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THE SITUATION OF RAVANA’'S LANKA
THE L.aATE Rat BAHADUR DR HirararL, B A, D.Litr

Tt 1s a somewhat curious event that Ceylon should
have been credited with the seat of Ravana’s capital for
centuries together, 1n spite of the clear indications of 1its
situation, which the Valmiki Ramayana and the Puranas
afford The point attracted the attention of various
scholars years ago with the result that thev with cogent
reasons discredited the popular belief so deeply rooted
and endeavoured to lay the scene of Révana’s activities
m places so far apart as Assam, Maldives and Malaya
Peninsula All these have however presented difficul-
ties, which cannot be easily explained A new theory,
however, started about 15 years ago locating Lanka on
the Amarakantaka peak of the Mekala range of the
Vindhya mountains 1n Central India appears to be the
most natural one and shows that Rama who was banish-
ed for 14 years to live 1n jungles spent the whole of that
time 1 Chitrakita and the adjoiming Dandaka forests
without going out of 1t during the whole period of his
exile It was 1n that forest that his wife Sita was ab-
ducted by Ravana and 1t was within its limits that the
great battle between him and Rama took place, with the
help of the leading aboriginal tribes inhabiting that wild
region Apparently the latter was divided into several
Janapadas, a glimpse of which may be obtained trom
the Matsya' and Vayu Puranas Amongst the dwellers
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of the Vindhya mountamns (  ~egggfaarfaa: ) the men-
tion of the Mekalas and the Kishkindhakas is very impor-
tant 11 view of the part 'they played in the Ramayana.
The 1dentification of these Janapadas was never critical-
ly examined, especially that of the latter, which in fact
furnished the key to the location of Ravana’s habitat
The cue was taken not from the Puranas referred to
above, but from the statement of the Valmiki Ramayana
itself, which Rao Bahadur Sardar Madhava Rao Kibe of
Indore was the first to detect He pointed out that
Sugriva, the Lord of Kishkindha, while giving instruc-
tions to his Vénaras to go in all directions in search of
Sita after her abduction ordered the party going to the
south to look well into the Narmada, the Godavari,
Mekhala, Utkala and a host of other rivers, mountains
and countries.”* From this the conclusion was unavoid-
able that Kishkindha, the residence of Sugriva, whence
the order was delivered, lay to the north of the Narmada
The Matsya and Vayu Puranas corroborate this location,
in that Kishkindhd was associated with Mekhala or
Mekala, still going by that name and described in the
latest Tmperial Gazetteer as ‘a range of hills 1 the
Central Provinces and Central India It 1s the connect-
ing hill between the great hill system of the Vindhyas
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These very dlokas are tound in Chapter 45 of the Viyu
Purana (see verses 132 to 134) with shght variations due to mis-
reading of the text
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and Satpuras forming respectively the northern and
southern walls of the Narmada valley Starting in the
Kharragarh state of the Central Provinces, the range
runs 1n a general south-easterly direction for the first 46
miles in the British territory and then entering the
Sohagpur pargana of Rewah state, terminates 84 miles
farther at Amarakantaka, one of the most sacred places
mm India, where the source of the Narmada river is situat-
ed Unlike the two great ranges which 1t connects, the
Mekala forms a broad plateau of 880 square miles in
extent, mostly forest country inhabited by Gonds.’
‘ Local tradition relates that in the 4th and 5th centuries
A D., during the Gupta rule, this plateau was highly
populated and the Ramayana and the Purinas mention
the Mekalas as a tribe of the Vindhya range’ With the
Mekalas thus identified 1t is now easy to find out the
position of Kishkindha somewhere in the Bilaspur dis-
trict, as 1t was almost contiguous to the former This
explodes the popular belief that Kishkindha lay on the
banks of the Tungabhadri near the famous Vijaya-
nagara, bordering on the southern-most corner of the
Nizam’s dominions, some 500 miles away to the south of
the Narmada The whole of the Vindhya mountains
and forests, in fact the whole of the Dandakaranya which
covered a major part of the present Central Provinces
was inhabited by aboriginal tribes, chief of whom were
the Gonds, the Oraons and the Sabaras, of which the last
find mention even in the Vedic literature Gonds exceed
20 lakhs in the Central Provinces alone and are closely
connected with Ravana, to whom they trace their origin

In the Census of 1891, when sub-castes were ordered to
be recorded, several lakhs of Gonds returned themselves,
as Raévana-vaméis and the greatest Gond king who ruled
about 400 years ago inscribed his name on gold coins as
““ Sri Sangrama Shah, Paulastya-vamsa,” thus mention-

