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Abstract:

This article provides a comprehensive literary analysis of Aubrey Menen’s 1954 satirical retelling of
The Ramayana, focusing on the author's extensive use of situational, structural, and verbal irony. It
examines how Menen demythologizes the traditional epic by transforming monumental figures like
Rama, Sita, and Ravana into relatable, flawed characters burdened by social pressures and public
performance. By examining the tension between noble ideals and mundane human motivations, the
study underscores the work's subversion of heroic binaries and rigid moral systems. Furthermore, the
analysis explores the complex postcolonial implications of an English-language satire positioned
between colonial skepticism and indigenous devotion, highlighting the ensuing cultural controversies
and censorship. Ultimately, the paper argues that Menen's comic intervention does not diminish the
sacred narrative but rather expands its literary possibilities, demonstrating that myths derive their
lasting power from their capacity to sustain competing interpretations and critical dialogue.
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One of the most provocative literary acts is the comic rewriting of a sacred narrative. The conversion of a
known religious epic into satire challenges not only literary expectations but also cultural assumptions about
authority, morality, and devotion. Aubrey Menen’s The Ramayana, first published in 1954, does just this
uncomfortable thing. Menen offers a pointedly irreverent retelling, using the broad narrative framework
associated with Valmiki's Ramayana. Gods behave like fallible human beings, heroes do not always seem
heroic, and apparently absolute moral principles are subjected to comic scrutiny. His work does not simply
retell an ancient story in contemporary English; it remakes the epic in the shifting space between reverence and
ridicule.

The central technique of Menen is irony. He employs verbal wit, parody, bathos, comic incongruity and
the reversal of expected moral roles to reveal the gulf between the noble ideals proclaimed within epic tradition
and the mundane motivations of human action. But his irony is not only destructive. It encourages readers to
reconsider how sacred stories acquire authority, and how communities preserve, interpret and sometimes
manipulate inherited ideals. In Menen’s version, the sacred story does not need protection from comic treatment
so that it can remain significant. Yet it raises difficult questions of cultural ownership: can an English-language
writer from colonial India satirise a revered Indian epic without reproducing colonial habits of dismissive
exoticism?

The article argues that Menen uses irony to demythologise the Ramayana and at the same time to reveal
the continuing power of myth. He subverts traditional heroic binaries by making Rama, Sita and Ravana comic
and psychologically relatable characters, exposing the contradictions within supposedly sacred moral systems.
His irreverence is therefore a literary experiment and a cultural intervention.

Lite. Cog.:AREELLC, Volume 1V, Issue 2 86 Sept. 2023



© www. iterarycognizance.com

Literary Cognizance
ISSN- 2395-7522 - Online
An International Refereed / Peer Reviewed

e - Journal of English Language, Literature & Criticism
Vol.- 1V, Issue- 2, September 2023

Aubrey Menen and the Context of His Retelling:

Aubrey Menen was an Indian writer of mixed Indian and European parentage whose work often pushed the
boundaries of respectability, national identity and literary convention. In the decades around Indian
independence Menen wrote in English and occupied a complicated cultural position. English was the language
of colonial administration but also a powerful medium for Indian writers to reach an international audience. He
put an Indian cultural text into a literary tradition that was deeply associated with satire, scepticism and social
comedy by translating the Ramayana into English.

The timing of Menen’s book is crucial. In the early 1950s India was working out the relationship
between modern nationhood and inherited cultural traditions. The Ramayana was more than an ancient poem; it
was a living cultural system expressed in religious practice, in theatre, in oral narration, in regional
performance, and in political symbolism. Rama was associated with ideal kingship, ethical behaviour and
righteous rule. A comic retelling of the epic thus ran the risk of appearing not only unorthodox but sacrilegious.
Menen’s work also fits within the larger tradition of rewriting canonical narratives. Retellings often demonstrate
that no epic is available in a single authoritative form. The Ramayana has travelled thru multiple languages,
regions, performance traditions and ideological interpretations. Thus, Menen’s version can be seen as an
intervention into a textual history that is already diverse. His satire relies on the reader’s familiarity with the
conventional story, but it also demonstrates that knowledge is never neutral. Every telling is a selection, a
rearrangement, an emphasis and a suppression.

