini

kaim jyaum rana jı̄te phirai mahabhata; sura lahyau gopala-alimgana, suphala kiye kamcana-ghata.
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Krishna’s waist-belt resounding because he dances? Or might she be implying it

is hers? If the latter, thismaybe an allusion to lovemakingwith thewoman on top

(viparı̄ta rati).114 It seems that this Gopı̄ is suggesting obliquely to her friends that

she made love with Krishna, while being on top. That would explain her friends’

reaction: they feel victorious, as if they have been on a conquest. Often, love-

making is compared to a battle between the man and the woman (surata yuddha)

and the woman on top is interpreted as a victory for the woman.

Are we witnessing here the Braj variant of women boasting about their

sexual experiences? Maybe the woman-on-top interpretation is far-fetched (or for

the initiated only). In any case, the Gopı̄ has transformed the unsettling expe-

rience at the well into one from which she emerges victoriously. Her friends

approve, and so does the poet. He ends by putting his own, theological spin on

the event: she has found her destiny fulfilled. The term used, suphala, literally

means ‘‘bore good fruit’’; here the intended meaning is ‘‘reached the summum

bonum.’’ This poem seems to hearken back to the very first poem, both in its

theological interpretation and in the play on the word ghata. The first meaning of

this polysemantic term is ‘‘vessel,’’ so there is a reference to the water pitchers the

milkmaid brought to the well. ‘‘Her vessels have become golden’’ alludes to her

ordinary experience of going to the well being transformed in a wondrous one.

Second, as the woman’s breasts have been compared to vessels filled with nectar

(SS 2066/1448), another level ofmeaning of ‘‘golden vessels’’ may be an allusion

to physical fulfillment. Finally, ghata can also mean ‘‘body,’’ ‘‘mortal frame.’’ The

milkmaid’s golden body has found its destiny, has become fulfilled in the en-

counter with her Lord. Here we have a more philosophical interpretation. The

compilers of Sur Sagar have definitely succeeded in gilding the pots—in up-

grading an earthy incident with a shiny theological polish and transforming

titillating folk songs into vehicles for divine revelation.

Thus, we started out this sequence of poems from the point of view of the

accoster: we followed Krishna’s lustful male gaze and saw him approach the

woman alone at the well. We also got a hint that she might have enjoyed it.

When we followed the woman home, we got to explore her perspective. We

witnessed how she gradually processed the experience, to the point of seeing

herself not as a victim, but as a victor in the battle of love. She could even share

the experience with her friends triumphantly. The claim in the initial theo-

logical tone-setter poem seems proven: Krishna plays this role of accoster to

fulfill the women’s secret wishes.

114. Whereas the sound of anklets is indicative of lovemaking in the ‘‘missionary position,’’ the tinkling

of the girdle belt is supposed to evoke viparı̄ta rati (see, e.g., Ingalls 1965: 510, n. at 592).
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rādhā fights back. Does all this mean that the Gopı̄s offer women an

example of minimal resistance to accosters, even license to indulge? In com-

parison to Sı̄ta’s example, this Gopı̄’s reaction seems rather meek indeed. In

the end, though, she has not taken Krishna’s harassment lying down. She

starts out as the victim, but she comes around to being a victor, if only in her

own mind. She shares her experience with others, who now in turn will be

emboldened to react. They make for stronger assertive role models: women

standing up against eve-teasing.

Rumors have spread, and everyone knows now about Krishna and his

gang tyranizing women who dare go to the river. We’ve seen already how this

leads to more caution on the part of the women, and Krishna and his friends

tiring from waiting for hapless victims to show up at the well (SS 2017/1828).

The following poem gives the sequel. Now the women come to the well pre-

pared for what may happen. One woman somehow shows up, but she is

determined not to be scared off:

One young lady arrives. Syama sees her.

Hari keeps himself hidden in the tree. The woman walks the

Yamuna’s banks.

The water ripples as the lass fills her pot of brass. Then she puts it

on her head.

She is about to go home, but from behind her, he makes the pot spill

over her head.

Quick-witted, the milkmaid grabs Syama’s hands. She gets hold of

his golden stick.

‘‘Youkeep teasing the others, Kanhaı̄, but nowyou’ve encounteredme!’’

He smiles and puts her pot back in the milkmaid’s hands. ‘‘I won’t

take an empty pot,

Sur’s Syama, you fill it with water and bring it here, only then will I

hand your stick back!’’ (2022/1407)115

This milkmaid is no pushover. She quickly assesses the situation and gets

right back at Krishna, grabbing his stick. She wants him tomake up for spilling

water from her pot. Who is this daring lady? There is a hint that this Gopı̄ may

be Radha, as she invokes the power of Vrqabhanu in the next poem:

115. juvati ika avati dekhı̄ syama; druma kaim ota rahe hari apuna, jamuna tata gaı̄ bama; jala halori gagari

bhari nagari, jabahı̄m sı̄sa uthayau; ghara kaum calı̄ jaya ta pachaim, sira taim ghata dharakayau; catura gvali kari

gahyau syama kau, kanaka lakutiya paı̄; aurani saum kari rahe acagarı̄, mosaum lagata kanhaı̄; gagari lai hamsi deta

gvari-kara, rı̄tau ghata nahim laihaum; sura syama hyam ani dehu bhari, tabahi lakuta kara daihaum.
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‘‘If you’ll fill my pot with water, then I’ll give back your stick.

So what if Nanda is a big shot? I swear by Vrqabhanu, I won’t be
afraid!

We have to live in one village, in one spot. It’s you or me. Why would

I take this laying down?

Sur’s Syama, I won’t be afraid of you. I’ll answer your questions!’’

(SS 2023/1405)116

If Krishna’s father, Nanda, is an important figure in the village of Gokul,

Radha’s father, Vrqabhanu, has no less clout in Braj. We have a person

speaking here who is sure of herself, secure in the knowledge that she is of

equal standing to Krishna. But Krishna knows how to treat such girls:

‘‘Fill my pot with water. Then I’ll give back your stick.

I’m the daughter of an important man. I won’t be afraid of you!’’

‘‘Give me my golden stick, I’ll fill your pot with water.

Have you forgotten that day when I took away your clothes?’’

Hearing such talk the milkmaid was overpowered, she forgot herself

completely.

Sur says: she did not realize the stick had fallen out of her hand,

Syama put a spell on her. (SS 2024/1406)117

Her allusion to her father being an important man, together with the

reference to Vrqabhanu in the previous poem, makes us suspect that it is

indeed none else than Radha who is taking on troublesome Krishna. However,

he is not to be outsmarted so easily. He pretends he’ll do as she wants him to

and acts submissively, but then he reminds her of a secret they share: his prank

of stealing the Gopı̄s’ clothes. That totally throws her off, and reliving the

memory, she forgets everything. The stick just slips out of her hand. Krishna

certainly has an uncanny ability to enchant the milkmaids out of their wits. We

find out what happens next in the following song:

Syama filled the pot with water and lifted it [for her].

She did not have any bodily awareness, went off, in full view of Braj.

116. ghata merı̄ jabahı̄m bhari daihau, lakutı̄ tabahı̄m daihaum; kaha bhayau jau namda bare brqabhanu-

ana na daraihaum; eka gamva eka thamva basa, tuma kai hau kyaum maim saihaum; sura syama maim tuma na

daraihaum, jvaba svala kau daihaum.

117. ghata bhari dehu lakuta taba daihaum; haum hum bare mahara kı̄ betı̄, tuma saum nahı̄m daraihaum;

merı̄ kanaka lakutiya dai rı̄, maim bhari daihaum nı̄ra; bisari gaı̄ sudhi ta dina kı̄ tohim, hare sabani ke cı̄ra; yaha

banı̄ suni gvari bibasa bhaı̄, tana kı̄ sudhi bisaraı̄; sura lakuta kara girata na janı̄, syama thagaurı̄ laı̄.
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Handsome Syama filled her eyes, and she kept him there and

brought him along.

Wherever she turned her eyes, everywhere she saw Kanhai.
A friend came by, asking: ‘‘where did she get lost?

Sur, just now she came smiling, and went by, lost somewhere.’’ (SS

2025/1407)118

Thus, feisty Radha is totally taken in by handsome Krishna. She does not

even greet her friends on the road, totally immersed in her own world of love.

Her friends want to know why she is so absentminded, and she explains

herself in the next poem:

‘‘Friend, Syama put a spell on me!

Just now I went to get water alone. Hari’s glances pierced my heart.

What to say, I can’t utter anything; the arrowhead has hit my weak

spot.

Surdas’s Lord took my heart, I’ve lost it, friend.’’ (SS 2026/1408)119

Radha blames Krishna for putting a spell on her. Nanddas, too, presents a
first personaccount in this pada,where theGopı̄s complain aboutKrisna’smagic:

‘‘I came with water from the Yamuna.
Someone’s dark son, with crooked glances made me loose my way.

Mohana said: ‘I don’t recognize you as one of Braj.’

I was spellbound, struck with magic. Ever since, I’m restless, can’t

bring out a word.

From the day he looked at my body, I was lost to him.

My heart went to Nanddas’s Lord, like water to the well.’’ (NP 84)120

This watter-carrier claims that ‘‘some dark lad’’—and of course we know

who that is—has put a spell on her. Krishna’s words, that she seems to be from

a different village, are significant, because by saying so he suggests the woman

is not ‘‘like a sister,’’ as the women of one’s village should be treated. Instead, as

118. ghata bhari diyau syama uthai; naiku tana kı̄ sudhi na takaum, calı̄ braja-samuhai; syama sumdara

naina-bhı̄tara, rahe ani samai; jaham-jaham bhari drqti dekhai, taham-taham kanhai; utahim tai ika sakhı̄ aı̄,

kahati kaha bhulai; sura abahı̄m hamsata aı̄, calı̄ kaha gavami.

119. rı̄ haum syama mohinı̄ ghalı̄; abahim gaı̄ jala bharana akelı̄, hari citavani ura salı̄; kaha kahaum kachu

kahata na avai, lagı̄ marama kı̄ bhalı̄; suradasa prabhu mana hari lı̄nhau, bibasa bhaı̄ haum alı̄.

120. avata hı̄ jamuna bhari panı̄; syama rupa kahu kom dhota, bamkı̄ citavana merı̄ gaila bhulanı̄; mohana

kahyo tumako ya braja mem, nahim janı̄ pahicanı̄; thagi sı̄ rahı̄ cetaka som lagyo, taba taim byakula phurata na

banı̄; ja dina tai citayo rı̄ mo tana, ta dina taim una hatha bikanı̄; namdadasa prabhu yau mana mili gayo, jyom

saramga mem panı̄.
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a stranger she becomes sexually available to him. This Gopı̄ does not have a

witty repartee ready to go. She is simply at a loss for words, she says. Yet she

manages to bring out an apt comparison in the last line.

The image the Gopı̄ evokes of her heart flowing automatically to Krishna

as water to a well is very applicable indeed. It stresses the inevitability of the

goings-on. In a way, it absolves all parties from blame: what is happening is

just natural. Krishna is attracted to the women and they to him. It is as crystal-

clear as water. At the same time, it is an ironic comment on the panaghata
theme. Women are drawn to Krishna as water to the well. What better way to

express this than by the theme of the chance encounter of the water-carrier and

the stranger at the same well? This is another instance where the panaghata
poems are self-reflective and hint at explanations of why the theme of the

water-carrier is so apt for the bhakta.

l’arroseur arrosé: krishna in love and working hard to seduce

rādhā. Some Gopı̄s as role models may encourage assertiveness in the face of

the accoster as they resist and put up a fight. Yet they are not successful at

keeping their accoster at bay. Try as they may, in poem after poem the women

are taken in by Krishna. He charms them out of their wits. On the other hand,

though, it is not only the milkmaids who loose their cool. One time, at least,

Krishna, too, is seriously in love. This is a case of l’arroseur arrosé: the sprinkler,

the expert at getting the Gopı̄s soaked, is now drenched himself in the liquid of

love. And this time, the lady in question is unambiguously identified as Radha:

Radha called her friends and went off:

‘‘Come, let’s go to fetch water from the Yamuna.’’ All went off
happily.

All took a pot and quickly reached [the river].

There they saw young handsome Syama and the young girl was

pleased in her heart.

Seeing Nanda’s darling son attracted, they kept staring at him with

enchantment.

Sur’s Lord’s dear Radha smilingly filled her pot. (SS 2054/1436)121

We hear of the effect of Syama’s appearance on all the women, but Radha
seems to be a different case. She just goes about her business smilingly.

Krishna on the other hand is majorly affected:

121. radha sakhini laı̄ bulai; calau jamuna jalahim jaiyai, calı̄m saba sukha paı̄; sabani ika ika kalasa lı̄nhau,

turata pahumcı̄ jai; taham dekhyau syama sumdara, kumvari mana haraqai; namda-namdana dekhi rı̄jhe, citai rahe

cita lai; sura prabhu kı̄ priya radha, bharati jala musukai.
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They went home, [their pots] filled with water.

Pretty Radha looked splendid in the midst of her friends. Hari fell in

love.

She looked gorgeous as she moved slowly, her shawl flapping [in the

breeze].

Mohana was enchanted, and kept them company on the way.

There are no words to describe how her braid kept swaying on her

buttocks.

Under the spell of this sweet girl, Sur’s Syama tasted passion in

every pore [of his body]. (SS 2055/1437)122

No philosophy here. It surely is Radha’s physical charms that attract

Krishna. Now he is the one under a spell. He just cannot keep his eyes off her.

It is his turn to be a victim of Cupid’s arrows:

The pretty lass fetched water with her jar [of brass].

Pot on head, among her friends, she cast at him a glance.

Her neck sways, her nose ring picks up the pace. Slowly she comes

this way.

Her brow’s the bow, her glance the arrow, she aims at Hari all along

the way.

His mere glance once burned Cupid’s body. Now Cupid strikes him

back.

Sur’s Syama, gazing at the sweet girl’s beauty, calls himself blessed.

(SS 2056/1438)123

Krishna is so taken in with this pretty girl that he gets really fancy with a

Homeric simile, comparing her to the elegant royal elephant (SS 2057/1439).

More significantly, this time, Krishna does not play the accoster. In fact, he is

nearly falling over his feet to please her:

There comes the smart girl amid her friends.

Seeing her beauty, Nanda’s darling son is attracted. He seeks to

attract his darling in [his] heart.

122. gharahim calı̄m jamuna-jala bhari kai; sakhini bı̄ca nagarı̄ birajati, bhaı̄ prı̄ta ura hari kaim; mamda

mamda gati calata adhika chabi, amcala rahyau phahari kai; mohana kaum mohinı̄ lagaı̄, samgahim cale dagari kai;

benı̄ kı̄ chabi kahata na avai, rahı̄ nitambani dharikai; sura syama pyarı̄ kaim basa bhae, roma-roma rasa bhari kai.

123. nagari gagari jala bhari lyavai; sakhiyani bı̄ca bharyau ghata sira par, tapara naina calavai; dulata grı̄va

latakati naka-besari, mamda-mamda gati avai; bhrkutı̄ dhanuqa kataccha bana, manu puni puni harihim lagavai;

jakaum nirakhi anamga anamgita, tahi anamga barhavai; sura syama pyarı̄ chabi nirakhata, apuhim dhanya

kahavai.
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Sometimes in front, sometimes behind, he tells her about all the

shades of his love.

Radha guesses as much: ‘‘Hari is out to steal my heart.’’

He’s walking ahead with his golden stick, clearing a path for her.

Wherever he sees the shadow of his beloved, he makes the stick [or:

his own shadow] touch it.

Gazing at her beauty, he’d give up his body, that’s what he wants the

smart girl’s heart to understand.

He makes her feel like she would like to cover her head with [his]

yellow sash.124

He wraps his sash to show her,125 with that excuse he comes near.

Sur’s Syama with such desires attracts Radha’s heart. (2058/1440)126

Here, Krishna is not harassing Radha but rather making a path for her

through the jungle thickets. Krishna is going out of his way to please her. She

senses his intent, and remains alert so as not to fall for him. Instead of

grabbing her, as is his wont, he does not touch her body but touches her

shadow instead. Then he comes up with some excuse to get close to her;

apparently he offers her his yellow sash to cover her beauty, so as to ward off

the evil eye, caused by his excessive admiration. At the end of the poem, it is

said ‘‘he attracts Radha’s heart,’’ so he seems to be finally gaining some ground.

Or is he? The next poem starts on a discouraging note:

Syama does not manage to get his love to stick.

Then he hit on a way: this surely is to awaken desire in the body of

his beloved!

With some excuse he came close and inspected her face. He threw

his yellow sash to cover her head (to ward off the evil eye).

With such a trick Kanhaı̄ stole her heart. He overwhelmed the pretty

princess with desire.

124. This line is unclear. I’ve taken it that Krishna’s admiration causes Radha in her natural modesty to

want to draw a veil over her head, yet her desiring his garment to do so indicates at the same time a

contradictory desire to be close to him. I’ve read varata here literally as ‘‘covering.’’ An alternative interpretation,

with similar implications, would read it as ‘‘warding off evil, surrendering.’’ So one can read ‘‘He surrenders,

yellow sash on head, to make her want him,’’ or ‘‘she would like the yellow-sashed youth to ward off evil from

her head.’’

125. An alternative interpretation would read ‘‘She draws her veil, and goes to show him.’’

126. sakhiyani bı̄ca nagarı̄ avai; chabi nirakhata rı̄jhyau namda-namdana, pyarı̄ manahim rijhavai; kaba-

humka agaim kabahumka pachaim, nana bhava batavai; radha yaha anumana karai, hari mere citahim curavai;

agaim jai kanaka lakutı̄ lai, pamtha samvari banavai; nirakhata jaham chamha pyarı̄ kı̄, taham lai chamha chuvavai;

chabi nirakhata tana varata apanau, nagari-jiyahim janavai; apane sira pı̄tambara varata, aisaim ruci upajavai; orhi

urhaniyam calata dikhavata, ihim misa nikatahim avai; sura syama aise bhavani saum, radha-manahim rijhavai.
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Her body shivered, her bodice burst, the joy in her chest made her

shawl flutter.

Aiming for her jug, he started throwing pebbles, their rebound hit

his darling’s body.

With Mohana’s spell on her heart, she came home amid her

girlfriends.

Surdas’s Lord had tied up her heart, and made her forget home and

hearth.127 (SS 2059/1441)128

Well, yes, Radha falls for his tricks. It seems that his gesture of wrapping

his yellow sash so as to cover her beauty is what finally wins her over. Her

reaction is very physical: her hair standing on end, her bodice bursting, her

shawl fluttering with her heart’s movement. It is as if all markers of womanly

virtue have automatically become undone. Krishna catches on right away to

these telltale signs of sexual desire and he promptly falls back into his accoster

ways: he starts pellting her with pebbles. Interestingly, it is physical abuse that

he indulges in, not lovemaking. Radha continues on her way home, but what

has happened has eradicated all sense of home and body.

What to make of all this? We’ve witnessed some of the events at the well,

but they have come filtered through many voices. The official version is that it

is all about God fulfilling his devotees’ wishes. We are to fit everything in the

theological perspective of God showing his grace. The Gopı̄s are role models

for the devotee; their all-encompassing love is to show us the path to God.

However, the situation of the encounter at the well is all too recognizable

for ordinary women. Notwithstanding the theological framing, there is no

around the fact that this is an affair of physical attraction: the description of the

Gopı̄s’ physical charms leave nothing to the imagination as to what Krishna is

supposed to be attracted by. And what they report to be attracted by is Krishna’s

dark handsomeness.

What kind of subtextual message, then, does this send to women? Does

the religiously sanctioned flirtatious behavior of the Gopı̄s open the door for

women to express their own desires, even if extramarital? Does it hold out the

possibility of a mutually agreeable relationship in which a woman can be an

127. Literally: ‘‘body and house.’’

128. laga lagana nahim pavata syama; taba ika bhava kiyau kachu aisau, pyarı̄-tana upajayau kama; misa

kari nikata ai mukha heryau, pı̄tambara daryau sira vari; yaha chala kari mana haryau kanhaı̄, kama bibasa kı̄nhı̄

sukumari; pulaki amga amgiya darakanı̄, ura anamda amcala phaharata; gagari taki kamkarı̄ marai, ucati ucati

lagati priya-gata; mohana mana mohinı̄ lagaı̄, sakhini samga pahumcı̄ ghara jai; suradasa prabhu saum mana

amtakyau, deha-geha kı̄ sudhi bisarai.
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assertive partner and not hierarchically subjugated? The answer of expounders

of the scriptures will undoubtedly be in the negative.

Indeed, if we look at the nature of the relationship itself, we may well raise

some questions. Krishna expresses his affection in rather physically abusive

ways: throwing pebbles, breaking pots, grabbing the women by their hair, and

molesting them. The Gopı̄s are not always pushovers, but in the end, they

always loose. Krishna has this way of putting a spell on them. They are unable

to defend themselves, hopelessly lost. Only one time does Krishna himself get

lost, too, and go out of his way, to woo Radha. But once he senses victory, he is
back to his old ways of abuse.

If there is a message sent to women, it is not about the permissibility of

extramarital affairs, or lessons in how to react assertively when accosted. Ra-

ther, it lies in how their reactions are perceived in the case of sexual harass-

ment. How is this harassment judged? Who is to blame? Whose perspective is

presented in such judgments?

Deciding Where to Put the Blame

Sur Sagar, in framing these songs with a theological master narrative, supports

the assumption that the devotees actively want and enjoy this type of rela-

tionship with God. Transposed to the real world, this may imply that physical

abuse is what women really want. This begs the question whether the women

really enjoy the harassment. The panoply of voices and perspectives does not

make it easier to decide what we should conclude from these poems. We must

assemble the evidence and decide about whether or not the women come out

as victims of harassment, or whether they are acting of their own volition and

thus can be blamed, at least partially, themselves.

the willing victim. The big difference, then, with Sı̄ta’s situation is the

ambiguity in the Gopı̄s’ reaction to the sexual harassment they are confronted

with. It is not immediately clear whether they are willing or unwilling victims.

The poems do not give us a straightforward answer. In his editorial voice,

Surdas says explicitly that one of the milkmaids is delighted to meet Krishna at

the well. As if to back up his assessment, he reports a conversation between the

accosted woman and her friends and has the woman herself confess that such

an interpretation is correct. The story is spread over three poems in Sur Sagar:

Hari met with the girl and gave her bliss.

Her fever subdued when she tasted love, she was lost in passion.

She could not move a step on the path, the clever lady, forgot all

about home.
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The women of Braj on their way to fetch water called out when they

saw her:

‘‘Where are you going, you left the path?’’ They told her, ‘‘Come

here.’’

Drenched in Sur’s Lord’s passion, she just stares, her heart

hopelessly lost.129 (SS 2028/1410)130

‘‘Someone has put a spell on you!’’

‘‘Your friends are inquiring, but you don’t listen a bit!’’ ‘‘What drug

did you eat?’’

She started, as if waking up from a dream. Then she told her friends

everything:

‘‘I met a dark-hued lad, he put a spell on me.

I came this way with my water, when he all at once caught me in

embrace.’’

Sur: in front of her friends, the milkmaid told everything, as if she

had lost all shame. (2029 /1411)131

‘‘I’m coming here with water from the Yamuna.
A dark boy, I don’t know whose son, but when I saw his body, I

forgot the way home.

I gazed at his body, he at mine, right there I was sold to him.

My heart aflutter, under his fixed stare my body was restless, not a

single word coming out of my mouth.

Mohana said: ‘Enchanting lady, who are you? I haven’t had the

pleasure of your acquaintance yet.’ ’’

One look at Surdas’s Lord Mohana and she was lost like a drop in

the ocean.(2030/1412)132

Thus, at least one Gopı̄ acknowledges among friends in her first person

report that she was totally taken in by Krishna. This is not platonic love. She

129. Literally: ‘‘she keeps staring, her mind applied.’’

130. mili hari sukha diyau tihim bala; tapati miti gı̄ prema chakı̄, bhaı̄ rasa behala; mrga nahı̄m daga dharati

nagari, bhavani gaı̄ bhulai; jala bharana brajanari avati, dekhi tahi bulai; jati kita hvai dagara chamde, kahyau ita

kaum ai; sura prabhu kai ramga ramcı̄, citai rahı̄ cita lai.

131. kahu tohim thagaurı̄ laı̄; bujhati sakhı̄ sunatai nahi naikuhum, tuhı̄m kidhaum thagamuri khaı̄; caumki

parı̄ sapanaim janu jagı̄, tab banı̄ kahi sakhini sunaı̄; syama barana ika milyau dhutauna, tihim mokaum mohinı̄

lagaı̄; maim jala bhare itahim kaum avati, ani acanaka amkama laı̄; sura gvari sakhiyani ke agaim, bata kahati saba

laj gamvaı̄.

132. avati hı̄ jamuna bhari panı̄; syama barana kahu kau dhota, nirakhi badana ghara-gaila bhulanı̄; maim

una tan una mo tana citayau, tabahı̄m taim una hatha bikanı̄; ura dhakadhakı̄ takatakı̄ lagı̄, tana byakula mukha

phurati na banı̄; kahyau mohana mohini tu ko hai, mohi nahı̄m tosaum pahicanı̄; suradasa prabhu mohana dekhata,

janu baridha jala-bumda hiranı̄.
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describes a physical sensation: she is gazing at the handsomeman’s body, he at

hers. Physical attraction is writ large over the incident. Again, in this case,

Krishna stresses he does not know her (yet), and she seems not to know whose

son he is, so we have a subtle suggestion that she is from ‘‘out of town’’ and

thus sexually available to him.

Instead of being scared off by these tales of harassment, the Gopı̄s react in

quite the opposite way. In the following poem, this news causes a group of

women to rush off to the river.

When they heard that that was the matter, the girls felt all aflutter.

They took her [the milkmaid who had been accosted] by the arm and

led her home. Then they themselves went for water to the

Yamuna.
When they got there, they saw Hari wasn’t there, wherever their

keen eye fell.

They filled up with water, lingered, but set off for home, regretting

about Hari over and over.

When he saw the milkmaids thus distressed, Hari came out of

hiding. He happily cooled the fire in their bodies.

Sur’s Syama embraced them, because he could read their mind. (SS

2027/1409)133

The women are agitated, but not with righteous anger. They set off for the

Yamuna and are disappointed when they find that Krishna is not there. They

linger, they look around, and then, just when they are about to give up and

express regret, he shows up. Here, clearly, it is because of their desire that

Krishna approaches them. His motive is fulfilling his devotees’ longings. We

are reminded here of the theological framing poem at the beginning of the

series.

So a first assessment seems to provide evidence for the Gopı̄s being willing

victims. They even actively seek out the experience of being harassed by

Krishna, after they have heard one Gopı̄’s report. Krishna merely acts out of

kindness toward them when he obligingly accosts them. They would have been

disappointed had he not. However, there is also some counter-evidence.

133. sunata bata yaha sakhi aturanı̄; tahi bamha gahi ghara pahumcaı̄, apu calı̄ jamuna kaim panı̄; dekhe ai

vaham hari nahı̄m, citavati jaham taham bitatanı̄; jala bhari thathukati calı̄ gharahim tana, bara-bara hari kaum

pachitanı̄; gvalini bikala dekhi hari pragate, haraqa bhayau tana tapati bujhanı̄; sura syama amkama bhari lı̄nhı̄,

gopı̄-amtaragata kı̄ janı̄.
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the morally outraged. Who will stand up against Krishna’s harassment?

Sometimes a Gopı̄ is portrayed as genuinely outraged by the reports of Krish-

na’s harassment. In the following poem, she sets off resolutely with the in-

tention to lecture that Krishna with his wily ways. However, her motives may

not be so pure either:

‘‘Kanhaı̄ does not budge from my thoughts.

For one I keep savoring the dark one’s passion. On top of that she

told us her story.’’

She sent her [the accosted woman] off with words of warning. Then

she herself went, keen for water.

A peacock crown on his head, a yellow sash wrapped around: she

saw the young man is Nanda’s son!

Earrings flashing on his handsome cheeks, beautiful, large, pleasant

eyes.

She said: ‘‘Sur’s Lord, you’ve learned some manners! You’re going

around enchanting other men’s wives!’’ (SS 2031/1413)134

This Gopı̄ lectures Krishna about what he is doing and confronts him with

the moral implications of his acts. Still, she, too, seems irresistibly drawn to the

handsome stranger in the woods. Though she keeps up a tone of moral out-

rage, Krishna is ready with a good answer. He shifts the burden of proof to the

women:

‘‘Whom have I enchanted, did I trick you?’’

‘‘Why not, you may still enchant me. I’ve seen how you’ve enchanted

others’’

‘‘Speak up, say her name, how did I enchant? I keep hearing this

accusation.135

Tell me what the evidence was for this deceit? What were the

wounds of this attack?’’

‘‘Well, hear the evidence of deceit from me: with sweet smiles you

steal hearts!

134. naimku na mana taim tarata kanhaı̄; ika aisaimhi chaki rahı̄ syama-rasa, tapara ihim yaha bata sunaı̄;

vakaum savadhana kari pathayau, calı̄ apu jala kaum aturaı̄; mora mukuta pı̄tambara kache, dekhyau kumvara

namda kau jaı̄; kumdala jhalakata lalita kapolani, sumdara naina bisala suhaı̄; kahyau sura-prabhu ye dhamga sı̄khe,

thagata phirata hau nari paraı̄.

135. Literally: ‘‘they keep telling this story.’’
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Sur’s lord, you go around glancing meaningfully and you twist your

body like a dancer.’’136 (SS 2032/1414)137

Krishna presses for specifics about the identity of his victims. In reply, this

Gopı̄ drops a hint that she herself may still fall victim to him. While she poses

as a would-be savior of women’s virtue, her accusation does not amount to

much of an argument to stand in court, and she herself seems rather taken in

by Krishna’s flirtatious glances. We can only guess what happened next, but we

may have a strong suspicion that this woman, too, fell a willing victim to

Krishna’s charms, which she so eloquently describes. At other times, however,

there is real moral outrage in the women’s voices:

‘‘Syama your mischief is too much:

You snatch pot carriers, you break water pots.

Let us fill up with Yamuna’s water. Stop your naughty talk.

No one dares to walk the road. You keep stopping them with your

gang on the path.

Spying the road, stepping ahead, girls arrive dying of fear.

Sur’s Syama, you’ll get scolded, whichever of us comes to your

house!’’ (SS 2033/1415)138

These women sound exasperated. They have had enough of this constant

harassment and hit on the right tactic to subdue him: they will go to his house

and complain to his elders. Krishna might act tough far away from the control

of village rules, but it remains to be seen what he will do when he is confronted

with the consequences of his behavior back home. The Gopı̄s have had to face

the consequences all along. Their mothers and sisters have already been

complaining. And they do not fail to tell Krishna:

‘‘Bring back the pot carriers that aren’t yours.

What do you care?139 But my sister and mother will quarrel with me.

Others went with me to fetch water. From every house, they’ve

returned.

136. Literally: ‘‘in tribhaxga.’’

137. kaha thagyau tumharau thagi lı̄nhau; kyaum nahim thagyau aura kaha thagihau orahi ke thaga

cı̄nhaum; kahau nama dhari kaha thagayau, suni rakhaim yaha bata; thaga ke lacchana mahim batavahu, kaise

thaga ke ghata; thaga ke lacchana hama saum suniyai, mrdu musukani cita corata; naina-saina dai calata sura

prabhu, tana tribhamga kari morata.

