The Poetics of the Old Javanese Rāmāyaņa:   A Comparison with the Sanskrit Bhaţţikāvya                       Patricia B. Henry, Northern Illinois University

The influence of Sanskrit literature on that of ancient Java is obvious and pervasive, especially so with regards to the Old Javanese (OJ) genre of kakawin, which is the Javanese counterpart of Sanskrit (Skt) kāvya.  The Old Javanese lexicon contains as many as one-third Sanskrit words in their undeclined forms (Zoetmulder 1974: 10), the Sanskrit system of poetic meters is used extensively, and the subject matter of the kakawin is based on characters and episodes from the Sanskrit epics.  Given this, it is somewhat surprising that in only one case can we trace an Old Javanese kakawin -- the Old Javanese Rāmāyaņa (OJR) -- to a Sanskrit counterpart, the Bhaţţikāvya (BhK). 

Both are unusual works in their own right: the OJR is the oldest kakawin preserved to the present, and is the only work to survive from the Central Javanese period (8th through the early 10th centuries A.D.) (Robson 1980: 7). The date of the Bhaţţikāvya (“Bhaţţi’s kāvya poem”, also known as the Rāvaņavadha) is estimated to be around the beginning of the seventh century AD (Hooykaas 1958e: 9), and not only tells the story of Rāma, but at the same time attempts to exemplify the rules of Sanskrit grammar and the forms of the rhetorical figures of Sanskrit poetics (see Narang 1969, Karandikar 1982).  The relationship between the OJR and the BhK was first noticed by H.B. Sarkar (1934: 174-179), was further explored by M. Ghosh (1936); an extensive analysis of this and other features of the OJR was examined in great detail by C. Hooykaas in a series of articles (1955, 1957a,b, 1958 a,b,c,d,e).  

What I hope to do here is examine in some detail not only the ways in which the two poems are similar, but the ways in which they differ.   The OJR does not follow the BhK entirely: it begins to diverge from the BhK around canto 13 (= BhK 12), and from canto 17 until the end (canto 26), the correspondence is almost non-existant. Even in the early parts of the poem the OJR deviates from the BhK, and in some of these instances we can observe an interesting interplay between the demands of Sanskrit language and aestheics and those of Old Javanese.  A.L. Becker and T. Hunter (1982) examine this interplay in the case of an Old Javanese prose translation of a Sanskrit śloka in the OJ Tantrikamandaka;  they raise several interesting points which I will discuss later on. The OJR is not really aiming to be a translation of the BhK, however, and both are poetry, written in Sanskrit (or Sanskrit related) meters, so this changes the situation somewhat.  

The verses which first caught Sarkar’s attention are canto 2, verse 19 (II.19) in both the OJR and the BhK (see Fig. 1), and they are indeed very similar.  Here the OJR does provide what almost amounts to a translation of the BhK.  In addition, it echoes the structure of the Sanskrit verse in repeating the last word of the first line at the beginning of the next, etc.  Also the use of tan hana (“there are no...”) and nya (genitive 3rd person) in the OJR parallel in sound, if not in grammatical function, the relative pronouns taj/tad/tan and yad/yan, and the negative na in the BhK.  At the same time it is interesting that while the author of the OJR uses several Sanskrit words in this verse (talaga = “lake”, śabda= “sound”, karņa suka = “pleasing the ear”, manojña = “delight”), he does not use the words for “lake”, “lotus”, etc. that are used in the BhK.  Instead of paŋkajam he uses the non-Skt. tunjung for “lotus”; instead of şaţpada (“six-legged one”, i.e.”bee”,) he uses the non-Skt. kumbang(both  paŋkajam and şaţpada do appear elsewhere in the OJR).  One of the constraints governing choice of words in this kind of poetry is meter, which dictates the pattern of heavy and light syllables and line length;  the OJR verse uses a 14 syllable meter where the BhK uses  a twelve syllable one.  In choosing slightly shorter words and a slightly longer line length, the OJR poet has a little more room; even so, he does not get as much information into the verse as does the Sanskrit.  “Beautiful lotuses” (sucāru paŋkajam) are merely “lotuses”, “humming which is sweet” (juguñja yah kalam) becomes “sound”.  These differences reflect the tendency of Old Javanese to use more words than the Sanskrit to express the same thing, so that, given virtually the same number of words, less can be expressed; I will be examining this in more detail below.  To conclude the discussion of these verses, the use of the last word of one line as the first word of the next makes the OJR verse a kañci yamaka (a “girdle”, i.e. connected word chime), while in the Sanskrit verse the use of the negative, na makes all lines begin with the same syllable (making this a padadi yamaka).  Both verses exemplify, in virtually identical fashion, the Sanskrit alamkara) (“ornamentation”) of ekavali, in which “one thing leads to another”: that which was contained in one line becomes the container of the next, first within the landscape and finally in the observer of the landscape. 

