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SUMMARY: The present paper explores the connection between the topos of the four
ages of humankind, and krtayuga in particular, and the way in which Rama’s rule
is described in the Ramdayana. This topos, commonly found in various literatures of
the ancient world, is also attested in this epic, featuring in the account of Rama’s rule
in books one and six. The characteristic elements of krtayuga, such as the earth’s
spontaneous abundance and the absence of human miseries and suffering, make it clear
that the king whose rule is described in such a way should be regarded as a divine
human.

The first part of this paper discusses the main problems connected with the Indian idea
of king as presented especially by Edward W. Hopkins and Sheldon Pollock (king
as a divine human or mortal god).

The second part is devoted to the comparison of the descriptions of the world’s four
periods in Indian, Greek, and Roman literature, with a focus on the similarities between
them.

In the third part of the paper emphasis is laid on the krtayuga in particular and the way
in which Rama’s rule is described.
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The question of the divinity of rulers has aroused considerable interest
among Sanskrit scholars: not only those dealing with the Ramayana,

' T would like to express my gratitude to the journal’s anonymous
reviewers for their comments.



210 Mariola Pigoniowa

but also those studying other texts from Indian literature. Before com-
ing to the main subject of this paper, as defined in its title, let us focus
our attention especially upon two works discussing the divinity of rul-
ers in India, and in particular the divinity of Rama.

First, I would like to mention an important paper by Edward
Washburn Hopkins, “The Divinity of Kings”, published in the 1931
volume of the Journal of the American Oriental Society.? Hopkins writes
that in ancient India it was in the first place priests who were regarded
as divine humans (in the epics it was stated quite clearly: each Brah-
man is a god, and if he is well educated and wise, he is even more
than a god®). Furthermore, even in the pre-epic period there were “gods
who were humans” and they had their place in the Indian pantheon.
Hopkins also notes that all these heroes, as in Greece, were of divine
origin (so, for example, Sugriva is a son of the Sun).*

Yet, on the other hand, the question of the divinity of kings is not,
according to Hopkins, quite entirely answered. In early Sanskrit litera-
ture the divinity of kings was regarded as something useful for a states-
man, but in legal texts there was no unanimity as regards the issue
(for instance, neither the Gautama nor the Apastamba says that the king
should be worshipped like a god;® on the other hand, Vasistha says
“that the king occupies Indra’s place”; Kautilya uses the same argu-
ment, but especially Manu regards him as an incarnation of eight gods,
namely the Moon, the Fire, the Sun, the Wind, Indra, Kubera, Varuna
and Yama®). According to the Rgveda, the king (but only when victor-
ious) is a demigod; elsewhere, it says that he is a god but has some
human elements (RV 7.64.14 ff.). In the later period the king is seen

2 Hopkins 1931: 309-316.

3 Avidvan brahmano devah [..] vidvan bhiyastaro devah.
Mbh. 13.136.20.

4 Hopkins 1931: 315.

> Hopkins 1931: 310-311.

¢ Hopkins (1931:311) quoting M. Dh. S. 5. 96; cf. also M. Dh. S. 9.303.
See also Ghoshal 1923: 138.
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as equal to the gods (this is the view of, for example, Manu);’ the king
receives his divine nature by means of consecration (he is anointed
with Fire’s glory or haras, with the Sun’s splendour or varcas, and with
the power of Indra or Brahma). The king’s divine features are indicat-
ed in the epics—both in the Mahabharata and the Ramayana—which
portray the king as a provider of everything necessary for human life
and emphasize that, although his external form is human, he is none-
theless divine.®* The king is an embodiment of the law and he should
be always worshipped as a god since he is “a great divinity.”” However,
this divine element may be granted not only thanks to the assuming
of royal power (by means of consecration), but it may also be a result
of one’s virtuous ascetic life. Such is the case of the old king Prthu
Vainya, into whose body the god Visnu entered and the entire universe
adored the king as a god."

E. W. Hopkins is of the opinion that, as a matter of fact,
“the position of a king in India was probably like that of the Persian
monarchs (but the idea ‘a king as a great divinity’ cannot have been
imported from Persia).”"! Importantly, having presented various ways
of understanding the divinity of rulers in Sanskrit literature, the scholar
arrives at the conclusion that the ruler, although qualified as deva, was
not actually regarded as divine and that the title deva itself was rather
a mark of politeness towards the king and respect for the royal office.

7 Gonda (1993: 164 f.) draws attention to the “striking parallelism
between the special emphasis laid already in Vedic texts upon Visnu’s protect-
ing activities and his intimate relations with kingship.”

8 Mbh. 12.68. 40 f.; Ram. 2.95.4 ff. 4.18.37-38. See also Pollock
1991: 43-54.

Hopkins 1931: 312, 315.

10 Mbh. 12.59.118 ff.; see also Gonda (Gonda 1993: 163), who adds
that “thus the god entered all kings.”

" Hopkins 1931: 315. However, Gonda (Gonda 1993: 165) remarks
that “Ancient civilizations of the Near East likewise admitted that the king and
the ‘high god’, or the fertility deity, or the high god in his fertility aspect, were
identical. In the king the high god’s power was embodied in a living figure.”
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To quote Hopkins, “neither epic nor drama treats a king as a god;
he is called deva, but his divinity stops with his title till he appears
officially, when it is remembered that ‘there’s such divinity doth hedge
a king’, as makes treason impious and disrespect an act of profanity.”'
He also observes that in the later period, for instance in drama, the title
deva is used frequently, but only in the sense of “Sir” or “my Lord.”
Of particular interest to our subject is, however, the long and eru-
dite introduction by Sheldon I. Pollock to his translation of the Rama-
yana, Book Three. A section of this introduction, entitled “The Divine
King of the Ramayana”, presents his discussion of the question of
Rama’s divinity, Ravana’s boon in the Ramayana, and the ancient
Indian king."® In order to define his standpoint clearly, Pollock says
that “there was never any doubt that the divinity of the hero formed
an integral and authentic feature of the poem and, as such, a funda-
mental condition of its meaning.”'* Yet we should bear in mind that
there were also scholars for whom passages speaking about Rama’s
divinity were later interpolations only loosely connected with the epic
plot (namely Ch. Lassen, H. Jacobi,’> M. Winternitz'®). Other scholars
questioned the authenticity of passages dealing with Rama as avatara
or tried to prove that the problem of Rama’s divinity formed no part

12 Hopkins 1931: 316.

13 Pollock 1991: 15-54. See also Pollock 1984: 505-514. Also Brock-
ington devotes one of the chapters of his learned book (1998: 467-472)
to the question of Rama’s divinity. Brockington does not agree with Pollock,
drawing attention to some doubtful passages. Nevertheless, he admits that
‘the concept of the divinity of kings may well have been a contributory fac-
tor in Rama’s recognition as an avatara of Visnu’ (Brockington 1998: 468).
Pollock’s views are discussed in detail by Stasik (2000: 35—41) and Gonzalez-
Reimann (2006: 203-220).