F. 2
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1mmg prominently his connection with Ravana, as Paul-
astya-vamsa 1s an alternative name for Ravana-vamséa.
Eaters of offal of almost every kind including kine,
which they even up to day kill by way of an offering to
the manes of their dead and do not hesitate to use cows
for ploughing, which 1s extremely repugnant to the
Hindus, combined with shocking uncleanliness, as they
still in certain wild tracts continue to clean with a stone
without using any water after easing themselves, there 1s
nothing to wonder at the Aryans calling Gonds as
Rakshasas or demons This was accentuated by their
personal deformity, which was aggravated by therr
ornaments of horns, which they still use by way of decora-
tion 1n the Bastar state on occasions of rejoicings, dances,
etc  So 1t 1s clear that Ravana was the king of these
Rakshasas, which attendant circumstances confirm
For instance, Ravana had his armies stationed in the
Dandakaranya under Khara and Diishana and even his
female relative like Siirpanakha and Tadaka were found
wandering in that jungle, whose audacity compelled
Rama to engage with them If Ravana had no connec-
tion with Dandakaranya and lived in Ceylon why should
the royal ladies and armies have been found tramping a
forest Iike this? Dandakaranya was not the frontier of
his kingdom, which, 1f 1t was Ceylon according to the
popular belief, was over 800 miles away from the island
and there 1s absolutely no proof that the intervening
Madras Presidency and Nizam’s dominions were ever
under his sway

The fact that he was called king of Lanka has been
the source of all the confusion 1n locating his capital and
country Lanka really means a high place, an elevated
ground and as such an 1sland It 1s still found used in
this sense in the Uriya and Telugu countries. The peak
of a mountain 1s as much a lanka as an island in the sea.
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Therefore there 1s nothing inappropriate in calling the
highest peak of the Mekala range, »iz , Amarakantaka
as Lanka, which finds a mention even 1n aboriginal
songs * For instance, the Korkus found only in the
Betul and adjoining Amraot: districts, speaking a
Mundar: language, sing a song the purport of which
1s .—‘° Ravana has come from Lanka and 1s standing on
the village wrestling ground, ¢ Mothers and sisters! come
out and see ° ‘ We have no proper ornaments and clothes,
how are we to come out’'?” The implication is that
Ravana being their king, they could not appear before
him without proper dress and ornaments Had he been
a foreigner, they would not have cared to observe such
an etiquette It 1s curious that 1n these tracts an annual
ceremony called Meghanada, after the name of Ravana’s
son, 18 still performed and is reminiscent of the cruelties
of the Crown Prince ‘‘ It consists 1n swinging a man
i the air A high pole 1s erected and a cross-bar turn-
mg 1n a socket 1s secured to the top of 1t The Bhumka
(village priest) 1s tied to the cross-bar and ropes are secur-
ed to 1t and held by the people, who pull the cross-bar
round five times 1n a circle 1n 1ts socket  In former times
the Bhumka was swung round suspended by a hook fixed
mm his back and the ceremony 1s supposed to exercise an
mmportant influence 1n the direction of securing the
success of the crops* Many persons who wish to get
1ssues or sumilar other objects undergo a similar ordeal.
which 1s now toned down to a mockery and of which the
underlying idea was the performance of a penance whose
efficacy increased in proportion of 1its severity Hook-
swinging seems to have originated from Meghanada,

3 For the actual song and 1ts translation see Linguistie
Survey of India* Gramophone records of Languages and Dialects
spoken 1n the Central Provinces and Berar, supplied by the
Central Provinces and Berar Administration, 1920, pp 24-25.

* Russell’s Betul District Gazetteer, pp 56-57
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whose name 1t continues to bear Close to the Betul
district where Korkus fo Munda origin (and as such
predecessors of the Dravidian people like Gonds) live,
lies the district of Nimar with a sacred place Mandhata
on the banks of the Narmada, which has been identified
with Mahishmati, the capital of Sahasrarjuna Karta-
virya, who was a contemporary of Ravana The
former had once captured the latter and kept him
bound for a considerable period He finally let him go
on the intervention of others This pomnts to quarrels
which usually arise between neighbouring states and in-
cidentally indicates the western limit of Ravana’s king-
dom.