I use these verses as an illustration of how close the two texts can be, but I would like to devote more attention to a different pair, later in the poem, where there is still enough similarity to show that the OJR poet had the BhK in mind, but where the problems of translating the Sanskrit, among other considerations, resulted in a quite different approach. 

These verses are: BhK VIII.131 and OJR VIII.215 (Fig. 2):  the scene describes Hanuman, the white monkey who is Rāma’s powerful ally, destroying the aśoka grove in the demon Rāvaņa’s kingdom of Langka.  Rāvaņa has kidnapped Rāma’s wife, Sītā, and is keeping her prisoner in the grove;  Hanuman has come to find her and give her a message from Rāma.  On seeing her suffering he goes beserk, tearing up trees and generally creating havoc. 

The Sanskrit verse resists translation into Old Javanese (and English), because of its extensive use of compounds.  The first three and a half lines consist of long compounds, all of which end in the accusative singular.  This means that all the things being described are presented as the object of some as yet unstated verb, performed by an as yet unstated subject or agent. 

The scene develops as an object of destruction, beginning with the pollen from the shaken flowers flying around, continuing with the larger buds, flowers and leaves;  the effect of their falling is that the ground is colored with their petals.  The ground is also where the trees fall, as the destruction widens in scope, and these trees are mourned by screaming śakuna birds (a kind of kite).  This image links the earth to the sky, in line three, where the heavenly quarters  resound with the birds’ cries.  This chaos is furthered by the panicky deer rushing around.  Through the metaphor of the deer’s eyes, the verse shifts in the fourth line to Sītā, the deer-eyed one -- all this is happening in the place where she is being held prisoner. 

In the second half of the last line, we get, finally, a transitive verb:  babhañja (“shattered, destroyed”; from Skt. bhañj, perfect singular);  the subject of the sentence: pavanā-atmaja (“the wind god’s son”, Hanuman), the source of all this destruction; and a final object: ripu-vanam (“the enemy’s, i.e Rāvaņa’s, grove”), with which all the compounds in the preceding three and a half lines have been in agreement.  The last line resolves the grammatical suspense, and at the same time brings in the dramatis personae of the scene:  the beautiful captive, Sītā, the wrathful, tornado-like Hanuman, and the doomed Rāvaņa, as represented by his park.  Bhaţţi also makes use of kañci yamaka (see above) in this verse, which further binds the lines together;  as before, this linking lends itself to an expanding exposition of the scene. 

The OJR verse has several similarities to the BhK one.  Both are in the same meter (aśvalalita, twenty-three syllables), and the first two words of the first line, pracalita puşpa, are close in both sound and meaning to the first two words of the BhK verse, vilulita- puşpa.  Here too the description begins with the flying pollen from shaken flowers, the first and second lines mentions falling trees, the third and fourth lines bring in the images of the flower-covered ground, the chaos, and the frightened animals found in the BhK stanza.  But while in a general sense it corresponds to the BhK, it is clear that quite a different picture is being painted here.  

The shaken-down pollen is like smoke, and the OJR verse begins an extended metaphor of a forest fire:  the red flowers of the palāśa tree (Butea Frondosa, known in English as “the flame of the forest”), in falling, create what looks like a rain of fire; the flowers on the ground are like a fiery flood, like the all-encompassing inferno seen when the world is destroyed, terrifying the forest animals (here the Skt. harinam is expanded to include monkeys and two kinds of deer: ruru, a species of antelope, and kidang, or barking deer, Cervulus muntjac); they race around blindly as if they were in a forest fire.  Sītā, Hanuman and Rāvaņa are not even mentioned indirectly (it is clear from the previous verses who is destroying what). Where the Sanskrit verse sets up a miniature scene of the conflict as it exists at this stage of the story (Hanuman vs. Rāvaņa, avenging Sītā), the OJR verse is prefiguring an important and famous feature of the conflict to come:  after destroying the grove, Hanuman battles Rāvaņa’s troops and allows himself to be captured;  he is set on fire, escapes, and with his burning tail sets fire to the city of Langka. 

Another source for the fire metaphor can be found in the first line of the Sanskrit verse, where, in the compound prasanta - kalika - palāśa - kusumam (“torn - bud - petal/leaf - flower”), palāśa is best rendered as “petal” or “leaf”.  Another of its possible (and more common) meanings in Skt. is “palāśa tree”, the “Flame of the Forest” tree, with red-orange, flame-shaped flowers.  This is the meaning with which the word is used in the OJR, where it builds the metaphor of fire.  It is not unusual for a word to have a wide variety of meanings in Sanskrit but a more restricted range in OJ; the OJ dictionaries list the palāśa tree as the only meaning of palāśa, and in order for sekarnya, “its flowers”, to make sense the word has to be interpreted as referring to the tree.  It is matter of speculation, whether the OJR poet misinterpreted the Sanskrit word, or whether he understood the double meaning and made a deliberate choice.  Given the degree to which he apparently understood Sanskrit (Hooykaas 1955: 34), I would suspect the latter.        