4 Pollock 1991: 15. For a contrary opinion cf. Gonzalez-Reimann
2006: 204-207.

15 Pollock 1991: 16.

16 Winternitz 1972: 496, 501.
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of the original version of the Ramayana.'” The opinion that, apart from
a few interpolations, in books two to six Rama is depicted as thor-
oughly human was put forward as early as the nineteenth century by
J. Muir'® and Jacobi,” and upheld in our times by J. L. Brockington®
and J. D. Smith.?! These scholars regard Rama as an incarnation of
Visnu only in books one and seven. R. P. Goldman, on the other hand,
emphasizes that “the deification of Rama appears to belong to the very
latest stratum of the conflated epic.”” Rama is considered a great
but “strictly human warrior-prince” by Goldman and J. L. Masson.?
In 1969 Oscar Botto wrote that “Rama, a national hero, whose behav-
iour in the course of the poem is essentially human, is at a certain
moment [in the history of the transmission of the text] divinized.”**

A somewhat different view about Vispu’s human incarnation
is held by W. Ruben who believes that the fact that it is mentioned
in book one and is not referred to in books 2—6 cannot be taken as proof
against the authenticity of this book. Moreover, the identification of
Rama and Visnu need not be late; on the contrary, it may go back
to a very early period, even despite the fact that the interpolations
in books 2—6 (which are younger than the archetype) do not speak of

7 For example: A. W. von Schlegel, the first editor of the epic in Europe,
Muir quoted by Pollock 1991: 13-16.

18 Quoted by Pollock 1991: 16.

9 Brockington 1984: 13 ff., 125, 218. Brockington 1998: 468 ff.
This author believes that “Rama comes to be viewed as divine towards the end
of the second stage and the start of the third” (1998: 470).

20 Cf. also Gonzalez-Reimann 2006: 211-213.

2l Cf. Pollock 1991: 17, note 21.

22 Goldman 1984: 43. But in a later paper he says: “Most recently
Sheldon Pollock has argued quite persuasively that the avatara-hood of Rama
in the Valmiki Ramayana is a narrative presupposition of the entire text
as we have it [...]” (Goldman 1995: 74). See also Goldman 2007: 88—89.

2 Goldman, Masson 1969: 95.

24 Pollock 1991: 17, note 21, quoting O. Botto 1969: 64 ft. (Storia delle
letterature d’Oriente. Milan: F. Vallardi. 4 vols. Vol. 3).
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the divinity of Rama.? Ruben’s thesis has been rejected by Goldman
but upheld by Pollock.?

Pollock, however, looks upon the presentation of Rama in the
Ramayana somewhat differently, trying to combine, so to speak, vari-
ous views of his predecessors, both those who upheld the divinity of
Rama and those who rejected it. He appears to agree, at least partial-
ly, with both groups of scholars, but at the same time maintains that
the possession of both divine and human elements is characteristic of
only one of the poem’s figures, who can be regarded neither as entirely
divine nor as entirely human, that is to say Rama. Only Rama was
in a position to defeat Ravana, whom neither a god nor asura was able
to overcome.

Pollock gives a detailed analysis of the passages relating
to Ravana and the privilege bestowed on him for his severe asceti-
cism. As we remember, Brahma grants Ravana the benefit of being
invincible to gods and asuras, but he warns him at the same time that
he may still be threatened by humans.?’” Ravana, however, does not
pay heed to this warning and later on is compelled to make the follow-
ing bitter statement (6.48.4-7): “In vain, all in vain were the intense
austerities I practiced. The equal of Indra I may be, and yet a man
has defeated me [...]. | had become invulnerable to gods, danavas,
gandharvas, yaksas, raksasas, great serpents; but I had never asked
to be invulnerable to men.” (trans. by Goldman, Sutherland Gold-
man, van Nooten). So Ravana could be defeated only by Rama who,
however, was no ordinary human—and Mandodari, Ravana’s wife,
or the raksasa women lamenting his death, gradually become aware
of this fact (6.99.8-11; 6.82.24 ff.). Rama, to quote Pollock, “was
in some way more than divine, was the divine human or mortal god.
Such an intermediate being—god who walks the earth in the form of

2 Ruben 1936: 63, quoted by Stasik 2000: 34. See also Goldman
1984: 43, note 82.

26 Pollock 1991: 18. Cf. also Gonzélez-Reimann 2006: 207-208.

27 Cf. also Gonzalez-Reimann 2006: 211-213.
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man—is king.”?® Thus Rama’s position in the poem is quite except-
ional; he is endowed with extraordinary power because he is a king.
He appears to belong to a separate category of beings, neither gods nor
humans. It is in the light of this idea that Pollock analyses a collection
of materials focusing on the image of the ancient Indian ruler. He notes
that, as also observed by Hopkins, the notion of the earthly ruler’s
divine nature is already present in the Vedic period and it becomes
more and more common in later literature. However, there are also
texts (some of them also mentioned by Hopkins) containing critical
remarks about the divinity of rulers or simply neglecting the issue
(for instance the early Dharmasdastras).” But this lack of informa-
tion about the divinity of kings needs not, as emphasized by Pollock,
be interpreted negatively. For the epic period, an important testimo-
ny is a passage from the rajadharma of the Mahdabharata® in which
it is said that the king “is great divinity existing in the form of a man”;
a similar statement may be found in the Ramayana, where rulers are
described as naradeva.’! The divinity of the king reveals itself in his
power because he saves and protects his subjects, as gods do. The pro-
tection of the subjects is, as emphasized by Pollock, almost the heart of
the rajadharma, because the king by ensuring security, preserves world
order. Among the gods of the Indian pantheon, it is especially Visnu,
whose soteriological function is most evident; his aim is, to quote Pol-
lock, “to aid suffering mankind by reestablishing the righteous brah-
manical organization of society.”*?