Now let us examine the question with reference to
the wanderings of Rama and their indications On
leaving Ayodhya Rama went to Chitrakiita and stayed
there for some time before entering the Dandaka forest,
which lay to the south of Chitrakiita He proceeded
from one Rishi’s d$rama to another Rishi’s, until he
reached Sutikshna’s hermitage where he stayed for some
time, as apparently he had a liking for 1t, 1n as much as
he returned to 1t once more after an absence of several
years On leaving 1t a second time he proceeded to
Agastya's aérama, which was only 5 or 6 Yojanas away.
There he was shown a suitable place for dwelling at
Panchavati on the Godavari, only about two Yojanas from
Agastya’s hermitage Rama’s party built a hut at
Panchavati, from where Sita was later on abducted by
Ravana From the distances and indications given in
the Ramayana 1t 1s clear that Sutikshna’s asrama lay
about 30 miles from Chitrakiaita and Pafnchavati was 48
miles further on Kishkindha was situated 18 miles
still further Thus the distance from Chitrakiita to
Kishkindha could not have been more than a hundred
miles This tallies well with the description given 1n



Hiparaw] RAVANA’S LANKA 167

the Ramayana, that Sitd was carried by air route weep-
ing and throwing out ornaments and clothes which were
picked up at Kishkindhd and shown to Rama, when he
reached there in search of his wife The one dafficulty
which presents 1tself in this connection 1s the absence of
the Godavari, in the tract where Panchavati stood, 18
miles to the north of Kishkindha Tt 1s this which led
to 1ts location at Nasik or Parnagala in the Bastar state,
the latter situated just on the bank of the Godavari,
separating 1t from the Nizam’s dominions With this
location Kishkindha had to be placed at the southern end
of the Haidarabad state 1 order to justify the course of
events, which followed the abduction of Sitd as narrated
in the Rimayana  But this was all unnecessary in view
of the fact, that there 1s still a Godavari, 11 miles from
Chitrakita, which has now lost itself in a well, like the
Sarasvatl which originally flowed up to Allahabad join-
ing the Ganges and Jamma at the Triveni, but has now
lost 1tself in the sands of Rajputana It 1s very prob-
able that the Godavari of Chitrakiita flowed past the
Panchavatl or a grove of five banyan trees where Rama
built his hut and subsequently changed its course and
accidentally fell into a pit or well It thus carried its
waters through some sub-terranean passage to some un-
known place Its former channel during the march of
centuries of course disappeared and the river thus became
gupta (hidden), which 1ts present name ‘‘ Gupta Goda-
varl ” most appropriately represents The great Goda-
vari passing through Nasik and Parnagila is situated
about 400 miles away from Agastya’s asrama, which was
within 10 miles of Panchavati.

Another difficulty which oppresses the minds of the
diehards 1s the absence of a Sdgara over which Rama
built a bridge to reach Lanka The nearest Sagara 1n
the sense of a sea to the south 1s the Indian Ocean which
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necessitated Lanka to be placed on the Ceylon or Simhala
island, though Varaha-mihira and others clearly men-
tion them as two distinct dvipas The last designation
seems to them to further confirm their notion as they
think a dvipa cannot exist out of the sea But both
these 1deas are incorrect A sdgara does not necessarily
mean a sea. It 1s also applied to any big reservoir of
water, tank or lake, for instance, the Kurita-sagara of
Mahoba, a tank built by Chandellas, the Lachhamana-
sagara of Bilahri, excavated by a Kalachari Raja, whose
name 1t bears, the Sdgare or tank which has given 1its
name to a town and district in the northern-most corner
of the Central Provinces and so on Amarakantaka
even at the present day retains a big marsh on its
southern scarp, while on the northern side there are marks
of ripples formed on the rocks showing the existence of
long standing water contact there Geological 1investi-
gations show that formerly a sea existed separating
Northern India from the southern peninsula, of which
the Rajputana desert 1s shown to he a remnant But
whether this sea existed or not during Rama’s time there
can be no doubt about the existence of a large collection
of water on the northern side of Amarakantaka peak,
while the southern side., was protected by marshes, etc.,
and the eastern by the sea-like expanse of the Son river
which rises from the peak i1t protected Any of these
apparently could not be crossed over without the help of
a bridge Rama was compelled to bmld one 1n order tn
reach Lanka It 1s worthy of note that Amarakantaka
abuts on the Chhattisgarh Division of the Central Pro-
vinces The latter 1s a land of water, full of tanks of
which, 1400 existed in its former capital Many have
disappeared, but they have left names which are signi-
ficant, like Mahasamunda (Head-quarters of a tahsil of
that name 1n the Raipur dastrict). Nearer to Amara-
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kantaka than Mahasamunda lies the Lavana pargana
with low lands suggesting 1ts reclamation from water-
clogged area, which may have been a part of the tradi-
tional Lavana Sagara, within which Lanka was tradi-
tionally situated Again a doipe 1n the Indian sense
did not connote land surrounded on all sides by water,
for 1nstance, Saka-dvipa was an 1nland tract, the Jambu-
dvipa was bounded on 1ts north side by a mountain, and
so on. Dvipa used for Lanka on the Amarakantaka
derived as 1t 1s from a source meaning anything sur-
rounded by water on two sides, would thus satisfy the
susceptibilities of even a scrupulous Sanskritist, though
1t 1s not necessary to do so, 1n view of the explanation
given before