A more fundamental difference underlies the two verses, however, which is a function of the different strategies available to the languages of Sanskrit (Indo-European) and Old Javanese (Austronesian).  This was true, of course, in the case of the “no lakes without lotuses” verses (OJR and BhK II.190), but there the syntax of the Sanskrit was not such a block to translation.  In the BhK VIII.131, Bhaţţi is specifically illustrating case terminations (Karandikar 1982: 128;  known as vibhakti, these are found in Panini 2.31 - 73), a feature of Skt grammar which has no analogue whatsoever in OJ.  Also evident here is the extensive compounding possible in Skt., as I mentioned above. While compounds do occur in OJ (especially with Skt loan words, cf. pralaya - kala in OJR VIII.215, line 3), they are not really “a regular grammatical option” in that language (Becker and Hunter  1982:24, citing Gonda 1973: 456-470), and we rarely find more than two words being compounded. 

In describing the different kinds of cohesion operating in a Skt verse and its OJ prose translation in the Tantri Kamandaka, Becker and Hunter point to a number of ways in which the OJ there differs from the Skt it is translating; one of these is the “copiousness” or elaboration and verbosity of the OJ as compared to the conciseness of the Skt (Becker and Hunter 1982:26).  Some of the reasons for this are that while Sanskrit uses compounds and case inflexion for cohesion, in OJ deictic prepositions (ning, ikang, ring in OJR VIII.215) and repetition (kadi, kadi pwa, hudan apuy, and perhaps ruru and ruru in lines 1 and 4) are a prominent feature of phrase and clause cohesion (Becker and Hunter 1982:26). Also, here, as in the Tantri example, the OJ is more explicit in its building of metaphors than is the Skt.  All of this adds words; in this case the two verses are the same length, and are saying different things, but it is still apparent that in the ways they say them the Sanskrit is much more concise than the Old Javanese.  

Another feature of OJ sentence structure which is particularly salient here is the way in which the predicate can give different kinds of prominence to the clauses in their relations to each other by means of a system of verb affixes (Becker and Hunter 1982:31).  In this verse these are the infix -um-, which marks the role of the subject as agentive and the clause as background (Becker and Hunter 1982:32); the prefix ma-, which marks the subject as stative (Becker and Hunter 1982:30), the prefix ka-, marking the subject as receiving the action of the verb (dative role), and maN-, marking the subject as agentive and the action as definite (Becker and Oka 1974).  

In the first two lines, the verbs melek (from m-um-elek), “flying around”, and tumiba, “falling” are infixed with -um-, specifying these clauses  as background for the clauses that follow.  Thus the pollen flying around and the falling trees are background for the palāśa flowers having the redness ma-bang of a fiery rain.  Both lines have a similar structure: one event leads to another event, which is then compared with something connected to the forest fire metaphor: 

     line 1:  trees fall with shaking flowers; their pollen flies into the air; this is like smoke.

     line 2:  palāśa trees fall along with the others; their flowers are red; this is like a rain of fire.

In line 3 there is one event: the ground is covered (with fallen red flowers), and this is compared to the world being destroyed by fire.  The remainder of the line presents the reaction of an unspecified observer to this sight: it is terrible (bhisana) to see (ka-ton).  The subject of katon is dilahnya ring pralaya kala, that which is seen, but line 3 doesn’t tell who’s doing the seeing. 

This information comes in line 4: it is the animals who are reacting to all this, running around wildly.  This event is then compared to what their reaction would be if they were in a forest fire: they are frightened (ma-takut), seeing (man-on) the rain of fire.  The last verb specifies the clause as foreground, the subject as agent, and the action as definite and, in this case, transitive. The animals are really afraid, but because this rain is really flower petals, not fire, their reaction is bracketed with “as if” (kadi pwa).  Their seeing of the rain, however, is marked with maN- as the most prominant, “active” predicate in the verse. 

To summarize, the verse describes things that happen because of Hanuman’s rampage;  these then create a condition comparable to a forest fire:

          EVENTS                         

FOREST FIRE

   pollen is shaken from flowers  
smoke



[-UM-]  

of falling trees 

   palāśa trees fall, with red flowers      
a fire-rain                      

[-UM-, MA-]

   the ground is covered with petals        
a holocaust which is terrible to see
[KA-]


   there are animals running around         
frightened animals who see a fire-rain 

 [MA-][MA-, MAN-]



There is an echo of the grammatical build-up in the BhK verse here; in both cases a definite action comes only at the end.  The fact that in the OJR this action is part of the metaphor of the forest fire climaxes that metaphor’s vividness. In the BhK the scene is presented as the object that receives the action of Hanuman, while in the OJR, the scenery takes over the action. There is also a progression from close similarity to the BhK verse, to less;  the comparison between the two verses becomes more tenuous (and abstract) as one proceeds through them.  This is a pattern which recurs on many levels of comparison between the BhK and the OJR, and I would like to examine these next. 