A strong connection exists between the king and the god Visnu,
which is well illustrated by the story of the birth of Prthu, the first righ-
teous ruler.®® The association between Visnu and earthly sovereigns

28 Pollock 1991: 43.

2 Pollock 1991: 45.

30 Mbh. 12.68.40; 12.65.29; cf. also Pollock 1991: 44 f.
3 Ram.4.18.37 1.

32 Pollock 1991: 48.

3 Mbh. 12.59.129-141.
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is also visible in the earliest Puranas,* in the play by Visakhadatta
(Mudraraksasa 7.19), and in Vaisnava’s sectarian work, the Ahir-
budhnyasamhita.®® Visnu, as is known, reveals himself to the world
in his incarnations (avatara) in various periods (yuga) of the world,
when dharma disappears and there follows a gradual decline from
the first excellent yuga to the last dark one.** And undoubted-
ly, as stressed by Pollock, “the conception of the divine king basic
to the story of Rama was influenced by two factors: by the association
between Visnu and the king and by the god’s incarnation (avatara).”’
Thus, from the Ramayana’s very origins, Rama had to be a divine
hero whose virtues were beyond those of an ordinary human being
(which is clearly stated by Bharata in the Ayodhyakanda®). Pollock’s
point “that the divinity of Rama is central to the Ramayana as a whole”
is reinforced, in his extensive article, by Jarrod L. Whitaker, who stres-
ses that tejas, “fiery energy”, and divine weapons play the central role
in the epic.® The researcher analyses the episodes of the Ramayana and
the Mahabharata in which divine weapons appear in great detail and
remarks that the use of such weaponry requires almost extraordinary
amount of fiery energy, that is tejas, which ordinary humans do not
possess. Thus, Rama, while killing Ravana with an astra, the unusual
divine weapon, had to possess supranormal quantities of tejas him-
self.* And indeed, the epithets of Rama as the owner of great tejas
(eg. sumahatejas-, amitatejas-, Ram. 3.3.2; 3.20.18; 6.59.25), to whom
the divine weapon returns after killing Ravana, appear in the Rama-
vana in several places, a fact which confirms the unusual nature of
the Ramayana’s hero, who, in fact, is not a mere human (manusa).

% VayuP. 57.72. Gonda (1993: 165) notices that “Visnu, the supreme
ruler and protector of the universe, is also often represented on a royal throne”
35 16.14-19; cf. BhagP. 1.18.42. Cf. also Gonda 1993: 164-167.

36 Cf. Flood 1996: 116.

37 Pollock 1991: 52.

3% See p. 211, note 8.

3 Whitaker 2002: 418-419.

40 Whitaker 2002: 420. See also Whitaker 2000: 87—-113.
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In this present paper, however, [ would like to point to yet another
element found in the Ramayana which also may be taken as indicating
that Rama is no ordinary ruler. The element in question is the topos of
the four ages or periods of humankind. This motif, known from Greek
(Hesiod) and Roman (Ovid) literature, but found also in the Iranian and
Semitic traditions, may be encountered in Sanskrit texts as well.*! How-
ever, the Indian conception of a division of the history of the world into
ages, showing the gradual decline of men, was in some aspect different
from the Greeks and Romans because of a constantly recurring process
of periodic reorganization and dissolution of the universe.*

In various versions of this myth (apart from those found in Sanskrit
literature), the symbolism of metals plays an important role. Gold sym-
bolizes the best age whereas silver, bronze and iron represent the sub-
sequent ages, which derive their names from these metals. Each age
or each generation of men following the golden age is worse than
the preceding one. The metal symbolism, as suggested by Martin West,
comes from the Near East.* The identification of metals with gods
is a Babylonian idea: gold was associated with Enlil, silver with Anu,
copper with Ea and Tin with Ninazal. To quote West, “in the lost books
of Avesta, echoed in Pahlavi sources, Zoroaster was described hav-
ing a vision of the future. He saw a tree with four branches of gold,

# Hes.106-201; In Hesiod’s Works and Days, we have in fact five ages of
humankind, because between the bronze and iron age the poet inserts the hero-
ic age of Greek epic tradition. Ov. Met. 1.107-120. See also West 1999: 312 ff.
Allusions to the ages of humankind , especially to the golden age, and the enu-
meration of features characteristic of this age, may be found in many works of
Greek, Roman and later (e.g. Old Polish) literature, see Gatz 1967: 228-232;
Winiarczyk 2010: 123, 221-241; Sniezko 1996: 8—40; Kane 1946: 885-891.

2 About the Indian system of cyclical time and the durations of yugas,
see Kirfel 1920: 91; Mankad 1942: 271-290; Kane 1946: 885-894; Rocher
1986: 124—125. See also Jahn 1958: 127-134. Gonzalez-Reimann 2009: 411—
428.

