Title: An examination of the Tilaka Commentary of Valmiki’s
Ramayana

Author: Ashruth Suryanarayanan
Abstract

qroTaraeles JAT | (VR, 1.3.6). This verse from Valmiki’s Ramayana captures the

intent of Valmiki in bringing about a story with the subtle yet mundane theme of human values,
in a simple and effortless way. The story of Rama is meant to be accessible and understandable
to all, as after all, what more can be important to human beings than human values? In this
way, the story of Rama has stretched through space and time, evoking contexts ranging from a
simple bedtime story to complex literary research and culture building. The theme, human
values, hides its profundity in its mundanity, becoming something accessible and familiar that
leads people onto a deeper Dharmic and spiritual path. It is the commentaries of Ramayana’s
goal to capture these depths, to act as a manual to navigate towards the subtlety hiding amongst
the simplicity of the content. Foremost amongst these commentaries is Tilaka vyakhyana, a
commentary created by authored by Ramavarma, the king of Sringiberapura. Seemingly
written in the latter half of the 18" century, Tilaka vyakhyana focuses on explaining Valmiki’s
Ramayana as it is, trying to give shape to its fathomless depths whilst admiring its sparkling
surface. This paper examines selected shlokas from the Tilaka vyaakhyaana, attempting to
understand the intricacies the commentator highlights. It will also critically view the
commentator’s approach, asking questions to solidify a clearer understanding of Valmiki’s
Ramayana. Finally, it will also examine the impact this commentary has on clarity and
authenticity with regards to Valmiki’s Ramayana.

Introduction

Ramavarma, the author of Tilaka vyaakhyaana was the king of Sringiberapura. By the
author of this commentary using this name, it is widely believed that Ramavarma wrote this
commentary on Valmiki’s Ramayana in the beginning of the 18" century. He is also believed
to have written a commentary on Adhyatma Ramayana as well. This commentary primarily
deals with Sanskrit grammar and the epistemological philosophies of Sanatana Dharma, such
as Nyaya or Vedanta.

There is some speculation that the actual author of Tilaka vyaakhyaana was Nagesha
Bhatta, a scholar in Ramavarma court who wrote it in the honour of Ramavarma as well.

Discussion

Tilaka vyakhyana, as mentioned previously, aims to establish the profundity of human
values the Valmiki Ramayana contains. This is the first question the commentator poses and
answers, in fact:
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To the commentator, it is of paramount importance to establish and justify that Ramayana is a
text that isn’t just a story, but a shastra, a place of insight meant to be analyzed and observed.

He takes this further, by showing how it is different from other poems (hTed#), due to its
nature of being composed by a Rsi, and therefore, is as spiritually significant as other texts

that are viewed as paths for happiness in the present and beyond.

This thought process serves as the underlying thread behind Tilaka vyakhyana. The
commentator always thinks about giving meaning as is to shlokas whilst pointing out the
possible depth of simple, yet subtly profound shlokas:

YT FA: TUT Shiae] IYETT TUrEfd|
TEIY Jeftrems: Ta1d IRAAT shel F:1l (VR, 2.106.4)

This shloka is uttered by Bharata as praise for Rama’s understanding of how the world works.
While Bharata convinces Rama to come back to the kingdom, Rama stands firm, by
explaining logically how fate has a hand to play in the events that have transpired and that it
is important to stay in the Dharma of safeguarding Dasharatha’s promise, regardless of the
circumstances. Bharata says the above, appreciating Rama’s understanding. “He who looks at
life and death as well as fortune and misfortune equally, what can really affect him?”, thus he

opines. The commentator dives deeper into the meaning of Hd and 31Hd:

forsa afd segfor dleaiSoded Tur o st giFaee safd, qur
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Here, §d and 3THd are taken by the commentator to show that there is no difference
between and self-realization and selflessly working for universal welfare. Both predicate the
dissolution of bondages, and thereby freedom (31'17}61). This is a key concept that Rama

expounds again and again, whether by showing how knowledge of impermanence means that



one should follow in the path of universal welfare, Dharma, (3TcHT ﬁ'@ ﬁuﬁaaw:l), or by
that self-realization and Dharma are one and the same (TcTeTTcH T ﬂ?:éﬁ'z).

This concept is further shown in Upanishadic texts and proponents of Vedanta as well, with

commentator interpreting the meaning of Hd and 318d in a manner like ﬁ?\?ﬂ and 3{fdeT in

the Ishopanishad:
facam @ HfacaH T IEdede 39T el

Jfdegar #cg dical faeaaHaA@REd |l (Ishopanishad, 1.11)

This mantra shows that after doing auspicious deeds, like working for universal welfare, one

crosses attachments, and by indulging in 349TH4T, one attains the Self.