The book’s humorous tone also distinguishes it from devotional or nationalist readings. Menen does not
read the epic as a consistent moral universe but as a narrative system that is open to interrogation. He shows the
processes by which extraordinary claims become normalised: the divine birth is accepted without question,
supernatural weapons are used as narrative conveniences, and moral authority is often derived from social
position rather than moral consistency. It is the comic mode that exposes these conventions by refusing to
accept them on their face.

Irony in the Sacred Texts and Literature:

Irony happens when the gap between appearance and reality, statement and meaning, expectation and outcome,
public principle and private conduct is exposed. This gap can be especially potent in sacred literature, where
religious narratives often claim to be vehicles of truth. A sacred character may represent an ideal, and a
narrative may give a pattern of conduct to be imitated. Irony becomes a way of questioning authority when a
retelling point out contradictions within such a structure.

Menen's irony is primarily situational and structural. Frequently the character's actions wreck the
reputation of that character. An act which is supposed to be wise may be foolish. A divine intervention may
have an absurd result. A moral rule may be applied with such rigidity that it becomes ethically ridiculous. This
kind of irony is not inherently anti-spiritual. Instead it separates spiritual meaning from institutional or narrative
claims made in the name of spirituality.

The sacred and the comic are not always oppositional. Comedy can show the limits of humans who
claim divine legitimacy. It can also help prevent myth from becoming ideologically closed-off. Menen laughs at
the grandest claims of the epic and invites readers to question the values that those claims support. His humour
creates an interpretive distance: the reader is close enough to identify the tradition, and yet far enough away to
interrogate it.

In this regard the irony of Menen is akin to the general literary function of parody. Parody imitates a
known form so as to expose its conventions. Menen keeps the bones of the epic quest — exile, abduction,
alliance, war and restoration — but shifts the tonal frame. The heroic story is conveyed in terms of
understatement and sceptical commentary. Then familiar events seem strange. The reader suspects that the
moral grandeur of the epic is the result either of events themselves or of the reverent diction that conventionally
describes them.

Menon’s Ironic Treatment of Divine Figures:

Lite. Cog.:AREELLC, Volume 1V, Issue 2 87 Sept. 2023



© www. iterarycognizance.com

Literary Cognizance
ISSN- 2395-7522 - Online
An International Refereed / Peer Reviewed

e - Journal of English Language, Literature & Criticism
Vol.- 1V, Issue- 2, September 2023

The most daring of Menen’s achievements is his handling of the epic’s gods and demigods. Rama, Sita and
Ravana are not distant embodiments of theological perfection. They happen in a comic world of desire,
confusion, vanity, social pressure and self-interest.

Rama: The Ideal Hero Problem:
In the traditional accounts Rama is the ideal prince: disciplined, dutiful, truthful and committed to dharma. Yet
Menen’s Rama is repeatedly revealed as a man whose public image outweighs his real moral complexity. The
irony comes when what is usually considered noble behaviour is motivated by social pressure, political
calculation or personal insecurity.

Menen’s treatment of Rama challenges the notion that obedience is a virtue. Rama’s selflessness in the
name of duty may be noble, but the comic perspective of the narrative asks readers to consider the ramifications
of this selflessness. The ideal prince is caught up in systems of reputation and patriarchal authority. His
decisions affect Sita profoundly, but he can still maintain his moral prestige within the conventions of heroic
conduct.

The gap between reputation and consequence is at the heart of Menen's satire. Rama is not only
condemned he is recognisable. His authority is shown to depend on his performance. He has to appear righteous
in the eyes of others and the comedy comes from the tension between that performance and the emotional or
practical realities underneath. Menen thus transforms this sacred hero into a satirical study of leadership: the
ruler praised for embodying moral order may also be maintaining a social order that produces suffering.

Sita: The Ideal Woman and the Silent Contradiction:

Sita is traditionally seen as the embodiment of fidelity, purity, courage and wifely devotion. Menen’s ironic
treatment of her exposes the limiting expectations embedded in these virtues. Her idealisation itself is
questioned. Being praised as the perfect woman is to be denied ordinary complexity, anger, doubt, and
autonomy.