3 West 1999: 312. He observes that “in the Near East [...] the technolo-
gies of metal-working were most highly developed.”
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silver, steel, and iron ore [...], and Ahura Mazda explained to him that
they were the ages of the world.”** Similarly in the Book of Daniel,
the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, dreams of a great statue with
a head of gold, breast and arms of silver, belly and thighs of brass, legs
of iron, and feet of iron mixed with clay. These various parts represent
five successive world kingdoms, the first (of gold) being his.*

In Sanskrit literature the story of the four ages (yugas, which
are named after the throws of the die: Krta—the Winning, Treta—
the Three, Dvapara—the Two and Kali—the Strife) is also found, but
the metal symbolism is absent. Instead, we have four colours taken
on by Krsna, namely white, red, yellow and black—which correspond
to the four castes.* P. V. Kane remarks that

“up to the latest period of Vedic literature (i.e. Upanisads) the words Kirta,
Treta, Dvapara and Kali were used in the sense of throws of dice in gam-
bling and it is very doubtful whether they were used in the sense of differ-
ent ages of the world [...]. The theory of yugas had begun shape at least
in the 4" or 3" century B. C. And that in the first centuries of the Christian
era it had been fully developed.”™’

Sometimes the word krta and the other three were used in a meta-
phorical sense as representing progressively more desirable states of
human activity (one lying down becomes kali [...] and when he moves
about he becomes krta).*® Also in the Buddhist Pali Canon the terms
kali, dvapara, treta and krta appear many times, but always with

4 West 1999: 313.

4 West 1999: 313; see also his note 103 with more references.

4 Cf. also Kirfel 1920: 91. The four yugas are often connected with
the four classes of society and especially their respective colours, which
are: white (krta/brahmana), red (treta/ksatriya), yellow (dvapara/vaisya),
black (kali/$tidra). The three qualities (guna) are connected to the system of
yugas: krta/sattva, tretd/rajas, dvapara/rajas-tamas, kali/tamas, Koskikallio
1994: 261, note 23.

47 Kane 1946: 888—-890. In the RV the word yuga is referred to a human
generation or to an unspecified time period; Gonzalez-Reimann 2009: 411.

4 Kane 1946: 887-888. Cf. also M. Dh. S. 9.302 (about a king).
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reference to the names of the dice throws or the negative or positive—
kali or krta—qualities of something.*’

The fullest description of the four ages of humankind is giv-
en in the third book of the Mahabharata, called “The Book of
the Forest” (3.148.10-35; 186; 188; 189). A much shorter account of
the ages of humankind may be found in the twelfth book of this poem
(Mbh. 12.70.7-32), in the Manusmyti (M. Dh. S. 1.68-74, 79-86),
in many Puranas: Vayu 32, Visnu 1.3, 6.3, Markandeya 46, Brahma
229-230, Matsya 142-144, Garuda 1.223.36); and in some texts
(namely in the Upanisads but not in the Vedas) there are allusions to this
motif. Also a passage from the Ramayana, namely “Narada’s lament
about the yugas and the status of the varnas™ (7.65.9-26) makes refer-
ence to the myth of four ages. Moreover, in various parts of this poem,
the first yuga (krta) is mentioned; this age is characterized by the birth
of great heroes, mythological figures, perfect government and the well-
being of the kingdom and its subjects (1.1.71-76; 1.44.14; 1.5.108;
5.1.108; 7.2.4; 7.17.31). It was during this age that Vedavati was born,
who later, after burning herself, would be born again in the age of treta
as Janaka’s daughter (7.17.31).

Of particular importance for the question of Rama’s divinity is,
however, a passage from book 6 (Ram. 6.116.80-90) which gives
a description of the kingdom ruled by Rama; this passage may be com-
pared to Ram. 1.1.71-76. There is a clear reference here to the “golden”
age of krta (in fact, the term itself is used in book 1).

In the passage from the Mahabharata (3.148.10-35), the most
attention is devoted to the first age or krtayuga, but in other parts of
this epic we come across a kind of prophesy concerning the future
in the age of kali:

That Eon is called the Winning Throw, my friend, in which the sempiternal
Law holds reign. In that age, that best of Eons, things are done, not left
to be done. There the Laws do not lapse nor do creatures die; hence the name

4 Gonzalez-Reimann 2010: 65.
3% Brockington 1985: 126.
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Krtayuga, which in time became equivalent to virtue. In the Krtayuga there
are no Gods, Danavas, Gandharvas, Yaksas, Raksasas, or Snakes, my
friend, there is neither buying nor selling. The sounds of the Saman, Yajus,
and Re do not exist, nor is there human labor. Fruit appears when thought
of, and the Law is relinquishment. At that junction of the Eons there are no
diseases or diminishing of the faculties, no discontent, no tears, no pride,
no libel, no strife, no lassitude, no hatred, no hostility, no fear, no suffer-
ing, no envy, and no jealousy. Then the supreme Brahman is the highest
goal of the yogins, and the white Narayana is the soul of beings. Brah-
mins, barons, commoners, and serfs are well defined in the Krtayuga, and
the creatures stick to their own tasks. The stages of life, conduct, knowl-
edge, intelligence, and vigor are equally distributed, and the classes obtain
their merit of Law by equally distributed activities. Being yoked to a sin-
gle Veda, carrying out the prescribed rites with one and the same mantra,
they are avowed to the same Law in their various Laws and single Veda.
With their acts according to age conforming to the four stages of life and
receiving the fruit without self-interest, they attain to the highest goal.
The Law of the society of the four classes, conjoined with self-discipline,
is well defined in the Krtayuga, complete in four quarters, an sempiternal.

This is called the Krtayuga, which transcends the conditions of
the Three Constituents; now about the Trey, in which the Sacrifice appears.
The Law now is diminished by one quarter, and Acyuta [Krsna] becomes
red. Men are bent upon truthfulness and devoted to the Law of rites.
In the Treta, sacrifices become current and all manner of Laws and ritu-
als, now motivated by purposes and giving rise to fruit of acts and gifts.
Given to austerities and donations, people do not stray from the Law
in the Tretayuga; they abide by their own Law and perform rituals.

In the Eon of the Deuce the Law survives only half. Visnu becomes
yellow, and the Veda fourfold. Some people know four Vedas, others three
or two or one, while some have no hymns at all. While the Scriptures are
thus broken up, the ritual becomes multitudinous; and bent upon austerities
of gifts, the creatures fall under the sway of the Constituent of Passion.
Because the single Veda is no longer known, the Vedas multiply; and be-
cause there is now a collapse of truthfulness, few abide by truth. Many dis-
eases strike those who have lapsed from truth, and lusts and disasters caused
by fate arise, afflicted by which some men perform very severe austerities,
while others, motivated by desires or the wish for heaven, hold sacrifices.
Thus, having cometo the Dvaparayuga, the creatures perish from lawlessness.