It shows how these two aspects go hand in hand, and that working purely for universal

welfare is no different than self-realization, with it perhaps, being the only path, that 3Tl
isn’t simply exclusive. As Shankara puts it, d&I FAOT AT T ﬁlﬁff I}

WS?ETQ? 2?IF-I'CE:‘T: JAT 9qd:| (Bhagavad Gita) This shows the continuity of this

insight, serving as a stellar example of how the subtleties of Ramayana can lead to the
concrete concepts found on later times.

What is especially interesting is that the commentator looks at this as sign of maturity and
clarity. Spirituality is not exclusive from the mundanity of doing the right thing, and as
selflessness increases, the gap between day-to-day actions and self-realization decreases, with
working for universal welfare being no different from self-realization. This interpretation
brings out the depth and profundity of Ramayana through is simple and universal theme.

The commentator further draws on the rich spiritual insights to further give their own
interpretation of another context in Aranyakanda:
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When Rama meets Sutikshna, the hermit welcomes him to his ashrama, with him feeling like

there is a protector who has come to keep the ashrama safe and in control (HeITI S
TFIAH).
The commentator finds these words to be quite interesting, and based on already provided

context, interprets these shlokas to have a meaning that is aligned with the core tenets of
Vedanta:
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The commentator takes the word 31T H to be the body as well. This body is already pervaded
by the Self. If anything, all distinct manifestations have their basis in the Self! (I&J garfor
S-FI'Iﬁ-T 3TcATA TF%). To one who has seen Rama, who is verily the Self, having the

characteristics of existence, gnosis, and bliss showing as a separate entity, it feels like there is
a separate lord presiding over the one who has realized the Self through internal purification

(ﬁl’z"l’%ﬁfﬂ'l’). Here, the commentator beautifully synthesizes the beauty of worshipping a

separate entity and the Upanishidic insight of a common underlying existence for all distinct
manifestations. There is a completeness that comes with a recognition of the Ultimate Truth,
prompting one to feel that there is a change due to its discovery. This was never the case,
however, as it was true even before recognition. This shows a beautiful liminal space between
an Absolute Truth and the completeness emergent from recognition of it. The Upanishads
take note of this:

dcHseaT| dGaTIITaRlc| (Taittiriyopanishad, 2.6)

This mantra talks about how Bramhan created the world and entered it. Here, entering
isn’t literal, as that would mean that there is an independent existence afforded to material
objects other than existence itself, but rather, the experience of it simply being there. Just like
how when water in the ocean is observed as waves, the always existing (in this context)
unchanging nature of water when recognized as the basis of existence for the wave leads to
observations like “Waves were created by the ocean” or “The water in the ocean emerged as
waves”, it is the recognition of existence that is observed as entering or creating distinct
objects (). The commentator picks up this insight and beautifully illustrates this observation

3T A0 I ITcAAaIeafd |
Y ATcAT Tl o FISEead || (Ishopanishad, 1.6)



through the words HeIT gd, showing the potential significance for certain shlokas in

Valmiki’s Ramayana.

In Kishkindhakanda, the commentator brings out the depth of the intended meaning of
a simple, yet profound shloka using a similar thought process:
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As Rama consoles Tara after Vali’s death, he utters the above shlokas. Reading it as it
is, the meaning goes as follows “Time cannot transcend time. There is no change to time.
Nothing can cross attaining its self-nature. Time is related to anything. There is no cause of
Time or something that supersedes it. Time isn’t under the control of friends, family, or even
oneself.” This meaning, whilst simple, possesses depth meriting a deep dive into its meaning:
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The commentator analyses and integrates each detail into the overall intent of the
shlokas. Here, time is taken to be Isvara, and Isvara doesn’t cross the own bounds of time that
he is. Similarly, there can’t be any destruction of time as it serves as the reason for the

destruction of the world itself to begin with (37e] 8707 ddlq\tllmcha-q E'IﬁEITU'ITa-TIT:l'IT-[ ).

There are no beings that can approach and transcend the core nature of time, as their creation

and destruction is determined by time itself (ScAfAARIIHIET AL ATATTY:).

