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An Old Story

H 1S is the story of Rama, a prince of India, who lived

I his life according to the best advice. He reverenced

"L his intellectual betters, who were called Brahmins, and
did what they told him to do. He took his morals from the
best moralists, and his politics from the most experienced
politicians. As a result he was ruined, exiled, and disin-
herited: his wife was stolen from him and when he got her
back he very nearly had to burn her alive from the highest
of motives. In the teeth of the soundest and most reliable
guidance from his moral and mental superiors, he finally
recovered his country, his throne and his commonsense. He
lived more than two thousand five hundred years ago but
everybody will recognise his experiences.

Twenty-five centuries is a long time ago, but the Indians
were in many ways as civilised as we are today. There were
great cities with immense bazaars in which the shopkeeper
cheated his customers and was in turn cheated by the mer-
chants. The merchants were robbed by a vast civil service,
and the civil servants kissed the big toes of the politicians,
who were known as courtiers. The courtiers were Brahmins,
and the Brahmins were the top dogs. They made the laws,
taught the ignorant, dictated morals, controlled the temples
and terrified the King. In those far-off days they had not
yet become a rigid and hereditary caste. Any man could
become a Brahmin provided he set himself up to know better
than his fellow-men, and was sharp enough to get away with
it. But a Brahmin was usually the son of a Brahmin, because
the tricks of the trade took a long time to learn, and a man
could not start too early.

Besides the Brahmins, there were men of genius. These
were usually thought brainy but a danger to society and
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The Old Story, made New, Begins

HE traveller to Ayoda, having crossed a pass between
I flat-topped hills and descended to the plains, came
first upon a road lined with tombs. These were
rounded structures, like the top half of an egg, with carved
bands telling stories of the gods. They were surrounded by
a thick railing, sometimes of wood, sometimes of stone, but
always rich with sculpture. Under the egg was a small
chamber and in this, resting on a shelf, an urn holding the
dead man’s ashes. This avenue might well have been a
gloomy approach had there been any sign of mourning on
the tombs. There was, however, none. They gave, as they
were intended to give, the impression that the dead man
had been comfortable and respected here on earth and was
confident of being treated in the same manner beyond.
The gate of the city lay at the end of this avenue. It was
a low affair with two towers. It had heavy teak doors, folded
back during the day, and closed during the night. A few
minutes before it closed a great thumping and roaring would
break out from a small chamber immediately above the arch.
This was the ceremonial drum, an affair of ox-hide some
eight feet across and beaten by four men with heavy drum-
sticks. On the nearby battlements other men would blow
into the pointed end of large conch shells, that made a
mournful sound, half-animal in quality, but of a power to
carry across the whole city, a matter, perhaps, of a mile.
The road underneath the gateway was the only paved
road in Ayoda, which it bisected. It was marked on either
side by two deep grooves made by carts and chariots. Once
a cart entered the gateway and its wheels fell into those
grooves it was compelled to follow them. There was no way
of getting out of the ruts made by its predecessors. The
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RAMA RETOLD

they were customarily driven to live in the wilderness,
another sign that this ancient civilisation was not much
below our own. One such man of genius, was Valmiki who
wrote the story that I am going to re-tell.

It is said that the tale of Rama’s adventures is the first
story ever put together. I do not know that this is true: but
it is certain that Valmiki was the first human being to be
recognised as a literary genius. He was therefore penniless
and much disliked. He lived in a thatched hut and had to
grow his own food. He could move among his fellow-men
only if he were heavily disguised, and then atthe risk of his
life. He was an outlaw.

The Brahmins said (and their views have survived down
to our own times) that he was a brigand in his youth, and in
his maturity he became an assassin. This may mean that
when he was young he stole other people’s property and,
when he was older, killed someone. On the other hand it
may mean that his verses scanned better than anything the
Brahmins could write themselves. We have no sure means
of knowing which interpretation is the true one, but it should
be noted that some of Valmiki’s poetry is extremely good.

The Brahmins said that the man he killed was one of their
fraternity. The killing of a Brahmin was the most heinous
crime that the Brahmins could think of: but subsequently,
millions of Indians who are not Brahmins have not taken
too gloomy a view of it. His crime, if he did commit a
crime, has not diminished his fame and has added, for some,
to his personal charm. He has obstinately remained the
greatest of Indian authors. Unfortunately, generations of
Brahmins have re-written his poem so that in parts it says
the opposite of what Valmiki plainly intended. While
restoring his tale I shall not attempt to revive his language:
I shall aim at reviving his attitude of mind.

This will mean rejecting whole sections of the work that
the Brahmins have written into it, and inventing much that
they destroyed: a drastic course, but then I am not, myself,
a Brahmin.
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