In the Eon of Discord, Kaunteya, only one quarter of the Law sur-
vives; and, having reached this age that is swayed by Darkness, Kesava be-
comes black. The Vedic life-rules, Law, sarifice, and ritual come to an end.
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Crop failures, diseases, sloth, vices like anger and so forth, calamities, sick-
ness, and ailments prevail. As the Eons follow one on the other, the Law de-
teriorates every time. And with the Law the people deteriorate. With the de-
generation of people, the forces that prosper the world decline, and the Laws
produced by the decline of the world are perverted into prayers. Thus is de-
scribed the Kaliyuga that will be shortly at hand; those who live long con-
form to the Eons they live in.”!

As we see, in the krta period there exists law (dharma) and there
is no death (Manu, on the other hand, says that although in the krta age
people are healthy and live as long as 400 years,*? they eventually die;
M. Dh. S. 1.80-87). According to the Mahabharata, the people of this
period have high moral and religious standards. Their life is free from
any affliction, either of a physical or a spiritual nature. Their welfare
goes hand in hand with the excellent condition of the state: there is no
work (the earth bears fruit as a response to the humans’ mere wish for
it), there is universal happiness and the people are characterized by
knowledge, intelligence and energy. Descriptions of the following ages,
and especially the kaliyuga, enable us to see, ex contrario, the charac-
teristic features of the krta period: when this age is over the rules of
the Vedic life, law, sacrifice and ritual fade away. The first age is free
from crop failures, diseases and vices like anger. The humans of this
age do not suffer from hunger and are not subject to destructive emo-
tions. There are no misdeeds and people are free from vices. Still later,
in the tretayuga and dvaparayuga, religion, law and truth become more
and more weak and decline; in their place come fraud, theft and dis-
eases. The human life span is now considerably shorter. Other pas-
sages from the Mahdabharata (3.186 and 3.188) discuss the brahmins’

31 Mbh. 3.148.10-35, translated by J.A.B. van Buitenen. Unfortunately
the book of L. Gonzalez-Reimann (The Mahabharata and the Yugas: India's
Great Epic Poem and the Hindu System of World Ages: 2002. New York: Peter
Lang) was unavaible to me.

2. Mesopotamian and biblical traditions agree that human life was
originally much longer than it is now and that it has been shortened by stages
(West 1999: 314).
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neglect of sacrificing, the growing and appalling moral decline and
the role reversal between the brahmins and $tudras (serfs). We have
here elements known from such texts as Ovid’s Metamorphoses
or Hesiod—fathers killing their sons and sons killing their fathers
(Ov. Met. 1.140-150; Mbh. 3.188.25-30), children being born with
grey hair (Hes. 180-190; “Girls pregnant at the age of seven and eight,
and boys of ten and twelve become fathers. Men turn gray in their six-
teenth year’ Mbh. 3.186.52-55).%® The description in the Mahabharata
focuses also on the disruption of social and family ties and the neglect
of one’s duties; this social decline will be accompanied by unusual and
dangerous natural phenomena.

In this description of the ages of humankind (both in the Maha-
bharata and in the Manusmyti), there are some elements which may also
be found in Greek and Roman literature.** In Hesiod’s Works and Days
the golden period was free from suffering (also from the afflictions
of old age), the earth bore fruit spontaneously, there was no work,
and the people were dear to the gods (109-125). However, in contrast
to the Mahdabharata, the religious aspect is not emphasized. There fol-
lowed the silver age whose people were worse than their predeces-
sors, both physically and mentally. In their pride, which became their
main vice, they refused to make offerings to the gods. The bronze
generation was characterized by great physical strength and tough-
ness of soul and heart; the people cared about nothing else except war.

53 West (West 1999: 317) draws attention to the appearance of this
motif in both Hesiod and the Mahabharata and says “It is obvious that Hesiod
did not think of this motif for himself.” Interestingly, this element is absent
from Ovid’s account.

West (West 1999: 317) remarks also that “the myth appears entirely
alien to the general Greek view of the past as reflected in the whole corpus of
epic and genealogical poetry [...]. That it comes from some oriental sources
seems certain.” In 19" century some scholars disagreed on the question wheth-
er Hesiod’ Ages are indebted to oriental prototypes, cf. Roth 1860: 21-32.

3% On the myth of the golden age in Hesiod, Ovid, but also other ancient
and modern authors see also Levin 1982: 315-343.
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According to Hesiod, this generation was followed by that of heroes,
brave demigods who were better than the people of the bronze age.
But the worst period is the fifth, the age of iron, when all family ties
disappeared, parents were no longer held in reverence, shame vanished,
and all good features were replaced by envy, perjury and injustice.
It may be said that the myth of the ages of the world “gave expression
to the conception of step-by-step deterioration of ethics and justice”.

It is also worth looking at some characteristics of the golden age
in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (1.90-150). The earth bore fruit spontane-
ously (as in the Mahabharata and in Hesiod) and there was no need
for work. Warm winds blew and there was eternal spring. All the worst
features (betrayal, fraud, the rejection of truth and family ties, as well
as war) appeared in the iron age.

The golden age, according to these descriptions, is the period of
welfare, affluence, and of the ideal state whose inhabitants have no need
for work, enjoy happiness devoid of any of the afflictions of the every-
day life. In the Mahabharata, however, it is the religious and ethical
aspect that is emphasized most markedly. What is common to all these
descriptions is also a mythical element in the motif of the earth bearing
fruit of its own accord (Ovid. nullo cogente), without any human work.
Still another motif deserves to be pointed out: both in the Ramayana
and in post-Hesiod Greek and Roman accounts of the golden age
(e.g. in Ovid), the season characteristic of this age is perpetual spring-
time.*® It is not mentioned in Hesiod; also in the Mahabharata we are
told only that “fruit appears when thought of” (3.148) or that “all
the seasons are delightful and free from evil” (Mbh. 12.70.10).

5 Frinkel 1975: 121. In a poem by a 3% century BC follower of Hesiod,
Aratus, there is a story about the goddess of justice Dike, who, appalled by
the bloodshed of the third generation, escapes to heaven, cf. Levin 1982: 328.
Also in Ovid, Astraea (or lustitia, the goddess of justice) leaves in the iron age,
earth dripping with blood (Ovid. Met. 1.145-150).