In comparing the two poems, Hooykaas constructed a concordance of the BhK and the OJR (1955: 39-53);  while there is some variation from the BhK (both in condensing and in elaborating) throughout the OJR, there seems to be more similarity between the two at the beginning of the poem than there is at the end, and at the beginnings of cantos as compared to the end.  As one proceeds through a canto the OJR diverges more from the BhK, and as one gets to the later cantos this divergence becomes more noticable. By canto 13 of the OJR (= BhK 12) the correspondence becomes tenuous, and from the 17th canto to the end (the 26th), the OJR is quite independent of the last part of the BhK (cantos 14 -22), except for the general similarity of subject matter (ibid.). 

With few exceptions, the OJR cantos are longer than their counterparts in the BhK.  This tendency also becomes more pronounced as one goes through the poem;  canto 8 is the last full canto where the OJR and the BhK are close.  After this, the OJR begins adding cantos, expanding on the material in the BhK. The OJR ends up with 26 cantos, as compared to the BhK’s 22. Since many of these and earlier cantos are longer, the total number of four-line stanzas in the OJR (2,783) is nearly twice that of the BhK (1,607). 

In addition, there are many places throughout the poem where the OJR puts stanzas in a different order than that found in the BhK. One place where both expansion (from 6 to 9) and rearrangement of stanzas occurs is in OJR XI.51-59, corresponding to BhK X.45-50. Prior to beginning the attack on Rāvaņa’s kingdom of Langka, Rāma and his troops come to Mt. Mahendra and the scene is described. The following summary is based on translations by Hooykaas (1957 and 1958e) (Fig. 3): 

The BhK passage begins by telling how Mt. Mahendra protects the earth from the sea (X.45), its roots are in the underworld, reaching heaven, with fruit and flower trees on its slopes (X.46).  The buzzing of bees seems like Sītā’s voice, the lotuses like her face, to the delighted Rāma (X.47).  The mountain appears to touch the sky with a lover’s hand, as the sky removes her garment of clouds (X.48).  Being strong, a bearer of clouds, it prefers to avoid the weaklings of the ordinary world by remaining isolated, beside the sea (X.49), and it is like the city of the gods with its wish granting trees, crystal chambers, etc. (X.50).  (Having arrived here, Rāma and his troops turn their eyes towards the island of Langka, and a description of the sea follows.) 

In the OJR, the poet also begins with describing the splendid strength of Mahendra, protecting the land from the sea (XI.51); the mountain is the match of the sea in steadfastness and purity, isolated from the world (XI.52).  Its roots reach the underworld, its peaks reach the sky (XI.53);  the sky is like a maiden and the mountain reaches for her like a lover (XI.54).  On the slopes are trees, bowing and offering fruit (XI.55), and the mountain is adorned with flowers, waiting to greet Rāma (XI.56).  It is like Indra’s heaven (XI.57), and when Rāma approaches he rejoices in its beauty, is reminded of Sītā’s face by the lotuses there (XI.58), and is increasingly joyful watching the bees kissing the lotuses as he thinks of his coming reunion with Sītā (XI.59). (As in the BhK, the next verse tells of looking toward Langka.) 

It should be noted that this section of the BhK is devoted to exemplifying stylistic figures (arthalankara, “meaning embellishment”), i.e. assorted types of metaphors, similes and figurative expressions.  For example, the image of the mountain reaching for the sky like a lover exemplifies the figure rasavat (“passion”), while the verse about the bees and flowers reminding Rāma of Sītā exemplifies preyas (“affection”) (Hooykaas 1958e: 135-155).  As Hooykaas points out, the author of the OJR was able to capture or re-create most of these figures, although he did not always have them in the same places. 

In this particular passage we can study the effects of this kind of rearrangement in terms of the overall development of the scene.  In the OJR, before Rāma enters the picture the mountain is described in its entirety.  It is described in its most “mountainous” aspect (it’s big, it is paired with the ocean, it extends vertically); then in a more human one: the fact that it is high bridges to the personification of it as a passionate lover reaching for the sky;  it is then compared to a person preparing for a guest, with flowers and fruit all ready for Rāma.  Finally the mountain is compared in perfection to heaven, and only then does Rāma enter the scene.  The flowers remind him of Sītā, and, in the final stanza, the bees kissing (“sniffing”) the flowers remind him further (and more definitely: X.59.3: “kadi pwa sang sri Janakatmaja (a)ng linga”), and he is comforted.  As we saw in OJR VIII 215, the scenery participates in the scene;  here the mountain develops into a place that anticipates Rāma and provides a transition to his arrival.  