138. atihim karata tuma syama acagarı̄; kahu kı̄ chı̄nata hau imdurı̄, kahu kı̄ phorata hau gagarı̄; bharana dehu

jamuna-jala hama kaum, duri karau ye bataim lamgarı̄; paire calana na pavai kou, roki rahata larikani lai dagarı̄; ghata-

bata saba dekhati avati, juvatı̄ darani marati haim sagarı̄; sura syama tehim garı̄ dı̄jai, jo kou avai tumharı̄ bagarı̄.

139. Literally: ‘‘What will anyone do to you?’’
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Sur’s Syama, give back the pot carrier, or else we’ll tell mother

Yasoda.’’ (SS 2035/1417)140

When Krishna takes away their pot carriers, the milkmaids get into trouble

at home. The family cannot afford to lose so many pots and pot carriers daily.

The Gopı̄s get blamed for the loss. Never mind it was not their fault, their

mothers and sisters blame them all the same. Between the lines we read how

women are always held responsible for preserving their honor. The village

suspicion is that if these girls are saying they are being harassed, still they may

be at fault for having invited such trouble. Now, they decide to turn the tables

and let Krishna suffer his family’s censure. In the last line, they threaten to tell

his mother, Yasoda. They make their threat more explicit in another poem:

‘‘You don’t give me my pot carrier? All right.

Well, we’ll take you and confront mother Yasoda. Come girls, let’s

go as a group.

No one can put the fear in Kanhaı̄. On the road, on the steps,

everywhere you harass us.

You swept away the pot carrier at Yamuna’s pool, you broke all our

pots and jugs.

You’ve had your fun, prince Kanhaı̄, today we’ll root out your

naughtiness!’’

Sur [says]: They confronted mother Yasoda, all the women of Braj,

with their complaints. (SS 2034/1416)141

The Gopı̄s decide to get together as a group. Krishna’s victims unite. They

are determined to change his ways now, by confronting the only one with

authority over Krishna, his mother. Here surely they set a wonderful role

model for ordinary women coping with male harassment: they have to make

common cause, identify who has authority over the harassers, and file a

complaint all together. But will they be successful?

excuses and accusations: krishna exposed before mother yasodā. When

they bring their complaints before Mother Yasoda, the Gopı̄s get to build the

140. ani dehu gemdurı̄ paraı̄; terau kou kaha karaigau, larihaim hama saum bhaginı̄ maı̄; mere samga kı̄

aura gaı̄ lai jala bhari, ghari ghara taim phiri aı̄m; sura syama gemdurı̄ dı̄jiye, na tu jasumati saum kaihaum jaı̄.

141. nı̄kaim dehu na merau gimdurı̄; lai jaihaim dhari jasumati agaim, avahu rı̄ saba mili ika jhumdarı̄;

kahum nahı̄m darata kanhaı̄, bata ghata tuma karata acagarı̄; jamuna-daha gimdurı̄ phatakarı̄, phorı̄ saba matukı̄

aru gagarı̄; bhalı̄ karı̄ yaha kumvara kanhaı̄, aju metihaim tumharı̄ lamgarı̄; calı̄m sura jasumati ke agaim, urahana

lai braja-tarunı̄ sagarı̄.
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case for their innocence and Krishna’s insolence. On this occasion, they refrain

from portraying themselves as willing victims, but unfortunately, they betray

themselves in minor ways. Krishna points out right from the start that it might

well be argued that it is not he who is harassing them but they who are

harassing him. In the first poem in the cycle, he does just that. Thus the threats

to expose him to his mother leave Krishna undeterred. In the first poem, we

witness a comical incident: it seems that Krishna’s mother has appeared on the

scene, catching him red-handed. But he cleverly turns the tables:

He climbed up the tree in a hurry!

Twisted face, brows risen, shouting loudly, swearing by Nanda.142

‘‘Go, tell in front of mother. Fine, all gang up and tie me down.’’

‘‘They ganged up to beat me. Then [they] threw the pot carrier [at

me].143

That’s what was going on when you found me. As if I am to do their

jobs for them!’’

‘‘Sur’s Syama has made you forget those days: when you brought the

mortar to tie him up.’’ (SS 2036/1018)144

In this poem, it seems that Yasoda has arrived at the scene.145 Krishna is

quick to save himself. Within his mother’s hearing range, he addresses the

women, accusing them of ganging up on him. To his mother he says the

women were beating him and treating him like a servant. He seems to say that

they threw the pot carrier at him to make him go to the well and fetch the water

for them. The Gopı̄s get the last word, but they have no good defense. Gasping

at Krishna’s quick wit, they can only invoke precedent. They remind Yasoda
how her boy used to steal butter and she had to tie him down to the mortar.

That little reminder of the Gopı̄s is intended to encourage Yasoda to punish

her son this time as she did in the past. Yet at the same time it is a also

reminder to the audience of Krishna’s miraculous act when he was a toddler,

142. This line could refer to Yasoda arriving on the scene, although she would not actually pronounce her

husband’s name but would swear by ‘‘your father.’’ One could also read this line as referring to the Gopı̄s.

143. One could also read this as ‘‘I threw it back at them.’’ Krishna has shifted from talking to the Gopı̄s

in the previous line to addressing his mother here.

144. apuna carhe kadama para dhaı̄; badana sakora bhaumha morata haim, hamka deta kari namda-duhaı̄;

jai kahau maiya ke agaim lehu, sabai mili mohim bamdhaı̄; mokaum juri marana jaba aı̄m, taba dı̄nhı̄ gemdurı̄

phatakaı̄; aisaim kari mokaum tuma payau, manu inakı̄ maim karaum ceraı̄; sura syama ve dina bisarae, jaba

bamdhe tuma ukhala laı̄.

145. This interpretation is not shared by Bahrı̄ and Kumar (1974: 969), who see the whole poem as

simply Krishna’s angry words to the Gopı̄s. However, the problem with such an interpretation is that the

penultimate and last lines do not fit that scenario.
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tied to the mortar: he started crawling dragging the heavy mortar around and

uprooted two trees in the process, thereby liberating the tree-spirits from a

curse.

The last line of the poem, then, does not only function at the level of the

quarrel between Krishna and the Gopı̄s. It also involves a minor epiphany, a

sudden revelation, or a drawing of the curtain as Bryant has insightfully called

it (1978: 112). This appeal to Yasoda’s memory reminds us of something else:

the level beyond the goings-on, beyond the issue of who is harassing whom; of

Krishna’s divinity.

With Krishna on the scene, the Gopı̄s do not get to make their case very

well. In another poem, they are clever enough to tell him not to come along and

go to talk to Yasoda on their own:

‘‘You stay here and I’ll do the talking, Kanhaı̄!’’
They went off to tell mother Yasoda. They went off swearing by

Nanda to Syama.

Mother was churning butter in her house, meanwhile all the women

gathered.

She remained staring at women trickling in, could bring out: ‘‘what

a crowd!

I know that Hari has pestered them. That’s why they’ve all come

running with complaints.’’

Surdas: the milkmaids were full of anger: ‘‘Such insolence your son

commits, mother!’’ (SS 2037/1419)146

We are transported right there, on the scene, with Yasoda in the midst of

her daily chores as the women arrive. She is amazed at how many keep

trickling in and can only bring out: ‘‘What a crowd!’’ But she immediately

guesses what it is all about. We are privy to her feelings of unhappy antici-

pation of what she will hear next.

This time, the Gopı̄s get to voice their complaints at more length. They use

different lines of argument. There are several poems that voice their com-

plaints, and we can imagine that each is spoken by a different woman:

‘‘Listen mother, your dear boy has gone over the line with his

teasing.

146. ihamhi rahau tau badaum kanhaı̄; apu gaı̄m jasumatihim sunavana, dai gaı̄m syamahim namda-duhaı̄;

mahari mathati dadhi sadana apanaim, ihim amtara juvatı̄ saba aı̄m; citai rahı̄ juvatini kaum avata, kaha avati

haim bhı̄ra lagaı̄; maim janati inakaum hari khijhayau, tataim saba urahana lai dhaı̄m; suradasa risa bharı̄ gvalinı̄,

aisau dhotha kiyau suta maı̄.
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We went to fetch water from the Yamuna. He stops us on

the path.

Makes our water spill from our heads, breaks all our water pots.

Throws away our pot carriers. What Hari is doing is harassment!

All the time he acts like that and he calls us sluts.

Now there’s no place to live here in your township of Braj.’’

He went and climbed on the kadamba tree, they all kept an eye [on

him].

‘‘Sur’s Syama for ever keeps quarreling with us like that.’’ (SS 2038/

1420)147

These women argue that Krishna is harassing them, but they undermine

their own case when adding that he calls them sluts (dhagar ı̄ means ‘‘adul-

teress’’ [OHED]). Inadvertently, this gives voice to Krishna, who might well

answer the complaints by turning the tables and saying they are not so virtuous

themselves. The slur compromises the Gopı̄s and raises the suspicion that they

may have been ‘‘asking for it.’’ Moreover, all the while, as they are voicing their

complaints, they keep an eye on Krishna in the nearby tree, thus betraying that

they cannot keep their eyes off him. Another woman also pleads with Yasoda to
take her son in hand:

‘‘Scold your son, mother, and keep him [home].

He does not let anyone go on the path. He smashes [pots] and

throws them on the road.

You don’t know your son’s vice, while with us you fight.

He takes some ten cows for an alibi,148 and stops in Braj playing [his

flute].

Hari stands on Yamuna’s banks. When we see [him] we get afraid

again.

Give Sur’s Syama a good scolding, he’s causing too much of an

outcry.’’ (SS 2039/1421)149

147. sunahu mahari terau ladilau ati karata acagarı̄; jamuna bharana jala hama gaı̄ taham rokata dagarı̄;

sira taim nı̄ra dharai dai horı̄ saba nagarı̄; gemduri daı̄ phatakarı̄ kai hari karata ju lamgarı̄; nita prati aise dhamga

karaim hamasaum kahai dhagarı̄; aba basa-basa banai nahı̄m ihi tuva braja-nagarı̄; apu gayau carhi kadama para

citavata rahı̄m sagarı̄; sura syama aisaim hi sada hama saum karai jhagarı̄.

148. One of the meanings of lalaca can be ‘‘bait’’ (OHED), but here the intended meaning seems to be

more ‘‘alibi’’ or ‘‘excuse.’’

149. suta kaum baraji rakhahu mahari; dagara calana na deta kahumhim, phori darata dahari; syama ke

guna kachu na janati, jati hama saum gahari; ihai lalaca gai dasa liye, bajati haim braja thahari; jamuna tata hari

dekhi tharhe, darani avai bahari; sura syamahim naimku barajau, karata haim ati cahari.
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Here Krishna stands accused of using cowherdng for an alibi while really

being out to stop the women on their way to the well. Yasoda does not see

through it; she does not know what her son is up to; she does not know his

vices. The word used I have translated as ‘‘vices’’ (gupa) really means ‘‘quali-

ties.’’ It can be neutral or positive. Here the meaning is ironical: ‘‘bad man-

ners.’’ For the audience, there is an additional irony because Krishna is of

course God, and what we are doing in singing this song is singing about God’s

‘‘qualities,’’ praising him for them. However, in the eyes of the Gopı̄s, these

‘‘qualities’’ are ‘‘vices.’’

Another Gopı̄ takes yet a different tack. She indicates they have been

reluctant to tell Yasoda till now so as not to hurt her feelings. But things have

gotten out of hand now:

‘‘We’re hesitating to tell you this, mother.

You don’t know your son’s vice, while with us you fight.

Has it not come to your ears what an outcry Hari creates?

Nobody gets to fill up with water. He keeps [us] stopped on the path

He commits insolence, that Mohana. He threw [my] pot carrier in

the deep river.’’

What lesson have you taught Sur’s Lord, scolded by angry girls? (SS

2040/1422)150

This woman echoes the line from the last poem about Krishna’s mother

being ignorant of Krishna’s vices. She is amazed, though, that Yasoda can

claim to be ignorant because she surely should have heard about it, as Krishna

has created such an outcry in the village. The last line shifts to the perspective

of the mother and sums up the irony of Yasoda’s quandary: how can she teach

Krishna a lesson? We know it is all the more difficult because how, indeed, can

one scold the Lord of the universe?

yasodā’s resolve and its resolution. In the next series of poems, the

perspective shifts. We see things through the eyes of the establishment, that is,

Krishna’s mother. How does Yasoda react to these complaints? What is her

verdict? For one, it is not easy being the mother of God, or any mother for that

matter. Yasoda is torn; her feelings swing all directions. She is willing to

150. tuma saum kahata sakucatim mahari; syama ke guna kachu na janati, jati hama saum gahari;

naikuhum nahim sunati sravanani, karata haim hari cahari; jala bharana kou nahim pavati, roki rakhata dahari;

acagarı̄ ati karata mohana, phataki geduri dahari; sura prabhu kaum kaha sikhayo, risani juvatı̄ jhahari.
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punish Krishna, but she points out that the Gopı̄s have not shown themselves

firm in their resolve to see Krishna punished in the past:

‘‘What am I to do? You all, tell me!

If I catch him, I’ll show him to you. But you’ll all be crying ‘woe,

woe.’

You too know Hari’s vices, but [remember] when [I] tied him to the

mortar?

When I took the stick and started to beat him, you all scolded me!

Since his youth, he acts like that. I’ve known his vices since then.

Sur, [you’ll see] how I shall punish him!151 I’ll catch Hari in a

minute when he comes.’’ (SS 2041/1423)152

Yasoda pleads helplessness. She knows how the Gopı̄s will react when she

tries to punish Krishna, even if she catches him red-handed. They did not like it

when she gave him a beating when he committed butter theft. In the last line,

Yasoda seems to have made up her mind: she is ready to punish Krishna. She

has come around to the milkmaids’ point of view:

‘‘I know Kanhaı̄’s insolence!

But first let Syam come home. [You’ll see] what a trashing I’ll give

him.153

Let Mohana be rude to me, I’m his mother

He does not listen to anyone else. He’ll hesitate just a bit in the

presence of brother Balarama.

Now if I go, where would I find him? Who will fetch him for me?

Sur’s Syama is getting more naughty every day, let me erase that

behavior.’’ (SS 2042/1424)154

Notwithstanding the refrain admitting his insolence, Yasoda is ambivalent. On

the one hand, she realizes Krishna may have gone too far and she takes re-

sponsibility as his mother to lecture him. On the other hand, she is postponing:

151. The expression hal karna means ‘‘to punish’’ (BBSK). This seems to be a rhetorical question (Bahrı̄

and Kumar 1974: 971).

152. kaha karaum mosaum kahau sabahı̄m; jau paum to tumahi dikhaum, ha ha karihai abahı̄m; tumahum

guna janati hau hari ke, ukhala bamdhe jabahı̄m; samtiya lai marana jaba lagı̄, taba barajyau mohim sabahı̄m;

larikaı̄ taim karata acagarı̄, maim jane guna tabahı̄m; sura hala kaise kari haum dhari, avai tau hari abahı̄m.

153. The word sajaı̄ is attested as a variant of saza (BBSK). Again this is a rhetorical question.

154. maim janati haum dhı̄tha kanhaı̄; avana tau ghara dehu syama kaum, kaisı̄ karaum sajaı̄; mosaum

karata dhithaı̄ mohana, maim vakı̄ haum maı̄; aura na kahu kaum vaha manai, kachu sakucata bala bhaı̄; aba jau

jaum kaha tihim paum, kasaum dei dharaı̄; sura syama dina dina lamgara bhayau, duri karaum lamgaraı̄.
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she is inclined to wait till he gets home, or wonders how to get hold of him.

Still, she seems to be determined to at least lecture her son about his behavior.

The Gopı̄s go home satisfied. But then, on the way, they encounter Krishna,

who is on his way home:

She explained to the girls, and sent them all home:

‘‘Forgive me for that insult, that’s what I say, mothers.’’

As all the milkmaids left for their houses, young Kanhaı̄ came from

the other side.

On his way, Hari ran into the girls. When their eyes met, they were

ashamed.

‘‘Go Kanha, your mom calls you. We’ve just been singing your

praises.’’

One look at their face and Sur’s Syama smiled: ‘‘I’ll make my mom

understand.’’ (SS 2043/1425)155

Yasoda has apologized to the milkmaids, but when they run into Krishna,

they feel bad about telling on him. They ironically say they have been singing

his praise. Well, indeed they have been talking about his ‘‘qualities.’’ Krishna

can tell from their faces what is going on, but he is confident he will get his

mother’s ear. The next poem, by contrast, shows Krishna somewhat unsure of

himself:

Syam went home, hesitating a bit.

From the doorstep he could see: Mom is engaged in her work.

She was saying: ‘‘Where has Kanhai gone off to?’’

He was standing right behind his mother, listening attentively.

‘‘The girls don’t manage to fill up with water, they’re being stopped

on the well steps.

Sur: everyone had their pot smashed,’’ and Syama fled in a hurry.156

(SS 2044/1426)157

155. juvati bodhi saba gharahim pathaı̄; yaha aparadha mohim bakasau rı̄, yahai kahati haum merı̄ maı̄; ita

taim calı̄m gharani saba gopı̄, uta taim avata kumvara kanhaı̄; bı̄cahim bheta bhaı̄ juvatini hari, nainani jorata

gaı̄m lajaı̄; jahu kanha mahatarı̄ terati, bahuta baraı̄ kari hama aı̄; sura syama mukha nirakhi kahyau hamsi, maim

kaihaum jananı̄ samujhaı̄.

156. I’m taking paraı̄ as derived from the verb para-, which can mean bhag- (BBSK). Alternatively, one

can read the fleeing as part of Yasoda’s speech: ‘‘He smashed their pots and ran off in a hurry.’’ This is the

interpretation of Bahrı̄ and Kumar (1974: 971). Maybe both meanings are intended at the same time.

157. sakucata gae ghara kaum syama; dvarehı̄m tai nirakhi dekhyau, jananı̄ lagı̄ kama; yahai banı̄ kahata

mukha taim, kaham gayau kanhai; apu tarhe janani-pachaim, sunata haim cita lai; jala bharana juvatı̄ na pavaim,

ghata rokata jai; sura sabakı̄ phori gagari, syama jai parai.
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This poem does not follow logically after Krishna’s confident smile in the

previous one. Its beauty here lies in the realism of the description. The young

child sneaks in, to try to assess the situation. Unaware that he is back, his

mother voices the complaints. Once he knows he has been found out, he

quickly runs off, fleeing the inevitable punishment. In the last line we taste the

irony of God fleeing to avoid a punishment.

In case we have wondered why Yasoda is talking out loud, we find out in

the next poem that she is discussing the situation with Rohipı̄, Krishna’s aunt,
who is cooking inside.

Speaking her mind, mother Yasoda got angry.

Rohinı̄ was cooking inside, she told her everything she had heard:

‘‘He insulted our daughters and daughters-in-law. They came

running here.

‘Fie, fie’ they all say. I’m alone, how am I to get them off my back?158

What outrage to caste and lineage!’’ Saying this, she threatened her

son.159

‘‘I’ve gotten defeated in lecturing Sur’s Syama. Even a beating does

not get him ashamed.’’ (SS 2045/1427)160

In this poem, again, Yasoda seems to be outraged by what she has heard of

Krishna’s behavior. She is on the side of the village’s daughters and daughters-

in-law. She wants to protect her caste and lineage, and speaks of worries about

what people might say. Clearly, dharma concerns prompt her to punish her

son. But in the very next poem, Krishna makes her doubt again who is to blame

and who should feel shame (laj):

‘‘You know whether to beat me.

Who knows about their character? You accept what they say.

They call me from the kadamba, down on the banks, and start their

sweet talk.

While flirting their water pots fell from their heads. Now they are

intent on such a scheme!’’

She turned and saw him: ‘‘Where were you? Say, don’t I know you?’’

158. The expression khumta churav- seems to be equivalent with pı̄cha chura- (Bahrı̄ and Kumar 1974:

973).

159. The verb dhirana can mean ‘‘to bully,’’ ‘‘to threaten’’ (OHED).

160. jasumati yaha kahi kai risa pavati; rohini karati rasoı̄ bhı̄tara, kahi-kahi tahi sunavati; garı̄ deta bahu

betini kaum, vai dhaı̄ hyam avati; ha ha karati sabani saum maim hı̄m, kaisaimhu khumta chudavati; jati pamti

saum kaha acagarı̄, kahi sutahim dhiravati; sura syama kaum sikhavati harı̄, marehum laja na avati.
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Sur: as soon as she saw her son, her anger dissipated. She pulled

him to her chest and kissed him. (SS 2046/1428)161

It does not take much for Yasoda to come around. She is just as helpless

before her son as the milkmaids are. He has quickly turned the tables on them

and said they are so fond of him they flirt with him, break their own pots, and

then blame him. It is the classic defense of the male accoster: ‘‘They were

asking for it, and now they blame me.’’ Yasoda falls for it right away and takes

over his discourse entirely:

‘‘They falsely blame my son, these cheats!

I know their ways well, they get together and make up something.

They’re all crazed with youth’s excitement. My Kanhaı̄ is still small.

They broke the pots on their heads themselves, and come to

complain here.

Why do you go near them, they are bad, each and every woman!

Sur’s Syama: now take to heart what I said, they’re all insolent

peasant women.’’ (SS 2047/1429)162

So Yasoda ends up teaching Krishna quite a different lesson from antici-

pated: to stay away from the milkmaids all right, not because he is insolent but

because they are. She mouths effortlessly the mysogynistic discourse that all

women are bad. As all mothers do, she still sees her son as a little boy, even

though she should know better:

‘‘They like Mohana, my little Govinda, what does he know of

falsehood?163

Those young girls all come with their complaints, joining in

fabricating false stories.

One says he took her pot carrier, another he broke her water pot.

Another one reports about her necklace and bustier! Sure, they’re

more innocent than my Kanha!
If they now come again with their complaints, I’ll send them off

with hanging face.

161. tu mohı̄m kaum marana janati; unake carita kaha kou janai, unahim kahı̄ tu manati; kadama-tı̄ra taim

mohim bulayau, garhi-garhi bataim banati; matakata girı̄ gagarı̄ sira taim, aba aisı̄ budhi thanati; phira citaı̄ tu

kaham rahyau kahi, maim nahim tokaum janati; sura sutahim dekhatahı̄ risa gaı̄, mukha cumati ura anati.

162. jhuthahim sutahim lagavatim khori; maim janati unake dhamga nı̄kaum, bataim milavatim jori; vai

saba jobana-mada kı̄ matı̄, merau tanaka kanhaı̄; apuna phori gagarı̄ sira taim urahana lı̄nhe aı̄; tu unakaim dhiga

jata katahim hai, vai papini saba nari; sura syama aba kahyau mani tu, haim saba dhı̄thi gamvari.

163. This interpretation is based on Bahri and Kumar (1974: 973).
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Sur says: here’s my Kanhaı̄, a little boy, and they are in the prime of

youth!’’ (SS 2048/1430)164

This is the first time in the confrontation with Krishna’s mother that we

hear of broken necklaces or bustiers. The Gopı̄s themselves seem to have shied

away from mentioning the sexual aspect of Krishna’s harassment, apart from

their mentioning that Krishna calls them sluts. They probably figured they

would get more sympathy if they stuck with the material damage: how he

broke their pots and impeded them in their daily chores. But here Yasoda in

her eagerness to defend her son shows she has understood what lies behind

the complaints. She brings up herself the most scandalous part of the mo-

lestation—only to dismiss it in the next breath as a fabrication of girls acting

innocent, while her Krishna of course can commit no mischief.

So much for female solidarity. Even united, Yasoda and the Gopı̄s do not

stand strong. We may well suspect that even if the Gopı̄s made a better case, it

be to no avail. The judge is not in favor. Nothing has been accomplished by this

appeal to the authorities. Even the female judge does not take the women’s

side. Krishna has managed to convince his mother that it is not his fault.

Yasoda’s verdict is clear. What is ours? We know that Krishna is not really

the innocent little boy his mother understands him to be. We’ve seen enough

of his deeds to know he is having some adult fun. Yet we cannot help being

charmed by the young boy running away from his house as soon as he hears

his mother has got wind of his tricks. And he can argue so innocently, turning

the tables in a wink. It is hard to stay angry with him.

Are the Gopı̄s the poor victims at the end of the day? Now that they stand

accused in turn, what do they have to say for themselves? Do they plead guilty?

We have seen that they as much as admit to each other that they have enjoyed

Krishna’s harassment themselves. In some cases, they seem to have been

hanging out just a bit longer than needed at the well in hopes of being caught

by Krishna. And they are as weak, when push comes to shove, as Mother

Yasoda. They cannot quite put together a decent line of defense without being
distracted by Krishna’s charms. The whole point of the poems is that Krishna

charms everyone out of their wits. No one cares about reason anymore. Nor

about dharma. Love for him, bhakti, overrides all other concerns. This does not

come easy: we see the Gopı̄s’ inner struggle in a series of poems where they are

pondering whether to give in to their strong feelings for the young man or not.

164. mohana balagubimda bhaı̄, merau kaha janai khori; urahana lai juvatı̄ saba avatim, jhuthı̄ batiyam jori;

kou kahati gemdurı̄ lı̄nhı̄, kou kahaim gagari phorı̄; kou colı̄ hara batavati, kanhahum taim ye bhorı̄; aba avaim jaum

urahana lai kai, tau pathavaum mukha mori; sura kaham merau tanaka kanhaı̄, apuna jobana-jori.
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Radha Steps outside the Lakshmana Rekha

There is an epilogue to the story at the well. The Gopı̄s may have gotten up in

arms, but to no avail. Still, they could stop going to the well. That is what their

relatives would like them to do. They enforce this by confining them to the

house and courtyard. We could say that they have been imprisoned within a

Lakshmana Rekha, a code of family morality. This is quite the opposite from

Sı̄ta, who cannot go back once she has crossed the line. These women have

been seduced; they have stepped outside the code of marital fidelity. Yet their

relatives take them back, perhaps unaware of the extent of what has already

taken place. They try to keep them confined, try to make them toe the line.

How will the Gopı̄s react? We hear the wagging tongues of village gossip, and

then how Radha and the Gopı̄s struggle about what to do.

the village gossip mill in action. Krishna may have managed to con-

vince his mother that it is not his fault. However, the damage is done. Rumors

have spread far and wide:

In every house of Braj the rumor is spreading:

‘‘Mother Yasoda’s son is committing insolence. No one manages to

get water from the Yamuna.
Darkish hue, dance master’s dress on his body. On his flute he plays

a monsoon tune.

The brilliance of his earrings outshines the sun’s rays. His [peacock]

crown outdoes Indra’s rainbow.

He does not listen to anyone. Bent on teasing, he grabs waterpots

and spills the water on the ground.’’

Mother and father together lecture Sur’s Syama: ‘‘Such ways are not

ours.’’165 (SS 2049/1431)166

Apparently, Yasoda has persisted somewhat in her promise to the Gopı̄s,

and has enlisted the help of her husband. But to no avail. Their parental

165. I have interpreted apunahim as the two words apu and nahim. Alternatively, one can take apunahim

as a third person pronoun of respect, referring to Krishna, as do Bahrı̄ and Kumar (1974: 973). The line can also

be read as addressed to the Gopı̄s: ‘‘Mother and father lectured about Sur’s Syama, [stressing that] such ways are

not ours.’’

166. braja-ghara-ghara yaha bata calavata; jasumati kau suta karata acagarı̄, jamuna jala kou bharana na

pavata; syama barana natavara bapu kache, muralı̄ raga malara bajavata; kumdala-chabi rabi-kiranahum taim duti,

mukuta imdra-dhanuhum taim bhavata; manata kahu na karata acagarı̄, gagari dhari jala bhumi dharakavata; sura

syama kaum mata pita dou, aise dhamga apunahim parhavata.
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authority is flaunted. Krishna persists in his harassment. The description of

his antics is presented lovingly. Whoever is spreading this rumor has had the

pleasure, it seems, of seeing Krishna at it. The complainant is clearly infatu-

ated with this handsome man in the woods.

He’s gone too far with teasing, Lord Nanda’s [boy].

With his friends he’s sitting on the banks of the Yamuna. People
don’t get across the path.

[Relatives] may get irritated and scold all they want, but the young

ladies are in trance.

In deed, word, and thought, they don’t know anything but

handsome Syama.

Syama is engaged in all this playful activity (lı̄ la), for the sake of

Braj’s young ladies.

Sur: whatever way you approach Krishna, you will be rewarded in

kind. (SS 2050/1432)167

It is not clear who is spreading this rumor. This time, it is not one of the

Gopı̄s, but someone who can comment on their state of mind. It seems that

some elders of the village are lamenting the effect Krishna has on the women

of Braj. The commentator in the last two or three lines seems to be someone

with the theological insight that Krishna is doing all this for their sake, that it is

a reward for their devotion. He must be a pundit who knows the scriptures, as

the last line seems to refer to the Bhagavad Gı̄ta (7.21: yo yo yam yam tanum
bhaktah sraddhayarcitum icchati, tasya tasyacalam sraddham tameva vidadhamy

aham). Maybe this is the sage Suka commenting on the action, as he does on

several occasions in Bhagavata Purapa, downplaying scandal by providing

theological justification. Another gossiper ends up wondering philosophically

who can escape Krishna’s tyranny:

No one manages to fetch water from the Yamuna.
He has climbed the kadamba tree, sits on a branch and calls

everyone names.

He grabs a water pot and breaks it. He spills the water over another

girl’s head.

Another one he approaches lovingly. With meaningful glances he

steals her heart.

167. karata acagarı̄ namda mahara kau; sakha liye jamuna-tata baithyau, nibaha na loga-dagara kau; kou

khı̄jhau kou kina barajau, juvatini kaim mana dhyana; mana-baca-karma syama sumdara taji, aura na janatim ana;

yaha lı̄la saba syama karata haim, braja juvatini kaim heta; sura bhajai jihim bhava krqpa kaum, takaum soi phala deta.
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All at once, he embraces another one. He gives his heart to yet

another.

Sur’s Syama has gone too far with his teasing. But no one can catch

him by any means. (SS 2051/1433)168

This song confirms that Krishna is tyrannizing the village, and no one can

get him. It might well be a Gopı̄’s complaint. As she sketches the situation,

with some moral outrage, she points out he is unstoppable. Indeed, how could

anyone stop God? A similar complaint stresses Krishna’s unruliness when he

is accompanied by his whole gang of friends:

No one can go out in the environs of Braj.

With his cowherd friends he runs amok, shouting loudly wherever

they run

He throws away a pot carrier. He spills someone’s water pot,

He calls another names and runs off. Then he draws yet another in

his embrace.

Within Braj, he does not listen to anyone. He’s infamous as Lord

Nanda’s son.

Sur’s Syama, a dance master’s dress on his body, plays his flute on

the banks of the Yamuna. (SS 2052/1434)169

This may well be an appeal to Nanda to do something about his son who is

creating so much havoc. However, the last line again reveals a loving doting on

Krishna. So the rumor mill betrays a condoning attitude: everyone is en-

chanted by this handsome young man, he is totally out of hand, but no one has

the power—or indeed the will—to stop him.

While the village gossip complains of Krishna, it shows an awareness that

the women who have been pestered actually are drawn to him. Again we hear

the theological argument with which it all started: the Gopı̄s get what they

want, or what they deserve, depending how you look at it. It is the way you

approach God that determines how he will answer you. There is a hint again

that it is the women who want him erotically, not he them.

