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Ramayana Legends prevailed in
Southeast Asia (3)

— Burmese Versions —
OHNO Toru

It has been proved now, according to an information by a letter from U
Khin Maung Tin, Chief Librarian of the National Library, Ministry of
Culture, Government of Myanmar, that even thirteen texts of the Rama
story written in Burmese are still extant either in the form of printed
books or palm leaf manuscripts. The author of this paper intends to point
out the prominent features found in seven texts of the Rama story,
namely Rama Vatthu, Rama Thagyin, Alaung Rama Thagyin, Rama
Yagan, Pondaw Rama Pyazat, Rama Thonmyo Zat Vatthu and Pondaw
Rama Lekkhana Zat Vatthu, among thirteen written in Burmese.

U Thein Han, the late Chief Librarian of the Universities Central
Library, Rangoon, reported that two palm leaf manuscrips of the Rama
story called “Rama Vatthu” have been discovered in 1973, one in a
Buddhist monastery in Pagan — Nyaungoo area and the other in a
monastery, Kyaik Waing, near Rangoon. He estimated the original date of
both manuscripts goes back probably to 17th century. If it is correct,
Rama Vatthu is regarded to have been the earliest surviving version of
Rama story in Burma. According to a photocopy taken from the
manuscript, it is found that Rama Vatthu is written in prose and consists
of six chapters totalling forty pages.

“Rama Thagyin” is composed in verse by U Aung Hpyo in 1755.
According to the colophon of a handwriting copy from an extant palm-

leaf manuscript preserved in the Universities Central Library, Rangoon, it
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is written on the day of full moon of May 1886.

“Alaung Rama Thagyin” i1s composed in verse, too, by Hsaya Htoon.
What is interesting here is that the pronounciations and spellings peculiar
to the Arakanese dialect are to be found here and their in this Thagyin.
Nothing has been known, however, about the exact date of composition of
this Thagyin.

“Rama Yagan” composed by U Toe in 1784 is one of the most
prominent versions of the Rama story in the history of Burmese
literature. It is, however, incomplete, because of author’s death immedi-
ately after having composed 34 chapters.

The author of this paper obtained recently a microfilm copy of three
other texts of Rama story printed in Burmese from the British Library by
virtue of a valuable information given by Patricia Herbert, Curator of the
Southeast Asia Collections, the British Library. These texts are composed
of (1) Pondaw Rama Pyazat, (2) Rama Thonmyo and (3) Pondaw Rama
Lekkhana Yodaya Zattawgyi. The first text is written by U Ku in 1880. It
is composed of only two chapters, viz Ayodhya Kanda and Aranya Kanda.
It lacks three other important chapters like Bala Kanda, Yuddha Kanda
and Uttara kanda. The second text is written in prose by U Htway in
1904. It is composed of seven chapters commencing with Bila Kanda and
ending with Uttara Kanda. The main accounts and the order of arrange-
ment are on the whole, similar to those of Rama Thagyin arnd Maha
Rama. The third text is written by Dabein U Maung Gyi in 1910. It is
composed of only one chapter, Bala Kanda. The most striking feature of
this text lies in an account of a giant falcon, which hides sun and moon
with its enormous wings, immediately after the appearance of the cosmos.
The earth, the whole Jambudvipa, is covered with darkness. Human beings
and other animals on the earth are shocked and distressed to be able to

see nothing. Indra hurls his Vajra at the outrageous bird. The body of the
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giant falcon is severed by Vajra into seven pieces and falls down to the
ground separately. Seven places appear on the spots where the seven pieces
of the falcon fell down. Ayodhya city appears at first on the spot where
the head of the bird fell. Secondly Theinkho (Lanka) city appears at the
place where the torso of the bird fell. Kishkhinda forest appears on the
spot where the right wing of the bird fell, and like that Mithila city the
left wing, Hemawan forest the right leg and Ceylon Oak tree the left leg
in succession. The rulers of each place are chosen by respective inhabitants.
The people of Ayodhya entrust their adminstaration with Datharahta. The
Rakshasas of Theinkho island choose Dathagiri (Ravana) as their king.
The apes of the Kishkhinda forest elect Maha Makkata, the father of B
ali and Sugriva brothers, as their ruler. This episode of giant falcon is
entirely known neither to other Burmese versions nor to any other
vernacular versions of Southeast Asia such as Ramakien of Thai and
Hikayat Sri Rama of Malaysia. It is needless to say that the third text,
Pondaw Rama Lekkhana Yodaya Zattawgyi, has undergone tremendous
changes.