Having now explained the main difficulties which
one has to face at the out-set, and having shown that
Lanka was really “$W8” or in the centre of land as
stated by Varaha-mihira and not in the sea, T will now
proceed to identify the local tribes that took part in the
fight between Rama and Ravana These as I have
indicated before were Rakshasas or Gonds on the one
side and Oraons and Sabaras on the other, whom Rama
took into his confidence The whole country belonged
to the Gonds, once called Gondwana after them  Their
number exceeds 20 lakhs 1n the Central Provinces alone
To these must be added those living 1n the Rewa state 1n
which Amarakantaka 1s situated The Vanaras are the
present day Oraons who inhabit the neighbouring Bilas-
pur district and adjoining states and number about 9
lakhs They are apparently the Bandarwas, who were
described by Sir Richard Jenkins, Resident at the Court
of the Raja of Nagpur in 1827 A D, as residing in the
hilly and woody country near Ratanpur (in the Bilaspur
district) Says Sir Richard ‘‘ They go entirely naked,
are armed with bows and arrows, never build any huts,
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or seek other shelter than that afforded by the jungles.”
Sir Charles Grant 1n his Gazetteer of the Central Pro-
vinces 1872 (see p 108) wrote that ‘‘ a sub-division of
them was addicted to living up the trees and to wander-
ing about, both men and women, 1n a state of nature.”
The renowned anthropologist Rai Bahadur Sarat
Chandra Roy of Ranch: who has written a big mono-
graph on Oraons also holds the same wview that their
ancestors were the Vianaras of the Ramayana Their
language shows that they are a Dravidian people like
Gonds But they had a very strong reason to jorn Rama’s
forces in view of the fact that Rama had helped their
chief Sugriva in getting the Kishkindha throne Sabaras
numbering about 6 lakhs belong to the Munda stock and
were ascendant before the Dravidians They were
apparently ousted by the Gonds and were looking for-
ward for an opportunity to wreak vengeance on their old
enemies This was afforded by Rama’s visit to Dandaka,
for which they eagerly waited, as is evident from the
devotion displayed by Sabari, a woman of their tribe,
who made preparations to welcome Rama long before he
reached her place, and received him with a warmth which
secured for her the high honour of a Bhakta

We have seen why the Oraons were classed as
monkeys, but 1t 1s not known why Sabaras were put down
as Rikshas or bears, unless 1t was due to the comparative
darkness of their colour accompanied with a comparative
exuberance of hair on their bodies It may be noted here
that horns and tails assigned to the tribal people were not
totally a myth  They really formed a part of the equip-
ment of soldiers or warriors, as 1s still found to be the
case amongst the Nagas of Assam Mr Hodson’s account
of the latter will convince any sceptic on these points.
He writes “ On gala days the costume of a warrior is
most handsome The cane helmet which is sometimes
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covered with tiger or leopard skin bears a brass disc in
front and thin crescents of buffalo horn tipped with red
hair are fastened to 1t in front I have seen a red and
yellow painted structure made of thin lath worn on the
helmet rising at least 2 feet above the peak of the cane
helmet  This looks like a pair of horns which 1t may be
intended to mmitate From the sides hang solid wooden
discs decorated with red seeds, with the wings of the
green beetle and with pendants of hair which also fringe
the helmet at the back The most curious ornament
on these occasions 1s the caudal appendage with its curve
upwards and a long hair fringe of the usual colours
The ‘‘ tail ” serves as a useful purpose, for 1t has a space
hollowed out i1n which pangis (sharpened bamboo spikes)
are kept by the warriors 7’3

—

5 The Naga Tribes of Manipur, p. 23
F.3