168. jamuna-jala kou bharana na pavai; apuna baithyau kadama-dara carhi, garı̄ dai dai sabani bulavai;

kahu kı̄ gagarı̄ gahi phorai, kahum sira taim nı̄ra dharavai; kahu saum kari prı̄ti milata hai, naina-saina dai citahim

curavai; barabasa hı̄ amkavari bharata dhari, kahu saum apanau mana lavai; sura syama ati karata acagarı̄,

kaisaihum kahu hatha na avai.

169. braja-gvaimde kou calana na pavata; gvala sakha samga lı̄nhe dolata, dai-dai hamka jaham taham

dhavata; kahu kı̄ imdurı̄ phatakarata, kahu kı̄ gagarı̄ dharakavata; kahu kaum garı̄ dai bhajata, kahu kaum amka

bhari lavata; kahum nahim manata braja bhı̄tara, namda mahara kau kumvara kahavata; sura syama natavara-

bapu kache, jamuna kaim tata murali bajavata.
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rādhā’s choice. How do the Gopı̄s themselves evaluate their behavior?

When they venture outside the village boundaries, that seems to amount to

crossing a Lakshmana Rekha of sorts. Do they make a choice to flaunt dharma

for the sake of love? To some extent, we could say it is the other way around: it

is being molested by Krishna that pushes the girls to the margins of orthodox

society. It is after they have been willy-nilly seduced by him that they decide to

flaunt the rules of appropriate behavior. Even so, the decision is a heartrending

one to make.

The Sur cycle develops as follows. First we follow the story of Radha, who
has been seduced by Krishna. She is discovered by her friends and coaxed out

of her strange state:

The milkmaids went back to the Yamuna
Jointly they said to her ‘‘come.’’ They talked a bit, entreating her.

‘‘The smart lady does not answer us.’’ ‘‘She keeps her face turned

away.’’

‘‘She’s under a spell!’’ ‘‘What does she think?’’ ‘‘Someone must have

stolen something.’’170

Putting their hand on her arm they say: ‘‘Let’s go. He won’t come

now, that fraud!’’

The girlfriends can vouch for Sur’s Lord’s past, their eyes rolling.

(SS 2060/1442)171

We see the Gopı̄s wondering what happened to Radha, but they know well

enough who is responsible for her state. They know his old tricks, his ‘‘record’’

(carita). When Radha is woken up from her trance, she gives an elaborate first

person account of what happened. We hear a recap of what we have seen

happening to her earlier: how Krishna went out of his way to seduce her at the

well and she was taken in by his gesture of throwing his yellow sash as a veil

over her head. Here follows Radha’s own take on what happened:

‘‘The dark one doesn’t leave the path, how can I go to the well?

Here I’m standing, hesitating, afraid someone might call me names.

Wherever I look, I see him, that sensuous son of Nanda.

170. The last two lines can be taken as statements the Gopı̄s addressed to each other, or as directed to

Radha; the latter is the interpretation of Bahrı̄ and Kumar (1974: 977).

171. gvarini jamuna calı̄m bahori; tahi saba mili kahatim avahu, kachuka kahatim nihari; jvaba deti na

hamahim nagari, rahı̄ anana mori; thagi rahı̄ mana kaha socati, kahu liyau kachu cori; bhuja dhari kara kahyau

calahi na avaim abahı̄m khori; sura prabhu ke carita sakhiyani, kahati locana dhori.
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Furtively glancing all over [my body], he welcomed me with a wink.

Stick in hand, he goes ahead, clearing the way.

‘Show some mercy on me. Turn and look at me with a smile.’172

When I had filled the pot with Yamuna water and put it on my head,

The border of my bodice was lifted up. He noticed, his heart lusted

[for me].

He threw a stone at the jug, but it hit my body.

He remained standing in the middle of the path, teasing those who

come and go.173

I couldn’t say anything, in my shame, for fear of what people might

say.

Touching my body, the breeze passed by and went on to embrace

him.

He came close, inspected my face. I was shy then looked up.

In his style174 he wrapped his shawl around me: he covered me with

his yellow sash.

When his love did not stick with me, he was upset.

But he persisted and touched my shadow with his.

Who knows where my house and elders’ honor got lost?175

My heart is tied up in a knot, with the border of his yellow sash.

Till then I was standing there hesitating. Now I’ll show my passion.

I’ll play with him intimately. I’ll take it that’s my fate.

What do I care what all the people of Braj call me in every house?

I’ll let my hidden love shine through, throwing out family values.

Until I met him, heart to heart, I’ve been dancing a dance of desire,

[But now,] I’ll stay with Sur’s Syama alone. I’ll make my heart’s

longing transpire.’’ (SS 2061/1443)176

172. This line is enigmatic. I take it to be Krishna asking Radha to turn her face toward him and smile at

him. It could, however, also be Radha reporting on how Krishna turned to her as he went in front: ‘‘Showing

mercy on me [flattering me], he turned and smilingly looked at me.’’ This is the interpretation of Bahrı̄ and

Kumar (1974: 979).

173. Or: ‘‘teasing me as I was trying to come or go.’’ This is the interpretation of Bahrı̄ and Kumar (1974:

979).

174. I’ve interpreted au as va. Bahrı̄ and Kumar take it as aura (1974: 979).

175. One of the meanings of sora is ‘‘name’’ (BBSK). Bahrı̄ and Kumar take it as sora (1974: 979), which

could be translated in English as ‘‘Who knows what hell broke loose.’’

176. gaila na chamdai samvarau, kyaum kari panaghata jaum; ihim sakucata darapati rahaum, dharai na

kou naum; jita dekaum tita dekhiyai, rasiya namda-kumara; ita uta naina durai kai, palakani karata juhara; lakuta

liyai agaim calai, pamtha samvarata jai; mohim nihorau laikai, phiri citavai musukai; jamuna-jala bhari gagarı̄, jaba

sira dharaum uthai; tyaum kamcuki amcara urai, hiyara taki lalacai; gagari marai kamkarı̄, lagai meraim gata;

gaila mamjhi tharhau rahai, khutai avata jata; haum sakucani bolaum nahı̄m, loka-laja kı̄ samka; mo tana chvai
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Well, Radha’s feelings are somewhat ambiguous. By her own interpreta-

tion, it took her a while to come around. She is embarrassed when Krishna first

stops her. But she manages to go about her business. However, as she lifts the

pot on her head, her blouse creeps up and reveals part of her breast. He notices.

She notices he notices. She is deeply embarrassed. He throws a stone at her

pot, but misses, and it hits her body. We get a hint that she is getting sexually

aroused as she poetically describes how the wind touched her body and then

went on to embrace him. Sensing her arousal, he comes closer and wraps her

in his shawl. Even so, Radha says she did not give in to him. Eventually, it is his

touching her shadow with his shadow that seems to have melted her resis-

tance. That is different from the interpretation in the previous report of the

same events, where it was the wrapping of the shawl that did the trick. We see

multiple interpretations of Radha’s feelings. The poems present a multiverse

of meanings, of shades of love.

Now that she has given him her heart, Radha has lost all sense of shame.

She articulates how her love for Krishna transcends the rules of dharma. She

no longer cares about wagging tongues, or ‘‘family values’’ (kula kı̄ kani). That
all represents a world of unfulfilled desires that keep people dancing around.

Quite philosophically, Radha ends with the observation that desiring Krishna

instead fulfills the heart’s deepest longing.

Sur Sagar’s Radha seems to know pretty much right away to choose the

path of love over dharma. However, in some other poems, we find the women

affected by Krishna in a quandary: should they stay within maryada or just

throw such concerns to the wind and meet with Krishna? In Nanddas’s
Panaghata songs, the Gopı̄s are shown caught on the horns of this dilemma.

One Gopı̄ is unable to decide between love for Krishna and fear for her family’s

name. This poem poignantly describes her state of mind in the kavitta meter:

She went to draw water and lost her senses. She came back having

drawn love. Now she’s keen to see him again.

[On one side] desire for Mohana, [on the other] fear for the family

elders. [In between] she’s frozen like a picture. She tells her

friends it’s languor.

baihara calai, tahi bharata hai amka; nikata ai mukha nirakhi kai, sakucai bahuri nihari; au dhamga aurhai orhanı̄,

pı̄tambara muhim vari; jaba kahum laga lagai nahı̄m, vakau jiya akulai; taba hathi merı̄ chamha saum, rakhai

chamha chuvai; ko janai kita hota hai, ghara gurujana kau sora; merau jiya gamthı̄ bamdhyau, pı̄tambara kaum

chora; aba laum sakuca amtaki rahı̄, pragata karaum anuraga; hili mili kai samga khelihaum, mani apanau bhaga;

ghara ghara brajabası̄ sabaim, kou kina kahai pukari; gupta prı̄ti pragata karaum, kula kı̄ kani nivari; jaba lagi mana

milayau nahı̄m, nacı̄ copa kaim naca; sura syama-samgahı̄ rahaum, karaum manoratha samca.

sexual harassment 451



Her necklace broken, her dress torn, tears are trickling from her

eyes. A crowd assembled at the well. Her pitcher [in the water]

forgotten.

Thus grew deeper her love for Nanddas’s Lord. The news spread of

her desires [ill-begotten]. (NP 80)177

This girl is immobilized, unable to make a decision, knowing full well she

is acting against her family’s interest, but unable to control herself. She is so

out of her mind she even forgets her pitcher at the well. Moreover, here we see

the telltale signs of Krishna’s handiwork: the broken necklace, the torn

clothes—elements we have heard Yasoda refer to. No wonder gossip is already

spreading about her.

In another of Nanddas’s poems, the Gopı̄ is even more explicit about

privileging love over dharma. This milkmaid has made up her mind in this

kavitta:

Cursed that sense of propriety, what do I get from it? The lotus-eyed

comes and I don’t even really see him.

He appeared from the forest, I met him on the way. I was shy,

because of those people.

I tried many ways, but got defeated: it’s hard beholding Mohana.

From the cover of my veil I tried [to sneak a peak].

Since that day, says Nanddas’s Lord’s beloved, my eyes have stayed

with him, immersed in the color of passion. (NP 81)178

This beloved of Krishna may well be Radha. She complains she tried to

stay ‘‘behind the veil,’’ but that has impeded her in beholding Krishna. And

then she has taken the big step and ventured outside the boundaries of pro-

priety—outside the Lakshmana Rekha, we might say. She goes so far as to

curse her sense of propriety for inhibiting her love for Krishna. This breaking

of the Lakshmana Rekha seems to be on its way to becoming an epidemic in

Braj. It is spreading fast; woman after woman steps outside her enchanted

cirle. We could nearly speak of a movement of civil disobedience.

177. jala kaum gaı̄ sudhi bisaraı̄ neha bhar laı̄, parı̄ hai catapatı̄ darasa kı̄; ita mohana gamsa uta guru-jana

trasa, citra so likhı̄ tharhı̄ naum dharata sakhi arasa kı̄; tute hara phate cı̄ra nainani bahata nı̄ra, panaghata bhaı̄

bhı̄ra sudhi na kalas kı̄; namdadasa prabhu som aisı̄ prı̄ti garhı̄ barhı̄, phaila parı̄ caraca cayana sarasa kı̄.

178. jara jao rı̄ laja mero aisai kauna kaja, avata kamala-naina nı̄kaim dekhana na dı̄ne; bana tem ju avata

maraga mem bhaı̄ bhemta, sakuca rahı̄ rı̄ haum ina logana ke lı̄ne; kotı̄ jatana kari harı̄ mohana niharibe kom; acara

kı̄ ota dai-dai kota srama kı̄ne; namdadasa prabhu pyarı̄ va dina taim mere naina, unahı̄m ke amga samga ramga

rasa bhı̄ne.

452 the challenges of married life



should i stay or should i go? Once the women fall for Krishna, they fall

hard. Now the question is whether they will become ‘‘repeat offenders.’’ Will

they defy all propriety and return to the well, in full knowledge that Krishna

will harass them again? Here is the musing of a Gopı̄ in the kavitta meter:

In the neighborhood of Gokul, there’s a dark-hued lad. He sneaked

into my eyes and blocked the road to my heart.

I don’t get rest for a moment. My house feels like the woods. He

took away my body and heart, my life and money too!

My home holds no respite. My courtyard is too small. I’m sighing,

see what state has he reduced me to!

Surdas’s Lord is he! He softly hums a tune, so sweet it seems that he

has honey in his flute. (SS 2053/1435)179

This Gopı̄ describes her restlessness; ever since Krishna has blocked her

way to the well, it seems like he is still blocking the road to her heart. She

cannot find peace in her own house, her courtyard is too small for her, it is as if

the four walls are closing in on her. In the end, it is Krishna’s flute playing that

has this magic effect, as if it has cast a spell. Another woman describes a

similar sentiment: her house feels like a prison, her awareness of family honor

holds her back, but her love is stronger than all this:

How can I go to fetch water?

My path is blocked, O friend, by a boy of the name Kanha.
I can’t slip out of the house. I’m restrained by what people might

say.

My body is here, but my heart has gotten stuck where Nanda’s son

appears.

I can’t stand to remain sitting here at home.

Give me some good advice, so I’ll find a way out.

I can’t go out, but neither stay inside the house.

Mohana has put a spell on me, I tell you for sure, friends.

Propriety and good name, give my heart pause before I act.180

Without him my body is lifeless, so what’s this brain for? Worthless!

179. gokula ke gvaidai eka samvarau sau dhota maı̄, amkhini kaim paimdaim paithi jı̄ke paimde paryau hai;

kala na parata chana grha bhayau bana-sama, tana-mana-dhana-prana- sarabasa haryau hai; bhavana na bhavai

mai, amgana na rahyau jai, karaim haya haya dekhau jaise hala karyau hai; suradasa prabhu nı̄kaim gavata

madhura sura, manau muralı̄ maim lai pı̄yuqa-rasa bharyau hai.

180. jiya laum after can mean ‘‘till the heart’’ or ‘‘compared to the heart.’’
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I am getting convinced in my heart: I need to stop this quandary!

I’ll go and make love with Sur’s Syama. I’ll nip this sense of shame

in the bud. (SS 2071/1453)181

We are privy to the decision-making process of these milkmaids, torn

between their ‘‘family values’’ and their strong fascination with Krishna. In the

end, their resolve is a strong and unequivocal choice for their love, for bhakti

over dharma. There are a fewmore poems in this vein, without clear references

to the panaghata theme (SS 2072–4), and finally this one, which illustrates the

complete identification of Radha and Krishna:

‘‘I’m bewitched by the dark one, friend. I can’t make up my mind for

home or forest.

I go to the Yamuna to fetch water. Syama is there casting his spell.

I’m wearing a yellow shawl and a red skirt.

He flirts with sharp-edged brows. One look and he conquers me.

He’s splendid with his peacock crown, sweet words on his lips.

So dear are Hari’s looks, he’s gotten stuck in my eyes.

I’m entranced by his handsome looks. Let them gossip whether it’s

right or wrong.’’

She’s found the Lord of Surdas: two bodies, but their hearts are one.

(2075/1457)182

This milkmaid, too, is torn between home and the forest. Yet her choice is

clear. Whether it is right or wrong, whether people gossip, it all does notmatter.

Like Sı̄ta, the Gopı̄s are compelled by their love to transgress these boundaries.

Sı̄ta had to suffer severe consequences, but these women do not, at least not yet.

What is the use for morality, what is the relevance of punishment, when one

has united with the Lord? There is no need for Lakshmana Rekhas in the all-

absorbing love of the Gopı̄s for Krishna. Dharma pales in the light of love.

In summary, the message sent to women in the Sur Sagar poems is heavily

colored by bhakti discourse. It is intended to illustrate the overriding power of

181. kaisaim jala bharana maim jaum; gaila merau paryau sakhi rı̄, kanha jakau naum; ghara taim nikasata

banata nahı̄m, loka-laja lajaum; tana iham mana jai amtakyau, namda-namdana-thaum; jau rahaum ghara baithi

kai tau, rahyau nahimna jai; sı̄kha taisı̄ dehi tumahı̄m, karaum kaha upai; jata bahira banata nahı̄m, ghara na

naiku suhai; mohinı̄ mohana lagaı̄, kahati sakhini sunai; laja aru marajada jiya laum, karati haum yaha soca; jahi

binu tana prana chamde, kauna budhi yaha poca; manahim yaha paratı̄ti anı̄, duri karihaum doca; sura prabhu hili

mili rahaumgı̄, laja daraum moca.

182. mohı̄ sajanı̄ samvaraim mohim, grha bana kachu na suhai; jamuna bharana jala maim taham, syama

mohinı̄ lai; orhe pı̄rı̄ pamarı̄ ho, pahire lala nicola; bhaumhaim kamta katı̄liyam mohim, mola liyau bina mola;

mora-mukuta sira rajaı̄ ho, adhara dhare mukha baina; hari kı̄ murati kaum basa bhaı̄, aba bhalo burau kahai koi;

suradasa prabhu kaum milı̄ kari, mana ekai tana doi.
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love for God, which eradicates barriers of morality. That does not mean that the

example of the Gopı̄s is as such transferable to day-to-day scenarios of sexual

harassment. The message is not that women can participate in sexual banter

with strangers without moral repercussions. Rather, the opposite. The matrix

of perspectives in which the transgression is embedded illustrates abundantly

an unsympathetic perspective on the woman who is sexually abused, an am-

biguity about whether she is a victim or a willing participant. The assumption

seems to be that women enjoy this kind of eve-teasing. The theological un-

derstanding that it is a reward for the Gopı̄s can easily be transferred to the

assessment that women who are thus vexed are actually getting what they

wish, or what they deserve.

Krishna’s Harassment Caught on Screen

In Sagar’s Shri Krishna there is no panaghata episode proper where water pots

are broken at the well. This is in contrast to the popular Homi Wadia movie

Shri Krishna leela (1970), where the first meeting of Radha and Krishna actually
takes place as she is fetching water at the well. Krishna first hears the jingling

of her anklets as she is on her way to the river. Enchanted, he asks his friends

who she may be. They tell him she is the wife of Aney, one of the more

influential milkmen of the village. The camera shifts to Radha fetching the

water, but when she hears Krishna’s flute, she is completely entranced and

leaves her water pot to float in the river. She dances to Krishna’s tune and

subsequently has a first meeting with him, where she confesses she has heard

from others about him, and has wondered what he is like. The loving meeting

is cut short by her ‘‘Svamı̄,’’ as she calls her husband, Aney.

The sound of the anklets of a woman on her way to the well reminds us of

the medieval poems we have read, where the women were ‘‘all a-jingling,’’ and

of Rama’s first awareness of Sı̄ta in Tulsı̄’s Flower Garden episode. Radha for-
getting her pot also is a motif we are familiar with from the Braj poems, as is

the combination of the enchantment of the flute and the theme of the water-

carrier. However, there is a significant difference. The filmı̄ Radha is not

immediately ready to give up considerations of her worldly duties and her good

name (loka-laja) for her Krishna. Just as quickly as she was drawn in by

Krishna’s flute, she runs off when she hears the sound of her husband’s

bullock cart coming. She leaves Krishna instantly. We hear her plead with her

husband to go back home for breakfast, but he does not listen, and we see her

left disappointed. Maryada surely comes before bhakti in this incident.

The television series Shri Krishna incorporates a scene where Krishna and

his friends smash the milkmaids’ pots. The only difference is that the pots are
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not water but milk pots, and the women are not coming back from the well but

on their way to the market. Krishna is not demanding a tax, so the incident is

not a dana-lı̄ la, or tax-levy, episode proper. It falls somewhere between a

panaghata and a dana-lı̄ la. There are quite a few interesting elements, espe-

cially the scene where the women complain to Yasoda.
Sagar does not provide all the shades of meaning and subtleties of voice of

the Braj poems. Instead, we get the camera’s seemingly objective eye, the

director’s version of events. Sagar deals with the episode of Krishna smashing

the Gopı̄s’ pots in the context of Krishna’s bala lı̄ la (vol. 5, episode 35). At the

beginning of the episode, Krishna is still a toddler, and the Gopı̄s are so fond of

him that they want to kiss him all the time. One Gopı̄ comments that she

thinks he was her lover in a previous birth. The women’s love, then, is por-

trayed as tinged with some erotic feelings, although the boy is still very little

and seems unaware of all this doting having an erotic tint. The little actor

playing Krishna actually seems rather baffled by all the attention.

Next we see a Krishna who has grown up to grade school age, and we get to

witness some of his butter-stealing episodes. The Gopı̄s are portrayed as luring

Krishna into their houses with alluring, strategically placed pots of butter. They

admit as much to each other. Still, they voice complaints about Krishna’s

butter thievery. When his mother confronts Krishna with these complaints, he

manages to convince her that he is innocent. Once back among his friends,

they all brainstorm about how to get back at the Gopı̄s for telling on them. They

come up with the plan to break their milk pots as they are on their way to the

market. There is no hint of demanding a tax, as the boys are only seeking

revenge. Sagar also leaves out any hint of sexual assault.

The incident itself is short. The boys are ready, hidden among the bran-

ches of a tree. As the women file past the tree, the boys manage to grab the little

dishes used to cover the milk pots on which there is butter. They eat the butter

and then get out their catapults and shoot stones at the women from behind,

breaking their pots. The Gopı̄s get drenched with their milk. They quickly spot

the boys, who flee on Krishna’s command. Only young Krishna remains be-

hind. He denies having been involved, but the women insist he come down.

They tie his hands and smear his face with butter, the better to make their case

that he stole their butter. Then they take him to Yasoda to complain. This time,

Krishna has been caught red-handed, and Yasoda promises to give him a stiff

punishment. But now the Gopı̄s feel bad, and they are reluctant to leave him

helplessly in his angry mother’s hands.

The Gopı̄s’ glee at catching Krishna red-handed and their threats to take

him to his mother were there in the Braj poems. So was Yasoda’s exasperation
at the Gopı̄s’ request for punishment, and her pointing out that they actually
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have been the first to cry woe whenever she has tried to punish him in the past.

However, the television-series Yasoda is not so quickly convinced of her son’s

innocence.

Yasoda locks Krishna up in a dark room and is looking for a stick to beat

him with, when Krishna cries out that he feels a snake slither over his feet.

Yasoda opens the doors back up, and indeed, there is a cobra right in front

of them. While she holds out the stick, threatening the snake, she urges

Krishna to run, but Krishna nobly says he will not leave his mommy alone. He

prays to the snake to go away and promises Mother will place some milk for

him near the tree in the evening. This of course charms his mother to the point

where she cannot bring herself to give her son a thrashing. So eventually,

Sagar’s Yasoda’s heart melts, just as in Sur’s version. However, in the televi-

sion series, she persists in being upset and does not want to talk to Krishna,

resorting to moral blackmail: keeping a vow of silence (mauna vrata). Krishna

manages to tease her out of that by telling her that his brother teases him as

‘‘having been bought at the market’’ and not being his mother’s real son. The

whole argument is enacted in song and mime. That of course sets Yasoda off,
and she promptly forgets about Krishna’s punishment, instead gearing up to

punish her other son.

While there are many echoes of Sur-like poems, in the television inter-

pretation, the crucial difference is that Krishna is still a child. The whole

episode is part of the butter wars between the Gopı̄s and the village kids. The

boys are getting back at them for telling on them about their previous butter

thefts. Everything is very childlike. There is no question of molesting the

women, just grabbing their butter and smashing their pots. Krishna allows

himself to be caught by the women, who gleefully take him to Yasoda. Com-

pared to Surdas’s cycle, the Gopı̄s have a strong case to make, and Yasoda is

appropriately convinced. Contrary to Sur’s Yasoda, who quickly wavered, this

one has no doubt in her mind that Krishna is guilty, and she sets out to give

him a severe beating as well as locking him up in a dark room. Ironically, in

this version the Gopı̄s get what they asked for, but now they feel bad for

Krishna and try to save him, though to no avail. After they have gone, it is the

incident with the snake that saves Krishna. Her son’s heroic behavior and his

instinctive defense of his mother softens Yasoda’s resolve, though she still will

punish him by not speaking to him, till he teases her out of that, too.

Sagar’s version, then, remains within the boundaries of dharma by

keeping Krishna’s acts childlike and nonerotic. The Gopı̄s desire Krishna’s

butterthefts, but their desires are not in conflict with dharma. After Krishna

teases them by smashing their pots, they rightfully ask for a punishment, and

Yasoda follows dharma in her resolve to punish him. The Gopı̄s’ love for
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Krishna makes them regret their action, but such is hardly counter to the

norms. Yasoda, too, softens, charmed as she is by her boy’s handling of the

snake, though she remains convinced of his guilt and seeks to punish him by

other means. We can conclude that in the television series, dharma remains

preserved, though carrying out the actual punishment is difficult because of

love. This does not mean that the Gopı̄s get off scot-free. They are unambig-

uously enjoying the butter wars with Krishna, and confess as much to each

other, even speaking of seeing in the child Krishna a lover from previous births.

But in the end, Sagar succeeds in having bhakti and keeping dharma too.

Different Views on Radha Being Harassed

Compared to the medieval poems, the television version excludes any element

that could be used to build a case for sexual harassment. Krishna is depicted as

a child, and his teasing is devoid of erotics. If there is a hint of erotics, it is only

in the Gopı̄s’ perception, not in Krishna’s. Significantly, there is no Radha
among these Gopı̄s. Radha is Krishna’s age, while these Gopı̄s are all older

than little Krishna.

As in the medieval version, the television Gopı̄s complain about Krishna—

here his childlike pranks—but Yasoda takes their complaints and her own

responsibility to teach her child manners seriously. In theory, the irresponsible

child is to be punished, although in practice, Yasoda’s excessive love for her son
intervenes, and he succeeds in escaping punishment here, too. In the medieval

poems, Krishna’s teasing is of a sexual nature, but his mother believes in his

innocence and refuses to punish him. Krishna’s behavior is not bound by rules

of dharma, it seems, so he transcends the duality between good and bad be-

havior, and is not punished. The Gopı̄s, by contrast, are portrayed as enmeshed

within that duality. They are the ones breaking the norms of dharma, and

transgressing the lines of decorum. And they do so willingly for their love.

So is bhakti liberating for the Gopı̄s as role models? They are allowed some

agency and are portrayed as the subjects of sexual desire, choosing to transcend

moral boundaries and enjoying their sexuality. However, it surely is turned

against them ‘‘in court,’’ where it is decided who is to blame. Even when they

unite and make an appeal to older women to come to their help, they fail and

are not taken seriously. The mother figure believes in her son’s innocence and

concludes that all women are sluts. That seems to be the consensus of village

gossip, too. If there is a message to women, it is certainly that affairs outside

the Laksmana Rekha will cost them dearly in terms of respectability.

That message definitely confirms the intuition of many contemporary

women who are suffering eve-teasing and are worried about what it will do to
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their ‘‘respectability.’’ Even if such incidents are totally unprovoked, women

hesitate to relate them to their families, out of fear of what their parents might

think of them, as is shown by a sociological study of urbanmiddle-class women

in India (Puri 1999: 77–8, 87–8, 92). Blaming the victim is something we see

in the medieval songs (presumably about rural situations) as well as in contem-

porary urban narratives (see also Derné 1995a: 34, Rajan 2000: 50–3). At the

same time, the theme of letting the accoster off the hook, which appears in the

medieval songs, persists today. Eve-teasing nowadays is often carried out

publicly and is tolerated by bystanders as ‘‘innocuous’’ (Anagol-McGinn 1994:

222). The public’s evaluation of the perpetrators as harmless and love-stricken

has ancient precedent in Braj, as we have discovered. It may not be too far-

fetched to see the modern Road Romeos as inheritors of Krishna’s legacy. That

will becomemore obvious as I look at movie depictions of eve-teasing incidents

in the following sections.

Sı̄ta and Radha Compared

How do Sı̄ta and Radha compare as they cope with harassment? First let us look

at the situation in which the women find themselves, which has made them

vulnerable to the harassment. Sı̄ta finds herself alone, due to some important

mistakes (sending her husband for the golden deer and sending Lakshmana to

help Rama). It could be said that she is vulnerable through her own doing.

Radha and the Gopı̄s, by contrast, have gone to the well to carry out their daily

chores; their venturing outside the village boundaries is necessitated by their

tasks as women, by their dharma. At this point, Sı̄ta can be held responsible for

getting herself into a difficult situation, but not the Gopı̄s. If we look at the

harassment itself, that by Ravapa is serious and violent; his goal is to abduct Sı̄ta
and keep her forever. Krishna’s is playful, and he just wants a fleeting affair. He

is not offering to take the women outside their own world. The woman’s re-

sponse differs accordingly. Sı̄ta responds by resisting with all her might and

calling for help. She tries to discourage the accoster by arguments that are

dharma based. Even in hardship, she manages to remain true to her love and

within the borders of dharma. Radha and the Gopı̄s either feign resistance or

find themselves helpless, unable to resist. They worry about dharma, but in the

end find themselves following the call of their love, even at the cost of dharma.

Both women cross a Lakshmana Rekha for the sake of love. The way Sagar
portrays it, Sı̄ta in crossing the line is paradoxically inspired by her love for

Rama. She is deceived by the demon’s disguise and fears for her husband’s life.

It is not really a transgression. Yet while it is perfectly understandable, even

honorable, in its intent, it is fatal. Once she has crossed the line, she cannot
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return within the magic circle. The Gopı̄s’ case is different. They have to leave

the magic circle to go toward their beloved, who is outside of it. They seem to

have the option to return within the fold, to reenter the Lakshmana Rekha, but
they choose not to. Though they could, they find themselves unwilling to go

back to the world of dharma. They are not deceived but fully aware of what they

are doing. Theirs truly is a transgression, and they are ready to pay the price.

For them dharma and love are incompatible.

Thus, both heroines choose for love, but for Sı̄ta it means maintaining

dharma, and for the Gopı̄s breaking it. Surprisingly, in the rest of the story, we

see the consequences Sı̄ta has to face for her fatal crossing, in the form of her

need to prove her innocence through a trial by fire (Agniparı̄kqa) and ban-

ishment. In the case of the Gopı̄s’ transgression, however, we never witness

any punishment for their breaking the rules of dharma. Yes, Krishna leaves

them, and they are left longing for him, but their husbands and in-laws never

seem to take the measures that surely would follow in real life if a woman

committed adultery.

What message is sent to women here? How does this relate to women

coping with everyday eve-teasing and the threat of rape they may encounter?

Surely the message is not that they are allowed to enjoy a fleeting affair but

cannot leave the home for good. I would argue that the Sı̄ta scenario is aimed at

a female audience and the Krishna one at a male one. Sı̄ta’s story sends a

strong message to women discouraging them from crossing boundaries of

propriety and alerting them to the dire consequences of even well-intentioned

mistakes. Radha’s story, on the other hand, illustrates how males view casual

affairs. Let us look at the Gopı̄s’ case more closely.

Even though my reading of the poems has been sensitive to all the sub-

tleties of voice switching, the evidence is overwhelmingly that by and large the

Gopı̄s do not seem to mind Krishna’s teasing, certainly not after the fact. When

all is said and done, they enjoy it and seek it out. They have acted as Sı̄ta’s
opposites.