Time is unbiased, simply being unable to play favourites. There is no cause for time,
that is, there is no entity that is responsible for the creation and destruction of time. It can also
be taken that there is no way to prevent the destruction caused by time. Strength doesn’t
make a difference in the face of time, and friends don’t matter either. Its nature being Isvara,
it isn’t under the control of the Jiva either. The commentator beautifully and logically
articulates the circumstances surrounding time in these shlokas.

This approach of understanding time is like the approach used in Nyaya to understand
casuality. Causes are classified as two types: General (HTYIRUT) and specific (THTIRUT)

causes. Here, general causes are defined as those causes which lead to the existence of an

effect (FRICATATC SRR AR IdRRUTATEMelcd ). For example, time and space are

general causes, as it leads to the existence of an effect. Specific causes are defined as those
causes which lead to a specific characteristic found in the effect aside from the existence of

the effect (FIcATTARFIUATT RTARIAAR TR RUTAT oIcd). There normally is an

intermediate state (SITIIY) in the context of specific causes, as these are necessary to show a

new characteristic aside from the existence of the effect.

The commentator illustrates how time has no specific or general cause. As there is no

entity that is capable of creating a specific characteristic found in time (TIHE T JATHICH
oI El;ﬁﬂ’ﬂﬁﬁéﬁl), there is no specific cause for time. There is no general cause either, as no

entity exists which can create the existence of Time, i.e., its creation and destruction (F:Iﬂ?ff

TIATY ar W@Wﬂﬁﬁﬁw@ﬁﬁ :). The commentator seems to use a similar

logical framework to this to further expound and bring out the intricacies of time explored by
the Ramayana.

Another example where the commentator brings out an intricacy which provides an
interesting framework for the shloka can be found in Sundarakanda:

HARYEETETA Reaan® quify geedr o fadashana|
f& ®RUT qET & e §9 Gegardsued decad A || (VR, 5.32.13)

When Sita hears the narration of Rama’s story from Hanuman, who is hidden away amongst
the trees, it comes as a sudden and pleasant surprise for her. After all, she is always in



constant thought of Rama (37gH I d&ged AATHIT guaifsar aa?a'\q?:‘raqm ), and to

hear an external narration coinciding with her thoughts is a reason to rejoice. Due to this very
exact reason, however, she begins to doubt the reality of her observation, as she has been

constantly thinking about Rama and seeing visions of Rama (?—R-_QII'I?ZRTCIT T HYUT dHAIAT
queTfA adr Q[U'ﬂfﬁi). So, she begins to analyze the reality of her observation, by looking

at with her intelligence (§E¥3T) and concludes that it must be real, as she seems to be aware

of an actual stimulus (JeAFTEIRT decd ) ) with no cause, leaving her confused. The

commentator takes note of this interesting observation and offers his insight:
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The commentator notes not what is seen as a desire here (HIR ) is essentially a perception

created solely by the mind with no external basis. If there is only such a perception, its very
nature would be ephemeral, as it comes under the function of the H-:, the aspect of the mind
which spews thoughts based on incoming perceptual data, whether internal or external. Here,
however, there is a determined nature to this perception, i.e., Rama’s story narrated by
Hanuman, making it fall under the jurisdiction of the deciding faculty. It may be argued that
this is a simply a superimposition of an illusory made to feel real, that has taken shape due to
Sita’s desire, but that isn’t the case here, as there is a clear registering of seeing the source of
the speech, the Vanara. This further roots into it not being a figment of the imagination, but a
determined processing of external stimuli.

This is quite interesting, as it matches with current neurological research into how the
brain differentiates real images from imaginary ones. Studies indicate that the brain has a
certain reality threshold, where observed stimuli, both real and imaginary are processed by
the same set of neurons. Based on certain actions done by certain neurons, the brain then
infers whether the observed object is real or not. When examining the regulation of stimuli by
neurons, the frontal cortex plays a heavy role in the regulation of determining an image to be
based on real, external stimuli or a figment of the imagination (Dijkstra et al., 2024). The



frontal cortex’s role in brain architecture and delegation is very much similar to the

determining faculty mentioned in Sanatana Dharma (Tfla?.\’j%l):
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This shows the intricacies that can emerge in a simple story. After all, this discussion
stemming from a particular observation, whether from a philosophical or scientific
perspective, doesn’t come from an important treatise or from a scientific discussion, but from
a story about mundane occurrences or from everyday experiences. This highlights how
philosophy or science cannot exist without the basis of normal, mundane experiences.