The same images are presented in the BhK, but the ordering of them results in a different kind of scene.  The six verses present the mountain in its natural aspect (45,46), its human aspect (47,48), and its divine aspect (49,50).  The transition here is from the heights of the mountain to its slopes, where the bees, etc. remind Rāma (who’s already on the scene since X.44) of Sītā.  This “affection” figure is followed by the “passionate” one of the mountain - sky verse.  The image of clouds -- the sky’s discarded clothing in X.48 and the burdens which demonstrate the mountain’s strength in X.49 -- leads into the description of Mahendra’s unworldly aspect;  it keeps away from petty mortals and is like the city of the gods.  The description is beautifully compact, but while it parallels Rāma’s feelings in the middle section, it is not providing a transition from nature to Rāma as does the OJR. 

Part of its coherence derives from the metaphors as catagories (affection paired with passion), rather than from the metaphors as visual image (high mountain paired with reaching mountain) found in the OJR.  In grouping the verses in this way the OJR again moves the scenery into the activity of the scene.  As we saw in the previous discussion, playing with backgrounds and foregrounds (and turning backgrounds into foregrounds) seems to be one of the things Old Javanese does best. 

It is not long after this point in the poem that the OJR begins to diverge more drastically from the BhK.  The tendency towards copiousness that was noted earlier becomes very pronounced, especially in three kinds of passage:  1) the battle scenes, beginning with the attack on Langka, and including the capture of Rāma and his escape (the BhK takes one canto (XIV) of 113 stanzas, the OJR five cantos (XVII - XXI) with a total of 649 stanzas). 2) the descriptions of Mt.Suvela in Langka, before and after the battle (BhK: twelve stanzas in XIII, two stanzas in canto XXI; OJR: thirty three stanzas in XVI, thirty two stanzas in XXIV); 3) the description of the countryside as Sītā and Rāma return to Ayodhya (BhK: thirteen stanzas in XXII; OJR 117 stanzas in XXV). 

The contrast between the lengths of the battle scenes is the most striking, but my main interest here is in the descriptive scenes which bracket them.  In the earlier parts of the poem, these kinds of descriptive passages are usually the same length in the OJR as they are in the BhK. (Cf. the description of Autumn: nineteen stanzas in BhK and OJR II;  description of Mt. Malyavat: thirty stanzas in BhK and OJR VIII.)  Beginning with the Mahendra passage discussed above, the OJR begins to expand its versions of these sections:  this section is three stanzas larger than its BhK version, pre-battle Mt. Suvela is twenty-one more stanzas, post-battle Suvela is thirty more stanzas, and the description of the countryside as Rama and Sita return is 104 stanzas longer than the “corresponding” part of the BhK (although, again, one cannot map correspondence very closely by this point). 

As Robson points out, “it is in these descriptions that the Javanese world comes to the fore, rather than the Indian” (1980: 10), as the flora and fauna are depicted in profuse detail. These passages in the OJR are also particulary striking in their use of word play, alliteration and consonance -- to the point that some scholars  (Poerbatjaraka and Juynboll) have doubted their authenticity.  Hooykaas (1955, 1958b), basing parts of his argument on works by Aichele (1928) and deCasperis (1956), points out that this style can be found in inscriptions which pre-date the OJR, and that there is no conclusive evidence that these passages were interpolated.  The difference in style does not necessarily indicate a difference in authorship;  it is just as likely that it is a function of the special nature of these passages (Hooykaas 1958d: 288, citing Aichele 1928). 

It seems to me that these descriptions of mountains and scenery increase in prominance as the OJR becomes less like the BhK and more like a wayang, the shadow puppet theatre of Java and Bali that continues to serve as the predominate conveyance of the Ramayana and Mahabharata stories in present day Indonesia.  These scenes punctuate the narrative in much the same way that the gunungan / kayon (“mountain/tree”) punctuates the scenes of wayang.  After the description of Mt. Mahendra, there is an audience scene in the enemy’s court (where a present day Javanese wayang usually begins), as Rāvaņa holds counsel.  The causeway to Langka is built (in a scene reminiscent of the “army on the march” scene in the first “act” or pathet) of wayang), and Mt. Suvela is described, bringing us to what would be pathet sanga, the second “act” in wayang.  Among the battle scenes is a lengthy passage where rishis remind Rāma of his true identity as Visnu so that he can escape from Rāvaņa; this parallels gara-gara of wayang which typically takes place in the middle of the play (and, in traditional Javanese wayang, the middle of the night) which features the meditating hero.  After the battles, peace is restored, and another description of Mt.Suvela ends this section. In the final section (paralleling pathet manyura), Sītā is tested, found pure, and all return to Ayodhya.  The landscape is described as they return, and Rāma is installed as king; again, this kind of closure is very typical of wayang. (See Becker 1979 for an analysis of the structure of wayang.)