The irony surrounding Sita is heightened further when her virtue has to be demonstrated in public. The
obligation to prove her purity is indicative of a moral system in which a woman’s integrity is a public matter for
verification, while male authority is relatively secure. Menen's comic framing makes it impossible to overlook
the absurdity of this arrangement. The ritual is not only serious but also social theatricality: a spectacle the
purpose of which is to restore confidence to the community, not to find truth.
Sita’s position thus brings out the gendered aspect of epic morality. She is symbolically raised but practically
bound. Menen’s satire makes it clear that idealisation can be a means of control as well. The woman who is
worshipped as sacred is also denied the right to define herself.

Ravana, Evil and the Fluidity of Moral Categories:

In classic stories, Ravana is the villain who gets too greedy and cocky and f's up the universe. Menen does not
dispel his villainy, but makes it complex by turning him into a creature of overweening personality, not just a
metaphysical incarnation of evil. His grandeur is comic, because it is inseparable from vanity.
Ravana’s power doesn’t make for consistent impressiveness. But his self-dramatization often reveals insecurity.
He wants to be seen as magnificent, terrifying and intellectually superior, but the ironic tone of the narrative
makes him ridiculous in his claims again and again. So his villainy is not simply a moral problem; it is also a
problem of performance. He believes in the picture he has made, even when that picture is absurd because of
the circumstances.

Menen additionally emphasises the political aspect of demonisation with a Ravana so outrageously over
the top. The enemy is monstrous in part because the victorious side requires him to be so. Once the alleged
villain has identifiable motives and weaknesses, the ethical clarity of the conflict is less secure. The opposition
of good and evil remains, but it no longer feels effortless or absolute.

Subversion of Heroic Ideals and of Moral Absolutes:

Menen’s satire undermines the assumption that heroism entails moral rightness. The hero’s deeds may be
arduous but they are legitimised by his adherence to dharma in the conventional epic logic. Menen complicates
this logic by making the consequences of “righteous” actions visible.
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Bathos, the sudden fall from the elevated to the commonplace or ludicrous, is one of his principal
devices. Alongside grand pronouncements on destiny and cosmic order are practical considerations, bodily
behaviour, petty squabbles or bureaucratic muddle. This contrast brings the epic closer to the everyday. The
gods may speak of universal principles, but they are subject to impatience, vanity and misunderstanding.
Menen subverts further the ideal of martial heroism. The war against Lanka is not presented only as a righteous
struggle between order and chaos. It has spectacle, strategy, confusion and the manipulation of loyalty. The
heroic army is not a monolith of virtue, but a congeries of contending personalities and interests. Bravado is
linked with courage, devotion with opportunism, obedience with fear.
The narrative thus complicates the moral vocabulary of the epic. Dharma is not so much one law to rule them
all but a series of competing expectations. A prince must obey his father, a husband must guard his good name,
a king must satisfy public opinion, and a woman must prove her purity. These imperatives may be in conflict,
but they are often regarded by the social order as equally sacred. Menen ironically shows how moral absolutes
can be used by power to avoid responsibility.

Cultural and Postcolonial Implications:

The ironic method of Menen has important postcolonial consequences. He writes in English for both Indian and
international readers. Thus the text is situated between cultural traditions rather than within an uncontested
interpretive community. Its humour is an assertion of an intellectual independence: Menen will not let colonial
or religious authority dictate how Indian mythology must be represented.

The retelling also resists the colonial impulse to read Indian religious stories as evidence of irrationality
or cultural backwardness. Menen’s approach is far more sophisticated than simple rejection. He demonstrates
the epic is material for refined literary transmutation. Instead of anxiously defending cultural inheritance, he
claims the right to reinterpret it by satirising it from within its narrative structure.

Nevertheless, the employment of English in the work, and its dependence on Western comic
conventions, generate tensions. The satire may help to make the Ramayana accessible to readers who are not
familiar with its devotional contexts. But accessibility can also create distortion. A reader coming to the epic
primarily via Menen may regard the parody as an authoritative version of the tradition. Moreover, humour
directed at sacred beliefs might be interpreted differently depending on the cultural position of the reader. What
seems to be liberation for one audience may seem to be reduction for another.

Menen’s work is thus inscribed in an ambivalent postcolonial space. It resists cultural essentialism by
refusing to treat tradition as sacred, but risks being assimilated into a Western expectation that Eastern religious
tales must be demystified for modern audiences. This unresolved tension is part of the power of the text. It asks
who is permitted to laugh at a sacred story and if criticism of tradition is always betrayal.