¢ In reference to Greek and Roman literature, West notes here parallels
to Near Eastern texts (West 1999: 314).
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Let us look more closely at the above-mentioned passage from
book 7 of the Ramayana, giving the account of all the ages of human-
kind. This passage, which may reflect the “increasing adaptation
to brahman values,” does not, however, contain a detailed enumer-
ation of the features characterizing individual ages, which we know
e.g. from the Mahabharata. In the Ramayana description, the focus
is on the status of the varnas and on their representatives practice of
asceticism. However, as in other accounts, we also have here the grad-
ual deterioration of humans, the appearance of adharma, the shortening
of life; in each succeeding age, dharma, which is understood as a cow,
loses (as in the Manusmyti) one of its “legs”. Evil-doers go to hell
(naraka), and the king’s special duty is to repress vices every time
he notices a misdeed. Thus, justice and righteous conduct are features
present in various depictions of the ages of humankind.

In the passage from book 7 of the Ramayana (65.9-26), the age of
krta is not as fully described as in the Mahabharata, where Markandeya
gives even the exact duration of each yuga. It may be said that in book
7 of the Ramayana, krtayuga is the age of the brahmins, because only
the brahmins practiced asceticism then, they constituted the highest
varna and, what is more, were above death and stronger than ksatriyas
(they possessed virya). The ksatriyas were born in the following age of
tretd, and they possessed strength (virya) acquired through asceticism.
In the tretayuga the brahmins and ksatriyas were of equal strength
(in the preceding age the former were stronger). In the age of treta,
one portion of sin appeared on earth and the “doubly born” (dvijas)
became, on account of adharma, weaker. The brahmins and ksatriyas
“are engaged in austere penances and the Vai$yas and Stidras engaged
in serving them.”* In the following age, dvapara, impiety and untruth
increased but, on the other hand, the “Vaisyas engaged in devout pen-
ances” while the $tidras would practice asceticism in the age of kali.

7 Brockington 1985: 15.
8 Translated by Dutt 1998: 195.
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Even in the age of dvapara, devout penances for §tidras were consid-
ered impiety and a §tidra practising them was punished with death.

As a matter of fact, the poet pays the least attention to the age of
kali. The proportions between the description of krtayuga and kaliyuga
are rather similar to those in other accounts of the ages of humankind,
where a long narrative of the golden age may be viewed as a depiction
of things which are absent from the last age.

purd kyrtayuge rama brahmana vai tapasvinah
abrahmanas tada rajan na tapasvi katham cana
tasmin yuge prajvalite brahmabhiite anavyte
amytyavas tada sarve jajiire dirghadarsinah

tatas tretayugam nama manavanam vapusmatam
ksatriya yatra jayante piirvena tapasanvitah
viryena tapasd caiva te ‘dhikah pirvajanmani
manava ye mahatmanas tasmims tretayuge yuge
brahmaksatram tu tat sarvam yat piarvam aparam ca yat
yugayor ubhayor asit samaviryasamanvitam
apasyantas tu te sarve visesam adhikam tatah
sthapanam cakrire tatra caturvarnyasya sarvatah
adharmah padam ekam tu patayat prthivitale
adharmena hi samyuktas tena mandabhavan dvijah
tatah praduskyrtam pirvam ayusah parinisthitam
Subhany evacaraml lokah satyadharmaparayanah
tretayuge tv avartanta brahmanah ksatriyas ca ye
tapo ‘tapyanta te sarve susrisam apare jandah

sa dharmah paramas tesam vaisyasiidram athagamat
piajam ca sarvavarnanam Sidras cakrur visesatah
tatah padam adharmasya dvitivam avatarayat

tato dvaparasamkhyd sa yugasya samajayata
tasmin dvaparasamkhye tu vartamane yugaksaye
adharmas canrtam caiva vavydhe purusarsabha
tasmin dvaparasamkhyate tapo vaisyan samavisat
na Siidro labhate dharmam ugram taptam nararsabha
hinavarno narasrestha tapyate sumahat tapah
bhavisya sidrayonyam hi tapascarya kalau yuge
adharmah paramo rama dvapare Siidradharitah

sa vai visayaparyante tava rajan mahatapah
Sidras tapyati durbuddhis tena balavadho hy ayam
yo hy adharmam akaryam va visaye parthivasya hi
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karoti rajasardiila pure va durmatir narah

ksipram hi narakam yati sa ca raja na samsayah

sa tvam purusasardiilla margasva visayam svakam

duskytam yatra pasyethds tatra yatnam samdcara

evam te dharmavyddhis ca nynam cayurvivardhanam
bhavisyati narasrestha balasyasya ca jivitam (Ram. 7.65.9-26)

Particular attention should be paid, however, to two passages, from
books one and six, in which references to the age of krta may be found.
These passages, which give an account of the kingdom of Rama,
form, so to speak, a structural frame of the first six books of the epic.
In book one the term krtayuga is even used in reference to the rule of
Rama. The term reappears also in book seven (7 App. I 12), where
Agastya reminds Rama how in the krtayuga people begged Brahma,
the creator, to give them a king and he endowed him the attributes of
the lokapalas.>

The kingdom of Rama as depicted in the first book of the poem
(I 1.71-76) is full of happiness, offerings are duly made to the gods,
people are glad, joyful, contented, well-fed and righteous (prahrsta-
mudito lokas tustah pustah, 1.1.71), upright and free from sufferings
and the distress caused by hunger. Fathers never witness the death
of their sons (putramaranam), and women, always faithful to their
husbands (pativratas), never become widows (naryas cavidhava
nityam bhavisyanti). This kingdom is not threatened by floods and
“just as in the Golden Age, there is no danger whatever of fire and
wind” (na vatajam bhayam, na cagrijam bhayam, 1.1.73).° It is worth

% Brockington 1985: 126.