At the end of the OJR, Rāma enthroned is described as being a banyan tree (waringin), whose branches drip the fragrant sap of immortality (amrta) on the world (XXVI.48).  The poet worships him, with the poem of the “fruit” (phala) of this homage, so that the world will join in worshipping, “and this, the subhāşita katha, the beautifully spoken story, when it is read aloud and heard, the rasa-experience, the ‘tasting’ of it, is highly auspicious (subhaga)” (XXXVI.49).  The benefit of reading the story aloud is further specified in the next verse:  in the case of people born at inauspicious times (julung, if it is read over them (as they sit with bowed heads) they will be released (lĕpas) from the curse of their fate.  Here too there is an obvious similarity to the ritual aspect of wayang, which can be performed to protect vulnerable people from the demon Kala (see Keeler 1992).  Robson (1980), incorporating work by Aichele (1969) and de Casperis (1956 and 1961), examines the hypothesis that the referent for the king being described in this section is not only Rāma, but also the poet’s (unnamed) royal patron who is being  identified with Rāma.  

Wayang is primarily an oral tradition, based to greater or lesser extent (depending on what we guess about its early forms) on written texts, but deriving a vital feature of its power from the sound of its language and music.  Of course, Sanskrit texts are part of a vast recitation tradition as well, but the Bhaţţikāvya is an especially vivid example of the ways in which a vast and ancient tradition of writing shaped the kāvya form.  Sanskrit has been in existence as a written language since the time of the Ŗgveda, and, as A.K. Warder writes, “By the 6th century A.D. Sanskrit was an old language, enriched with more than two thousand years of recorded literary creativity and almost as long a period of lexicographical activity (Warder 1977: 239-240). 

It was in this context that the Bhaţţikāvya was written.  Its aim was to exemplify rules of grammar and poetics which dated back at least a thousand years, to the time of Panini (ca. 500 B.C.).  In doing this, Bhaţţi was quite aware of the difficulties this would present to his readers; at the end of his poem (canto XXII) he writes: 

33.  This composition is comparable to a lamp for those who possess the eyes (in the form) of grammar (śabda); without grammar it may be like the touch of the hand to the blind.  (Karandikar 1982: 326).

Seeing with “grammar eyes” (śabdalakşanacakşuşam) allows one to see clearly;  without grammar, one is groping in the dark, apprehending only part of reality.  As Becker and Hunter point out, understanding “grammar” in Sanskrit really means understanding the true nature of how reality is constructed:  “In grammatical awareness was to be found the key to things” (1982: 21).  The force of Bhaţţi’s metaphor is akin to that of the Sanskrit subhāşita (and its Old Javanese translation) which Becker and Hunter discuss:  trying to speak publicly without grammar (śabdāśastram) is like trying to bind a rampaging elephant with a lotus stamen (1982: 25-26).  A lack of understanding of the true nature of (Sanskrit) language results in futility and frustration.  Furthermore, Bhaţţi doesn’t have much sympathy for his less learned readers; in XXII.34 he states that he prefers to write for  intelligent people, who will use a commentary to understand him: 

34.  Comprehensible with (the help of) a commentary, if this (epic) poem may become a festivity for the highly intelligent, (it is) enough.  Those of deficient intellest have been disappointed by me in this regard, on account of (my) fondness for the learned (ibid.)

Becker and Hunter consider that the Sanskrit attitudes about language that came with Sanskrit writing systems and texts posed a “powerful ... cultural challenge to the ancient Javanese” (1982: 21).  In meeting that challenge, the author of the OJR has made use of Sanskrit words, meters, themes, ornamentation, figurative language, and most importantly, the Sanskrit text of the Bhaţţikāvya.  Nevertheless, we have seen that he is expanding the text as well, not only on the level of the poem as a whole, but also on the level of groups of stanzas, individual stanzas, and sometimes even individual words (BhK hariņam vs. OJR ruru kĕra len kidang,for example).  Becker and Hunter hypothesize that the “verbosity” of Old Javanese translation of “concise” Sanskrit expressions “may well reflect what Walter Ong calls its ‘copiousness;’ that is, a characteristic abundance (Latin copia) or flow of words more common in oral modes of discourse than in written ones” (1982: 29, citing Ong 1977: 114, 92ff).  Some of the lower level “copiousness” is unavoidable and not directly related to oral vs. written styles; Sanskrit is an Indo-European language, Old Javanese is Austronesian, and it is simply not possible to translate the Sanskrit and preserve the original conciseness.  In the OJR, though, we can see how sometimes the impossibility of direct translation, combined with the constraints of the kakawin genre, presents opportunities for great creativity.  Just as the asoka - grove verse in the OJR takes pieces from the corresponding Sanskrit verse and expands them into an entirely different metaphor, the rearrangements and additions that occur at higher levels of the poetic structure eventually move the entire poem in the direction of the oral tradition of wayang.  Finally, the OJR as a literary work is contextualized by its anticipated audience (as described at the end of the poem) in the role of protective, auspicious language, the sound of which will create prosperity.  The BhK, on the other hand, through the metaphoric compound śabdalakşanacakşuşam, disconnects “grammar” from its basic meaning of “sound” and reconnects it to sight:  written commentaries are the proper context within which it is to be properly understood, and its audience is people who read, not people who listen. 