So if the Gopı̄s do not care about being harassed, should we? Here it is

important to keep in mind that the other major difference is that between the

harassers: in contrast to Ravapa, Krishna not only gets his way with the women

but gets off scot-free. At worst, he will get scolded by his mother, maybe his

father, but no one is able to control him. What signals are being sent when

Krishna is never punished, always excused on grounds of cuteness? When

women are perceived to be actually enjoying and asking for the sexual ha-

rassment? When even if they get their act together and complain, they are weak

in love? When even when united, they find no ear with the authorities? And

when in the end, they end up asking for more?
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Such a portrayal of events in the mythological realm may well have some

unwarranted real-life repercussions. It seems overly sympathetic to the harasser,

willing to let him off the hook on the slightest pretext. After all, what can one

expect from men ‘‘in their youth’’? And it seems dangerously close to blaming

the eve-teasing or rape victim. If theologically, the panaghata lı̄la is interpreted as
Krishna answering the love of the women in kind, the argument is not far off

from the one that whenwomen are harassed, they get what they deserve. We get

close to the all too common interpretation that women who get groped or raped

must have asked for it. Remarkably, whereas the Gopı̄s display behavior oppo-

site to that of Sı̄ta, the results are the same. The old prejudice that women who

are harassed actually deserve it seems to raise its ugly head again. And that is

exactly what we see worked out over and over again in the popular movies.

Sexual Harassment in Popular Film

The topic of sexual harassment figures importantly in Hindi movies. Often the

image of the violation of a woman carries strong political overtones. ‘‘Woman’’

often stands for the self-esteem, the honor (izzat), of a community, and some-

times the nation-state.183 A woman’s reaction to an offender and the reaction of

themales around her is not just an issue of how to cope with a practical problem

but comes to stand symbolically for outrage against injustice. Sometimes the

offender is clearly identified; sometimes the references are more oblique.

There are many variations and twists on this important theme. The movies

offer the same two scenarios I have been discussing: a sexual harassment and an

eve-teasing one. The first is the Sı̄ta scenario, with an attempt at abduction or

rape by a villain, and the second is the Radha scenario, with a seduction scene

by a playboy type, who may be the hero.184 Sexual harassment sets in motion

183. This can also be said to be the case for the televised Ramayan. Zacharias argues perceptively that its

narrative may be read as a metaphor for the violation of the motherland by the enemy, never named yet

understood to be ‘‘Muslim’’ (1994: 39).

184. I do not mean to limit the film scenarios to just two. Here I focus on what is relevant for this

chapter, but there are many more possibilities. Another important epic reference is found in violation scenarios

that include disrobing, a reference to the episode of Draupadı̄’s public disrobing that sets in motion the wheels

of revenge leading to the fratricidal war of Mahabharata (see Rajan 2000b). Another seduction-harassment

scenario hearkens back to the dastan tradition and involves the crazed lover type, the majnun type of hero, who

will go to extreme lengths to draw the heroine’s attention. A delightful comical example is the Akbar character

(Rishi Kapoor) in Manmohan Desai’s Amar Akbar Anthony (1977); a macabre example is the Rahul (Shahrukh

Khan) character in Yash Chopra’s Darr (1993). In addition, there is a whole genre of rape-cum-victim-revenge

movies that became de rigeur in the 1980s (Virdi 2003: chap. 5; Gopalan 2000). Here the references are

frequently to the mythology of the goddess Kalı̄.
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the wheels of vengeance: the heroine’s honor needs to be avenged. Eve-teasing

involves mostly an unmarried woman and sets in motion the wheels of mat-

rimony, with a happy marriage hopefully ensuing toward the end of the movie.

This scenario often involves a scene near a well, confirming the romantic-

everyday overtones of the panaghata lı̄la. I will first discuss generally the oc-

currence of these two scenarios in Hindi movies, before offering a detailed

analysis of the relevant scenes from selected movies.

For the sexual harassment scenario, the focus is on the aggrieved party

seeking revenge. Villains may kidnap with explicit reference to Sı̄ta, as when in

the 1986 Karma (Past action; d. Subhash Ghai) the villain announces his

abduction of the hero’s wife by saying: ‘‘I’m taking Sı̄ta Mata to Laxka’’ (dis-
cussed by Derné 1995b: 201–3). This theme in particular lends itself to political

messages, as is the case with the 1988 Tezaab (Acid), directed by N. Chandra,

who earlier made a Shiv Sena propaganda film (EIC 487). This movie trans-

poses Sı̄ta’s kidnapping to contemporary Bombay. The hero is coded Mahar-

asthrian, and the kidnapper is an outsider, thereby giving a Shiv Sena

chauvinist understanding to the scenario of the Aryan Rama protecting the

Aryan women from the rakqasa-outsider aggressor.
It is interesting that in the Sı̄ta scenario, often there are explicit or oblique

references to the Lakshmana Rekha. The heroine is invariably shown to have

trespassed on a rule of public decency, some transgression of the ‘‘boundaries of

propriety’’ is involved. This may be a flagrant flouting of decency, for example

dancing seductively in a rock concert in Tezaab, or flamboyantly wearing a

minidress, often considered an invitation to rape, as in the 1994 hit Mohra

(Pawn; d. Rajiv Rai).185Or the trespassingmay be involuntary, such as returning

home late from the office and getting drenched in the rain, as in the 1996movie

Hamara dil aapke paas hai, directed by Satish Kaushik. Other movies refer to the

transgression of dharma along those lines (See Virdi 2003: 126–36). For the

purpose of detailed analysis, I will take a close look once again at Kumar San-

toshini’s Lajja, this time focusing on a different story within the film.

There have also been movies that explore what happens if a Sı̄ta like

character, a married woman gives in to a seducer. Most notably in its explicit

referencing Ramayapamythology is B.R. Chopra’s Gumrah (1963), the story of

Meena (Mala Sinha), who is in love with the painter Rajinder (Sunil Dutt) but

after the sudden death of her sister feels compelled to marry her sister’s

185. This movie also has an interesting reference to a Lakshmana Rekha of sorts: when the heroine is

pursued by prison inmates, the hero saves her from rape by drawing a Lakshmana Rekha between her and him

on one side and the would-be rapists on the other side (Bagchi 1996: 5).
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widower, Ashok (Ashok Kumar). She ch0oses to do so in order to take care of

her beloved niece and nephew. The story focuses on the psychology of the

young woman in an unsatisfactory marriage with an older lawyer, gradually

giving in to the lure of desire for a meeting of hearts with her former artist-

lover. Eventually, she forsakes this extramarital relationship and returns to

proper matrimony by her own decision. This movie is actually prefaced by an

enactment of Lakshmana drawing the invisible line around Sı̄ta. The husband,
Ashok, refers to the myth in his moralizing sermon at the end of the movie. He

reveals to his wife that he has known of her affair but—and here is the big

difference from the Ramayapa scenario—offers his wife a choice. He is pre-

pared to either take her back, if she comes of her own choice, or to make way

for her and let her go, if she chooses for her lover. Although one might argue

that the heroine of the movie has to go through a kind of trial-by-fire scenario,

still, she is offered a real choice. Moreover, when she chooses for the husband,

she is able to get back within the enchanted circle. This Sı̄ta has actually

transgressed the Lakshmana Rekha by allowing herself to be seduced, yet she

can return to the world of maryada, even after her transgression.

For the Radha scenario, the focus is usually on the playboy hero’s per-

spective. The heroine is mostly ambiguous in her reaction to his eve-teasing.

Initially, she may make a pretense of a Sı̄ta-like resistance, which may be

stronger or weaker, depending on the movie. Yet the hero’s persistence will pay

off, and eventually the heroine will come around and find herself loving him.

One example is David Bhawan’s 1992 Bol Radha bol: the hero, the rich Kishan,

dreams of his Radha, and when he finally meets her, in the village where he is

to start a new factory, she is not at all receptive to his attempts to woo her. In

fact, she gets the villagers to beat him up (due to a misunderstanding). Even

when—much later in the movie—he honorably asks her father for her hand,

he is publicly humiliated, as Radha still does not wish to get involved with him.

Eventually, of course, even this Radha comes around and starts to appreciate

him. Not all Road Romeos have such serious intentions, though. In the

second half of Raj Khosla’s 1978 Main Tulsi tere aangan ki, the playful, spoiled

son of Kumvarjı̄, Pratap, now a grown man, hides in a tree as the village

women file past on their way to the well. In an interesting variant of Krishna’s

panaghata lı̄la, he throws a tomato, hitting the girl he fancies, Geeta, on her

behind. She is not amused, and later takes her revenge by hitting him with

oranges. He uses the occasion to declare himself ‘‘crazy for her’’ (tera divana),
enacting the role of the madman. His repeated pestering finally wears down

her resistance, and in the end it is Geeta who, helped by some bhang, takes the

initiative in seducing him. Of course she becomes pregnant, and while

promising all will be all right, Pratap is not prepared to honor his commitment,
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but instead uses her as a pawn in his own politics. In this movie, Pratap starts

out as one of the two heroes, but increasingly takes on a villain-like character,

and it is at that point that the playful Krishna relationship takes a more Ravapa-
like turn, though in the end, of course, he has a change of heart and becomes a

good man again.

Complaints of Molestation as Titillation: ‘‘Satyam shivam

sundaram,’’ ‘‘Devdas,’’ and ‘‘Anarkali’’

Interestingly, sometimes songs referring to Krishna’s eve-teasing are per-

formed in movies to attract the hero, who then falls in love with the heroine.

One example is in Raj Kapoor’s 1978 Satyam shivam sundaram (already referred

to in the previous chapter). The heroine, Roopa (Zeenat Aman), daily worships

in the temple in the morning and sings a song on her way back from bathing in

the river. One morning, she is overheard by a young and handsome engineer,

Rajeev (Shashi Kapoor), who has newly arrived in the village in connection

with the opening ceremony of the newly built dam. He immediately falls in

love with her voice. When he hears her sing again, in the morning as she goes

to the well, he follows her and catches a glimpse of the seductive beauty of her

body. The song is steeped in Krishna imagery. It is a song on the theme of

being accosted at the well:

When dawn comes, at the well,

Naughty Krishna teases me.

My shawl clings and gets stuck.

What can I do, O God! Alas!

When dawn comes, at the well.186

No girlfriend, no chaperone with me, I’m alone.

If anyone sees me, they will say:

On pretext of getting water, she lifted the waterpot,

And Radha is going to meet her Syama, alas!

When dawn comes, at the well.187

A gust of wind comes, crushes my every limb.

Secretly, silently,

He is sitting somewhere, quietly,

186. bhor bhaye panghat pe, mohe natkhat syam sataye; morı̄ cunariya liptı̄ jaye, maim ka karum, hay ram,

hay hay; bhor bhaye panghat pe.

187. koı̄ sakhı̄ sahelı̄ nahı̄m saxg maim akelı̄; koı̄ dekhe to yah jane, paniya bharne ke bahane gagarı̄ uthaye,

radha syam se milne jaye, hay; bhor bhaye panghat pe.
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Gazes and smiles, he’s shameless, he doesn’t feel shame!

When dawn comes, at the well.188

If I don’t meet him on the path,

He will come to my house.

I can scold him, tease him,

Not open the closed window,

But if I fall asleep, he will wake me by throwing pebbles.

When dawn comes, at the well.189

Rajeev follows Roopa from a distance, hiding behind the bushes, just like

Syama in the song. Effortlessly, he steps in the footsteps of ‘‘naughty Krishna’’,

although he will not force her against her will, he will certainly seduce her.

Echoes of the meeting-at-the-well theme are apparent in many movies. One

classic is the famous relationship between Devdas (Dilip Kumar) and Paro

(Suchitra Sen) in the 1955 Devdas, by Bimal Roy. They have several rendezvous

near the well, including the famous one where Devdas hits her with his cane for

her insolence. This may bring out a certain masochistic streak in the heroine,

who is ready to bear the hero’s abuses, ascribing them to his violent love for her.

The theme of eve-teasing at the well is also apparent in the recent (2002) remake

by Sanjay Leela Bhansali, though in a different way. Two interesting songs bring

up the theme. The first scene is the picturisation of the song ‘‘More Piya’’ (sung
by Jaspinder Narula and Shreya Ghosal), which evokes the Rasa-lı̄la theme.190 At

the same time, Paro (Aishwarya Rai) and Devdas (Shah Rukh Khan) act out a

meeting at the river, and the song also includes a complaint about harassment,

though Paro seems more than willing in the picturization:

Don’t talk so much, I’m feeling shy.

Yes, leave me alone, I swear by you.

No, don’t insist, let me go, my love.

Look, I will scold you, crazy.

Go, off with you, don’t torment me, my beloved.

My beloved, look, my heart is afraid.191

188. aye pavan jhakora, tute axg axg mora; corı̄ corı̄ cupke cupke, baitha kahı̄m pe vah cupke; dekhe musakaye,

nirlajj ko laj na ave; bhor bhaye panghat pe.

189. maim na milum dagar mem, to vah cala aye ghar mem; maim dum galı̄, main dum chidkı̄, maim na

kholum band khidki; nı̄ndiya jo aye, to vah kaxkar mar jagaye; bhor bhaye panghat pe.

190. ’’dhumak dhumak kar nac rahı̄ thı̄ merı̄ radha pyarı̄ ham, jane kaham se ras racane aya chail girdharı̄’’

and ‘‘kare krqpa ras radha ke saxga.’’

191. na bayan dharo, ati hai mujhe saram; ham, chod do tumko hai merı̄ kasam; na, zid na karo jane do mujhe

balam; dekho, dumgı̄ maim galiyam bhamvare; calo hato satao na more piya, more piya darta hai dekho mora jiya.
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The enactment also involves his removing thorns from her feet and then

kissing her feet, a very erotic moment, also reminiscent of the reversal of roles

with humble Krishna at Radha’s feet in the mythological stories. Devdas also

breaks Paro’s bangles and necklaces, though in a restrained, not violent, way.

Most interesting here is that the song is actually sung by Paro’s mother, which

has the effect of a maternal consent to this premarital Rasa-lı̄la.
The second reference to the panaghata theme is the song used for the

courtesan Candramukhi’s (Madhuri Dixit) first performance for Devdas. This

scene seems to be filmed deliberately as an ode to Anarkali’s dance in Mughal-

e-azam, which I shall discuss later, yet there is an interesting twist. This song

sets up Candramukhi’s love as similar yet contrasting to Paro’s, which was

celebrated using the same metaphor of the seduction at the well. The Devdas-

Paro encounter was private and intimate, and the dialogue was direct between

the woman and her accoster. The Devdas-Candramukhi encounter is a public

one, where she is the spectacle and he one among many spectators, and the

incident at the well is reported in indirect voice. In Paro’s case, there is happy

fulfillment in love; not so in Candramukhi’s.

The song starts as Candramukhi approaches Devdas,192 performing sev-

eral pirouettes right in front of him, her veil slapping his face. Irritated, he

grabs it. At this point, she starts with an appropriate line, quickly reversing the

situation, as if he is harassing her instead of the other way around:

‘‘Syama ran up and stopped me, suddenly kissed my face.

My shawl slipped from my head, lower, lower, and lower . . .’’

‘‘Why did he tease me,’’ sang the wife, ‘‘why did he tease me,

Nanda’s prince, so brazenly? He forced himself on me and took my

honor [laj ].

Vrinda’s Syama did not heed [my words].

Whom to tell this to? I can’t even listen to my own heart, friend.

With a pot full of curds I walk the path.

I hear a sound, my heart stopped, and pounded, pounded.’’193

192. As a prelude, Devdas’s friend Cunni Lal Babu describes the courtesan poetically: ‘‘Braided with

jasmin, her sweet curls crowding her face, flashing like lightning, her gait is intoxicating’’ (maltı̄ gundhaı̄ kaisı̄

pyarı̄ ghuxghar bhare, mukh daminı̄ sı̄ damakat cal matvarı̄).

193. dhai syam rok le rok le, aur acak mukh cum le; sar se morı̄ cunarı̄ gaı̄, sarak sarak sarak. kahe ched mohe

gharval gaı̄, kahe chedmohe; nandakumar aiso dhı̄th, barbas morı̄ laj lı̄nhı̄. brinda syammanata nahı̄m, ka se kahum

maim apne jiy kı̄ sunat nahı̄m maı̄. dadhi kı̄ bharı̄ matkı̄ le jat rahı̄ dagarı̄ bı̄c; ahat sun jiya rag gaı̄ aur dharak

dharak.
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As Candramukhi is mimicking the action of her song (abhinaya), she smiles

seductively. This suggests that the outrage of the heroine is just for show: she

really enjoys the game of cat and mouse that Krishna is playing with her. At

this point, the last line of the song, she starts complaining about Krishna’s

more physical action:

‘‘He grabbed my hands and broke all my bangles, o friend.’’194

The last line of the poem, with the reference to breaking the bangles, is an

allusion to passionate lovemaking. Such explicit references are allowed in

movie songs under the cover of a bhakti song for Krishna, the references to

Syama and Nandakumara ensuring that the song is understood as a Krishna

bhajana.

Indeed, there are many resonances with the medieval songs I have ana-

lyzed. As in them, the atmosphere is very earthy and physical, especially the

way the song starts out, with a beautiful woman walking seductively to the well.

Krishna does what he always does: stages a surprise attack and embraces the

woman, ‘‘taking her honor.’’ In the second half, we see a repeat offense, this

time when the woman is carrying a pot of curds on her head, so presumably

more of a dana-lı̄ la context. Again, he sneaks up on her; she is helpless,

standing with beating heart as she anticipates what is coming; and he forces

himself on her. As in the medieval songs, all this is framed as a Gopı̄’s com-

plaint to another Gopı̄. She is baffled, still does not know what to make of it.

Yet, through the dancer’s abhinaya, we suspect the speaker may have enjoyed

what happened, an impression the medieval songs also conveyed.

Within the movie, this is part of a seduction scene. Reality mixes with the

script evoked by the song. When Candramukhi acts the last line, she ap-

proaches one of the drunk patrons of her performance, who sees his chance to

grab her hand in fact. In the playful introduction, the obverse took place.

Devdas grabbed her veil, and she compared it to Krishna stopping Radha on

the way to the well. There, the roles were reversed. Whatever the song said, we

could see that the woman was teasing the man. Poor, pursued Devdas was the

one who really felt harassed. The courtesanmade a show out of being harassed,

but she signaled she enjoyed it.

Thus, the risqué topic of seduction at the well is appropriated here for the

context of the courtesan’s performance. The tale of the seduction of a woman is

appropriated to seduce men. The complaint of the Gopı̄s is used to titillate real-

life (well, reel-life) patrons. This may say something about the performance

194. kar pakarat curiyam sab karkı̄ karkı̄ o maı̄.
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context of the panaghata songs, and the way they spill over in secular domains

and are appropriated for commercial ends. Whether indeed historically such

songs were performed by courtesans or not is beside the point here. What is

instructive is that their occurrence in the film context illustrates the abiding

influence on the imagination of this type of song and the interpretation of

sexual relationships between men and women it provides.

In the end, the seduction does not work. Devdas spoils all the fun by rudely

leaving the performance. When Candramukhi tries to hold him back, he has a

little sermon for her that could have come straight from the pen of the Gandhian

Hindi writer Premcand: ‘‘You are a woman, Candramukhi. Recognize yourself.

Woman can be mother, sister, wife, or friend. When she is nothing else, then

she is a courtesan. You can be something else, Candramukhi.’’195 The reform

agenda has intruded. One is reminded of the modern Hindi poetry project of

leaving the dreams of Braj for a nationalist awakening that calls for the reha-

bilitation of the fallen woman (Ritter 2005). TheHindi film has had it both ways:

using the Braj lyrics for titillation as well as incorporating the reform through

the resistance of the hero and his refusal to be seduced. Remarkably, it is the

hero who resists the seductive Krishna scenario. The heroine, on the other hand,

enacts a reverse scenario of that of the Gopı̄s. Attracted as irresistibly to Devdas

as the Gopı̄s to Krishna, she will break with her former life, just as they do with

theirs. Instead of leaving behind dharma for love, though, her love will motivate

her to choose the path of dharma. In the Hindi film world, the path of love—it

seems—can be no other than that of dharma.

Another famous example of allusion to the theme of pestering at the well

in song, for the sake of seduction, is a classic scene from Mughal-e-azam (d. K.

Asif, 1960). Prince Salim (Dilip Kumar) falls in love with Anarkali (Madhu-

bala) as she performs a Krishna Janmaqtamı̄ dance number. The song is sung

by Lata Mangeshkar (music by Naushad, lyrics by Shakeel Badayuni):196

At the well, I was teased by Nandalala,
He twisted my delicate wrists.

He threw pebbles at me, broke my water pot,

My simple197 sari was drenched.

195. tum aurat ho candramukhı̄. pahcan ja apne ap ko. aurat ma hotı̄ hai bahin hotı̄ hai patnı̄ hotı̄ hai dost

hotı̄ hai. aur jab vah kuch nahı̄m hotı̄ to tavaif hotı̄ hai. tum kuch aur ban saktı̄ ho candramukhı̄.

196. The song has been attributed to Raghunath Brahm Bhatt, who wrote it originally for a Gujarati play in

1920 (in.nri.yahoo.com/041115/156/2hymn.html), though it may go back to the court of the Lucknow Navabs.

197. The use of the word anar ı̄ here may be a play on the name of the dancer, Anarkali. She means to

express that she is simple and innocent.
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With the magic of his eyes, he enchanted my soul.

My veil opened to his gaze.198

Anarkali here performs a Krishna bhajana, as is befitting for the occasion.

Prince Salı̄m himself has invited her to take the part of Radha for the Jan-

maqtamı̄ performance, suggesting to his father that she ‘‘will be fitting for the

part of Radha.’’199 The dance is preceded by a sequence showing the puja of the
child Krishna in the palace. However, when the performance of the dancers

begins, the tone changes to a more erotic atmosphere, befitting the theme of

panaghata lı̄la.Although the queen is also present, witnessing the performance

as a religious festivity, it is intended mainly for the men.

In mock complaint, the dancer describes herself as victim of Krishna’s

teasing, describing all the usual actions we are very familiar with: Krishna

throws pebbles, and breaks the water pot, which causes the famed wet-sari

effect, here only evoked in words. Finally, he puts a spell on his victim, she is

lost to him, and her veil opens up to his gaze. ‘‘Twisting wrists’’ stands as a code

word for molestation, but she stops short of describing the more sexual em-

braces (axka bharanau) we heard about in some of the bhakti songs. It is as if

the veil discreetly opens up only for the beloved, but then hides the couple from

the spectators’ (and our) gaze.

The beauty of the song is in its ambivalence, in the playful alternation

between complaint and surrender. The body language (abhinaya) interpreting

the words leaves the listener guessing about what is not said explicitly. There

is also a voyeuristic element, a glimpse into a woman’s very private life, the

effect of an overheard conversation that stirs the soul.

The addressee of the song is ambiguous. One could imagine one Gopı̄

confiding to another, but the choice of the vocative particle re instead of rı̄

suggests rather a male interlocutor. This fits with the performance context,

where the song is performed for the emperor and his retinue. The slave girl

then speaks under pretext of a complaint about her molestation by Krishna to

another male. The effect is one of titillation, and indeed, she is successful. The

emperor is pleased and showers the dancers with coins. Prince Salim falls in

love with her dramatically.

This seduction works. However, there still is a reform agenda at work. In

the rest of the movie, Anarkali is shown consistently as suffering for love,

rather than enjoying the few stolen moments she has with her lover. She is

198. mohe panghat pe nandalala ched gayo re; morı̄ nazuk kalaiya marod gayo re. kankarı̄ mohe marı̄ gagariya

phod dalı̄, morı̄ sar ı̄ anar ı̄ bhigoyı̄ gayo re. nainom se jadu kiya jiyara moh liya, mora ghuxgat nazariya se khol gayo re.

199. radha ke liye munasib rahegı̄.

sexual harassment 469



painfully aware of her social position and hardly dares admit her love. Her

sister, Suraiya, tries to tease her out of this attitude, but to little avail. Anarkali’s

view of love as suffering is taken up again and again, but it may be most

explicitly stated in her song contest with her rival, Bahar. Bahar aspires to

marrying Salim and sees Anarkali as her rival. Her love is functional: she

wishes to become the empress. Her jaded conception of noble love comes out

in her song, where she typifies it as ‘‘trembling, quietly turning into a mere

sigh and dying a death of suffocation.’’200 She prophetically foretells that this

perception will turn out to be the realistic one, as she says she will watch the fun

and have the last laugh.201 The prince rewards her as the winner of the contest

with the rose. Anarkali equally prophetically professes her view of love:

‘‘I concede that love ruins one’s life, but it is not a small accomplishment the

world remembers one in death. I too will let the world ruin me for my love and

see.’’202 Perceptively, the prince bestows on her the thorn, which she accepts

gratefully, as thorns do not wither as roses do. Anarkali then is not one to

celebrate her love, like a Gopı̄, flaunting rules of dharma. Rather than enjoy-

ing it, she is painstakingly aware of her transgression, and ready to suffer for it

even before the enjoyment. This ideal lover certainly has a masochistic streak.

All these examples illustrate a preoccupation with woman as a willing

victim of sexual abuse. The Krishna songs per se do not encourage such an

interpretation—one could even argue the opposite and see them as a cele-

bration of love. However, their filmic prevalence in the performance context of

the courtesan’s mujra (seductive performance) adds an extra dimension. The

woman speaking admits she has already been molested, which opens up the

possibility for the male in the audience to molest her again. Victimization

breeds more victimization. Her attitude toward the abuse is interpreted as a

willing invitation, even enjoyment, of suffering. This construction of a ma-

sochistic sexual partner seems the logical counterpart of a sadistically inclined

male. If these women serve as role models in any way, it seems to be one

carefully constructed to serve a male preoccupation. ‘‘Films seem to say, then,

that harassment and force are the way to a woman’s heart’’ (Derné 2000: 152;

for a psychoanalytical explanation, see Kakar 1989: 33–7).

200. tarapna cupke cupke ah banna ghutke mar jana,

201. kisı̄ din yah tamasa muskarakar ham bhı̄ dekhemge.

202. muhabbat ham ne mana zindagı̄ barbad kartı̄ hai, yah kya kam hai ki mar jane pe duniya yad karte

haim, kisı̄ ke isq mem duniya lutakar ham bhı̄ dekhemge.
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This streak is abundantly clear in somemore recent movies, where we find

an interesting combination of both the Sı̄ta and Radha scenarios, as in the 1990

hit Dil, directed by Indra Kumar already referred to in Chapter 3.203 In this

movie, the playboy hero Raja (Aamir Khan) and the heroine Madhu (Madhuri

Dixit) are studying at the same college. Initially, they are sworn enemies, and do

everything to make each other’s life miserable. The harassment here definitely

goes both ways, with Madhu scheming just as hard to waylay Raja as he her.

Though there is no love lost between them, and the tone is more serious than

the war of the sexes in the Krishna myths, there is a hint that he may actually

desire her. This comes to the fore during a boxingmatch she arranges for him to

get beaten up. At the outset, he insists that the prize for fighting will be that if he

is the winner, he will get to kiss her. She agrees reluctantly, assuming he will

lose anyway. When he actually wins, against all odds, he moves closer to her,

and they come close to kissing, but at the last minute he turns his head and

leaves her doubly dishonored: nearly publicly kissed and publicly spurned.

Madhu seeks revenge, and the climax comes during an overnight school trip to

a mountain station. Madhu tricks Raja to come into her room and then accuses

him of trying to rape her, for which he is expelled from the camp. Raja, now

utterly provoked, seeks revenge by abducting Madhu from her room and

threatening to rape her for real. Again, he stops short from the actual act, a

replay of the kissing scene at the end of the boxing match. His claim is some-

what surprisingly that he did all this not out of revenge but rather so as to make

her feel what it really is like to be a rape victim and to show how immoral it was

for her to use the ruse of a rape to hurt him. By falsely accusing him of rape, she

has dishonored other women who truthfully have been in such a situation. Raja

here does an amazing tour de force, transforming from a near-rapist into a

champion of rape victim’s rights. He has it both ways: he asserts his power over

the woman and poses as a defender of the weak. The underlying assumption

seems to be that a lot of rape victims are actually women who are out to vilify the

accused man, and that it is difficult to distinguish between them and the few

rightful victims there might be.

Most telling about implicit gender prejudices is that the exact scene con-

tains the seeds of Madhu’s love for Raja. After he turns away from her and

explains his behavior, we see her gaze at him with a softening that betrays

incipient love. Sure enough, in the next scenes she takes the initiative in

203. See also n. 105 in chapter 2. This movie is also analyzed by Derné 2000: 152–3.
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courting Raja, inviting him to meet with her privately. All this confirms that

our worries about the implications of the panaghata lı̄la on the assumption that

women really like it rough were not misplaced. Not only is there scope to

interpret these bhakti songs in that way, we see these scenarios play out fully in

the movies.

There is yet something else going on in many of these scenarios. The hero

is coded as a playboy, a wayward, junglee kind of character, and has to be

transformed by the end of the movie into either a responsible citizen settling

into happy domesticity or a tragic hero succumbing to a heroic demise. In

other words, the hero’s junglee-ness needs to be reformed or erased. The project

of such a transformation is taken on by the heroine. So we see that it is via the

agency of the Radha character that the hero is turned from irresponsible

Krishna into Rama. In the process, Radha changes, too. Her character is

turned into either a savior or a punisher of wayward males. This theme fits well

with similar projects going on in early Hindi literature, where the call for

reform from the dream world of Krishna’s flute into rallying songs for the

motherland is heard frequently. A movie where the transformation of Radha
into an agent for the nation is remarkable is the classicMother India,which has

both scenarios and is well worth a detailed analysis.

Sı̄ta Standing up to Sexual Harassment: ‘‘Lajja’’

First I focus on an illustration of the Sı̄ta scenario. Kumar Santoshini’s Lajja is

a delightful recent reworking of the issues related to Sı̄ta’s abduction in the

light of sexual harassment of women. I have already discussed scenes from this

movie in connection with Sı̄ta’s wedding. The frame story features Vaidehi

(Manisha Koirala), who is pregnant and fleeing her abusive husband. In the

course of her flight, she meets several characters, all named after Sı̄ta. Here I

will explore the story of Janaki (Madhuri Dixit), an actress in a nautaxkı̄
company in a small town where Vaidehi seeks temporary shelter.

The first meeting of the two women is significant. When Vaidehi drops in

at the theatre company, Janaki is performing a scene from the play Mughal-e-

azam. She is enacting Anarkali’s song ‘‘Jab pyar kiya to darna kya’’ (‘‘When

you’ve loved, what is there to fear?’’). This immediately defines her as defiant of

societal norms. The song also foreshadows events to come, as Janaki indeed

has loved outside of wedlock and will reap the dire consequences. But first we

get to appreciate Janaki for her spunk and sheer love of life, regardless of what

people may think of her. Vaidehi is attracted to her carefree devil-dares-all

spirit and becomes friends with her. She learns to whistle at the movie star
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Shah Rukh Khan in the dark cinema hall.204 The audience shares her fasci-

nation with Janaki, celebrated in the saucy song ‘‘Baba kya hai muskil’’ (‘‘Man,

what’s so difficult’’).

Complications soon surface, though. It turns out that Janaki is in love with

her fellow actor, Manish, whose child she is carrying and whom she is hoping

to marry after the run of the play ends. However, someone else has designs on

her: the company’s director, who is the Ravapa character, though ironically he

is named Purushottam, ‘‘the best of men,’’ an epithet of Rama. Though he is

married and insists on his wife keeping strict purdah, he does not miss a

chance to romance Janaki. Janaki is dependent on him as he is her director, but

she resists his attempts to seduce her. We see her keeping the older man at a

distance with a decisiveness that shows she does not take him very seriously as

a sexual aggressor. Part of her strength in resistance derives from the fact that

she is secure in the love of Manish.

