2.3.  Surpanakha Episode in Valmiki and
Kamban: A study
- Shri Jataayu

Surpanakha episode in the middle of the Ramayana is the
cvent that gives a turning point to the epic and takes it
(orward further. Without this episode, the abduction of
Sita by Ravana and the Rama-Ravana war would never
have happened, and the rest of the forest life of Rama,
Sita and Lakshmana would have passed off peacefully.
[n that way, it has its significance. Besides, Surpanakha’s
lust for Rama, with its immediate consequences forms an
engrossing short story in itself.

In Valmiki Ramayana (V.R), this episode occurs in 17+
and 18+ Sargas of Aranya Kanda, in 56 Shlokas. It is crisp
and up to the point, without any frills. But, in Kamba
Ramayanam (K.R), the play of human emotions in this
episode is explored much wider and deeper. “Surpanakai
Patalam” with its 140 verses becomes a Navarasa
Nataka, a grand drama with the masterly Tamil poetry of
Kamban.

Such narrative differences are nothing surprising, but
natural. While the Adi Kavya of Valmiki is the primary
source and belongs to the ancient post-Vedic era,
Kamban’s Tamil Kavya was composed in the 12+ century
CE, after multiple Ramayana based Kavyas were written
in Sanskrit, which also have such characteristics. This
has been pointed out by the scholars of literature who
have studied both the texts in depth.

“KKamban's diction is conventionally poetic, full of stock
phrases, extended similes and metaphors, repetitive
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allusiveness, pathetic fallacies and poetic conceits.
Unlike Valmiki, Kamban has a sense of the drama of
particular episodes, and exploits every occasion that has
a theatrical potentiality, often by the use of the dialogic
mode. In contrast, Valmiki is almost deadpan in his
narration, his diction sparse and cut to the bone, the
explosive emotional content of a situation in total
control, inferential rather than explicit, as in the Tamil
Sangam poetry. In western terms, Kamban is a romantic
poet and Valmiki a classical one.

. From the Introduction to The Kamba Ramayana,
translated by P.S.Sundaram, edited by N S Jagannathan
(Penguin Classics, 2002).

Since the K.R narration is so elaborate, it provides good
scope to study the Virodha Bhava, sense of enmity of
Surpanakha towards Rama, as a form of love in negative
terms.

We will now present glimpses from the K.R narration to
give a feel to the reader. All the translations given below
are from the above-mentioned book.
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Upon seeing the handsome Rama, Surpanakha is
awestruck and muses to herself thus:

“How lucky is the sea-earth to be a woman! When this
rare being walks on her, she should be trembling with
joy. Why does he, of such rare looks submit his body to
penance? What penance has penance done, to be wooed
by such beauty which does not sate, no matter how long
one feasts on it?"
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Kamban, who never tires of describing Rama
Saundaryam brings that out even from the words of
Surpanakha.

Valmiki contrasts Rama’s beauty and Surpanakha’s
crudeness in a few Shlokas. She appears in the same
Rakshasi form before Rama. The phrase “With lovely

limbs you do (not) appear to be a demoness” ( o f&

AT T 9T 3@) s interpreted as Rama
poking fun at her form. She bluntly says, I am here
wishing you to be my husband. “I will devour your
brother along with this disfigured, unchaste and fearful
lndy with a flat belly (Sita)”, she intimidates. Rama
ndvises her to go to Lakshmana who also spurns her.
When she is about to attack Sita, the thorn in the flesh,
Rama orders Lakshmana to punish her by disfiguring.

In K.R, Surpanakha transforms herself as a dazzling
beauty, with a Mantra. She blushingly introduces herself
as Kamavalli, sister of Ravana, born of Brahma’s
descent.

“The flood of love in her heart, greater than any tide in
river or sea, submerged her sense. And her modesty, like
amiser's fame, grew less and less. Her heart scorched and
dry, she fixed her gaze on the hero's shoulders and was
unable to pull it back... She, her heart filled with love,
looked at his face and touched his feet. Standing aside
like a shy fawn, she darted her spear-eyes in a sidelong
glance...”
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