There is no evidence of a tradition of written commentaries in ancient Java.  Works on metrics are found, but no works on aesthetics or commentaries on kakawins (Hooykaas, Zoetmulder). There is a tradition of oral commentary, found to the present day in Bali where Old Javanese texts, often chosen to suit a particular occasion, are read aloud, translated and interpreted among a group of people (see Zurbuchen 1987). There is often an overlap in function between this kind of text reading and interpretation, and that of wayang. In both, part of the meaning of the text must be provided by the audience, and since the commentary is oral, it will be different for different audiences and different contexts. We know very little about the performance practice of Old Javanese literature in ancient Java, but evidence from the texts themselves suggests that they should be considered part of the oral context tradition. 

As I mentioned above, there are certainly important oral aspects of the Indian literary tradition also;  Sanskrit poetry is meant to be read aloud.  The power of the sound of Sanskrit, the importance of preserving the correct sound, and the playing with sound, through meter and ornamentation, are all very much part of the tradition supporting the Bhaţţikāvya, and have played a very significant role in shaping Javanese attitudes towards their own oral tradition as well.  But especially when we consider the ways in which Sankrit poetry, in particular the BhK, plays with the sounds of the language, the importance of the written lexicography and commentary tradition becomes apparent.  Sanskrit poets can be more flexible about the sound of the content, and can concentrate considerable effort on devising very complicated patterns of sound, precisely because they have access to dictionaries which preserve all the different meanings a given collection of sounds has ever had.  Further, obscure passages, given a context of written commentary, can be incorporated into the tradition and preserved as a resource for future poets, not as a barrier to understanding. In the case of Old Javanese literature, I am hypothesizing that the written features of the tradition are supported by the oral, and that it is correspondingly flexible in terms of the contexts in which it can be provided with new meaning.  

To understand and appreciate the Bhaţţikāvya, one must be sensitive to the aesthic of preservation which played a key role in the poetic tradition that produced it (perhaps akin to the “aesthetic of memory” postulated by B. Miller for the earlier Sanskrit poet, Kalidasa; see Miller 1984:).  A similarly fundamental role for the tradition of the OJR is played by the aesthetic of contextualization, by which the BhK is contextualized in, and adapted to, the Javanese tradition, bringing it closer to oral traditions such as wayang.  At the same time, and perhaps more importantly, the OJR is contextualizing Old Javanese in the Sanskrit tradition;  it is, as Becker puts it, “becoming a bahasa” (from Skt. bhasa) (Becker and Hunter 1982: 22), a language which can express the same things that Sanskrit can (especially in the early cantos), using Sanskrit forms, meters, and ornamentation, and thus establishing the legitimacy of Old Javanese as a language that could do this.  

Figure 1.  Comparison of the BhK II.19 and the OJR II.19

BhK II.19:  meter: ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˉ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ ˘  = upendravajrā (Narang 1969:82) 

or vamśastha (Zoetmulder 1974:456

na taj-jalam  yan na sucāru-paŋkajam

na paŋkajam tad yad alīna-şaţpadam

na şaţpado ‘sau na juguñja yah kalam
na guñjitam tan na jahāra yan manah

Translation:

(There was) no water which had no lovely lotuses


No lotus that was lacking a bee resting within


No bee that did not hum sweetly


No humming that did not captivate the mind.

OJR II. 19:  meter: ˉ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ / = basantatilaka (Zoetmulder

 1974:458)


sakweh nikang talaga tan hana tanpa tuñjung


tuñjungnya tan hana kurang pađa mesi kumbang


kumbangnya kapwa muni tan hana tanpa śabda


śabdanya karņa-suka tan hana tan manojña

Translation


All of the lakes, there were none without lotuses


Their lotuses, there were none lacking, all contained bees


Their bees, all were buzzing, there were none without sound


Their sound pleased the ear, there was non that didn’t delight.
Figure 2. Comparison of the BhK VIII.131 and the OJR .215

BhK VIII.131:  meter:  ˘ ˘ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ ˘/ ˘ = aśvalalita

	vilulita
	- puşpa
	- reņu
	- kapisam,  
	praśānta
	- kalikā
	- palāśa
	kusumam

	shaken
	- flower
	- pollen
	- reddish ACC
	destroyed
	- bud
	- petal
	-flower ACC

	kusuma
	- nipāta
	- vicitra
	- vasudham
	sa-śabda
	- nipatad
	- drumotka
	śakunam

	flower
	-falling
	-colored
	-earth ACC
	full-of-cries
	-falling
	-tree-mourning
	bird ACC

	śakuna 
	-nināda
	-nādi
	- kakub,
	vilola
	         -vipalāyamāna
	hariņam

	Ś-bird
	-noise
	-roaring
	-heights ACC
	moving
	-running-around-together
	-deerACC

	hariņa
	-vilocanā
	‘dhivasatim,
	babhañja
	pavanā
	‘tmajo
	ripu
	-vanam

	deer
	-eyed
	-dwelling-place ACC
	destroyed 3rd PER. SG.
	god-of-wind
	son NOM
	enemy
	-grove ACC