Purushottam then resorts to subterfuge. He strikes at the heart of Janaki’s

confidence by creating discord between the lovers. First, he convinces Manish

and Janaki to stay for the run of the next play—none other than an enactment

of the Ramayapa. The lovers are convinced to stay on, on the grounds that it is

very inauspicious to turn away from the Ramayapa. It will prove exactly the

opposite: it will be disastrous for them to reenact the Ramayapa. That message

is not lost on the viewer. Interestingly, there are two plays within the movie. On

the one hand, there wasMughal-e-azam, with its strong message of defiance to

patriarchal rule, epitomized in the song ‘‘Jab pyar kiya to darna kya,’’ which
Janaki performed earlier. On the other hand, we have the Ramayapa, here
perceived as a play that embodies the oppression of women.

Once the two lovers have committed to stay on, Purushottam makes his

next move. He suggests to Manish that he has a relationship with Janaki

himself and manages to sow the seeds of mistrust in Manish’s mind about

whether the child Janaki is expecting is really his. This Ravapa, then, is not a
threatening figure; he is an old man who does not really pose a threat to Janaki,

and is not a plausible seducer of women. However, his sneakiness is all the

more dangerous, and we see that he actually succeeds in seducing Manish

away from his love.

The climax comes in the midst of a very emotionally loaded performance

of the Ramayapa. Behind the curtains, Manish informs Janaki that he does not

204. There is a lot of cinema self-referencing in this episode, as when Janaki encourages Vaidehi to wear

one of her saris that will make her look like Karisma Kapoor—whereas the actress is Manisha Koirala.
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want to marry her if she keeps the child. Janaki immediately grasps that he is

suggesting abortion and understands why he is doing so. She refuses the

abortion, not so much on moral grounds but because she feels her pride and

love is at stake. Back on stage, she transforms the fire ordeal scene by infusing

it with her own pain at being rejected. As Sı̄ta, she points out that she followed
Rama in his exile and that throughout she has remained loyal to him. Does she

deserve this plight? Rama-Manish grandly claims he is rejecting her for the

sake of such ideals as protecting virtue in the world (sadacar kı̄ rakqa). Janaki
then oversteps her role, asking Rama-Manish whether he loves her. Startled by

the deviation from the script, he falls back on a standard monologue about the

need to show society, but she cuts him short: ‘‘The question is addressed to

you, not to society. You tell me whether you’re with me or not!’’205 Behind the

curtains, Vaidehi, who functions as souffleur, is speechless. someone tells her

‘‘She’s speaking the wrong lines,’’ but Vaidehi closes the script book and

whispers: ‘‘She’s got it right.’’ 206 On stage, the Lakshmana character tries to

interfere, spouting lots of sonoric epic vocatives, in an attempt to calm Janaki

down. But Janaki turns against him, pointing out that his disfigurement of

Surpapakha is what caused Ravapa to abduct her in the first place. We can

applaud her directing attention to the root cause of the abduction, putting the

blame with the men, whereas we have seen the television version stressing

Sı̄ta’s fatal mistakes leading up to the abduction, put the blame on the victim

herself.

Janaki spits out that men always show their macho-hood by taking it out

on women. When Lakshmana gets angry, she rebukes him: ‘‘I’m the one who

should be angry because it’s my character that is being questioned.’’207 She

points out how heroically she has withstood Ravapa on her own, while the

brothers had to gather an army first before they could come to her rescue. But

what signifcance would that army have had had she not withstood the tyrant?

Her description of her rejection of Ravapa brings to mind her rebuttals to

Purushottam: ‘‘Is this the reward of my courage, my patience, my trust, andmy

love that today in public I am insulted and abandoned?’’208 Sı̄ta’s anger here is
not directed at the Ravapa character but at the men who claim to rescue her

from the aggressor and then cast doubt on her reputation, becoming aggres-

sors themselves.

205. prasna ap se kiya hai samaj se nahı̄m! ap bataiye: ap mere sath haim ya nahı̄m.

206. ’’vah galat dialogue bol rahı̄ hai,’’ ‘‘sahı̄ bol rahı̄ hai.’’

207. krodhit mujhe hona cahiye kyomki mere caritra ka saval utha hai.

208. mere sahas, mere dhairya, mere visvas, mere prem ka yahı̄ phal mil raha hai ki aj bar ı̄ sabha mem mera

apaman, mera parityag?
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We may like it, but in the film, the audience watching Janaki’s Sı̄ta in-

terpretation is getting restless; they do not appreciate the turn the story is

taking. Lakshmana is at a loss and comically tries to save the situation in an

aside to the stage assistant: ‘‘Hey man, quickly open the fire pit,’’209 and he as

much as tries to push Sı̄ta in the pit. Lakshmana has it right; he is catering to

what the audience demands. However, to the great outrage of the public,

Janaki flatly refuses: ‘‘No, I’m not going to prove something in which I don’t

believe! I don’t need to prove anything to someone who doesn’t believe my

word.’’210 She insists that Rama-Manish take the fire ordeal with her: ‘‘We’ll

take a trial by fire together.’’211 But Manish refuses. Significantly, in the film,

the audience is with him. Everyone wants to see a meek Sı̄ta jumping into the

fire. The actors nearly push her into the fire in an attempt to save the situation,

but to no avail; the performance is lost, and the public protests. They demand

that Sita act as she should and commit her immaculate self-sacrifice. Only

Vaidehi applauds Janaki’s actions. The curtain falls, and the public starts to

riot.212

Behind the curtains, in the dressing room, Janaki rages to Vaidehi: ‘‘Keep

telling them what they like and what attracts their heart, then they will put you

on their shoulders, worship you and say you’re a goddess. But tell them what

you think, and they’ll call you a slut of disreputable character.’’213 Vaidehi

approves of Janaki’s rewriting of Sı̄ta’s story. She muses: ‘‘If only Sı̄ta had acted
the way you have, then today every man would not [be able to] ask trial by fire of

any woman.’’214 But she points out that it is not the Ramayapa that is to blame;

Janaki, too, has committed a mistake: she should not have trusted Manish.

Janaki quickly retorts, pointing out that respectably married Vaidehi, too, is in

the same state: ‘‘a child in the womb, and exiled.’’215 She is referring to the

events of the last book of Ramayapa, the Uttara Kapda, where Sı̄ta is exiled on

grounds that she is tainted and that her return to Rama’s house sends the

wrong signal to his subjects. Sı̄ta’s situation, pregnant and exiled, epitomizes

209. are jaldı̄ se citta khol do yar.

210. are mujhe kuch sabit-vabit karna nahı̄m, jise mujh par bharosa nahı̄m, jise merı̄ bat par bharosa nahı̄m,

uske liye mujhe kuch sabit karna nahı̄m.

211. ham donom agni parı̄kqa demge.

212. These scenes are reminiscent of the real-life rioting in cinemas in Delhi and Bombay that showed

the movie Fire (1996) by the Canadian director Deepa Mehta. The objection there was similar: that the character

with the name Sita acted in ways uncharacteristic of the mythological Sı̄ta.

213. jo bat inke kanom ko acchı̄ lage, inke man ko ricae, vahı̄ bolte raho, to sir par bithakar puja karemge,

kahemge devı̄ hai. aur apne man kı̄ kahemge, to kahemge kulata hai, caritrahı̄n hai.

214. kas sı̄ta jı̄ ne bhı̄ vahı̄ kiya hota jo tum ne kiya hai, to aj har mard kisı̄ aurat kı̄ agniparı̄kqa kı̄ mamg

nahı̄m karta.

215. kokh mem bacca lekar banvas.
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every woman’s plight. After men have had their fun, they leave you, and there

you are: pregnant and rejected. She is voicing a common understanding that

explains the resonance Sı̄ta’s story has for many women.

While outside a demonstration against Janaki takes place, Purushottam

comes to offer his services. He has the temerity to confirm that it is all Janaki’s

fault, as she has committed an offense against dharma (dharma ka apaman). In
his view, the mistake is that she has not ‘‘acted her part.’’ Janaki gets furious

when she hears his hypocritical sermon. She points out that he himself daily

accosts her while keeping his wife behind purdah. Isn’t that a greater offense?

Purushottam tries to make use of her vulnerability to blackmail her into be-

coming his mistress, but she furiously refuses: better to go to the insane

asylum than submit to such vile desires. He then sends her into the crowd,

where she is insulted and beaten, to the point that she loses the child.

This movie’s agenda is to stand up against the oppressive discourse per-

ceived to be epitomized in the Ramayapa story. Its creative engagement with

the story illustrates the pervasiveness of the Sı̄ta trope. In its attempt to rewrite

Sı̄ta’s lines, in particular during the infamous Agniparı̄kqa, the movie playfully

appropriates the right to rethink the story. Does it overstretch the boundaries

in rewriting Sı̄ta by incarnating her in an actress who is pregnant before

marriage? How far can one go before the vessel breaks? When does Sı̄ta cease
to be Sı̄ta (Rao 2004)? In building in this critique within the movie—in the

audience’s reaction to the play—the director acknowledges he is swimming

against the tide. Indeed, this self-prophecy came true. Lajjawas declared to be a

subversion of the Ramayapa, and there were attempts to have it banned. Just as

in the movie, where the rioters burn posters of the actress playing Sı̄ta, BJP
workers in Bhopal burned posters of Madhuri Dixit in her role as Janaki

playing Sı̄ta, as well as effigies of the director (Aklujkar 2007).

Even had the audience liked it, Santoshi’s reworking of Ramayapa might

be thought to fail on a deeper level. As was the case with Maithili, we see again

a woman who speaks out but is utterly ruined, with no way out, in the end.

While these women’s courage and defiance surely goes a long way to create an

alternative example, their dire helplessness in the end is a strong deterrent to

following that example. These scenes of protest serve to offer the audience

some relief of its pent-up anger, but in the end, the status quo is maintained.

The only redeeming feature is that Vaidehi goes and confronts Purushottam in

front of his obedient wife, who now turns against him, saves Vaidehi from his

rage, and accompanies her to the station. There is a brief satisfaction and sense

of closure here. However, beyond speculation that the power dynamics in

Purushottam’s household might be slightly altered, there is no future for this

wife either. At the end of the movie, there is no happy resolution as there was
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for Maithili’s story, however brief and unconvincing. Within the movie, Janaki

is utterly irredeemable. She is a fallen woman. Once fallen, once she has

crossed the Lakshmana Rekha, there is no saving her. Her carefree attitude is

shown up. Her protest has utterly failed. It has not opened up alleys of alter-

native lifestyles. It has only brought disaster. The movie has failed, then, to

write a plausible alternative to Sı̄ta’s story.
In the end, the whole project of consciously rewriting Ramayapa has the

wrong focus. What is the point of blaming an old story and its characters? Why

should we blame Sı̄ta for the way she reacted? The blame lies not with Sı̄ta or
with the story. The story has been reworked many times for different needs.

The more modern versions are not the less oppressive ones—rather the op-

posite. What is driving women into bad situations is not an outdated religion

but simply the lack of human kindness. The problem is not with the gods but

with men and women who do not step up to their responsibilities, who claim

the dharma high ground while acting otherwise, and with those—men and

women—who condone such behavior and fail to show up their hypocrisy. The

problem is not with the film industry either. There is indeed a courageous

movie that shows a counter-example of somebody standing up to sexual ha-

rassment of women. Surprisingly, it is a classic movie dating from the fifties:

Mother India.

Radha Stands Up to Punish Krishna’s Harassment: ‘‘Mother India’’

When we look at scenarios of sexual harassment in popular movies, there is

one movie we cannot neglect: Mother India.216 This epic film can of course

not be reduced to only issues of sexual harassment,217 but they figure prom-

inently. It is interesting, too, that the movie was directed by Mehboob Khan—a

devout Muslim, who shows a deep and insightful engaging with Hindu my-

thology. When confronted with the apparent paradox of his reworking Hindu

mythology as a Muslim, he is reported to have said that these stories are ‘‘in our

blood’’ (Gayatri Chatterjee, personal communication, February 18, 2006). The

216. The movie was successful at the time of its release: it received several Filmfare awards—best film,

best cinematography (Faredoon Irani), best director, best actress, and best sound (Kaushik)—and was nomi-

nated for the Oscars. It was also a huge international success, especially in the then USSR and South America.

Due to the place it holds in the Indian imagination, it has created a mythology of its own (see Thomas 1989).

217. For a wonderfully insightful analysis of the movie, see Chatterjee’s book-length study (2002), which

also deals with some mythological elements. I want here to take up Chatterjee’s invitation to study the

mythological references (2002: 73–4) but will do so less with reference to Krishna rather to Radha and Sı̄ta.
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movie in fact contains an interesting take on both the Sı̄ta and the Radha
scenario.

First, a comment on the name of the mythic heroine of this national epic:

Radha. This may be surprising. Why would a strong, long-suffering peasant

woman, who symbolizes the nation and indeed Mother Earth, be named after

the delicate erotic heroine best known for her expertise in love play and mel-

ancholic longing and pining for an absent beloved? It seems all the more

incongruent because the movie is intended to be something of a nationalist

epic. It was first released to coincide with the celebration of the first decade of

Indian independence in 1957.

The nationalist movement had felt itself worlds apart from the feminine

world of Radha’s Braj. It heralded a move away from decadent Radha-Krishna-
type topics in literature and toward a more robustly masculine patriotic liter-

ature, involving more Rama-type characters and frequent references to pow-

erful goddesses like Durga, equated with cosmic power, or sakti (King 1994). It
has been noted that whereas Radha was a popular figure in the poetry of the

prenationalist period, she more or less disappears from the literary map from

the end of the nineteenth century onward. This is well expressed in the title of

an article on the topic of literature of the period: ‘‘Where Have All the Radhas

Gone?’’ (Schomer 1982). The one notable exception is Ayodhya Singh Upad-
hyay Hariaudh’s Priya-pravasa, a Sanskritic reinterpretation of the Krishna

mythology, which moves Krishna from philandery to philanthropy, one could

say. In this new universe, Radha is shorn of sensuality and transformed into a

chaste social worker (see Ritter 2005).

However, the fact is there: in popular cinema, squarely in the foreground

of this nationalist film, we have a Radha, not a delicate lover or a chaste social
reform worker but a bread-and-butter mother, toiling in India’s red earth,

literally carrying the weight of her children on her shoulders in the midst of a

flood. Mehboob succeeds in updating Radha. In this movie incarnation, she is

a down-to-earth ordinary woman but rises to superhuman strength to save the

future of the nation. She seems unrecognizable at first glance, but if we look

closely we find that some of the features of the traditional Radha persist, with
some very interesting twists.

At first sight, one might wonder why she is not named Sı̄ta, as she might

be closer to preconceptions of Sı̄ta rather than the erotic Radha. This is the case
right from the beginning of the movie, which starts auspiciously with Radha’s

wedding. It is quite the traditional village affair; there are plenty of cows and

oxen, signifying auspiciousness and fertility (throughout the film, cattle play

an important role in the family’s fortunes) as well as evoking the pastoral world

of Krishna’s Braj. However, the tone at the wedding is not joyous and spon-
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taneous, as in the Braj depictions of Radha’s wedding. Rather, everything is

serious and solemn, as it would be observed from the perspective of the young

inexperienced bride about to embark on a journey into an uncertain future.

Some shots show only the feet of the couple, as if through the eyes of the bride,

who shyly keeps her head bowed. We get a glimpse of the wedding ceremony’s

Brahminical ritual highlights and then the leavetaking. This occasion prompts

the first song of the movie, a bidaı̄ song, expressing the sorrow of the family of

the bride at seeing her leave ‘‘Piy ke ghar aj pyarı̄ dulhaniya calı̄’’ (‘‘The pretty
bride left for her beloved’s house today’’). The tone on the sound track re-

mains tragic, even when the scene changes to the arrival in the groom’s house

and the camera registers the joy and playfulness of the women there. This is in

contrast with the shy uncertain bride’s feelings, which continue to be poi-

gnantly expressed in the song. Still, the wedding represents the erotic mode

(srxgara), and we do get a glimpse of the excitement of the groom at the

prospect of the wedding night. Significantly, as the groom opens the bride’s

veil, the lines of the song are: ‘‘I have no special qualities, ways, or anything; the

honor of my bangles [symbolizing the marital state] now rests with you; I’ve

come to be with you for a lifetime.’’218 The lines are humble (ironically, given

the actress, Nargis’s splendid looks) and voice the surrender of the bride to her

new groom: whatever she may be, their marital bliss all depends on him; his

approval or disapproval is the determining factor. This is marvelously acted by

Nargis, as she keeps her eyes closed but totally surrenders to her groom’s

touch, while he ardently, somewhat awed, gazes at her face and touches her for

the first time. The beautifully framed, glamorous Nargis evokes the erotic

atmosphere magically (see Chatterjee 2002: 24–5), yet the last shot of this

scene is of her falling at the feet of her groom. The audience is not going to

miss the point that this Radha is right from the start more of a Sı̄ta type.

Sure enough, all too soon the erotic gives way to duty. Radha is depicted as

putting the role of the proverbial good bahu first and only secondarily that of

the erotic young wife. As soon as she hears about the mortgage her mother-in-

law took out for the wedding, she takes off her jewelry and gets to work. She

coyly dodges her enamored husband Shyamu’s affection for fear of what

people might say (saram), but that heightens his desire only more. One early

scene is reminiscent of Radha and Krishna’s love play. In the morning,

catching her at work in the stable, he wants to put her jewelry back on so he can

admire her beauty. She protests that he should sell it to pay off the loan, but he

218. koı̄ gupa dhamg na mujhmem koı̄ bat hai, morı̄ curiyom kı̄ laj ab tore hath haim, tore samg maim jı̄van

bhar ko sajna calı̄.
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insists. She succumbs to the moment and teases that she’ll take it off every day,

just so she can have the pleasure of him putting it back on. This evokes images

of Krishna adorning Radha. However, the love scene gets interrupted by the

arrival of the mother-in-law, who reminds them of wagging tongues in the

village, and the tone changes to comedy as the lovers, scolded by her, clumsily

try to resume their household tasks. Mother-in-law gives the new bahu a good

piece of advice: ‘‘Don’t let him have his way or he’ll be a good-for-nothing.’’ We

are squarely back to ‘‘Dharma comes first.’’ A later scene reminiscent of

Krishna mythology shows the couple at work in the fields when it starts raining

and they seek shelter under a tree, huddling under one cover. However, the

erotic potential of the moment is not exploited, as we are now focusing on the

injustice of the hard work the farmer has to endure while the treacherous

moneylender takes most of his hard-gotten harvest.

The actress Nargis is certainly glamorous, even while going about

household tasks, including churning butter like a true Gopı̄, and she exudes

erotic power even when covered with mud and earth. Still, erotics are hardly

the order of the day. Even in the beginning, the songs celebrating Radha and

Shyamu’s love are work songs, and they are depicted harvesting rather than

dallying about. In contrast to her namesake goddess, Radha also gives birth to

children; her two surviving sons appropriately are named Ramu and Birju. The

oldest son is named after the epitome of dharma, the second after carefree,

naughty Krishna. Right from the beginning, they enact perfectly their char-

acters: Ramu is obedient, self-controlled, and hard-working; Birju is self-willed,

impulsive, and a rebellious loafer (wonderfully acted by precocious little Sajid).

He is disobedient to parental authority yet strongly attached to his mother (see

Chatterjee 2002: 45). Like Krishna, he is mother’s favorite. She cannot punish

him. There are some wonderful vignettes of the delight of parenthood (vatsalya
bhava) as everyone enjoys the children’s pranks (bala lı̄ la). At this point, the

references to the mythology of Krishna shift from the erotic focus on the

couple to the child Birju, and Radha transforms into the Yasoda character of

Krishna’s mother rather than the erotic partner.

Soon, though, disaster strikes. In an accident, Shyamu loses both his arms

and is totally incapacitated—read impotent. Unable to bear this, Shyamu flees

the house in despair, leaving Radha to fend for their children. Before leaving,

Shyamu obliterates the tı̄ka, or auspicious cosmetic mark on the forehead of

the sleeping Radha. This is significant as it symbolizes her happily married

status (suhag). When Radha wakes up, she frantically tries to get her husband

back and sets to search for him. Here the image of the erotic Radha shifts to

that of Mı̄ra. Radha is shown wandering from temple to temple in hopes of

finding her husband somewhere among the beggars at the temple entrance,
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because without arms, that is how he would need to subsist. Against the

backdrop of a bhajana-like song, this evokes the image of pilgrimage, in par-

ticular that of Mı̄ra to the temple city of Dwaraka, crazy in her devotion to

Krishna. The song definitely sounds like a Mı̄ra bhajana:

From town to town from door to door, I am looking for the dark one.

Crying out over and over: ‘‘Beloved, beloved,’’ I’ve gone mad.

My beloved heartlessly has blown me into the fire of sorrow.

Pining for my love sets aflame219 my happiness: unlucky am I.

Every moment my heart weeps, turning my eyes into brimming

waterpots.

When I came, what dreams of love did I bring in my eyes.

Now I’m going with tears and all aspirations squashed.

In the riotous confusion of the world, the backpack of my life got

plundered.

These two eyes hungering to see you will not sleep lifelong,

[But will remain] spread open in welcome for you. We’ll cry night

after night.

Now, O God [Rama], I don’t know how I’ll spend my life.220

It is ambiguous who is the ‘‘dark one’’ of the song: is it Radha’s husband,

Shyamu, or Mı̄ra’s beloved God, Krishna? The last line seems to indicate it is

God himself, here addressed as Rama. However, the song’s picturization gives

a twist to the Mı̄ra image. Radha is still in her red shawl and colorful outfit,

clearly not the widow in white Mı̄ra is often portrayed as. Moreover, she is

accompanied by her two older sons. While the last verse is sung, the camera

shows her two sons leading her back home, and the song’s formulaic refer-

ence to the woman’s two hungry eyes acquires a whole new meaning. We are

reminded of the hunger of the two children, which is not a hunger to see God

or even their father but a very real down-to-earth hunger for food.221 Then, in

retrospect, the ‘‘mercilessness’’ (bedardı̄) of the beloved takes on another

219. Literally: ‘‘the spark of pining [viraha] falls into the married happiness [suhaga] of an unhappy one.’’

220. nagarı̄ nagarı̄ dvare dvare dhumrum re samvariya, piya piya ratate maim ho gaı̄ re bamvariya; bedardı̄

balam ne mohe phumka gam kı̄ ag mem, biraha kı̄ cingarı̄ partı̄ dukhiya ke suhag mem, pal pal manava roe chalke

nainom kı̄ gagariya; aı̄ thı̄ amkhiyom mem lekar sapne kya kya pyar ke, jatı̄ hum to amsu lekar asaem sab harke,

duniya ke mele mem lut gaı̄ jı̄van kı̄ gathariya; darsan ke do bhukhe naina jı̄van bhar na soemge, bichre sajan tumhare

karap ratom ko ham roemge, ab na jane rama kaise bı̄tegı̄ umariya.

221. This seems intentional, because the lyricist has chosen the image of ‘‘hunger’’ rather than the more

common one of ‘‘thirsting eyes’’ (pyase nainana).
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meaning. It becomes an outcry against men dodging family responsibilities.

Why do men value their pride more than their families? Why are they so easily

influenced to let go when they have lost their honor and choose to leave their

own families in the lurch? By extension, it raises the question of why God is so

irresponsible as to leave women to fend for their families. This song very

subtly, but surely, undermines some traditional bhakti tropes, while using

their appeal and popularity. We could interpret it as a socialist-inspired ap-

propriation of Mı̄ra-style bhakti.

Radha returns home to shoulder full responsibility for the family. How-

ever, she refuses to let go of her husband and keeps wearing the signs of the

auspicious marital state, convinced he will return one day. Chatterjee has

perceptively observed that this is crucial for the movie, as it enables Radha to

remain a sexually active woman and embodiment of sakti, which could not

have been possible had she been widowed (Chatterjee 2002: 48).222 In this

respect, Radha truly is modeled after her mythological namesake, as she

faithfully remains pining for her absent husband, always waiting, always ex-

pecting him back. The visions she has of him returning and her fond mem-

ories of marital bliss in flashbacks serve to reinforce that theme.

Still, there are several echoes of Sı̄ta’s story. The movie also has scenes of

sexual harassment reminiscent of the Sı̄ta scenario. That is particularly the

case in the first part of the movie, where the village moneylender, Sukhilala,

has a lecherous eye on Radha, who has recently arrived in the village as a new

bride. He is an old lecher, far from a romantic alluring flute player, but still we

encounter him first as he is making passes at the village women on their way to

the well. He pretends to be concerned about their safety, telling them to watch

out not to slip lest their pots break, a statement full of sexual innuendo. But

Radha’s friend gets back to him with quick repartee: ‘‘Women do not slip like

men do.’’ She adds, criticizing his practice of moneylending, asking rhetori-

cally: ‘‘With you around, who can afford copper pots?’’ Radha does not speak to

the moneylender and asks her friend not to pay attention to him (the scene is

described in Chatterjee 2002: 41).

Later on in the movie, Sukhilala becomes something more of the Ravapa
character. After Shyamu becomes incapacitated, Sukhilala taunts him in hopes

of making him leave town. Indeed, he succeeds, and Shyamu leaves Radha.

Now Sukhilala sees his chance and tries to force Radha into submission. He

tries to seduce her, now destitute, with promises of wealth, suggesting she

222. See also Chatterjee 2002: 50–1 for more reflection on the absence and failure of the husband in the

light of the postcolonial predicament.
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deserves better than the penury in which her husband has left her. Radha does

not give in to him but literally stands—and plows—her ground. She is shown

doing so while also feeding and raising her family, to the strains of the famous

song ‘‘Duniyamem ham ae haim to jı̄na hı̄ parega’’ (‘‘We’ve come to the world,

so we have to go on living’’). The song propounds the main concern most ex-

plicitly in the line:

It’s woman on whom depends the shame of the world.

In this vale of tears, women are the keepers of honor.223

Who lives in honor, will also die in honor.224

The song then articulates a discourse valuing women’s honor above all. It

applies the principles of Ramayapa to a real-life situation, but makes the point

that it may not always work out. While the song ends in firm resolve, Radha is to

be further tested, not by fire, like Sı̄ta, but by flood. A devastating flood destroys

all they own. Radha is desperate to feed her children, and as she struggles to

make a meal with nothing but mud, her youngest baby dies. As she stands with

the dead baby in her arms, covered with mud from the flood, Sukhilala chooses

this moment to appear and repeat his offer to ‘‘protect’’ her. He offers her

surviving, starved children some food (canna). Radha forbids the children to

accept anything from themoneylender. Sukhilala withdraws but repeats that his

offer remains valid and he will wait patiently. Once Sukhilala is gone, her

favorite son, Birju, faints from hunger, and Radha is frantic that she might lose

this son, too. Desperate to feed her children, she runs to Sukhilala’s house, ready

to take him up on his offer. In this version, then, Radha-Sı̄ta succumbs to

Ravapa, but only because of her children. The memorable scene of her (aborted)

seduction in Sukhilala’s house deserves detailed attention, as it is contains many

hints of Radha’s divine alter ego, the goddess (see also Chatterjee 2002: 55–7).

Radha does not have to say anything. Sukhilala knows why she is there. He

greets her with mock humility in an ironic reference to the divine Radha,
stressing the incongruence of her arrival, something he had not hoped for just

yet: ‘‘May you be blessed. The feet of the goddess Radha have reached Su-

khilala’s house. Blessed is my fortune!’’225 Another goddess, however, has

blessed Sukhilala—the goddess of wealth, Lakqmı̄, and she is given pride of

place in his house. When Radha sees this silver image, she becomes furious

223. Literally: ‘‘She is [truly] woman who is the shame (sarm) of the world. In this world, woman’s duty

(dharma) is just her honor (laj).’’

224. aurat hai vah aurat jise duniya kı̄ sarm hai, samsar mem bas laj hı̄ narı̄ ka dharm hai; zinda hai jo izzat

se vahı̄ izzat se marega.

225. dhanya ho devi. radharapı̄ ke carap aur sukhı̄lal ka ghar! dhanyabhag!
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and throws the symbols of her wedded state, her ‘‘wedding necklace’’

(maxgalsutra) and bangles, at the image. Sukhilala promptly proceeds to put a

new ‘‘wedding chain’’ around her neck, saying gleefully that she has done well

to come to him; she will benefit, because he is so generous that he will put

golden chains even around the neck of his dog. As he ties the chain, he says

admiringly: ‘‘I swear by God (Rama), you look like a Lakqmı̄. Come Lakqmı̄,’’226

and he pulls her toward the bed. Radha bitterly repeats, ‘‘I look like Lakqmı̄,’’227

tasting the full bitter irony of the situation, and she directs her anger again at

the goddess image. ‘‘Goddess, are you not ashamed manifesting yourself in

Radha’s body? You’ve become embodied in me, now watch how your own

honor is being robbed.’’228 Challenging Lakqmı̄ as if the goddess were a person,

she says: ‘‘Don’t laugh. You’ll lift the burden of the world, goddess, but the

burden of motherhood is to be upheld too. First become a mother yourself,

then see how your feet too will falter.229 Meanwhile, Sukhilala is trying to

remove the image of Lakqmı̄, keen not to have his goddess of good fortune

offended. But Radha stops him: ‘‘The goddess gave you fortune and brought

me to you by making me unfortunate. I will tell this goddess! It’s easy to show

the path, but very difficult to follow it. It’s easy to sit on a seat and watch the

spectacle. But becoming the spectacle yourself and living your life that way is

very difficult, very difficult.’’230 In her despair, she vows to show the childless

Lakqmı̄ what she cannot understand: ‘‘I’ll tell this goddess what a mother when

pushed can do for her children. How far she can fall, how deep. Goddess of

power, if you don’t give me power, then take my shame [and be ashamed of

yourself ]! I cannot sacrifice my poor children.’’231

There is a great deal of bitter irony in this scene. For one, Radha is indi-

rectly trying to shame Sukhilala, but she knows he is a lost cause. Still, she can

manipulate this superstitious man by insulting his goddess of fortune. To

some extent, she succeeds. Sukhilala tries to move the image away, so his

goddess will not become displeased with him. At the same time, there is also a

direct appeal to the goddess herself, trying to shame her. At the basic level,

226. ram kasam, lakqmı̄ lagtı̄ ho, lakqmı̄, ao.

227. lakqmı̄ lagtı̄ hum.

228. devi radha ke rup mem ate hue laj na aı̄? merı̄ rup mem aı̄ ho, to apnı̄ laj lute hue bhı̄ dekh lo.

229. hamso nahı̄m. samsar ka bhar utha logı̄ devı̄ mamta ka bhoj na uthaya jaega. ma bankar dekho. tumhare

pãv bhı̄ dagmagaemge. I am grateful to Munni Kabir for clarifying the Hindi.

230. devı̄ ne tumhem dhan diya aur mujhe nirdhan banakar tumhare samne layı̄. maim devı̄ ko bataumgı̄:

rasta dikhana sahaj hai par raste par calna bahut kathin. sthan par baithkar tamasa dekhna asan. tum khud tamasa

bankar jı̄na bitana bahut muskil hai, bahut muskil.