80 prahrstamudito lokas tustah pustah sudharmikah

nirayamo arogas ca durbhiksabhayavarjitah

na putramaranam ke cid draksyanti purusah kva cit
naryas cavidhava nityam bhavisyanti pativratah

na vatajam bhayam kim cin napsu majjanti jantavah
na cagrijam bhayam kim cid yathd kytayuge tatha
asvamedhasatair istva tatha bahusuvarnakaih
gavam kotyayutam dattva vidvadbhyo vidhipiarvakam
rajavamsan satagunan sthapayisyati raghavah
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noting, too, that while in book 1 the poet uses the future tense to describe
Rama’s kingdom, in book 6 it is replaced by the past. Thus, in book 1
we have an announcement of what was fulfilled in book 6.

A somewhat longer description of the state under the rule of Rama
is given in book six, which, to quote Brockington, “reaches its con-
clusion and climax in the description of Rama’s righteous rule.” This
passage is, according to Brockington, “relatively late, but the basic
attitude is found at all stages™:®!

raghavas capi dharmatmd prapya rajyam anuttamam
ije babhuvidhair yajiiaih sasuhydbhratybandhavah
paundarikasvamedhabhyam vajapeyena casakyt
anyais ca vividhair yajiiair ayajat parthivarsabhah
rajyam dasasahasrani prapya varsani raghavah
Satasvamedhan ajahre sadasvan bhiridaksinan
ajanulambibahus ca mahdaskandhah pratapavan
laksmananucaro ramah pythivim anvapalayat

na paryadevan vidhava na ca vyalakytam bhayam
na vyadhijam bhayam vapi rame rajyam prasasati
nirdasyur abhaval loko nanarthah kam cid aspsat
na ca sma vrddha balanam pretakaryani kurvate
sarvam muditam evasit sarvo dharmaparo ‘bhavat
ramam evanupasyanto nabhyahimsan parasparam
asan varsasahasrani tathd putrasahasrinah
niramayd visokdas ca rame rajyam prasasati
nityapuspd nityaphalas taravah skandhavistytah

caturvarnyam ca loke 'smin sve sve dharme niyoksyati

dasavarsasahasrani dasavarsasatani ca

ramo rajyam updsitva brahmalokam gamisyati (Ram. 1.1.71-76).

¢ Brockington 1985: 124. A little earlier there is a passage in which

Brahma reveals to Rama his divine nature and praises him at the Supreme lord
(6.105). This passage has good manuscriptsupport. However, Goldman says that
“it is almost certainly a relatively late addition” (Goldman 1984: 43, note 82).
Brockington, on the other hand, observes that “at the end of the second stage,
at the close of the Yuddhakanda, Rama is recognised as divine [...], but this
recognition is expressed in terms of identity and not yet as incarnation”
(Brockington 1998: 470).
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kalavarst ca parjanyah sukhasparsas ca marutah

svakarmasu pravartante tusthah svair eva karmabhih

asan praja dharmapara rame sasati nanytah

sarve laksanasampannah sarve dharmaparayanah
dasavarsasahasrani ramo rajyam akarayat (Ram. 6.116. 80-90).

Once righteous Raghava had obtained that unsurpassed kingdom.

He performed many different kinds of sacrifices, together with his friends, his
brothers, and his kinsmen. 80

That bull among kings performed the Paundarika, A§vamedha and Vajapeya
sacrifices many times, as well as various other sacrifices. 81

Raghava ruled his kingdom for ten thousand years and performed one hundred
Asvamedha sacrifices with splendid sacrificial horses and generous sacrificial
fees. 82

With broad shoulders and his arms extending to his knees, valorous Rama ruled
the land with Laksmana at his side. 83

While Rama ruled the kingdom, no widows mourned, nor was there any fear of
snakes or threat of disease. 84

The world was free from thieves and misfortune afflicted no one. The elders
never had to perform the funeral rites for their children. 85

Everyone was content. Everyone was devoted to righteousness. Looking con-
stantly to Rama alone, people did not harm one another. 86

While Rama ruled the kingdom, people lived for thousands of years and had
thousands of sons. They suffered no illness and were free from all sorrow. 87
The trees with their spreading boughs were always in flower and filled with
fruit. Parjanya brought the rains at the proper time, and the breeze was pleasant
to the touch. 88

While Rama ruled, his subjects adhered to their own proper occupations and
were satisfied with their own duties. Devoted to righteousness, they adhered
always to the truth. 89

Everyone was endowed with auspicious marks. Everyone was devoted to righ-
teousness. And so, for ten thousand years, Rama ruled his kingdom. 90%

Rama’s kingdom in book six is qualified as uttamam and Rama him-
self (referred to as dharmatma) is shown to have made many offer-
ings to the gods together with his relatives. Both in the Ramayana and
in the Mahabhdrata, it is stressed that sacrifice is one of the king’s

2 Translated by R. P. Goldman, S. J. Sutherland Goldman, B. A.

van Nooten 2009: 493494,
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duties, but—as is pointed out by J. Gonda—*this feature is by
no means contradictory to his quality of deva (‘god’), since the gods
are likewise represented as offering sacrifices, the sacrifice being indis-
pensable means of [...] maintaining the right order in the universe.”®
It may be debatable whether sacrifices are performed in the krtayuga
because in the passage cited above from the Mahabharata 3.148,
it is said that “the sacrifice appears in Tretayuga.” But it should
be remarked that in the Mahabharata 3.148.10.17 ff., we are told about
four varnas, which “krte yuge svakarmaniratah prajah”, and that they
are yoked to a single Veda, and carry out the prescribed rites. Simi-
larly in the Matsyapurana 165.3, it is stated that there were four varnas
in the krtayuga.* Moreover, in one of the Puranas it is expressly said
that “in krta age people have to perform sacrifices.”® It may be also
pointed out that Rama in a metaphorical sense represents more desir-
able states of activity.*

During the reign of Rama, wives were not distressed and people
were not afraid of wild beasts and diseases. They were free from anxi-
ety, they were not oppressed by thieves and old men (vrddha) did not
need to perform burial rites for their children. All were happy, devoted
to pious observances and free from envy. Their life span was extremely
long (they lived 1000 years)®’ and they had as many as a thousand sons.