Reception and controversy:

The controversy surrounding The Ramayana is inseparable from the subject and tone of the work. To assume
that a humorous take on a revered epic will not invite charges of disrespect, particularly from those who
venerate Rama and Sita as objects of worship rather than simply literary characters, would be a mistake. The
question was not only whether Menen’s jokes worked, but whether the story was one that was available for
jokes at all.

But controversy can also heighten a work’s literary significance. By provoking debate, Menen’s book
makes visible the assumptions that often go unspoken in solemn retellings. It reminds us that sacred texts are
read in communities and that interpretation is an exercise of power. The outrage provoked by satire may well
indicate not just that a text has been insulted but that a cultural boundary has been deliberately transgressed.
Thus, the reception of the work is to be understood pluralistically. Some readers may enjoy its scepticism, its
antiheroic humour and its attack on social hypocrisy. Some will say it makes complex religious concepts
simple, or confuses irreverence with insight. Both responses are important because they reveal the precarious
position of sacred narrative in contemporary literary culture. Menen’s work doesn’t resolve the conflict between
devotion and criticism, it dramatises it.

Literary Devices That Generate Irony:

Lite. Cog.:AREELLC, Volume 1V, Issue 2 89 Sept. 2023



© www. iterarycognizance.com

Literary Cognizance
ISSN- 2395-7522 - Online
An International Refereed / Peer Reviewed

e - Journal of English Language, Literature & Criticism
Vol.- 1V, Issue- 2, September 2023

The irony of Menen is created by a number of interrelated techniques. First, he uses parodic imitation. The
general architecture of the epic is still recognisable, but its lofty conventions are re-enacted by comic narration.
Readers grasp the gravity of the source tradition, and that gravity heightens the impact of its distortion.
Second, Menen employs tonal incongruity. Events of great theological significance are narrated in a dry, casual
or sceptical tone. The difference between event and narration makes the reader rethink the seeming greatness of
the event. A serious ceremony can seem theatrical; a divine verdict can seem like an administrative decision; a
heroic boast can seem like self-advertisement.

Third, he uses understatement. Menen does not call a character foolish or hypocritical; the contradiction
is revealed in the character’s own words and actions. This indirection makes the satire more effective, because
the reader is complicit in the recognition of the irony.

Fourth, Menen uses anachronistic social commentary. The epic world is designed to resemble a society
that is controlled by recognisable institutions, concerns over reputation, family politics, and public relations.
This anachronism does not simply modernise the story; it reveals connections between ancient power and
contemporary social conduct.

Fifth, Menen employs irony thru the juxtaposition of narration. A character’s idealised description can
be contradicted by behaviour. Public praise can mask private failure. Again and again the official interpretation
is juxtaposed to observable reality.

Finally, Menen uses comic characterisation to humanise traditionally monumental figures. Rama’s
dignity, Sita’s purity, and Ravana’s menace are made to wobble because each character is permitted—or
forced—to reveal ordinary flaws. What results is not an outright rejection of myth, but a transformation of myth
into dialogue.

Conclusion:

What’s important about Aubrey Menen’s The Ramayana is that it shows that sacred stories are not taboo when
considering literary re-imaginings. Menen enters the space between reverence and critique with irony,
subverting the moral and cultural certainties of the epic, while retaining its familiar structure. His Rama is not
an unquestioned ideal but a conflicted ruler, his Sita reveals the costs of idealised womanhood, and his Ravana
reveals the theatricality of villainy. Taken together, these representations erode the moral absolutes on which
conventional heroic narrative relies.

Menen’s satire is not merely anti-religious and not completely emancipatory. Its achievement is its
capacity to generate uncertainty. It dares readers to tell faith from authority, virtue from reputation, and tradition
from interpretation. What makes it significant in postcolonial terms is that it engages with cultural inheritance
not as something to be preserved or rejected but as something to be argued with.

The irony of the book finally opens up the literary possibilities of the Ramayana. Menen does not
necessarily make the sacred comic and thus meaningless. Instead, he shows that myths are powerful because
they can sustain competing interpretations. The laughter his work provokes may be uncomfortable, but the
discomfort is intellectually fruitful. It invites readers to understand that all sacred spaces are sites of authority,
struggle, performance, and revision—and that literature often begins when those histories are contested.
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