Translation:

Violent shaking, flower-pollen-clouds of red; all in shreds: bud, petal and blossom;

Blossom-blanketed, colored-petal-ground; shrieks of grief for fallen trees from śakuna birds;

śakuna-cry-echoing sky: wild-eyed, to-and-fro-rushing crowd of deer;

Deer-eyed one’s (=Sītā’s) dwelling place; shattered, destroyed;  (this is what) the Wind’s son (= Hanumān) (did to) the enemy’s (=Rāvaņa’s) grove.
OJR VIII.215: meter:  ˘ ˘ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ ˘/ ˘ ˉ ˘/ ˉ ˘ ˘/ ˘ = aśwalalita

	pracalita
	puşpa
	ning
	kayu
	rurū
	sarinya
	ya
	mĕlek 
	kadi
	pwa
	ya 
	kukus

	shaking
	flower
	OF-DEF
	tree
	fall
	pollen-OF-IT
	IT
	fly-around -UM-
	as-if
	EMPH
	IT
	smoke

	kalawan
	ikang 
	palāśa
	tumibā
	sĕkarnya
	ya
	
	mabāng
	akĕn
	hudan 
	apuy
	

	with KA-
	THAT-DEF
	p. tree
	fall     -UM-
	flower-OF-IT
	IT
	
	have-redness MA-
	as-if
	rain
	fire
	

	ibĕkan
	ikang
	lĕmah
	kadi
	dilahnya
	ring 
	
	pralaya
	-kāla
	bhīşaņa
	katon
	

	covered-AN
	THAT-DEF
	ground
	as-if
	light-OF-IT
	IN-DEF
	
	destruction
	-time
	terrible
	see KA-
	

	ruru
	kĕra
	len
	kidang
	masasaran
	kadi
	pwa
	matakut
	manon
	hudan
	apuy
	

	deer
	monkey


	and
	kijang-deer
	lost

 MA--AN
	as-if
	EMPH
	afraid MA-
	see MAN-
	rain
	fire
	


Translation:

Shaking wildly were the flowers of the trees falling; their pollen -- it was thick in the air, like smoke;

Together with the palāśa trees crashing down; their blossoms -- they had the redness of a rain of fire;

Flooded (with fiery redness), the forest floor, as if ablaze in world-ending cataclysm, horrifying to see;

Deer, monkey and kijang (mouse deer) rushed around in blind panic, like (animals) terrified seeing a rain of fire. 

Figure 3.  Comparison of the BhK X.45 – 50  with the OJR  XI.51 - 59          

      Summary of the BhK                        

Summary of the OJR

X.45  Mt. Mahendra stands as if          

XI.51  Mt. Mahendra like Mt. Meru 

      protecting the earth from                 


in splendor, acting as a dam 

      the assault of the sea                    


to protect earth from sea.

X.46  Its roots are in the serpents’     

XI.52  The sea is pure, can contain

      abode, it touches heaven with             

all the rivers; because mt.

      its peaks, its slopes have                


is steadfast, he stays by 

      fruit and flower trees                    


the sea.

X.47  The bees there imitate Sita’s      

XI.53  The mt’s stem goes down to

      voice, the flowers her laughing          

the underworld, its peak

      face, delighting Rama.                    


reaches heaven, trying to

                                                



encompass the three worlds.

X.48  The mt appears to touch the sky    

XI.54  The sky was like a young 

      with a lover’s hands, the sky             


girl, her girdle braided

      has a jewel-girdle of planets            


with stars, the mt her

      and has removed her garment of           

lover, reaching for her.

      clouds.

X.49  The mt avoids weak people who     
 XI.55  The mt’s trees were flower-

      cannot match its strength; it is         


ing, bowing down, various 

      steady, bearing clouds, living            


fruits were ripe, the mt 

      by the ocean.                             


as if offering them.

X.50  It causes the divine women to      

XI.56  Its flowers were gleaming, 

      mistake it for the gods’ city,           


falling on the ground, as

      with its crystal caves, singing          


if the mt were adorning

      kinnaras, and wish-granting              

 
itself to greet Rama.

      trees.

  (summarized from Hooykaas’        

XI.57  The mt was like Indra’s

        translation in BSOAS 20,               


heaven, with its wishing

        1957. p.354)                           


trees, smooth stones like

                                                



jewels, and kinnara and 

                                                



jiwa-jiwa birds.

                                        


XI.58  Rama arrived, saw the beau-

                                                



tiful scene, the lakes 

                                                



offering lotuses that remind-

                                                



ed him of Sita’s face.

                                         


XI.59  The bees wandering around

                                               



kissing the lotuses remind

                                                



him further of Sita, and 

                                                



Rama’s mind is at peace.

          


(summarized from Hooykaas, in JOI, Baroda, 7/2, 1958. pp 147-8)       
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