The commentator notes certain epistemological approaches that can be helpful in
giving a sound, rigorous, proof of the analyses in Valmiki’s Ramayana. Take, for example,
the following shloka:

HATAIEATTRIOT T STGIAAT o T |

T o JUUHTAAARAIdAATT: |1 (VR, 6.83.15)

This shloka is uttered by Lakshmana to Rama, showing his frustration that Rama suffers,
regardless of conviction and practice of being in Dharma. He then tries to provide a logical
explanation as to the pointlessness of following Dharma, as it there is no causative link
between the practice of Dharma and the happiness of animate and inanimate beings. The
commentator expands upon this line of reasoning and refutes it:

Td yHYeriASI IS qEadcd ARdliaasarcTeedern tHYerd va e,
HATHA & T, Hel T FU| Thel I FEAIATRBAHSHTIT o ool
TeTATATACATG- AR | TATERTON FTGIHTAT T IRANCHATIN AT et
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The commentator talks about how this approach can be viewed as a method to refute
Dharma’s substantiveness (qalaica‘ ). If Dharma is to be inferred from its fruit, which is

happiness, in this context, there is no affirmative or negative concomitance of dharma and
happiness, as can be observed in the beings (). Furthermore, Dharma cannot be perceived
directly like the animate and inanimate beings or happiness and sadness, due to its nature and
our limitations. This further strengthens the argument that as Dharma cannot be perceived
directly, and there is no causative link to infer it indirectly, Dharma does not exist. Here, the
commentator refutes the above argument by providing the fact the legitimate non-existence of
something can only be proved by non-perception when the object itself qualifies to be
perceivable. In a sense, just cause direct perception doesn’t exist for dharma does not mean
that it is illogical, as its absence cannot be explained by direct perception either. In this way,
the commentator dissects and analyses Rama and Lakshmana’s conversation and provides an
epistemological framework to logically grasp the intuitive meaning of the shloka.

Finally, the commentator provides clarity in the Ramayana by discussing and
identifying later additions that are not written by Valmiki. Perhaps the strongest example of
this is as follows. In the Balakanda, the commentator takes note of the following shloka:

agwawmﬁmﬁm
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cefeRaeT ¥ fAemageasd || (VR, 1.2.43)

He writes,

RARRATT TUTATAT qUledide AT AT FIaH, doid Fradbelelsid |
3ARHIVS ca¥d TWaH, ARCAET gRadd | Ad varfdadsf
AR OUIAeAd-aYoTHe FHIYAT HI¥IeTci i 9> |




The indication of this shloka is that one should listen to the end, which is the destruction of

Ravana. This further illustrates that Uttarakanda is a remainder text (F&eT#). He elaborates

on this concept further by giving an example, ARIET E’ﬁﬁ'@lﬂ?[. Uttarakanda is of the same

status of authenticity with respect to Valmiki’s Ramayana as Harivamsha is to Mahabharata.
He concludes by pointing out that in Valmiki’s meditation, there is only mention up to the
death of Ravana, further cementing this statement.

This mention is significant, as it shows clear evidence of traditionalists rejecting
Valmiki’s authorship of Uttarakanda before Western Indologists and researchers. It is well
known that most Western researchers largely agree that Uttara Ramayana is a separate
addition to the main text. This thought can be traced back to Gaspere Gorresio, who
translated Valmiki’s Ramayana into Italian in the 1800s. His main reasons stem from a
mismatch in the events and cosmogenic stories found in Uttara Ramayana compared to the
original text. There are links that posit that this idea came from traditionalism to his writings.
Dr. R Rangan posits that a significant reason for such a thought process could stem from
Gorresio primarily dealing with the Manohara commentary of Lokanatha Chakravartin,
which has no Uttara Ramayana, and the Tilaka commentary, which views the Uttara
Ramayana in the above manner (Ramakrishnan, 2023, p316). These show the possible
contributions the commentator of Tilaka had in positively influencing research and clarity
with regards to Valmiki’s Ramayana, showing that tradition endeavours for logical discussion
rather than blind faith.

Conclusion

Valmiki’s Ramayana is a seminal text in Sanatana Dharma, being the first ever epic
written in its ever-expanding tapestry. It holds universal values as its theme, something that is
mundane yet profound, encapsulating it in a story showing the lives of human beings. This
theme itself is both mundane and profound, with the commentator of Tilaka vyaakhyaana,
Ramavarma, capturing the intricacies and providing unique viewpoints that show that
universal values can serve as the basis for spiritual and epistemological discussions, or
perhaps that human values are the basis for such lofty ideas. He paints the simplicity of
Ramayana along with these ideas, showing readers, for the most part, that it is possible for
something to be profound as it is.
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