231. maim devı̄ ko bataumgı̄ ki ek majbur ma apne baccom ke liye kya kar saktı̄. kaham tak gir saktı̄, kaham

tak gir saktı̄. devi, sakti nahı̄m de saktı̄, devı̄. to laj le lo. maim apne baccom ka balidan nahı̄m kar saktı̄ devi.
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Radha’s speech is triggered by Sukhilala’s remark that she looks like Lakqmı̄. If

Radha has turned into Lakqmı̄, then the irony is that he is about to rape Lakqmı̄

herself. Lakqmı̄, the goddess image, will have to watch her own disgrace. In the

background is also the avatar theology, holding that Lakqmı̄ manifested herself

on earth in the form of the goddess Radha, for whom Radha is named. How

can she now stand seeing her namesake being abused this way? How can the

goddess of love stand seeing love so abused? At another level, there is a more

socialist-inspired critique. Radha is venting her anger by trying to shame the

goddess about her lack of evenhandedness. She has blessed Sukhilala; what-

ever he touches seems to turn into gold. Now even Radha is part of that

miracle. How unfair it is that the goddess manifests herself so abundantly in

the house of this man, while staying away from the farmer’s hovel and thus

forcing hard-working mothers to sell their bodies. Radha is addressing the

goddess in good bhakti tradition, which allows for this type of blackmailing of

the god, and it pays off. Finally, there may also be a metacriticism here about

filmı̄ denigration of women becoming a spectacle for the public. It is easy for

us to sit and watch this sexual harassment take place and feel moral outrage.

But Radha asks, do we something about it or do we just watch the fun? This

scene seems to interpellate the audience that they should not just chime in

with the song we’ve just heard and join the rhetoric about women having to

protect the honor of the world and ‘‘show the way’’ but that they should also

take the much more difficult road and ‘‘walk the path,’’—show in action how to

remain honest in the face of adversity. It is easy to preach, the filmmaker

seems to say, but how about doing something about it?

The miracle Radha prays for happens. The goddess gives her power (sakti)
to stand up and walk out on the deal. It is not a spectacular miracle (as in the

earlier film Aurat, of which Mother India was a remake, see Chatterjee 2002:

57) but one that is in the eye of the believer. In the tussle with Sukhilala, who is

trying to move the image, Radha finds her maxgalsutra again, which she had

earlier tossed at the goddess. She sees this as a sign from the goddess and

recovers her belief that her husband will come back and things will turn out

well in the end. Sukhilala, ironically, tries to appeal to her sense of dharma,

arguing that her first duty is not her absent husband but her children, who will

die if she does not go through with his deal. But Radha now is convinced that

the goddess is on her side, and she is determined to leave. He tries to over-

power her, but she fights him off. We get some comic relief when Sukhilala

falls and gets stuck in cotton jar, and some real relief when Radha finds a stick

to beat him up with.

No men are needed to wage war against this Ravapa; Radha fights the

battle on her own. The only help she needs is sakti from the goddess: the power
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to stand up against injustice, the conviction that she is fighting the right fight.

More than that, Radha’s conviction to stand her ground is a transformative one.

Not only does she stay put and toil on her land for a better future; she manages

to transfer her resolve to the whole village. As they are about to make an exodus

from their flood-devastated fields, her powerful example convinces them to

stay. The personal victory over tyranny is turned to a collective benefit. It is in

the song ‘‘O janevalo’’ that Radha first takes on the role of Mother with capital

M. She calls the villagers back, appealing to them in the name of Mother Earth.

O emigrants, don’t leave your house behind:

Mother is calling you with folded hands.232

This town is yours, its lanes, its neighborhoods are yours,

Where are you going leaving all this behind?

It’s nothing, yet it’s a million, the earth is your mother.

You won’t find happiness in the world by breaking your mother’s

heart!233

Stop, your fields are calling you back.

The sky says you have to live right here.

Come back, so that Mother’s sighs won’t stick with you.

Stop, where are you going, turning your back?234

At the last repetition of the refrain, Radha stoops and scoops some mud

from the ground; she reaches out with earth in hand as she repeats that Mother

Earth is calling them. And this is the real miracle: her plea stops the villagers

from leaving. They return to their lands to toil side by side with her. Her

identificationwith the earth is complete, as her body is totally covered inmud.235

In the next, upbeat song ‘‘Dukha bhara dina bı̄te re bhaya’’ (‘‘Days of sorrow
are gone’’), the identification gets subtly shifted to one with Mother India.

First, the turning wheel of the bullock cart that signifies the passing of time

(announcing a flashback) is also reminiscent of the cakra in the Indian flag.

Then comes the famous striking image of a map of India its borders traced

232. o janevalo jao na ghar apna chorke, mata bula rahı̄ hai tumhem hath jorke.

233. nagarı̄ tumharı̄ galiyam tumharı̄ ye bastiyam, in sab ko chorkar are jate ho tum kaham; kuch nahı̄m hai

lakh phir bhı̄ hai dhartı̄ tumharı̄ ma, duniya mem sukh na paoge dil ma ka torke.

234. thahro pukartı̄ hai tumharı̄ zamı̄n tumhem, kahta hai asman hai jı̄na yahı̄m tumhem; laut ao makı̄ hay

lage na kahı̄m tumhem, ruk jao ja rahe ho kaham pı̄th morke.

235. Of course, as many observers have noticed, this is also a reversal of the exodus of Partition, in 1957

still fresh in people’s memory. In the light of the atrocities and rapes accompanying the event, it is notable how

the filmmaker predicates the return to one’s land on a woman standing up against sexual tyranny.
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with haystacks and chiseled in the earth. In fact, the map shows pre-Partition

India, including Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and parts of Burma. In the light of the

previous song, which pleaded with emigrants not to heed the call to move, it

seems to be a criticism of the separate-homeland ‘‘solution.’’ In any case,

Radha is now transformed into the mother of the village, and by extension of

the whole of India.

In this movie, then, the Sı̄ta scenario has been rewritten in a powerful way.

This Sı̄ta is an active agent, fighting for her family, to keep her children alive.

Her priority is not her chastity but her children: she is tempted to give in to the

seducer only when she is desperate and sees no other way. There are no men

around to save her, but she finds strength in the goddess, and in herself and her

self-esteem to resist and keep up the fight. This transformation is not only for

the benefit of her family but also her village and, it is suggested, the nation. The

resistance to sexual harassment is what transforms Radha into Mother India.

In the second half of the movie, Radha is called upon to preserve not only

her own chastity but that of all the village women. As her children grow up,

Radha assumes more and more the role of doting mother. Like Yasoda, she is
indulgent toward her favorite son, happy-go-lucky Birju, who was the rebel-

lious child, a little trickster whose pranks evoked at one point the butter thief.

In a scene early in the movie, he snatches some sweets (cana-gud) from the

moneylender’s daughter, Roopa. Now that he has grown into an adult, he has

become quite the Krishna playboy character, forever teasing girls. In good

Krishna tradition, we see him breaking their pots of water as they come back

from the well, making passes at them, and indeed succeeding in capturing

quite a few hearts, including that of Sukhilala’s daughter. Roopa is the girl

foregrounded among these Gopı̄s, and she is shown to proudly threaten

Krishna-Birju with the consequences of his actions, secure in her position as

the daughter of the village’s richest man. This is reminiscent of the Radha
poems I have discussed, where Radha threatens Krishna that her father,

Vrqabhanu, is a powerful man in the village.

One of the most explicit references to Krishna mythology is a scene where

Roopa and her friends complain to Radha about Birju’s behavior. The girls

complain (as far as we know falsely) that Birju spied on them while they were

bathing and (rightly) that he always breaks their pots, each in turn testifying

‘‘he broke three, four, five, six . . . pots of mine.’’ The last girl sadly remarks that

he has not broken any of hers.236 This makes it clear that the girls actually

236. merı̄ ghaghr ı̄ to phorta hı̄ nahı̄m.
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secretly like Birju’s passes. In that respect, they resemble very much the Gopı̄s

in Surdas’, poems and Sagar’s television series Shri Krishna.

However, the big difference is in the reaction of the mother. Whereas

Yasoda always ends up taking her son’s view and casting doubt on the wom-

en’s character, this Radha takes the women’s complaints very seriously. She

makes it clear to Birju that she cannot tolerate this behavior. We hear a new

discourse now, Radha is adamant that Birju should not sexually assault girls

from his own village.237We saw Sur’s Yasodamentioning this just once, briefly,

and then immediately being persuaded by Krishna’s counter-arguments.

There seems to be some ambivalence, too, about whether the Gopı̄s at the well

are perhaps from different villages, as Krishna suggests in the way he ad-

dresses them. Of course in Sagar’s series, there is no question of the child

Krishna sexually assaulting the women; the erotic desires are ascribed to the

women, not to Krishna. In any case, what is new here is the mother’s insis-

tence that her son not mess with the village women. Ironically, it is mother

Radha who insists on this propriety.

In the movie, Birju at first manages to avoid being punished by convincing

his mother, in good Krishna fashion, that it was not he who teased the girls but

they who teased him. He gets the girls off his back by creating havoc with a

snake. That is similar to what happens in the television series with little

Krishna. There too the snake shows up at just the right moment to distract his

mother. Here, Birju has the snake hidden under his jacket and shows it to the

girls, who are scared into saying what he wants them to and admitting they are

wrong. His mother has not seen this happen and is tricked into believing her

son has done no harm. Just seconds later, though, she sees the snake peek out

from under his jacket, which frightens her. Birju throws the snake out, to

create panic and distraction. In this first incident, then, the mother’s anger is

dissipated by the snake, just as in Shri Krishna.

However, just like Yasoda in the television series, Radha is not convinced,

and tries the age-old strategem of silence (mauna vrata) and a hunger strike.

After some back and forth between her and her two sons, it gets resolved

playfully. In the television series, too, Krishna manages to distract his mother

from her sulking protest (with reference to his brother’s teasing). However, in

the film, Radha’s memory is not so short. She comes back to the issue and

warns her son that she will kill him if he damages the honor of one of the

village women: ‘‘I will not forgive you as long as I live if you stain the honor of

237. aj maim sacmuc uska sar tor dalumgı̄. gamv kı̄ larkiyom ko cirhta hai, apnı̄ bahinom ko cirhta hai.
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any girl of our village. I will kill myself and you.’’238 That warning turns out to

be prophetic.

More Krishna references ensue. First there is a good-natured reversal of

roles, in a delightful scene where Birju is offering to go to the well instead of

his pregnant bhabhı̄, his brother’s wife. As he comes back with several pots full

of water on his head, the girls are waiting for him and take their sweet revenge

by breaking them. We have not seen any such scene in Sur Sagar with regard to

the panaghata-lı̄ la, but it is totally consistent with the playful tone of role

reversal in many other scenes. So far, things are friendly. However, Roopa

makes it a game to egg on Birju. She knows she can really make him mad by

wearing the golden bangles (kamgan) that Birju bought for his mother and

Sukhilala managed to take from him. This is a constant reminder for Birju of

his mother’s shame and his own impotence to do anything about it. The

bangles totally spoil the relationship with Roopa. Even the celebratory Holı̄

song (‘‘Holı̄ ayı̄ re Kanhayı̄,’’ also with Krishna references) ends in a fight when

Roopa taunts him by sporting his mother’s golden bangles.

His mother thinks he has harassed the girl and is ready to beat him

mercilessly, but luckily his brother, Ramu, speaks up for him. Radha, like

mother Yasoda, accepts that it was Roopa who provoked her son. In this case,

we know that the mother is right not to blame her son. Yet Birju is not let off

the hook so easily. Wily Sukhilala points out that Birju has been teasing all the

girls of the village and that not all of them have provoked him. This turns the

village against Birju. Sukhilala senses victory and eggs Birju on with the taunt

that he has noble dreams of giving his mother golden bangles but that he just

should ask him, Sukhilala, to do that job. He is insinuating that Birju cannot

protect his mother’s sexuality and she should just give in and become the

moneylender’s mistress. This predictably sets off Birju and he tries to attack

Sukhilala. Sukhilala has cleverly managed to deflect attention from the sexual

character of his daughter to the collective propriety of the village and in ad-

dition has cast doubt on the propriety of the perpetrator’s mother’s character,

knowing full well that this will cause Birju to lose his cool.

This is an interesting variant on the scenario of complaints about sexual

molestation from the Krishna mythology. Krishna is always playful about

warding off complaints about his molesting of women. However, here the

complaint is turned around, and the suggestion is that his mother can be

238. magar yah marte dam tak nahı̄m maf karumgı̄ ki tu gamv ke kisı̄ larkı̄ kı̄ izzat par hath dal le. terı̄ aur

apnı̄ jan ek kar dum.
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sexually molested. This is not a complaint that is to be taken in jest. Birju’s

anger now turns murderous.

When Birju tries to attack Sukhilala, the whole village beats him up and

decides to exile him. But Radha makes her plea, promising ‘‘If he teases any

girl, I myself will kill him.’’239 The warning she has given Birju in private has

now been solemnized in front of the village. This Yasoda has stepped out of

the traditional script. Her role is no longer only doting on her beloved son, the

savior-to-be of the village. Instead she takes on the strong role, that of the

parent who determines what the rules are, and what is the framework within

which the village can be saved. Radha here sets her son limits: he can under no

circumstance molest a woman of the village.

Birju is too enraged, though, to listen to reason. Barely recovered from the

trashing, he steals a gun. When his mother questions him, he swears to kill

Sukhilala and sacrifice his own life to liberate the village from Sukhilala’s

tyranny. While it is clearly Sukhilala’s taunt and threat about his mother’s

sexuality that has set him off, Birju frames his personal rage as something of

communal benefit, giving it a social revolutionary justification. The discourse

now shifts; the question is whether violence can be justified in service of a just

cause. One could say that the background of psychological transgression of the

honor of the mother turns all this into an academic exercise, which is beside

the point. The audience’s sympathy is with Birju, as the insult he has suffered

is the ultimate one.

His mother tries to convince him that violence does not help: ‘‘Nothing

will come from a gun. You won’t be able to cover the heads of the village

women by means of a gun. No food will come in their house by means of a

gun. Their cooking fires can’t be lit by means of a gun. Look at me . . .We’ll toil,

we’ll labor. God will turn the tide for us, for the whole village He will turn the

tide.’’240 This is good Gandhian advice, not the type that Yasoda would have

given, though she, too, tried to keep her son from killing the tyrant. But there

the argument was her mother love and how she could not live without him.

Radha starts out that way, but she progresses toward the debate so prominent

during the struggle for independence whether violent or nonviolent resistance

is the way to fight an oppressor.

239. agar isne kisı̄ larkı̄ ko cerha, to maim uskı̄ jan le lumgı̄.

240. banduk se kuch nahı̄m hoga. banduk se tu gamv kı̄ auratom ke sir nahı̄m dhak sakta. banduk se unke

ghar mem anaj nahı̄m aega. banduk se unke culhe bhı̄ nahı̄m jalemge. mujhe dekh lo . . . ham mahnat karemge,

majdurı̄ karemge. bhagvan hamara din badal dega, sare gamv ka din badal dega.
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Predictably these arguments are to no avail. Birju is not convinced. He is

the hotheated rebel (indicated iconographically by his reddened complexion).

He shakes off his mother and runs off to murder Sukhilala. However, Birju

does not succeed and has to flee. Pursued by the whole village, he gets trapped

in the fire they set to the haystacks. Radha attempts to save him and runs

frantically in the fire. In the end it is he who saves her, only to leave her in

safety and run off himself.

With Birju gone, Radha’s health deteriorates quickly. She sees no purpose

in life anymore. She is physically ill from missing her son, and we see her

emaciated, feverish, continuously muttering his name. Here we are back to the

erotic Radha. She has all the symptoms of the classical lovelorn heroine in the

advanced state of lovesickness called vyadhi, the penultimate stage of love in

separation (viraha): fever, emaciation, pale complexion, constant repetition of

the beloved’s name like a mantra. However, the man who is so missed is here

not her lover but her son. This pain of separation is greater than what she was

shown to suffer when her husband absconded.

Meanwhile, Birju steals a horse and becomes a bandit. He gathers a whole

gang of outlaws around him, and they rob wedding parties on their way back

with bride and dowry to the groom’s house. On the day of Roopa’s wedding,

Sukhilala comes to Radha to beg her to prevent her son from attacking his

daughter’s wedding party. The moneylender now addresses Radha as ‘‘sister,’’

indicating he has finally given up his designs on her and Radha’s friend tells

him he should call herma. Indeed, what he asks for requires a forgiveness only
mothers can muster. The roles are totally reversed now. Sukhilala comes to beg

Radha to protect his izzat: ‘‘I am asking you for the alms of my good name.

Sister Radha, please forgive me, I fall at your feet.’’241 Radha, in a world-weary

voice, says she forgives him. Ramu is shocked that she can say this so easily,

after all that has transpired. However, Radha has gone beyond this old enmity;

all she cares about is her missing son. What really pushes her into action is the

firm resolve that he should not break the rules she has set him. In her eyes, not

so much Sukhilala’s izzat but her own and that of the whole village is at stake.

Paradoxically, Radha can only be roused from the depth of her despair over her

son by this sense of duty; her love is upstaged by dharma—as duty forces her to

punish him.

Radha goes off and tries to stop Birju on the way to the robbery, but he

does not listen. He races past her to take his revenge on Sukhilala. After all the

241. maim tumse apnı̄ izzat kı̄ bhı̄kh mamgta hum, radha bahin, mujhe maf kar do, maim tumhare pamv

parta hum.
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injustice the moneylender has put Birju through, it is immensely satisfactory

for the audience to see him cower before the hero. Birju succeeds in recovering

his mother’s golden bangles and setting all the exploitative accounts on fire.

Eventually he kills the man who brought his family to penury, caused his

father to leave, and nearly took his mother’s honor. All this seems justified, and

no one really makes a move to stop him.

However, when Birju tries to abduct Roopa, the bride, he meets stiff op-

position, not least from his own brother, who professes that his goal is to make

sure, as good Ramas do, that his parent (in this case mother) can stick to her

word and does not see her promises broken. Still, Birju manages to capture the

bride and gallops off with her on his horse. Now comes the amazing climax.

Birju is on the road to freedom, only to find his mother blocking his path, gun

in hand. She threatens to kill him, but exhilarated by his success, he just laughs

and says she will not do that, as she is his mother. She answers ‘‘I am a

woman’’ (Maim ek aurat hum); he reiterates: ‘‘I am your son.’’ She retorts:

‘‘Roopa is a daughter of our whole village. She is my honor. Birju, I can give a

son, but not my honor.’’242 He brushes it off and sets off once again, the veiled

Roopa in his arms. Radha aims the gun and shoots him in the back—her own

beloved son. Roopa runs off to safety, leaving mother and son alone for the

denouement. Birju dies in Radha’s arms as the golden bracelets he recovered

for her fall out of his lifeless hands.

Radha has come full circle, from being prepared to give up her own laj to
the moneylender, arguing with the goddess that she could not sacrifice her

children for laj, to doing exactly that: sacrificing her son for the laj of the village.
It is an amazing transformation, yet entirely believable. The movie has shown

Radha evolve from the erotic wife, the dutiful bahu, the devoted mother, the

toiling mother, the abandoned mother, ready to sacrifice for her children even

her own sexual purity, to a defier of the village tyrant, savior of the village,

Mother India, the excessively doting mother of grown sons, loving grand-

mother, and finally, the protector of the village women’s honor. We have been

zooming in and out the public aspect of Radha, foregrounding her private

family life. But here, in the final scenes, she makes the horrible choice, like

Rama, privileging her public over her personal role. It is as if Mehboob is

revisiting the Ramayapa scenario where Rama banishes his beloved wife for

the sake of his subjects. Radha, too, chooses for the public good, and she

242. ‘‘maim tera beta hum.’’ ‘‘rupa sare gamv kı̄ betı̄ hai. vah merı̄ laj hai. birju, maim beta de saktı̄ hum laj

nahı̄m de saktı̄ hum.’’
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sacrifices her beloved son. We know what that sacrifice costs her personally.

We know how much she dotes on particularly this son and he on her. His

last act is to give her back her bangles. The sacrifice of the one who was ready to

sacrifice so much for her is all the more terrible. Radha was identified

with Mother Earth, as she was covered with mud; now she has become truly

Mother India, as she is covered in the blood of her own son, killed by her own

hand.

In the last scene of the movie, the blood on Radha’s hands colors the water

of the dam as it is released by the same, now older hands. This completes the

flashback with which the movie began. Now the future can start. In the blood

spilled for the nation, we see the blood of Partition, the trauma of which was

still vividly on people’s minds ten years later, at the release of this film. The

film heralds a new epoch, a call to leave the unspeakable past behind and press

on to a bright and better future. Yet at the same time, the film is wholly about

the past, an attempt to come to terms with its haunting sacrifices. It is an

exercise to exorcize the indentured state of colonialism, but even more an

expiation of past sins, of the brother-against-brother violence and the rape of

one’s own sisters that have rocked the newly independent state. The wounds

are still raw; there is no soothing balm. The horror is transferred, but it is still

there. Watching the film, it is as if we can see the nation struggle with its past,

as we gaze on the last scenes, cathartic through the riveting effect of un-

speakable sacrifice.

What enables Radha to preside over the future is the sacrifice of her own

son. Radha becomes Mother India by killing her Krishna. Mother India eats

her own sons. Goddesses like Durga are known to require terrible sacrifices for

victory. Here it is the goddess who makes the sacrifice herself. One could

nearly read it as a Christian solution: God herself makes the sacrifice to atone

for our sins. There is definitely something of Christian iconography in the

promotion still, showing Radha lifting the plow on her shoulder, looking like a

woman lifting the cross. In the film, the visual reference to Christ and his cross

comes at the end of the song ‘‘O janevalo,’’ when Radha falls under her plow-

cross. However, this imagery is truly Indianized in a wonderful transforma-

tion. The next shot is of her now grown boys lifting her out of the mud. This

image reverts then to the Hindu iconography of the incarnation of Vishnu,

Varaha, who saves the earth from the mud after a flood. Here Radha is firmly

identified with Mother Earth, or Bhudevı̄.
At another level, we find the theme of the conflict between bhakti and

dharma. Radha is the epitome of bhakti. Here she has absorbed not only the

lover’s fervor (srxgara) but also the mother’s boundless love for her son

sexual harassment 493



(vatsalya), which is, if anything, portrayed as the strongest love.243 Yet the same

Radha, in order to make her way to modernity, leaves all bhakti behind. Pre-

cisely because the bond between mother and son is so strong, the sacrifice is all

the more dramatic. Bhakti is validated, but is thoroughly subjugated to dhar-

ma. It is the ‘‘honor’’ (laj) of the community that should be the ultimate cri-

terion, not love. This honor is embodied in the character of the moneylender’s

daughter, the least worthy of all women in the village to be saved from Birju’s

hands, as we know she was secretly in love with Birju and, moreover, her father

was the oppressor of all. Is the honor of such a girl worth sacrificing one’s son

for? Emphatically, the movie says yes, linking the release of this woman with

the release of the waters that bring abundance, not devastation. The threat to

Radha’s laj was tied up with the devastating flood; Roopa’s release is connected

with live-giving channeled waters.

In this movie, terrible sacrifices are required from Radha. She struggles

and toils for those she loves, and eventually kills her Krishna with her own

hand. There could be no stronger way to put the imperative that bhakti is to be

subjugated to dharma. But the result is overpowering: she is transformed in a

truly modern goddess for this age: Mother India. The filmmaker Mehboob has

succeeded where the Hindi poet Hariaudh failed. In writing Priyapravas,
Hariaudh sought to create a new Radha for the nation, but his Sanskritic and
somewhat prim Radha never became popular, always was felt to be somewhat

of an oddity, a literary exercise in rewriting the tradition (Ritter 2005: 201). Yet

Mehboob’s Radha became the symbol of the nation. Film succeeded where

literature failed.

Conclusions: The Victim Will Be Blamed

I have shown that the way movies digest the mythological messages are

multiple and complex. The Sı̄ta scenario tends to be the one most straight-

forwardly targeted to the female audience. It offers an inspiring model for

resistance to unwanted sexual attention. Sı̄ta’s steadfastness in her devotion to

her love, and her indignant, self-confident retort to her tempter is exemplary

for women everywhere in all ages. Her chastity entitles her to extraordinary

243. There is yet another level to this, since in real life, the actress Nargis married Sunil Dutt, who played

Birju in the movie. There was (and still is) a lot of comment on this ‘‘scandalous’’ wedding of mother and son

(Thomas 1989). This confusion of maternal and erotic love is all the more interesting in the light of the

ambiguous relationship of Radha and Krishna in several of the sources. Real life, reel life, and mythological life

get intertwined in interesting twists.
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power, which may inspire the women in the audience who have had to cope

with harassment in real life.

At the same time, her story certainly has a deterrent function: women

cannot fail to get the message that the slightest breach of decorum can be fatal.

We find a strong preoccupation with the Lakshmana Rekha in the popular

movie, which is remarkable, given that there is so little scriptural authority for

that aspect of the story. In the movies, there is hardly any possibility of re-

turning to happy matrimony once the line is transgressed. Sı̄ta’s story is re-

lentlessly reworked in the Hindi movie and gets conflated with the rape victim

scenario.

There is no reflection as to the psychology of the rapist; he is demonized

and acts the way he does because he is evil. He is always the other, a member of

a group that is set up as the enemy. The woman is the symbol of the violated

right of the group we are sympathetic to. The violation automatically leads to

the need for vengeance. This focus on the rape is actually not inherent to the

Sı̄ta story. As we have seen, Ravapa refrains from raping Sı̄ta in all our

mythological versions. However, whether the heroine is actually violated or

not, she still is considered to have lost her chastity. This perception is per-

petuated in the popular domain. We should hasten to add, though, that there

are movies that treat the issue differently. Lajja is an excellent example of a

counter-movie. Still, it sparked controversy, which tells us something about

what the audience wants (or does not want) to see.

The Radha scenario, on the other hand, seems to be targeted to a male

audience. It condones eve-teasing, implying that the woman really enjoys such

attention. In this view, her protest is feigned, is a mock resistance. In the end,

the woman will fall for her accoster. The movies cast this scenario as one that is

attractive to men. Women are portrayed as aware of the lure of such stories of

violation and they manipulate it in seduction scenes. The focus is ordinarily

not on resisting or punishing the accoster, as it is in the Sı̄ta scenario. In fact,

here the seduction usually succeeds.244 On the other hand, there is one highly

244. On the other hand, there is also an argument that the eve-teasing is a way of teaching a woman who

has become ‘‘too proud for her own good’’ a lesson (Rajan 2000b in the context of the story of Draupadı̄). In the

movies, we are reminded of the scenario of Dil, where proud and rich Madhu is ‘‘taught a lesson’’ by Raja. In

real life, this is also clear from the targeting of women who are perceived as Westernized (Anagol-McGinn

1994). There is also a class issue in real life: on the one hand, the more aggressive forms of harassment (such as

stripping and publicly parading) tend to be perpetrated on members of low castes to ‘‘teach them a lesson’’

(Rajan 2000b: 52–3); on the other hand, middle-class women often interpret eve-teasing as coming from lower-

class males (Puri 1999: 100–101). I am not sure how to square that information with the mythology of Radha,

except that as we have seen, in some instances Radha is interpreted to be the proud daughter of her village’s

headman. In such cases, the mythology of Draupadı̄ seems more revealing (no pun intended).
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successful movie that insists on a punishment for the accoster: Mother India.

In this movie, though, the responsibility for the young man’s transgressive

actions is squarely placed on the shoulders of none other than his doting

mother. We could read this as holding women responsible for the violation of

other women, not the men! It is also interesting that it is not the man’s eve-

teasing per se that is condemnable but his doing so with women who are not

available to him, the women of his own village. This aspect might be fruitfully

explored further. Implicit in the Radha scenario as well as the Sı̄ta one seems to

be an awareness that the threat of violation may come from inside the group

rather than outside. Maybe it is not insignificant that the context of the

Lakshmana Rekha is one of suspicion of the sexual desires of the brother-in-

law for his sister-in-law. Such a transgression though is too unspeakable to

surface openly, or if it does, as in Birju’s teasing the women from his own

village, it is to be punished by the terrible breaking of another taboo: the

mother killing her own son, taking the life she herself gave.
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Conclusion

Approaching Sı̄ta

Why is the little girl on the cover of this book crying? Is it the shadow

cast by Sı̄ta on the wall, who stands for a tradition perceived to be

oppressive? Or are the scary glasses of the foreign viewer, a metaphor

for alien interpretative lenses, perceived to be intrusive? Is there

anything wrong with the Sı̄ta model? Or are we looking at her the

wrong way?

Sı̄ta and the Women’s Movement

I began this study by contrasting two opposing views of Sı̄ta, both
from within the women’s movement in India. To some extent,

I created a false dichotomy. The Indian women’s movement itself

is varied, and has a complex and interesting relationship with the

Hindu religious tradition in general,1 and Sı̄ta in particular. Women

activists have appealed to Hindu beliefs and values for justifying

women’s causes at many times in history; feminists of the ‘‘first wave’’

in the late nineteenth and first three-quarters of the twentieth cen-

tury tended to do so frequently, and later less, those of the ‘‘second

wave,’’ from the mid-1970s onward, seem to have done the opposite

1. See Robinson (1999) for a good overview and Chaudhuri (2004) for some important land-

mark essays on the topic.



(Robinson 1999: 196–7). At the root lies an assessment of the Hindu tradition

as either irredeemably misogynic or potentially beneficial to women and po-

tentially instrumental for building a better world for them.2

I will first sketch briefly how the movement has engaged with Sı̄ta his-

torically. Somewhat surprisingly, this goddess has a long history of being

promoted by women activists. We find glowing evaluations of her right

from the start. This is not limited to the male reformers taking up the cause

of uplifting women to transform society—including Gandhi (Forbes 1996:

124–5).3

At the turn of the twentieth century, Pandita Ramabai Ranade, while con-

demning the misogyny of the Indian tradition that expected unquestioning

loyalty of the wife, still finds room to praise Sı̄ta in her Stri Dharma Nı̄ti

(Kosambi 1995: 83–5). Chimnabai, the maharani of Baroda, judged Sı̄ta to be

an example of women’s partnership with men in the public sphere in the

glorious golden age of ancient India (Robinson 1999: 69). Sı̄ta is, with some

selective reinterpretation of her story, quoted as a lofty example for emanci-

pation of the ‘‘modern Indian woman,’’ notably by Sarojini Naidu (Alexander

2000: 98–9) and Annie Besant (Robinson 1999: 96–102). In the late 1920s,

activists of the All India Women’s Movement, such as one-time president

Kamaladevi Chattopadhyaya, spoke reverentially of Sı̄ta as role model (108). As

many have observed, this positive evaluation is possible in the context of a

nationalist equation of women as the symbol of India’s past glory, where

women bear the burden of saving the nation. The accompanying rhetoric

emphasizes women’s duties rather than rights.

It was not till the women’s movements of the seventies, which tended to

reject the entire Hindu tradition as irredeemable in its oppression of women

(Robinson 1999: 156), that Sı̄ta became persona non grata. Thus we find that

the report Towards Equality, produced by the Committee on the Status of

Women in India in 1975, deplores the references to submissive heroines like

Sı̄ta in school textbooks ‘‘since they tend to perpetuate the traditional values

regarding the subordinate and dependent role of women. This results in the

2. Whichever position is favored, the desire to establish indigenous sources or features for Indian

feminism is persistent throughout its history (Chaudhuri 2004: xxii–xxviii). The journal Manushi is a good

illustration: it had a special issue on women bhakta poets (January–June 1989) and regularly features research

as well as creative writing on goddesses, in particular Sı̄ta.

3. Such nationalist admiration of Sı̄ta by men has been criticized. An example is Uma Nehru’s criticism

of Hindu male nationalists who held up Sı̄ta as a role model for women in order to preserve the tradition, while

men can imitate the West (in the journal Stri Darpan, quoted in Talwar 1989: 228). Such a criticism would not

hold good for Gandhi, though. But others have criticized Gandhi for other reasons, particularly his extending an

essentializing discourse of ‘‘separate spheres’’ (Patel 2000).
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development of social attitudes among even many educated persons, men and

women, who accept women’s dependent and unequal status as natural order of

society’’ (Guha 1975: 282).

