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The Effect of the Forest in Ramayana of Valmiki
Ramayana of Valmiki is not only important when studying world literature, but it is especially pertinent when it comes to understanding the culture of India. The book Ramayana of Valmiki by Ayodhya is an ancient story set to follow Rama, the reincarnation of the god Vishnu, through his journey of achieving greatness and ultimate sustainability in the country of India. In this book we follow Rama throughout India while he works to reach a transcendent level of dharma, a Hindu moral code. As Rama endures this journey he explores the different parts of India, each with their own significance in the story that his actions will tell. As he explored the forest in India he encounters new experiences that will show how setting truly can affect character. The forest is one of the most influential locations that serves as a place for Rama to  develop his character as he focuses on his growth towards dharma meanwhile being faced with the evils that also lurk there. 
The forest in the Ramayana was initially and most recognizably known as a holy place where those completely devoted to their religion go to escape and focus on their moral practices. The woods are often depicted as a place where monks hide out in the trees to focus on their spiritual well-being. When Rama was first challenged and told that he was to be sent into the forest for fourteen years, he did not hesitate. Immediately after Rama was instructed to flee into the woods he said, “So be it! I shall immediately proceed to the forest, to dwell there clad in bark and animal skin,” (Ramayana, Ayodha 19, pg. 693). He did not question his family, nor his faith. He simply trusted his moral objectives that had gotten him this far in life.   This further develops the theme of the importance of following dharma. Rama does not fight the queen/king’s wishes to banish him from the kingdom. His already strong grasp on dharma’s concepts allow him to  maintain emotionless and loyal to his family. And as he remains level-headed in this difficult situation it becomes clear that forest will serve a significant purpose in his path to religious greatness. It will allow Rama to cultivate his deepest roots in dharma and to become one with his surroundings. 
Those living in the forest were known to be holy and also have factors in common with dharma, but as Rama follows his journey to dharma he learns this to not be completely true. In one aspect, the forest contains good characters that aid in Rama in a positive part. For instance, Jatayu, the giant vulture that spoke to them and promised to protect Sita, Rama’s wife, if something were to go wrong while they were in the forest (Ramayana, Aranya 14-15, pg. 700). His interference is crucial to allowing Rama and the others to feel comfortable enough in the woods to focus on their religion. He also is the first explain that there are wild animals and demons that live in the forest alongside those seeking religious balance. On the other side of the spectrum, Rama has encountered terrible beings such as demoness’.  Surpanakha, the sister of the demon king. She visited Rama’s hermitage and was immediately drawn to him. Rama, already having a wife and not being attracted to the ugly Surpanakha, decided to play games with the demoness (Ramayana, Aranya 17-18, pg. 702). This interaction with the devilish character in the forest distracts Rama from dharma. He does not remain focused on his practices and as a result he created an even larger problem for him to face on his journey. As Rama allows external characters from the forest to interact with him, the purpose of the holiness of the forest sanctuary seems to backfire. 
As Rama continues his expedition to attain religious greatness he furthers his struggle to focus because of the interruptions of evil in the forest. This trend continues as Ravana, the king of demons, gets involved. Ravana wishes to have Sita as his wife since her beauty is like no other. Ravana and his uncle, Marica, bring an expanding evil to this once holy forest. They plan to deceive Sita and Rama to attempt to convince Sita to marry him. They use magic to create an apparition of a beautiful, colorful, and spiritual deer that catches their attention and distracts them from their religious intentions. As it plays in the forest, Rama decides that he wishes to hunt it as a challenge. This point is where their time in the forest as a holy sanctuary comes to a halting end. While Rama is away Ravana kidnaps Sita from the forest. Jatayu protects her till the very end of his life, but ultimately Ravana gets away with Sita. The evil outweighed the good forces in this moment. When Rama realizes Sita is missing, he loses all of the control dharma has once allowed him. He goes mad, he does not know where the love of his life went and it appears the forest has betrayed him. “Unable to retrain himself, he asked the trees and the birds and the animals of the forest… The eyes of the deer, the trunk of the elephant, the boughs of the trees, the flowers- all these reminded Rama of Sita,” (Ramayana, Aranya 59-60, pg. 714). In his grief he blames the forest and everything else surrounding him. His decision-making skills are no longer pristine and he begins to stray away from dharma as he exclaims that he may lose control of his emotions. Although Rama may be deviating from the theme of dharma, it may also be seen as a key development piece to explain Rama’s character as more well-rounded since he allows himself to express some emotion while he is in distress from missing his wife. This allows him to further grow and reconnect with the proper techniques of dharma once he reassess the crisis and ultimately also develop his overall understanding and need for dharma in the life of a Hindu.
The forest allows for Rama’s character show a true development in his character and to show religious expansion toward dharma. Of all the locations mentioned the Ramayana the forest is by far one of the most influential. As he explored the forest he experiences different scenarios that ultimately affected his development. It not only challenged Rama and the others ability to adapt, it was also extraordinarily crucial for Rama’s overall journey to becoming the proper embodiment of the god Vishnu. His journey to attain the ideal level of dharma will endlessly be a part of the Hindu history and will forever be important to the history of India’s culture. 
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