It may be pointed out that the following accounts are the major
characteristics of the Burmese versions of Rama story.
(1) What is interesting is the Burmese versions of Rama story begin with
the detailed accounts of Datthagiri (Ravana). They narrate the genealogy
of Datthagiri, the birth of Datthagiri, his attainment of supernatural
power in consequence of his ascetic practices through meditation and
devotions. It is quite conspicuous in contrast to the current version of
Valmiki Ramayana, in which the genealogy of Ravana is related not in
the First Book, Bala Kanda, but in the Last Book, Uttara Kanda.

With regard to the birth of Datthagiri, the Burmese Rama stories
describe that Maha Brahma descends from Heaven to Hemawan forest
where Kunti (Me Gambi or Ni Gonbi), the daughter of Rakshasa King of
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Lanka, practises asceticism for eighty thousand years. Kunti offers three
branches of Mango to Maha Brahma. The first branch bears ten fruits.
The second branch bears a big fruit. As she drops unconsciously the third
branch bearing only one fruit, Kunti offers the fruit after cleaning.
Maha Brahma strokes her belly three times and tells her that she will give
birth to three children near future. Ten months later, Kunti bears three
soris, named Datthagiri, Gombikanna and Bibithana. The first born child
possesses ten heads, twenty arms and twenty legs. The second child
possesses a hugh body. The third child is endowed with a profound
knowledge of astrology. One can find this episode in Muongsing version of
Laos and Lanka Xiho, the Tai version of Yunnan, China, too.

(2) Regarding the story connected with the birth of Rama, The Burmese
versions of Rama story state that the king Dattharatha of Ayottaya
hands over to his three consorts two bananas which he got from a sage
Trisula in Hemawan forest. The three consorts become pregnant and give
birth to three sons. The chief queen, Kothanra, is delivered of Prince
Rama. The second queen has prince Bharata and the third queen gives
birth to twins, Lekkhana and Thattaruguna. There is mention of the
similar episode in Lanka Xiho, the Tai (Lu) version of Yunnan. It is
worthy of note that the Burmese versions mention unanimously the
previous status of Rama as a Bodhisattva, the future Buddha, unlike the
desriptions of Valmiki and Kampan.

(3) In regard to the period of Rama’s exile from his palace, the Burmese
versions describe twelve years instead of fourteen years. The Tai (Lu)
version of Yunnan, Lanka Xiho, and Muongsing version of Laos state also
the period of Rama’s exile as twelve years. Valmiki Ramayana together
with other Southeast Asian versions such as Ramakien of Thai and
Reamker of Cambodia narrate, however, the period of Prince Rama as

forteen years. It should be noted that the twelve years of exile is identical
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with the Jaina Ramayana, Dasaratha Jataka and other Suttas of Buddhist
Canon.

(4) In the Burmese versions of Rama story, Mi Gambi (Trigata),
Datthagiri’s sister, is beleft of her two sons, Khaya and Dutta, in a
battle with Rama and Lekkhana in Hemawan forest. In the Valmiki Ram
ayana, However, Surpanakha has neither husband nor son. Those who
fight on her behalf against Rama and Laksmana are her brothers Khara
and Dishana. According to the Burmese versions, it is also Mi Gambi who
transforms herself into a golden deer and entices Rama and Lekkhana out
of their hermitage so that Datthagiri will be able to abduct Thida. This
episode can be seen also in Lanka Xiho, the Tai (Lu) version of Yunnan
and Muongsing version of Laos.

(5) In the Burmese versions of Rama story, three or seven lines of
concentric circles are drawn by Lekkhana for the purpose of protecting
Thida, when he leaves to save elder brother Rama. There is no mention of
a magic circle in Valmiki Ramayana. Lanka Xiho, the Tai (Lu) version of
Yunnan and Muongsing version of Laos, Phralak Phralam Pommachak,
contain the similar account of a magic circle drawn by Lakkhana. He
warns Sinta not to go out of the circle whoever comes, for no body, on
earth or in the air, can transgress over the magic circle. During his
absence, Thorani (Dharani=the Goddess of the Earth) protects Sinta
against Pommachak (ten headed king of Rakshasa).