By the midseventies, though, and especially in the eighties, voices were

raised advocating a rethinking of theory and pactice in the women’s move-

ment, foregrounding indigenous concepts, for example strı̄ sakti, as a corrective
against Marxist positions (Rajan 2000a: 275–6). Here Sı̄ta does not figure

importantly; instead attention shifted to Mahadevı̄, in particular in ecofemi-

nism, and as we have seen, Western scholarship has followed suit in singling

out the independent Great Goddess for research. More recently, other women

activists have called for a reevaluation of Sı̄ta’s empowering characteristics

rather than a morbid focus on her self-immolation (Chitnis [1988] 2004: 20).

Kishwar makes a similar appeal, pointing out how ordinary women find

strength in invoking Sı̄ta’s example (1997). Others contrast male-authored

Sanskrit texts that portray a meek Sı̄ta with the folk tradition, where women

speak out and project onto her their sorrows and resistance (Sen 1998).

At the same time, women in right-wing Hindutva movements also cite

Sı̄ta as a role model, in a return to the earlier discourse of woman as nation, a

move that sometimes takes a vindictive stance against Muslim women (Ro-

binson 1999: 186–91). In some cases, this leads to a reappropriation of the Sı̄ta
model along lines advocated by Kishwar, as for instance when the prominent

BJP (Bharatı̄ya Janata Party) spokeswoman Uma Bharati said:

In India, women are oppressed because people are uneducated and

deceived into believing that religion dictates women’s inferiority. I

am very religious and I don’t believe that is what Hinduism says.

After all, look at Sita. She did not always obey. Sita went her own way

and committed suicide in the end rather than following her hus-

band’s orders. So why should women demean themselves? (quoted in

Basu 1995: 168)

Sı̄ta’s example is here cited as one of defiance of even the patriarchy of the

husband, and in the same breath, her ‘‘suicide’’ is upheld as an act of resis-

tance. Even more problematic is that Uma Bharati and Sadhvi Rithambara are

well known to be brilliant interpreters of Tulsı̄das’s Ram Carit Manas, and in

particular for their use of it in anti-Muslim rhetoric to excite Hindu men to

communal violence, which lead to the rape of Muslim women (Basu et al.

1993: 99–102). Thus, when Sı̄ta functions as empowering for some women

within Hindutva, this power may be used to the detriment of women outside

the community. This is true not only of Bharati’s interpretation of Sı̄ta; it has
been observed that the power of sakti has been directed externally against
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outsiders rather than internally to the amelioration of the Hindu community

(Agnes 1995: 141).

If we look at the women’s movement’s engagement with Radha, we find a

remarkable silence. Of course, nineteenth- and twentieth-century social re-

formers minced no words in censuring her erotic allure, both those advocating

‘‘the woman’s cause’’ and those not (Gupta 2005: 30, 39). One of the most

remarkable features of literary change is indeed the sudden collective loss of

interest in the ruling lady of medieval poetry in the early reform-minded Hindi

literature, as aptly expressed in the title of an influential essay: ‘‘Where Have

All the Radhas Gone?’’ (Schomer 1982). Radha seems to be beyond redemp-

tion, and forced attempts to rehabilitate her as a modern heroine, like Har-

iaudh’s, are painfully doomed to obscurity (Ritter 2005). The same attitude is

found in the women’s movement. Radha is an inconvenient inheritance of a

remote past, not even on the radar of most studies of women in India, as a

quick glance at the word indices will prove.

This overview leads to the question of whether the women’s movement

should engage with traditional role models and if so, how. It seems imperative

to do so today, with Hindutva appropriating some of the women’s movement’s

causes, while at the same time condemning feminism as derivative of the West

(Robinson 1999: 189). To counter the latter reproach, it is good to be able to

speak the language of tradition in a knowledgeable way. Some advocate mining

the tradition for useful symbols that can be manipulated for feminist causes.

However, that seems tantamount to approaching the tradition with an impe-

rialist attitude, not to mention the women thus manipulated. And one should

also beware of an overoptimistic, romantic assessment of the tradition.

Sometimes, in seeking alternative spaces of feminism outside the West, there

may be a tendency to perceive these traditional sites as ‘‘pure uncontaminated

entities outside the structure of modernity’’ (Chaudhuri 2004: xxix). Obviously,

contemporary interpretations are deeply impacted by modernity, even those

that claim or seem to be traditional. In a way, Indian feminists are caught

between a rock and a hard place. Whereas many ally themselves with third-

world feminism and the desire to complicate the subjectivity of the third-world

woman beyond that of the victim, yet they may feel compelled to cast women as

victim as they counter a ‘‘right wing discourse that falsely proposes women’s

total freedom’’ (Mani 1990: 37). Despite a strong awareness of this, it remains a

challenge to find ‘‘political possibilities distinct and antithetical to funda-

mentalist assertions’’ (Chaudhuri 2004: xxviii).

Maybe, at the end of this exploration, I have to say that my initial question

about whether Sı̄ta is a feminist, and who is right, her defenders or detractors,

is beside the point. We should not fall in the trap of anachronistically passing
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feminist judgment on Sı̄ta. However, it is fair to question whether particular

portrayals of the goddess are oppressive or not. The attitude I have tried to take

in this book is to approach the tradition with respect—with a listening, em-

pathetic, yet critical ear, paying attention to the multiplicity of voices, seeing

each in its own context. There is a beauty of its own in doing that, a joy in

getting to know this rich and wonderful tradition better in its awesome di-

versity, and I hope I have been able to share some of that. I must say I have

been surprised—some results went against my intuitions. I was particularly

surprised by how conservative the televised Sı̄ta is underneath it all. Yet I have

seen it as my task to make available this information in all its complexity,

without uncritically privileging what fits my own prejudices, so as to allow

others to make an informed choice and become truly informed agents of their

own destinies.

How Liberating Are the Bhakti Role Models for Women?

So what to conclude? By contrasting Sı̄ta with Radha and siting her at different

moments in time, some patterns have emerged. I shall first look at the results

from the medieval sources before assessing their contemporary relevance. As

compared to the Brahminical Sanskrit texts, does the vernacular bhakti context

afford a more liberating role model for women? At first glance, one might be

inclined to say yes. The medieval sources have a devotional agenda, which

makes them automatically foreground love and seemingly downplay the rules

of dharma. In privileging emotion, they offer much play for women’s sub-

jectivity. First of all, there seems to be room for woman’s choice in matrimony.

Whereas in the Sanskrit Ramayapa Sı̄ta was not even present when Rama

won her hand, Tulsı̄das added the episode of Sı̄ta falling in love, opening up

the possibility of a love marriage (chapter 1). This romantic element also comes

to the fore in Tulsı̄’s description of Rama stringing the bow, where Sı̄ta prays
ardently that this handsome young man may win the competition. In the

devotional version of the Rukmipı̄ story by Nanddas, Rukmipı̄’s decision to

invite Krishna to elope with her is ascribed to inspiration from the Gopı̄s’

model. Rukmipı̄, too, disregards patriarchy, or at least the arranged marriage

she does not like. Thus, elopement seems to be a valid alternative to the

arranged marriage if the groom is not one the bride can live with (chapter 2).

When I explored the marriage ceremonies themselves (chapter 3), I found

some more positive elements. The medieval descriptions of Radha’s folk

wedding and Sı̄ta’s society wedding paid much attention to harmony between

the bride’s and groom’s parties, certainly a welcome role model for real-life
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marriages. Hierarchy was subjugated to loving informality, and this went hand

in hand with a foregrounding of women’s folk rites. Further, the move out of

purdah seems to make a strong case for women’s liberation (chapter 4). Sı̄ta
and Radha adroitly use arguments of dharma to get what they want. Tulsı̄das’s
Sı̄tamakes her decision to leave the palace and live in exile against not only her

husband’s but also her mother-in-law’s wishes. While she is constrained by

rules of etiquette, still her voice comes through, thanks to the poet’s artistry.

The decision not only to come out of purdah but also to flaunt patriarchy is yet

stronger in the Rasa-lı̄la, where the whole point is that the Gopı̄s value love

above morality. The first Braj reworking by Hariram Vyas, which I explored in

detail, certainly is unequivocal in that regard. Krishna declares himself out-

done by these women, as their strong love disregards dharma. Looking at the

threat of the other woman (chapter 5), I showed that the Gopı̄s are allowed to

voice their jealousy at length, Kubja gets to respond, and Krishna is caught in

the middle. Sı̄ta, on the other hand, does not get much of a voice; in fact,

Tulsı̄das treats the whole Surpapakha episode stingily, as ‘‘seduction’’ does not
fit well in his agenda of love. When it comes to the threat of the other man

(chapter 6), Tulsı̄das completely subverts the classical scenario by making

Ravapa a secret devotee of Sı̄ta and Rama who just happens to play the role of

the villain. Moreover, Sı̄ta is not really abducted; her body double, the chaya
Sı̄ta, is. Yet Sı̄ta is a powerful role model for women who have to cope with

sexual harassment; she is not fooled by the demon’s disguise and by no means

cowers but speaks strong words of rejection. Radha, too, is portrayed as braving
Krishna’s eve-teasing, and in general, the panaghata cycle in Sur Sagar pays
much attention to female subjectivity. The Gopı̄s giving in to Krishna’s sexual

propositions can be seen as a celebration of love, it certainly seems to be a

loving, sympathetic description of women’s emotions, their hankering for true

love and their plight of being contained within the four walls of domesticity.

However, my analysis has shown that things are more complex. Although

there is a hint of a love marriage, Tulsı̄das makes sure Sı̄ta and Rama’s

meeting in the Phulvarı̄ receives divine sanction and remains free from erot-

icism. Nanddas, possibly inspired by Tulsı̄das, also adds an element of divine

legitimization to the Vastraharapa episode, as well as a more serene tone

(chapter 1). With this, Nanddas’s Gopı̄s have come to resemble Tulsı̄das’s Sı̄ta.
Both first fall in love with their grooms but then seek sanctification of the

match from divine agents—a scenario that becomes very popular in the

movies. The elopement of Krishna and Rukmipı̄ similarly receives divine

sanction in Nanddas’s version. He also glosses over the sacrifice Rukmipı̄ has
to make to be united with her beloved (chapter 2). She does not even get to

voice her agony about her brother’s humiliation by her husband-to-be, and no
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one apologizes to her, as Balarama does in Bhagavata Purapa. In his de-

scription of Rama stringing the bow, Tulsı̄das stresses propriety, and Sı̄ta
actually prays that she may be Rama’s servant (dası̄), while Rama keeps his

cool and acts only when commanded by his guru and being moved by ‘‘com-

passion’’ for Sı̄ta. The wedding scene itself marries Brahminical and women’s

rites, taking care to assert the orthodoxy of the event (chapter 3). As for the

decision to leave purdah, though they win, the arguments of Sı̄ta and the Gopı̄s

remain male-focused. While they are willing to break dharma, it is only to

follow their men. Even so, they cannot expect much support in return, as the

men are ready to turn them back home on grounds of dharma. The women

have to persist and show themselves willing to completely sacrifice everything

for their love before the men accept them (chapter 4). A close comparison of

Tulsı̄’s Sı̄ta with Valmı̄ki’s reveals that she is a stronger character in the

Sanskrit text. The presence of her mother-in-law in Tulsı̄’s version may ac-

count for part of that. Still, he portrays a muchmeeker heroine. As for the other

woman (chapter 5), Tulsı̄das has not much sympathy for Surpapakha, with
some misogynic phrases to boot. Surdas, too, shows a nonflattering picture of

jealous women in giving voice to the mud-slinging between Kubja and the

Gopı̄s. Neither party confronts Krishna; instead they take their anger out on

each other. Not an uplifting example for women, though maybe a fine realistic

observation. Sur also deeroticizes Kubja and turns Krishna’s prank and

somewhat disreputable visit to her into an act of grace, all of which has the

effect of domesticating the temptress. Finally, in describing the goddess’s re-

action to the other man (chapter 6), there is underlying this issue a patriarchal

concern about women’s chastity, whereas such is not the case for the men

under temptation in the previous chapter. Moreover, the assumption is that the

women are the ones to be blamed for transgressions. Tulsı̄das censures Val-
mı̄ki’s Sı̄ta’s reproach to Rama and Lakshmana about their inability to save her,

and instead has her blame herself for what happened. Surdas leaves ample

scope for ambiguity about whether the women are really so upset about the

eve-teasing they experience or whether they enjoy it. The theological frame of

the poems is that they get what they deserve. Ultimately, they lose the argu-

ment about who is bothering whom, and are outsmarted by Krishna.

What to make of all this? The picture is mixed at best. One should not

uncritically see bhakti as woman-friendly. There are many positive points that

may inspire women to stand up for what they believe in. On the other hand,

there is a strong confirmation of a patriarchal status quo. Basically, bhakti

positively values emotions over duty and gives scope to the subjectivity of

women. Still, the relationship with the men remains fundamentally hierar-

chical. If the woman is the devotee and the man stands for God, there remains
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a basic inequality. I hasten to add that the panoply of voices and perspectives

we are exposed to in the bhakti poems does not make it easier to decide what

we should conclude on their basis. Moreover, some poets are more conserva-

tive than others. My selection here is to some extent idiosyncratic, especially in

choosing the more progressive Vyas for his recreation of the Ras Pañcadhyayı̄.
Finally, it is difficult to determine which poems are original and which are later

elaborations. Some of the attitudes here presented as medieval devotional may

actually be as late as the nineteenth century. In short, it is not easy to generalize

about bhakti.

How Modern Are Sı̄ta and Radha on the Screen?

Things are less ambiguous as to Sı̄ta and Radha as role models in modern

times. From the film and television versions, young women get a fairly un-

ambiguous message. Surprisingly, our analysis shows that it is by and large

more conservative than that of the earlier versions, except on one count. On a

political plane, we find that women can speak up and take on male roles in

times of crisis—that is, if it is in defense of their husband’s family’s interests

and, by extension, what Sagar referred to as the ‘‘Aryan nation.’’ Women’s ini-

tiative, then, is encouraged if framed by obedience to elders and holy men and a

firm commitment to patriarchal values. This is clear in the televised Ramayan,

especially in the episodes where Sı̄ta insists on following her husband into exile

and where she resists the seductions of her abductor. It is also foregrounded in

the Lakshmana Rekha episode, where Sı̄ta declares herself prepared to take up

weapons to defend Rama, as an Aryan woman should. The strong woman

holding up her family—and by extension the nation—is in sync with what we

see in the movies. Examples abound of women who take agency, yet always in

order to sacrifice their personal good for the greater good of the patrilocal

family, the village, or the nation. Strong women, then, are encouraged to voice

protest and take action, but always strictly for the sake of patriarchal values.4

For the rest, the picture is conservative. For coping with love, Sı̄ta is the

recommended role model. Young women are advised against following Rad-
ha’s free-style loving ways, which get toned down significantly in the television

series. There are no concessions to modernity here. Under the glossy veneer of

masala, we find ironmaryada. Premarital feelings are to be strongly controlled.

4. This problem of what could be called a false sense of empowerment has also been noted in the field of

development studies, see Bagchi 1999.
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One has to carefully consider whether the beloved is one’s ‘‘true’’ partner, both

on a cosmic level—love from previous births, with divine sanction—and a

societal level, as arranged by the family, with parental sanction. As for courting

behavior, even the Sı̄ta model has become more conservative. Compared to

the older versions, there is a marked loss of the erotic. As one observer of

Sagar’s series puts it, ‘‘the erotic is constantly sublimated into the pious’’

(Zacharias 1994: 43).5 In the movies, there is seemingly more indulgence in

scenes of premarital courtship yet the ubiquitous rendition of the accompa-

nying songs in Lata Mangeshkar’s adolescent girl falsetto style can be inter-

preted as domesticating and infantilizing of the potentially threatening, free-

agent woman cavorting in the public sphere (Srivastava 2006: 130, 140, 146).

Here, too, Radha finds herself Sı̄ta-ized.
In any case, whether there is premarital love or not, the proper match is to

be arranged or at the very least confirmed by the parents. Elopement is not

encouraged, and the preferable outcome evidently is the wedding, publicly

celebrated with proper decorum, to the greater good of the joint family. Vows

are colored by patriarchy. Dowry is auspicious and adds prestige to the cele-

brations, but the most important gift the parents can give the bride is in-

struction in total submission to the husband and his family. The joint family is

ideally one that welcomes the young bride with loving understanding, that is, if

the young woman is prepared to totally submit herself to its ideals.

In times of distress, a woman’s loyalty should be unquestionably with her

husband and his family. She should not fall back on her parental kin. If

another woman were to come into the picture, the ideal course is selfless

persistence in working for the husband’s and his family’s greater good. Indeed,

this is expected also from the other woman, with whom an alliance for the

common—patriarchal—goal is recommended. In fact, forbearance and a sac-

rificing spirit can redeem the woman who loves a married man. Thus there is

a certain tolerance of adultery, but then only on the man’s part and if it comes

close to respectable bigamy, that is, if the other woman behaves like a wife,

totally submitting herself to the husband’s family. In contrast to the men,

women should under all circumstances remain within the Lakshmana Rekha,
the boundaries of propriety of the family. Harassment by other males may

occur, and is ultimately to be blamed on the woman’s shortcomings rather

than her family’s inability to protect her. In any case, it is to be strongly and

5. Zacharias, interestingly, posits Sı̄ta’s assertiveness as a trait of the original Sı̄ta, which she sees as a

fertility goddess (1994: 40–1). She finds resonances of Sı̄ta as Earth in the abduction passage in Valmı̄kı̄’s

Ramayapa (42–3).
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courageously resisted. If women are to show their fierce form, it is in resisting

other males. To be sure, the heroines are shown to be spunky and have some

veneer of Western emancipation, but even these more Radha-esque characters
unfailingly must conform sooner or later to the Sı̄ta mold if they are to find

their way to the happy ending. With some minor exceptions, the contemporary

picture is remarkably uniform. Notwithstanding some triumphant proclaim-

ing that ‘‘This is the era of women’’ (kuriyom ka hai zamana in HAKHK), it is

still the guys who hold the ropes.

While Sı̄ta and Radha initially seem to occupy opposite ends of the spec-

trum of moral landmarks, in the contemporary versions, they have become

alike. The erosion of the Radha model seems to have built up the Sı̄ta one yet
further. If we make the assumption of a historical evolution (which is not

unproblematic), the Gopı̄s have moved to the middle, abandoning their leftish

position. The mainstream of modern Hinduism, if that is what the television

versions represent, pushes counterculture-ish heroines to the margins. Is what

we are witnessing a process by which voices of protest and alternative role

models are absorbed within the ever-larger-than-life Sı̄ta image? Even Sı̄ta
seems to have slid more to the right, identifying emphatically with her in-laws

and concerned about maryada at every turn. Are we witnessing an ever more

reactionary model being forged for women?

One observer, commenting mainly on the television Ramayan’s sequel

showing Sı̄ta’s abandonment, sums it up provocatively:

The Sagar Ramayana reconstitutes patriarchy, re-legitimates political

power in the hands of the ruling elite, and reconsolidates hegemonic

ideologies despite serious contestations to all three. Sagar may have

drawn his narrative from a dozen Ramayanas but the means by

which he has returned the advantage to the hegemonic Ramayanas is

entirely his brainchild. . . . By using a popular medium and with a

more sympathetic treatment of Sita, Sagar has managed to give the

impression that his version is an alternative version; however, the

central feature of the alternative versions available in popular tradi-

tions is their critique of Rama’s unfair treatment of Sita. By making

Sita the agent of her own abandonment, Rama’s upholding of pa-

triarchal institutions is made to disappear and his actions are now

above reproach. (Chakravarti 2005)

Our investigation of the love scenes of Sı̄ta’s life confirms this, as does the

comparison with Radha: the television series seem progressive and women-

friendly in giving a lot of airtime to women’s subjectivity, yet at the core, the

message is a reconfirmation of the patriarchal status quo.
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This scenario is not one feminists typically like to see. We should not

forget, though, in our focus on women, that other role models are set up here,

too, for men and for families. Sagar definitely has a message to joint families,

which comes through especially in the episodes leading up to and culminating

in Sı̄ta’s wedding. The wedding wave movies follow suit. Families should

welcome young brides and not exploit the superiority of the groom’s family at

the expense of the bride’s. Young men are also given a wonderful example in

Rama’s loving behavior toward his wife, including his vow of monogamy. All

this is of course seriously bracketed by patriarchal values and predicated on the

given that the young woman complies with the family ideals. But even so, it is

an enlightened patriarchy that is advocated.

In conclusion, we see a decisive victory of Sı̄ta on television and in the

movies. Sensuous Radha has become domesticated and Sı̄ta-ized. Maryada
wins out over bhakti on both the small and big screen. Some elements of this

trend can be traced already in sixteenth-century devotional sources, in partic-

ular the concern to downplay eroticism and seek legitimization for women’s

apparently defiant behavior, but it is certainly more pronounced in twentieth-

century film and television. Love is no longer stronger than dharma. True love

totally conforms tomaryada. We could speak of an increasing domestication of

our goddesses.

Sagar’s Success: A Case of Saffronization?

The picture we get from Sagar’s series fits well with the Hindu Right’s con-

struction of Hindu women. While the Hindu Right offers an empowering self-

image for women, yet this remains in service to the ultimate cause of the

Hindu nation, which is inherently patriarchal (Jaffrelot 1996: 426–8). Is there

a ‘‘saffron’’ agenda in Sagar’s series? The Ramayan particularly seems suspect,

given that its success coincided with a surge of interest in the controversy about

the birthplace of Rama, the so-called Rama-Janmabhumi campaign, often seen

as the reason that the Hindu Right gained influence and political power. No

tightly argued case has been made yet, though many are convinced of the

connection (Farmer 1996: 101–8, 114–5).

Certainly there are some elements in Sagar’s Ramayan that seem inspired

by ideas usually associated with Hindu nationalism. First, there is an Aryan

rhetoric. Of course, we can find Aryan rhetoric in Valmı̄ki’s Ramayapa, par-
ticularly in the conflict with the rakqasa. However, this is not stressed in Tul-

sı̄das’s version, which absorbs even the non-Aryan other into the bhakti fam-

ily by the extension of divine grace to the enemy. Sagar, then, has revived
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Valmı̄ki’s Aryan chauvinism, even adding some passages with no parallels in

the earlier sources.6 This came to the fore in the wedding scenes, where Vasiq-
tha sanctioned Sı̄ta and Rama’s wedding as the union of two important Aryan

powers. In the Lakshmana Rekha episode, Sı̄ta is prepared to take up arms to

defend her husband ‘‘as any Aryan woman would do,’’ which evokes of Hin-

dutva ethos, where ‘‘Sita’s sex is coming to the rescue of Ram’’ (Sarkar 1991:

2058). We can see here an element of what has been called the ‘‘feminizaton of

violence,’’ which is strikingly in conformity with what is professed by members

of woman’s organizations of the Hindu Right, such as the Raqtrı̄ya Sevika
Samiti and the Sadhvı̄ Sakti Pariqad (Bannerjee 2005: 111–37) and reminiscent

of the activism of women in the Rama-Janmabhumi campaigns (Basu 1998:

179).

Less explicit but maybe more pernicious is that throughout the series,

there is an overwhelming stress on obedience to gurus and holy men; even

kings bow to them, to the point that all agency seems to be transferred from the

political rulers to holy men. This fits again well with the political agenda of

Hindu nationalism.7 Hindutva women are frequently exhorted to make it their

goal to instill in their children obedience to authority (Sarkar 1995).8 This fits

Sagar’s privileging of societal and political welfare above individual happiness.

Finally, the series stresses chastity in women and discourages premarital

affairs and has an element of blaming the victim for rape. All these aspects

have been observed to be prominent in Hindutva women’s discourse (Ban-

nerjee 2005: 146–7), although they may also be part of a broader cultural

pattern.

However, is that enough grounds to posit a hidden Hindutva agenda in

Sagar’s series? It was Rajiv Gandhi who gave the go-ahead, and Congress

certainly tried to get political mileage out of the series (Tully 1991: 146–7). The

commissioning secretary of the ministry of information and broadcasting,

S. S. Gill, vigorously denies any intent of seeking to promote Hinduism (Far-

mer 1996: 107), but there is no denying that the Congress government had an

‘‘Ayodhya strategy’’ of its own (Hasan 1996: 91–2).

It is unclear where Sagar’s own political sympathies lay. He credited Rajiv

Gandhi with the permission to broadcast on Doordarshan at a ceremony in his

6. Note though that Sagar generally inculcates respect for the Tamil culture that Ravapa represents

(Lutgendorf 1990: 156–7).

7. Sagar makes frequent use of the term samskara, which is a key term for the Hindu Right (Sarkar and

Butalia 1995: 189).

8. Significantly, women activists are called ‘‘woman-servant of the nation’’ (raqtrasevika), not ‘‘volunteer of

the nation’’ (raqtr ı̄ya svayamsevika) (Sarkar and Butalia 1995: 184).
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honor, presided over by Swamı̄ Visveq Tı̄rth, a stalwart of Hindu nationalism

(Jaffrelot 1996: 390 n. 81). It has been documented that Sagar participated in

Vishva Hindu Parisad (World Hindu Council)-staged events (Rajagopal 2001:

326 n. 48). He is inspired by Morari Bapu, an influential Hindu saint who is

closely associated with the Sangh Parivar or umbrella of Hindutva-inspired

organizations (Lutgendorf 1995: 228).9 No one has paid much attention to this

issue, and certainly it is in need of more serious research.

There is no doubt that the Ramayan series created a nationwide audience

sensitized to Ramayapa matters, at a time when the BJP was using the Rama-

Janmabhumi campaign for political propaganda (Rajagopal 2001). At the same

time as Sagar was recasting Tulsı̄das’s Ram Carit Manas, it figured promi-

nently in the speeches of BJP rhetorician Uma Bharati, which unabashedly

excited Hindus to violence against Muslims (Jaffrelot 1996: 388). Yet one has

to balance this with the fact that Muslims and Christians also enjoyed the

television series and wrote fan letters to Sagar (Tully 1991: 143–4 and 150–1).

Indeed, it seems to have been popular even in Pakistan. Some observers have

characterized the series’ engagement with Hindu politics as ‘‘a dialogic in-

terrelation’’ (Zacharias 1994: 37–8). In short, it is unclear what the causal link

is between the series and the rise of the Right in India.

One could also see Sagar less as a sinister agent than a product of his

times. All indications are that he was as surprised as anyone else by the re-

markable success of his first series. Certainly, many others jumped on the

mythological bandwagon without hesitation. Another similar expression of the

zeitgeist is found in treatises about the proper role of Hindu women published

by the Gita Press in the wake of Rama-Janmabhumi agitation (Basu 1998: 175–

6). This seems to be a case of unexpectedly hitting a nerve. It is in the end a

chicken-or-egg question whether Sagar was a trendsetter or merely responsive

to trends. I have shown that the series fits a lot of the conventions of Hindi

cinema, the genre in which Sagar had been working all his life. There are

remarkable convergences with the portrayal of women in the movies even of

the seventies and eighties and yet before. One could also see a foreshadowing

of Ramayan’s success in that of the 1975 devotional movie Jai Santoshi Maa.

Sagar may just have tapped a market that had been there but was relatively

ignored. Still, in any case, the enormous impact of his series makes it a force to

be reckoned with.

9. Morari Bapu, for instance, participated in a Sangh Parivar staged ‘‘Shabri Kumbh Mela’’ for the

reconversion (suddhı̄karapa) of tribals from Christianity in February 2006 (see Kumar 2006).
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The issue is too complex to do justice to in a few paragraphs at the end of

this book. The question certainly begs for more focused attention from political

scientists. In short, though, I think we can confidently say that the message of

the television Ramayan is considerably more to the right and on the conser-

vative side than its ancient and medieval sources and that it resonates with the

Hindutva agenda. One may postulate that both appeal to the same audience,

namely the disenchanted, upper-caste middle class, well-educated but with few

employment opportunities, who have felt disenfranchised by the secular state,

which is perceived to be selling out to minorities (Jaffrelot 1996: 428–31).

For the newer series and the movies of the nineties, one might postulate

a more marked influence of a Hindu Right mentality. Some have argued a

definite Hindutva influence at work in Hum aap ke hain koun . . . !, which has

been characterized as the picture of the ideal Hindutva family that comes at the

cost of certain erasures (Kazmi 1999: 150–63). A recent article about the im-

pact of the Right on the film industry ‘‘rejects the widely held view that any

depiction of Hindu practices in Hindi film is connected with the rise of Hin-

dutva ideologies. However, while these signs are not inherent in the text it is

possible that audiences and politicians may see them and manipulate these

signs for such reading’’ (Dwyer 2006: 208). It remains difficult to put one’s

finger on whether indeed there is a trend toward a saffronization of the screen,

and if so, if that is the result of manipulation by agents with a political agenda.

Certainly more research into the financing and artistic inspiration of particular

films would be necessary (and is not immediately forthcoming). In the absence

of such studies, maybe it is more fruitful to concentrate on the broader picture.

Whether we like it or not, the bottom line is that Sagar’s interpretations

have been a runaway success, taken up in movie after movie, whereas more

feminist interpretations and contestations, like Lajja, are controversial. That

does not mean that women acquiesce and do not contest the abuses of patri-

archy, but whatever the reality may be, when it comes to entertainment, there

seems to be a real hunger for traditional ideals, a desire to see these scenarios

with happy endings played out over and over again. It seems that both men and

women like to see their heroines traditional at the core. Whether we approve or

not, we have to conclude that people want it. Why is that so?

Sı̄ta and Soaps: Publicity and Pride in Tradition

The success of the televised series and of the movies of the nineties tells us

something about shifting trends in society as a whole. It can be situated in the

particular conjunction of circumstance, a paradox of sorts. On the one hand,
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we see a resurgent pride in Indian tradition and a desire to make women the

carriers of this pride, which is reminiscent of the nationalist period. On the

other hand, there is a concern to ensure that this does not conflict with the

appropriation of certain Western ideals and the consumption of luxury goods.

This fits the context of India’s newly emerging middle class and its economic

successes. We could term this is a nouveau chauvinism, amasala-maryada core
cum—veggie—McDonald’s or, for more cachet—at the cost of loosing the

alliteration—cum Starbucks. The movies show both heroes and heroines at

ease in a cosmopolitan environment yet proud in their tradition. There is a

marked feeling of superiority to what is perceived to be Western decadence and

moral deficit. Sagar’s series surely helped instill a pride in tradition. At the

same time, the opulence of the lifestyle of its main characters paved the way for

what in the movies comes out as a hip gloss of Western consumerism.

In the movies of the nineties, we detect a winning combination of Sı̄ta and
slick consumerism. This goes back to her appearance on television. Indeed, the

television Ramayan was conceived with the dual purpose of raising national

consciousness and reaping a harvest of high advertising revenues (Gupta

1998: 51). It is easy to forget, when watching the epics on video or DVD, that

they were first broadcast and made their major impact on the small screen,

shoulder to shoulder with advertisements for consumer goods. Often the suc-

cess of the series is measured by the increasing price of the advertisement slots

bracketing it. Thus we see a series privileging tradition and the communal

good (here imagined as the Aryan nation and its local representative, the

patriarchal family) cheek-by-jowl with advertisements playing on individual

desires and satisfaction of the individual good. As they share the same space,

it is no wonder that the two need to accommodate one another and come to

converge. As ads take on elements of chauvinism, the epics need to come to

terms with the newly uncorked, centrifugal forces of individualism. With the

proliferation of television channels at the same time as the opening of India for

foreign consumer goods, this convergence has become even more pertinent.