In the Ramayana, as in many other accounts of the golden age,
there were no diseases or distress in Rama’s kingdom, people engaged
in their respective works (svakarmasu pravartante tustah) and were

8 Gonda 1956: 50. Cf. also Kantawala 1964: 104 f.

¢ But, on the other hand, in the MatsyaP. 144.78, it is only one varna
in the krtayuga and in the tretayuga each varna has to discharge its own duties
and functions, e.g. Brahmins perform the japayajiia [...] (142.50).

% GarudaP. 1.223.36. Cf. also Mbh. 3.189.9-11. On the other hand,
however, in many piiranas and epic passages the idea of tretayuga is given
as the principal era of sacrifices, Koskikallio 1994: 256.

% Seep.218.

7 The ideal human life span was 100 years in the RV and Brahmanas;
Gonzélez-Reimann 2009: 213.
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pious and truthful (dharmaparah, nanrtah). Interestingly, trees were
always in blossom and full of fruit, it rained only when people wished
it (kamavarst parjanyah), winds blew pleasantly (trees in permanent
blossom and always bearing fruit as well as mild winds are mentioned
also in the account of Rama’s rule in Tulsidas, VII 20.3-23).%® Thus,
in the passage from book 6, we have more details characteristic of
the golden age than in book 7. In books 1 and 6, on the other hand,
some features of the krtayuga are repeated (women are not widows,
there is neither fear of sickness nor the death of sons and people are
happy). The kingdom of Rama, its state and the well-being of its sub-
jects is also a praise of the divine ruler himself. It may be said in ref-
erence to the Mahabharata passage that Rama is only the creator of
the krta age.”

As we see, both descriptions of the kingdom ruled by Rama
in the Ramdyana, although not particularly long, especially when
compared to what the Mahabharata says about the krtayuga, reveal
many features which are typical for other descriptions of the first age.
Thus Rama, the hero active in the tretayuga (as is stated also by
Tulsidas)™ brings back krtayuga.™

It should also be pointed out that some elements typical for descrip-
tions of the first age are used in the Ramdayana in reference to the rules
of other kings, for example Anaranya, the father of Prthu, or Dasaratha.

68 On the account of the supreme god Rama’s rule in the Sriramcarit-
manas (7.20-23) by Tulsidas there are also numerous elements characteristic
of the golden age; thus everyone acts according to one’s dharma, people are
free from vices and endowed with virtues, diseases do not exist, nobody dies
young, there are no miseries, misfortunes and suffering, a pleasant wind blows
and even elephants and lions live in harmony. See also Stasik 2000: 276 ff.; 290.

Similar examples from Roman literature include Calpurnius
Sicululus’ bucolic 1 and Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis ch. 4 where the golden age
description serves to extol the new empereor Nero.

8 Mbh. 12.70.25. Cf. also 12.70.26.

" Goldman, Sutherland Goldman 2007: 76; Brockington 1998: 473;
also M.Dh.S. in 9.303 ascribes his activity to the Treta age.

"t Similarly Tulsidas 7.22-23.
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In the first case, that of king Anaranya,” there are only a few such ele-
ments: in the Ayodhyakanda we are told that during his reign nobody
suffered from hunger or drought, and there were no thieves.” Thus,
no extraordinary, mythical features are found, such as trees in perma-
nent blossom and always bearing fruit or rains occurring in response
to one’s wish, the elements which are present in the description of
Rama’s kingdom. These two mythical elements are not used in refer-
ence to the reign of Dasaratha or the account of Ayodhya under his
rule either, although the very description of Ayodhya and the subjects
of Dasaratha is quite detailed’ and it may be thought that the inhabit-
ants of this state, thanks to the purity of their character and behaviour,
belong to the krta age (but it should be remembered that according
to the Mahabharata no particular decline in human morality took place
in the tretayuga). So all Dasaratha’s subjects were pious, righteous
and deeply learned. However, what is stressed in the account of his
kingdom is the right social structure and the fulfillment of the duties
appropriate for the members of the four castes. Thus the proper social
order here goes hand in hand with the welfare of the people, their deep
knowledge of dharma and happiness. All the inhabitants of Ayodhya,
both men and women, were devoted to the king.

The moral standards of all the subjects of king Dasaratha are
as unusual as in the case of people living in the krtayuga in the Maha-
bharata or under the rule of Rama. But the fact that those mythical
elements referred to earlier are absent from the account of Dasaratha’s
kingdom means that the presentation of Ayodhya as ruled by Dasaratha
is somewhat different from what is told about its situation under Rama.”
And it is precisely these extraordinary elements in nature (trees in per-
petual blossom and always bearing fruit, rains occurring on demand,

2 His name is also meaningful ‘[under whose rule there is] no wilderness’.

 Ram.11102.9.

™ Ram.16.1-24.

5 A very short description of Dasaratha’s rule appears also in Kali-
dasa’a Ragh. 9.4 (there are no diseases and earth always bears fruit).
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only pleasant winds) together with the mention of people enjoying lon-
gevity, free from diseases, anxieties, fear of losing their possessions,
people always happy, pious and truthful—it is precisely these factors
which incline us to think that in the case of Rama we are dealing with
the description of the ideal state which cannot be found on earth.

All the inhabitants of Rama’s kingdom are quite extraordinary
in their high standards of morality and fulfillment of dharma, whose
root, as the Ramayana emphasizes, is the king himself.”® And because
it is the king who, in keeping with the principle that “as is the king
so are his people”, sets an example of righteous behaviour for his
subjects,”” it seems reasonable to conclude that this ideal state is not
ruled by an ordinary king but by a divine human. Rama who establishes
krtayuga,’ the characteristic feature of which is sattva,” is, like a sage,
the only man worthy of respect, directed by dharma and satya®’ and not
paying heed to the code of the ksatriyas.® He is, in fact, a divine human
who at the end of the ten-thousand-year period will go to the world of
Brahma. However, unlike the case of Anaranya, Dasaratha or Duhsanta
from the Mahabharata,* the term krta may be used only in reference
to the period in which Rama ruled.

7% Ram.1I148. 8 f.

7 Ram.11101.9.

 Cf. Mbh. 12.70.25.

" See p. 218, note 46.

8 Cf. Ram. 2.10.30-31; 2.16.46; 2.1659.
8 Ram. 2.101.20.

£ Mbh. 1.62.1-10.
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