(6) The Burmese Rama stories contain an episode of a deep affection of
Lekkhana toward his brother Rama, when they rested under the Ceylon
QOak tree, on which Thugyeit (Sugriva) crouches. As Rama becomes
fatigued for he has searched for Thida without taking a brief rest, he
sleeps with his head in Lekkhana’s lap. Lekkhana does not move at all,
lest he should disturb Rama’s slumbers, even when he was stung by a hugh

horsefly. Thugyeit is an eyewitness of this scene and moves to tears. The
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similar episode can be found in the Lanka Xiho, the Tai (Lu) version of
Yunnan.

(7) As Rama has been unable to discern Sugriva from Vali, he demands
Sugriva to tie a blossoming Naga creeper round his neck, in Valmiki
Ramayana. Rama asks Sugriva to wear a garland of flowers, in Kampan
Ramayana. The Burmese versions of Rama story state that Rama paints
Thugyeit’s anus red with a chewing betel so as to distinguish two ape
brothers in their duel. Lanka Xiho, the Tai (Lu) version of Yunnan,
describes that prince Lamma paints Kaling (Sugriva)’s head red with a
chewing betel. The Vientiane version of Laos narrates that Phra Lam
recommends Sangkhip (Sugriva) to put a white shawl on his head in order
to differentiate from Phalichanh (Vali) in the first duel. Phra Lam
recommends Sangkhip to put red shawl on his shoulder in the second duel.
For the third duel, Phra Lam paints white lime secretly on the soles of
Sangkhip’s feet so that Phalichanh can not perceive.

(8) In Valmiki Ramayana, Hanuméan brings a headgear of Sita back to
Rama on his return journey from Lanka. In Burmese versions of Rama
story, Hanuman carries seven (or ten) hairs of Thida away to Rama as
the evidence of Thida's life. Lanka Xiho, the Tai (Lu) version of Yunnan,
also contains the similar episode.

(9) Rama commands Sugriva to construct a causeway across the island of
Lanka. In the Burmese versions of Rama story, a giant crab obstructs
against the construction of causeway. The causeway is constructed and
destroyed again and again. Hanuman dives into the bottom of the sea to
investigate the cause of destruction and finds that a giant crab, Maha
Gandagga, carries away the stones of the bridge foundation. He seizes the
crab and hurls far inland. Rama commands the apes to wrench the claws
of the crab and to release it. Lanka Xiho, Tai (Lu) version of Yunnan,

also, deals with the similar episode of a giant crab, in the process of
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construction of a causeway.
(10 Meghanada, Ravana's son, is well known to have been valor, s-ince he
once took Indra prisoner during the battle between king Asura and Indra.

Meghanada has been known as Indrajit. He possesses various magical
powers, and employs a special black art if necessary. Even Lakshmana has
once been killed by the arrow called Brahmastra released by Indrajit.
According to the description of the Burmese versions of Rama story, the
most fearful power of Eindaseitta (Indrajit) is his miraculous power of
becoming invisible from human sight. No one can see Eindaseitta.
Bibithana (Vibhishana) advises Rama that Eindaseitta can be seen only by
the one who has not looked upon any woman's face during past twelve
years. Lekkhana is proved to have been such a person who did not see any
woman's face for that period. Lanka Xiho, the Tai (Lu) version of
Yunnan, gives an account of the similar episode of Lakhana. The Bengali
version of Ramayana seems to have played a significant role to bring the
episode into the Burmese version and the Tai version of Yunnan.

From the above accounts I have quoted, it became clear that the main
features of the Burmese versions of Rama story have considerable affinity
with those of the Lanka Xiho of Yunnan and the Muongsing version of
Laos. It is believed that three versions of Burmese Rama story, Lanka
Xiho of Yunnan, China, and Phralak Phralam Phommachak, the Muonsing
version of Laos, compose of a single group separated from the other
vernacular versions of Southeast Asia, such as Serat Kanda of Java,
Hikayat Sri Rama of Malaya and Ramakien of Thai. Outstanding
elements peculiar to them are supposed to have been derived directly or
indirectly from the so—called Non—Valmiki Indian versions includng the

Bengali, the Jaina, the Kashmiri and other vernacular verions of India.
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