An analysis of television ads of the nineties shows a distinct proclivity for a

message that promotes believing in oneself, and being a confident, happy,

modern India that takes its place on the world stage (Dasgupta 2006; Gupta

1998: 101–2).10 This may be seen as a result of Hindutva discourse.11 In the

10. This type of juxtaposition is not limited to the moving image. An analysis of recent posters adver-

tising Gujarat, land of Krishna, as a site of investment to NRIs illustrates what could be termed ‘‘Rasa-lı̄la cum

Paisa-lı̄la’’ (Mukherji 2005).

11. Fareed Kazmi quotes an ad for salt (Annapurna Namak) that picks up HAKHK as well as Hindutva

rhetorics: Vah bhabhı̄! Garv se kahta hum maimne ap ka namak khaya hai! (Kazmi 1999: 162).
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advertisements, women are interpellated as the ‘‘new Indian woman,’’ carefully

constructed as modern but not Westernized, as Rajeswari Rajan has so elo-

quently shown (1999: 130–3). No wonder we will see a Sı̄ta and Radha with

an—at times—emancipated air: self-confident but firmly rooted in maryada.
No wonder film heroines resemble them.

The very medium on which Ramayan was broadcast puts it also in the

context of soap series, which partook in current debates about such modern

issues as the advantages and disadvantages of traditional arranged marriages

and joint-family living. Examples of such series, explicitly intended to be en-

tertainment cum education, yet funded by commercial companies, were the

family-oriented Hum log and its successor, the more nationalist Buniyad,

which were both, incidentally, about a family named Ram (see Gokulsingh

2004: 29–47, 55–60; Mankekar 1999: 110–113).12 These serials were intended

to promote respectful treatment of women and show a wide range of social

roles for them.

The situation is parallel for Shri Krishna. Although by the late 1990s, the

tone of the serials aired on Doordarshan had changed dramatically, proba-

bly under the influence of the competition of channels such as ZeeTV (Go-

kulsingh 2004: 59–60). The new soaps more boldly foregrounded problems

like rape (the serial Shanti aired in 1994) and extramarital affairs (Swabhiman

in 1995)—both in shows sponsored by leading companies (see 55–6). The new

entertainment channel Metro had meanwhile also been airing soap operas,

most notably Dard, the heroine of which, named Radha, is a woman engaged

in an extramarital affair. She ends up being widowed, but instead of marrying

her lover, she chooses to devote her life to raising her child—a decision much

applauded by those critical of the earlier part of the series (57). Female desire

and adultery seem to be big issues these series wrestle with.

Whereas the traditional subject of the mythological series does not leave

much room to explicitly discuss these issues, they still loom large in the

background. They constitute, so to speak, the unspoken ‘‘problematization’’

(purvapakqa or saxka) to which the actual portrayal in the series can be read as

an answer or ‘‘dousing of doubt’’ (saxka-samadhana). The ubiquity of the

happy-within-maryada ending is remarkable for both the soaps and the tele-

12. Interestingly, these series sometimes featured an explicit social comment at the end of each episode;

forHum Log, this was delivered by the well-respected actor Ashok Kumar (Gokulsingh 2004: 31). In that light, it

is not surprising that we find Sagar also appearing after certain episodes and delivering his own comment on

the narration. Of course, he is also following more classical examples, notably that of Valmı̄ki, who appears as

an agent in his Ramayapa.
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vised epics, but not until after the modern alternative has been fully explored

for the voyeuristic pleasure of the viewer.

If the medium of television is defined by ideologies of liberalism, secu-

larism, and individualism, the broadcasting of epics on this medium is balled

up with an ‘‘ideological contradiction at play in the creation of the modern’’

(Gupta 1998: 94). If modernity is typically characterized by individualism, it

comes into conflict with a traditional culture where typically the individual is

conditioned to conform to the social will. The issue of coping with love, of the

arranged versus the love marriage, is symptomatic of this conflict, and hence it

is not surprising that it assumes such an important place in the scenarios of

many movies and television series (94–6). Love becomes the battlefield for

competing values, a site for contestation, where we see audience and film

directors rework traditional ideals to accommodate new values, and vice versa.

It has been perceptively pointed out that in Hindi movies, ‘‘modernity is dis-

avowed even as it is endorsed, tradition is avowed even as it is rejected’’ (Mishra

2002: 4). There is no one-size-fits-all but multiple solutions. Some are more

successful, others less. Some are more agreeable to feminists, others less. It is

by no means sure that the individual values will win out; rather, we see dif-

ferent degrees of appropriation and adjustment. We could well apply here what

has been said with regard to the televisedMahabharat: that there are ‘‘multiple

interpretive frames’’ at work and that the series ‘‘can be appropriated for both

hegemonic and subversive purposes’’ (Majumder 1996: 213).

Sı̄ta as Barometer for Women’s Suffering

Is this a bleak picture for feminists? We might be outraged that women are

lured into the Sı̄tamold with the promise of a surfeit of consumer goods at the

happy ending as their just ‘‘desserts,’’ after a long-suffering, stale (bası̄) main

course. Is this opium for the masses to keep them in line, working for hunger

wages toward an India that will remain ‘‘shining’’ only for the privileged few?

Rajeswari Sunder Rajan has problematized the interpellation of women as ‘‘the

new woman’’ by television and advertisements which she deems a surrepti-

tious form of undermining feminist discourse and its revolutionary project

(1999: 13–3).13 Women are offered seemingly slick solutions to feminist

13. Rajan also warns against the hijacking of feminist agendas by other interest groups, in particular the

Hindu Right (1999: 136–7).
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problems, all to be purchased for a price of course. Conflict and discomfort are

minimized; products are substituted for processes of change. We certainly can

apply this sentiment to the feel-good movies of the nineties. They may not be

such innocent entertainment after all.

Some observers have complained that the Sı̄ta ideal is conducive to the

glamorization of suffering, divine justification for keeping women in place.

One can turn this argument on its head and see it as a way to understand her

appeal, as has been insightfully argued in a recent study:

One can understand why Sita is the favourite mythical woman in

India, the ideal woman. Sita has lent dignity, even glamour, to suf-

fering. When there is no escape from suffering, one prefers to accept

it with grace. Sita helps one do just that. She is a victim who suffers

in grandeur, without being vengeful. (Sen 1998)

In this view, Sı̄ta functions as a kind of cultural capital, a source of strength
women can turn to when needed. In a better world, then, there will be no more

need for such suffering. Could Sı̄ta, then, be a kind of barometer for women’s

oppression: as long as she is needed, women are still suffering injustices?

Madhu Kishwar goes further and argues that Sı̄ta’s perfection in suffering

puts Rama to shame. She says her story is ‘‘a reminder that men need to be

seriously reformed in order to become worthy of Sı̄ta’’ (2003b: 24). She might

be seeing a vision of an ideal future society, much like Sagar’s and the world of

Hum aap ke hain koun . . . !, where ideal bahus are treated with respect in ideal

joint families. In reality, the women are coming close to conforming to the

utopian ideal, but the men need more work. One wonders, though, whether

men share that vision. There may be a rhetoric of admiration, praising women

for their superiority in suffering, but are men serious about emulating them,

or even treating them with more respect in real life? Do these retellings of the

Sı̄ta story really function as an interpellation to men to do better? Basically it

suits men well that women are held to Sı̄ta-style ideals. Anthropological work
has shown that male cinema-goers emphatically prefer the status quo. Not-

withstanding being bombarded with the modernist messages of film, they do

not come away with progressive ideas (Derné 2000). If the films men watch

carry ‘‘feminist’’ messages, the men are not reluctant to express their dis-

agreement (Derné 1995b: 208–12). This should caution us about taking the

films as indicators of normative behavior. People may like what they see, but

they are not necessarily swayed; they make up their own minds.

Indeed, it seems that if we take feminism and democracy seriously, we

should also value women and people’s agency, their ability to make their

choices for themselves. Role models are not necessarily the root of all evil.
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People can buy into them or not and recreate them for their needs.14 It has

been argued that

Sita and Savitrı̄ have reached us as pativratas because their stories

have been selectively told. . . . A history of Sita’s life will show

us a woman who walked out of a safe home to face the dangers of the

world, a woman who had to overcome sexual harassment . . . all

conditions familiar to many women today. . . . In short, Sita is

a wonderful ideal not because of who she is married to but be-

cause of who she is.

The problem that women today have had with Sita as traditional

role model has always been that she is cast as a goddess, a heroine-

victim, or a pativrata. In these symbolic forms she has served male

rather than female history. It is not she but her representation in

Indian literary, oral, and now audio-visual and political tradition that

has been counterproductive to the women’s movement and the

achievements of contemporary Indian women. If Sita were recast as

woman, perhaps the ideal Indian woman and the modern one would

not need to be at such odds. (Barua 1996: 232–3)

By siting Sı̄ta, I have sought in this book to provide the necessary informa-

tion to make such feminist-friendly recasting of Sı̄ta possible, to help see pos-

sibilities where one might have thought there were none, to expose the silences

and moments that have been suppressed. If we reveal the male voices that have

spoken—and are speaking—through Sı̄ta’s mouth, we may help women regain

their own, much as Basanti in Sholay realized it was not Siva dictating that she

marry Veeru but he himself. What woman do with that knowledge is up to them.

Like Basanti, they may still want to submit to the hero and sacrifice for love.

Women can choose and compose their own meaningful portfolios of memory,

their own selections of Sı̄ta’s words and deeds that are meaningful to their

circumstances. One can hardly begrudge them that they seek out a happy ending.

A Test Case: The Dowry Issue (Kasauti Dahej kı̄)

Should we condemn the screen versions because they may be politically tainted

or commercially exploitative? Or should we hail them as truly democratic, as

14. A wonderful contemporary recreation of myth to empower women by a male author is Bhı̄qam

Sahnı̄’s play Madhavı̄. This ‘‘decentering’’ patriarchal myth is analyzed at length by Singh and Jaidev 1999.
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they are apparently so popular? The first interpretation would be in line with

the Frankfurt School’s critiques of mass culture, seeing themasses, in this case

women in particular, as the victims of exploitation by economic and political

forces.15 However, recent scholarship has stressed that meaning-making is a

two-way street. Since there is a dialogic relationship between the media and its

consumers, audience reaction is foregrounded as crucial. Yet maybe that

pernicious popularity should encourage us to question the message all the

more vigorously, because we may be partaking in some mass delusion. When

we want to, we are easily fooled into believing that things have changed, even

as the status quo endures.

Crucial is the question whether change for the better is really forthcoming.

This is not the place to evaluate progress made in India’s legal system (for

which see Robinson 1999: 180–3). In fact, legal progress is only half the story.

We can take for a case study the issue of dowry. The controversial Dowry

Prohibition Act stipulates stiff punishments for demanding, giving, or taking

dowry, but is easily circumvented by ‘‘voluntary gifts’’ to the marrying couple.

This is totally within the Sagar spirit, where dowry is present but not named: it

is present under cover. If illegal, it remains an unspoken requirement, which is

open to misunderstanding and abuse. It is hard to evaluate whether the Act has

made things worse or better for the bride and her party. The fact seems to be

that the praxis of bride-gift has been spreading regionally, as well as socially:

over more regions and to more and more castes. The monetary value of

dowries has been rising disproportially to people’s incomes. It is hard to assess

whether legal progress has paid dividends in societal praxis.

Still, by good Bollywood convention, I would like to end on a hopeful note

that there are some possible, if faint, indications that the tide may be turning.

In the media at least, brides are being shown to ‘‘put their foot down’’ in

instances of abuse. An inspiring example that received much media attention

in 2003 was an educated, middle-class, upper-caste bride named Nisha Shar-

ma from Noida (New Delhi). She was celebrated as Miss Anti Dowry because

she called the police on her cell phone when her future in-laws, at this last

minute, in an arrogant way, demanded a cash amount on top of a very lavish

dowry (Brooke 2003b). This case received a lot of media attention; she re-

portedly received many alternative marriage proposals, and indeed married

another groom in a simple ceremony a few months later (Brooke 2003a). We

15. Fareed Kazmi has a more nuanced view, seeking to lay bare the series of interpellations that neu-

tralize the potential antagonism between the power bloc and the people it seeks to control, which, for the

movies he discusses, he sees as the lower middle class (1999: 67–72).
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might well say that this Maithili has found a happy ending, at least for the time

being.16

It is tempting to attribute this event to the influence of Lajja-like images in

popular culture. Maybe that is too facile a conclusion. On the contrary, Nisha’s

mother has insisted that her daughter had not been exposed to ‘‘subversive’’

media elements. About her children’s television watching, she is reported to

have said: ‘‘We let them only watch Discovery, National Geographic and Kasauti

zindagi ki’’ (quoted in Majid 2003). The reference to the soap series fore-

grounding matrimonial (mis)alliances between two families is revealing. One

wonders also about the feel-good fare of the nineties. Was Nisha strengthened

in her resolve by the role models of the spunky heroines of the wedding wave

movies? Or was it the obvious contrast between these filmı̄ ideals of joint

families and the less-than-exemplary behavior of her in-laws-to-be that led her

to take action?

Whether subversive or not, the media have been quick to catch on to the

exemplary nature of her story, as there has been talk about her story being used

for a comic strip as well as for movie scripts (Kak 2003). Maybe Sharma has

already had an impact; it is tempting to relate her story to another more recent

case that involved a less-educated, lower-class bride from Patiala, appropriately

named Sita, who sent back the barat of her groom after some of its members

misbehaved with her sister.17 Whatever the case may be, the potential is there

for this real-life Maithili to inspire others, especially because the happy endings

of these stories are more encouraging than the dramatic filmı̄ ones. Some-

times, life writes its own scenarios, which no script writer might dare to broach

for fear of being branded too unrealistic or too predictable.

Maybe it does not matter all that much why Nisha and Sita took a stand

against their grooms’ parties’ arrogance. Zooming out from the specifics, in

general it is difficult to say to what extent a changing zeitgeist (perceived or

real) may be the long-term effect of an aggregrate of efforts or may be triggered

by more immediate events. It is difficult to evaluate whether the legal progress

has fostered societal improvement and what the influence may have been of

past feminist, religious, political, and other initiatives that have been under-

taken to raise awareness against the dowry practice in particular and to reform

marriage ceremonies in general. There certainly have been many efforts to

16. Critics have pointed out that the issue here was not the dowry demand as such, as a huge dowry had

already been provided. Some have also pointed out that the girl ended up marrying an old boyfriend and that

there may have been more to the story than reported in the Western media.

17. As reported in an editorial of the Tribune, January 17, 2005, www.tribuneindia.com/2005/20050117/

edit.htm#1.
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reform the marriage rites, such as Gandhi’s, those of the Brahmo Samaj in

Bengal, and the Self-Respect ceremonies in Tamil Nadu, to name only a few.

Sagar’s series is itself part of a long series of events great and small that may

foster a certain impact—or not. Untangling a web of motivations is always a

complex undertaking.

What may be more productive is to look at the data anew, reassess the

problem, and learn the lessons for raising awareness about social problems. If

popular movies and television seem to have appeal, whereas years of feminist

activism have failed to stir people, this surely merits a closer look. The problem

is not with the appeal of the Sı̄ta-Rama-vivaha fashion, not even with the gifts

as such, but more with the mentality that sees the bahu as a cash cow (ka-
madhenu) for her in-laws. Madhu Kishwar (2005) has recently proposed a new,

sensitive approach to counter the abuses of the dowry system. She also rec-

ommends rewriting the script of the actual marriage ceremony, involving a

public vow whereby both bride and groom pledge their promises to love and

cherish one another in front of the community, making explicit the terms of

the marriage. Wife-battering so as to get more dowry becomes more difficult if

one has promised to cherish and take care of one’s bride. One may quibble

about what should be written into the vows. One may question how far one can

go in thus forcing grooms, and especially their families, to negate traditional

privilege. Still, the idea seems solid. In the light of the predominance of the

concept of izzat, this makes sense. It could be a wonderful homeopathic way to

cure the evil, by appealing to the same principle that causes the problems. If

the root of the problem is that the groom’s family seeks to aggrandize itself in

the eyes of the community, why not turn societal awareness into something

that works for the better? Why not appeal to people’s strong sense of ‘‘shame’’

(lajja) and indeed rewrite the scripts to be more in conformity with the pro-

claimed values?

If we feel a new version of Sı̄ta’s wedding and her ways of coping with love

is needed to start the trend, Bollywood may be willing to put its weight behind

it in a positive way. Of course, we will always have to reckon with its limits.

After all, as it is put at the end of 7 1/2 Phere: ‘‘It’s all about entertainment.’’

Windows and Widows

This book has made some contributions in siting Sı̄ta, but we are still a long

way from mapping her. I have been able to concentrate only on certain aspects

of Sı̄ta’s story as compared with Radha. It is appropriate to end by opening up

further windows for research. First, there is more that can be done using the
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methodology of siting Sı̄ta and Radha, by focusing on other moments in their

stories.18

One element I have not touched on is the issue of the goddess’s youth. The

stories of Krishna and Rama as children are widely popular, and the places

associated with their childhoods are flourishing pilgrimage centers. Similarly,

Radha’s birthplace in Barsana is one (Entwistle 1987), and so is Sı̄ta’s Ja-

nakpur, which was ‘‘discovered’’ only in the eighteenth century (Burghart

1983). At these places, the birth of the goddess is celebrated in a festival by

singing birth celebration songs (janmabadhaı̄). This is in striking contrast with

the lack of such celebration at the birth of a nondivine female. This issue would

be worth further study. One could take as a point of departure Raj Kapoor’s

1978 film Satyam shivam sundaram, in which the heroine is born on Jan-

maqtamı̄, the festival of Krishna’s birthday. Her father, the village pundit, is

singing in the Krishna temple in front of the Radha-Krishna images when the

news that his child has been born is signaled to him by a little messenger.

While everyone in the temple sways and chants in ecstasy, he hastens home,

only to find that the baby is a girl. Particularly poignant is the contrast between

the singing of celebratory songs for the commemoration of the mythical event

of the birth of Krishna and the lamentations in the real-life event of the birth of

a baby girl.

Another important issue that could be fruitfully researched is Sı̄ta as

mother. Why are there hardly any happy family portraits of both her and Rama

and the children? In the story, indeed, as soon as Lava and Kusa regain their

father, their mother disappears forever. This aspect of Sı̄ta’s story seems

problematic from a feminist perspective. Is she surrendering to patriarchy by

returning the sons to their rightful family after nursing them for the first

years? On the other hand, her sons are in many versions portrayed as avengers

of the injustices their mother had to suffer. That is again problematic, as it

strengthens the belief that it is only men who can redeem women. Sı̄ta’s
eventual return to the earth may also be read as a protest against the con-

tinuing questioning of her character and a confirmation of her identity with

her parental family. These issues, however, are downplayed in the televised

series. The motherhoods of Hindu goddesses in general is an issue that would

be fruitful to research. One filmı̄ point of departure could be the diatribe of the

18. Originally, I also envisioned including in this book a chapter on ‘‘songs of separation’’ dealing with

the issue of longing for the absent beloved. Another chapter would be the reverse: the celebration of love in

union and the erotic relationship of the lovers, something that happens prudently offscreen in all of Sagar’s

series, but features prominently in the classical and medieval literature.
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heroine ofMother India to Lakqmı̄ when she is forced to give in to the lecherous

moneylender, challenging the goddess to understand a mother’s plight.

Related to Sı̄ta as mother is the image of Sı̄ta in the kitchen, an important

omission in the normative texts presented here, and recently studied by Phyllis

Herman (see also Gandhi 1992).

Even for the aspects of Sı̄ta’s life I have portrayed here, there are many

more points of reference; I have only been able to look at successful, high-

prestige texts andmovies from the North. Especially fruitful would be to look at

sources that show the impact of the colonial intervention and the nationalist

movement’s rewritings of the epics in response; the Parsi theater of Radhe-
syamKathavacak is an especially interesting case (see Kapur 1995). I have only

marginally been able to touch on the rich theatrical adaptations or Ram- and

Ras-lı̄la and Parsi theatre, and have not even mentioned puppet theatre (see

Blackburn 1996). Moreover, more attention to how these texts are expounded

in oral discourse may also reveal welcome new aspects (Wulff 1985). Many

scholars are working on regional variants on the basis of both folk and re-

gionally prestigious texts, which enable cross-region comparisons. Particularly

helpful would be a study of reworkings of the epics in Tamil cinema, and

indeed their entanglement with the politics of Tamil Nadu.19

My selection of movies has been limited to Hindi popular movies in which

the stories of Radha and Sı̄ta have functioned as intertexts. Even with regard to

Radha-Sı̄ta references in films, I have only covered the tip of the iceberg, and I

have not even touched on diaspora movies, for example Canadian director

Deepa Mehta’s controversial Fire (1999), about which much more can be said

(see Desai 2004: 159–91). Further, there are other trends afoot in Hindi

popular cinema that could make for a good contrastive study (see, e.g., Gargi

2005). Comparisons of cinema and soaps would also be useful. Soaps are

widely recognized to provide role models for women, but are vastly under-

studied (Sultana 2005).

Incorporating folk epics in the equation is another desideratum, as a

wealth of information is already beginning to surface about folk Ramayapas or
better Sı̄tayanas (see Nilsson 2001, Rao 1991 and 2003, and a host of articles in

Manushi, e.g. Sen 1998), and even older texts are being unearthed (Candravatı̄
Ramayapa, see Sen 2000). There is a tendency to oppose the empowering Sı̄ta
of women’s folk songs to the Brahminical oppressive one of Sanskrit texts that

is perhaps not altogether justifiable (Vanita 2005: 39). This fits an often heard

19. For Jayalalitha, see Pandian 1993. For some remarks about Radha-Krishna imagery in Kannada

movies, see Nagaraj 2006: 95.
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general assessment of Hindu culture as consisting of a Brahminic paradigm

that is less and an alternative one that is more woman-friendly (Robinson

1985). Such an assumption deserves to be carefully argued and backed up after

surveying a wide variety of folk materials, with an honest assessment of what

fits the argument and what does not.

Finally, to fill out the picture, it would be necessary to bring in something

that has been woefully absent in this book: visual representations, classical

sculptures, miniatures, modern paintings (Sirhandi 1999), as well as folk art

(Heinz 2006), God-posters (Pinney 2004), and comic strips (McLain 2001).

Beyond the siting methodology, I hope this study will inspire anthropol-

ogists to take up the challenge of seeing how Sı̄ta and Radha’s stories may be

used in narrating life narratives (Heinz 2000; Jacobson 1978). The variants

presented in this book may also be useful in starting discussions on issues

such as choice of marriage partner, dowry, patrilocality, bigamy, and sexual

harassment and eve-teasing. Movies and myth may provide useful conversa-

tion starters to elicit people’s opinions on these issues, as well as their reflec-

tions on how the role models actually influence or are irrelevant to their real-

life decisions. Are the role models merely ‘‘out there’’? Is this different for men

or women, for older or younger women, for married and unmarried ones? Is

there a class, caste, or other social divide with regard to the issue of how

relevant the ‘‘national’’ role model is? What are alternative role models

(Draupadı̄ and Parvatı̄ seem obvious choices), maybe regional or caste specific

ones?

Maybe there is also a useful pedagogical function to the comparisons

featured in this book, which might be fruitful to generate class discussions.

There have been arguments that textbooks for school children should not

contain references to Sı̄ta, as she is perceived to be a negative role model

(Guha 1975). Such radical omission and rejection of an important cultural icon

seems unwarranted. Rather, one might teach students about the multiplicity of

voices portraying Sı̄ta and encourage them to express their opinions about

‘‘whose Sı̄ta’’ is most inspiring for their day-to-day life. May be some would like

to see her ‘‘rewritten’’ on the screen, or rewrite her themselves in their own

lives.

For students of religion, there is a lot more work to be done in charting

women’s worship of Sı̄ta images both in temples and in private houses, and

how this relates to her role model function. It would be useful to compare with

her worship by males, including ascetics. The different forms of worship of the

branches of the Ramanandı̄s and the role Sı̄ta plays in each would certainly

help to contribute to the understanding of Sı̄ta as a role model more generally.

The influence of the Srı̄-Sampradaya on South Indian views of the goddess also
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needs more attention (Narayana 2000). It is remarkable how little research has

been done in this area.

Further, there is the striking fact that ashrams for widows in places of

pilgrimage tend to be focused on Radha-Krishna worship. The widows are—at

least ostensibly—encouraged to focus on detachment (vairagya) and discour-

aged from thinking of themselves as erotic; they are not supposed to wear

jewelry and are encouraged to don plain white saris and shave their heads.

Looking at these old, destitute women, one would indeed be hard-pressed to

think of Radha as a role model.20 This situation might at first glance seem

reminiscent of the burlesque of the demoness Surpanakha in love with Rama

and the hunchback Kubja inviting Krishna to make love to her. How the

women themselves make sense of this would be an interesting anthropological

study. One could also bring into the picture Deepa Mehta’s controversial,

award-winning 2005 filmWater. This movie juxtaposes the widows’ asceticism

with erotic Krishna imagery, notably in the songs, as well as in many explicit

references by the protagonists. The Krishna imagery is mainly in reference to

the young and attractive widow, Kalyani (Seema Biswas), the only one of the

widows who is sexually active. First she is lured into prostitution. Later, she

falls in love with a bespectacled Gandhian reformer named, meaningfully,

Narayana (John Abraham), who—unlikely as it may seem—embodies Krishna

for her. While her identification as Radha is nearly exclusively in the romance

with Narayana, there is a hint of a suggestion that the erotic Radha-Krishna
lyrics may create a longing for love in the widows, which is then manipulated

to lure them into prostitution. On the way to her—presumably—first client

‘‘across the river,’’ Kalyani is in a boat rowed by her procuress, the hijra Gulabi,

who is singing a song (‘‘Maim ka karum ram,’’ ‘‘What can I help it, Rama!’’).

A dreamy Kalyani interrupts her to ask whether Krishna sometimes comes

down on earth as a man.21 Gulabi says he does so in the yearly nautanki per-

formance to celebrate Krishna’s birthday, where she herself plays a Gopı̄. The

hijra here deftly plays to Kalyani’s longings in order to ensure her cooperation

in the ‘‘deal.’’22 This blatant abuse of divine role models for women is a filmı̄

interpretation, and one by a diaspora filmmaker who has already been much

maligned for her ‘‘abuse’’ of Hindu tradition. Still, the issue she raises de-

mands a careful exploration and study of contextualization; while a full dis-

20. I am grateful to Professor Monika Horstmann for suggesting this issue to me.

21. kya krishna jı̄ admı̄ ke rup mem dhartı̄ par ate haim?

22. This psychological game is confirmed later in the movie, when the hijra plays along with the head of

the ashram to lure the little girl Chuhiya, who thinks she’s being taken home, into the same situation.
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cussion is well beyond the scope of this work, we may venture that the problem

lies not with the role model herself but with the manipulation of it by shrewd

agents with, in this case, certainly less-than-noble intent.

One conclusion is clear. It will no longer do to blame a timeless mytho-

logical Sı̄ta, or Rama, or Valmı̄ki, or Ramayapa for women’s woes. While the

Sanskrit text certainly is steeped in patriarchal principles, it leaves still some

maneuvering room for Sı̄ta as a strong character. There are nuances, but on the

whole, the conclusion is inescapable that in the television version, Sı̄ta is

meeker and buys into and promotes patriarchal structures more actively. At the

same time, the alternative models of the Gopı̄s and Radha, available at least at
some points in the past, have been substantially submerged. There’s no longer

a real Radha alternative; Radha has undergone a total transformation of do-

mestication. We could say that Sı̄ta has carried out thoroughly the pioneering

project of domestication of the wilderness: she has colonized Vrindaban, even
Bollywood. But then, there are many Sı̄tas on the walls of Indian houses. Let

us wait for the sequel. After all, there has been one ‘‘amazing,’’ rewrite: the

Adbhuta-Ramayapa where Sı̄ta herself slays a demon worse than Ravapa (Va-

nita 2005). There may be more sequels. No doubt new trends are on the

horizon. There always is an answer to each Ramayapa:womenmight well have

a surprising, new Uttara-sı̄tayana or sequel to Sı̄ta’s story in the making.

conclusion 523



This page intentionally left blank 



References

editions with translations

Bahrı̄, Hardev, and Rajendra Kumar, eds. 1974. Surasagara Satı̄ka. 2 vols.

Allahabad: Lok Bharatı̄ Prakasan.
Bapu, Morarı̄. 1986. Ram Carit Manas-katha. Bombay: Pracı̄n Samskrti

Mandir.

Bechert, Heinz, ed. 1976. The Bhagavata Purana: The Birch Bark Manuscript

in the State and University Library in Göttingen (with a Concordance

by Maheshwari Prasad). New Delhi: International Academy of Indian

Culture.

Bhagvandı̄n and Brajratnadas, et al., eds. 1973. Tulsı̄ Granthavalı̄. vol. 1.
Benares Nagrı̄ Pracarinı̄ Saabha.

Brajratnadas, ed. [1949] 1957. Nanddas Granthavalı̄. Nagarı̄ Pracaripı̄
Granthmala 39. 2d ed. Benares: Nagarı̄ Pracaripı̄ Sabha.

Chopra, B.R. and Ravi Chopra. Mahabharat. DVD Set. Harrison, N.J.: Indo-

American Video Corporation.

Goswami, Chinmanlal, ed. 1969. Srı̄mad Valmı̄ki-Ramayapa, with Sanskrit

Text and English Translation. 3 vols. Gorakhpur: Gita Press.

Goswami, Chimman Lal, and M. A. Sastrı̄, eds. [1971] 1982. Srı̄mad

Bhagavata Mahapurapa, with Sanskrit Text and English Translation. 2

vols. 2d ed. Gorakhpur: Gita Press.

Kanhaiyalal, Munsi, ed. 1979. Caurası̄ Varta: Srı̄madacaryyapa Parama-
nukampasthada Bhagavadı̄ya Caturasitisamkhyakabaiqpavanam varta.
Bombay: Mumbaı̄ Ula Ulum.

Kathavacak, Radhesyam. 1971. Radhesyam Ramayapa. 7th ed. Srı̄ Barelı̄:
Radhesyam Pustakalay.



Krqpadas, Gaxgaviqpu, ed. [1958] 1986a. Caurası̄ Vaiqpavan kı̄ Varta. Reprint.
Bombay: Lakqmı̄ Vexkatesvar Steam Press.

———, ed. [1958] 1986b. 252 Vaiqpavan kı̄ Varta. Reprint. Bombay: Lakqmı̄

Vexkatesvar Steam Press.

Maharaj, Srı̄ Govindlaljı̄, and Ānandı̄lal Sastrı̄, eds. 1968. Srı̄ Nathjı̄ kı̄ Prakatya
Varta (Gosvamı̄ Srı̄ Hariray Mahanubhav Krt). Nathdvara: Vidyavibhag.

Mizokami,Tomio, and Girish Bakhshi, eds. 1992. Ramayana: A TV Serial by

Ramanand Sagar. Osaka: Osaka University of Foreign Studies.

Parı̄kh, Dvarikadas, ed. 1970 (2027 VS). Caurası̄ Vaiqpavan kı̄ Varta. Govarddhan

Granthmala 45. Mathura: Srı̄ Govarddhan Granthmala Karyalay.
Pauwels, Heidi Rika Maria. 1996b. Krqpa’s Round Dance Reconsidered: Harirama
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